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ODYSSEY: OUTLINE

Book 1. Athene Visits Telemachus
1. The proem

2. The council of the gods
1. Zeus’s speech
2. Athene’s speech
3. Zeus's reply
4. Athene’s reply

3. Athene goes to Ithaca

1. her reception

2. Athene and Telemachus
a) Telemachus’ questions
b) “Mentes” tells his story
c) Telemachus’ reply
d) Athene’s questions
e) Telemachus on the suitors
f) Athene’s advice
g) the parting speeches

3. her departure

4. Telemachus asserts himself

1. with Penelope
a) Phemius’ song
b) Penelope’s reproof
c) Telemachus’ challenge

2. with the suitors
a) Telemachus’ challenge
b) Antinous’ reply
¢) Telemachus answers him
d) Eurymachus’ questions
e) Telemachus answers him

3. and so to bed.

Book 2. The Debate in Ithaca

1. The assembly: the nine speeches
Aegyptius

Telemachus’ complaint
Antinous’ challenge
Telemachus responds
Halitherses interprets the omen

Telemachus’ announcement
Mentor rebukes the elders
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Eurymachus dismisses the omen, renews the challenge

Leocritus responds for the suitors

line
1

22
32
44
63
80

96
113
158
169
178
213
221
230
252
306
319

324
328
328
336
345
365
365
381
388
399
412
420

25
40
85
129
146
177
208
224
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2. Telemachus and Athene again

1.
2.

his prayer
her response

3. Telemachus’ departure

1.

2.
3.

Book 3. Nestor

Telemachus and the suitors
a) Antinous’ approach
b) Telemachus’ response
¢) the suitors mock
Telemachus and Eurycleia
the departure

1. The first sacrifice

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Athene encourages Telemachus
Nestor’s welcome

Athene’s prayer

the feast begins

Nestor questions his guest

2. Telemachus” question

3. Nestor’s tale I: the homecomings

1.

Odysseus at Troy

. the debate between Agamemnon and Menelaus

2
3.
4
5

Odysseus turns back

. Diomedes, Menelaus, and Nestor sail homewards
. Neoptolemus, Philoctetes, Idomeneus arrive home
6.

Agamemnon’s fate

4. Telemachus’ dilemma

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Telemachus on Orestes
Nestor’s encouragement
Telemachus” doubts
Athene’s encouragement
Telemachus’ second question

5. Nestor’s tale II: Agamemnon and Menelaus

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Clytemnestra, Aegisthus, and the bard
Menelaus blown to Egypt

Orestes’ revenge on Aegisthus
Nestor’s advice to Telemachus
Athene’s speech

6. Athene’s departure

1.
2.
3.
4.

Nestor’s hospitality

Athene’s reply and departure
Nestor’s prayer and libation
bed
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7. The next day
1. the second sacrifice
2. Telemachus and Pisistratus ride to Sparta.

Book 4. Menelaus and Helen

1. Telemachus in Sparta
1. Arrival
a) the wedding send-off
b) arrival and welcome
c) Menelaus’ hospitality
2. The past and its banishing
a) Menelaus’ speech
b) enter Helen
¢) Telemachus identified
d) Menelaus on Odysseus
e) tears all round
f) Helen spikes the wine
3. Two tales of Troy
a) Helen’s story
b) Menelaus’ story
¢) and so to bed
4. The second day
a) Telemachus airs his mission
b) Menelaus’ response
(1) his prayer for Odysseus’ vengeance
(2) his story
(a) Menelaus in Pharos
(b) Eidothea’s advice
(c) catching Proteus
(d) the sea-god’s prophecy
i) Menelaus” homecoming
ii) the returns
(1) AjaxII
(2) Agamemnon
(3) Odysseus
iii) the Elysian fields
(e) the offerings and cenotaph
(3) gifts for Telemachus
c) Telamachus renegotiates the gifts

2. meanwhile, back in Ithaca

1. the suitors find out
a) Noemon’s surprise
b) the ambush hatched

2. Penelope finds out
a) Medon leaks the plan
b) Penelope and Eurycleia
c) her prayer to Athene
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3. the suitors again
a) Penelope’s cry interpreted
b) the ambush party sets out
4. Athene appears to Penelope
5. the suitors lay the ambush.

Book 5. Calypso

1. The second divine council
1. Athene prompts Zeus
2. Zeus goes into action

2. Hermes and Calypso
1. Calypso’s cave
2. the goddess’s welcome
3. Hermes relays Zeus’ order
4. Calypso’s reply
5. Hermes departs with a warning

3. Calypso and Odysseus

1. on the shore
a) Calypso’s permission
b) Odysseus’ suspicion
c) Calypso’s oath

2. in the cave
a) Calypso’s speech
b) Odysseus’ reply

4. Preparations and departure
1. making the raft
2. Calypso’s provisions
3. Odysseus sets sail

5. Poseidon’s revenge
1. soliloquy and storm
2. Odysseus’ first soliloquy
3. the shipwreck
4. Ino lends a hand
5

. Odysseus hangs on; his second soliloquy

6. Poseidon yields

6. Landfall
1. the sight of land
2. Odysseus’ third soliloquy
3. the cliffs and rivermouth
4. on the shore: the final soliloquy

Book 6. Nausicaa

1. Athene takes charge
1. the Phaeacians and their history
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2.

3.

4.

5.

2. Nausicaa’s dream
3. Athene departs

The laundry expedition
1. Nausicaa and Alcinous
2. setting off
3. the washing
4. the ball game

Odysseus & Nausicaa
1. awakening and soliloquy
2. the encounter
3. Odysseus’ speech
4. Nausicaa’s reply
5. Nausicaa to her girls

Odysseus freshens up
1. the bathing
2. Athene’s makeover
3. Nausicaa’s reaction

The journey to town
1. Nausicaa’s plan
2. Odysseus’ prayer and Athene’s response

Book 7. The Palace of Alcinous

1.
2.

Nausicaa arrives home

Athene plays tour guide
1. the meeting
2. thejourney into town
3. the royal family
4. departure to Athens

. The palace

1. the palace
2. the gardens

. Arete and Alcinous I: the banquet

1. Odysseus supplicates Arete
2. Echenaus’ speech

3. the hospitality routine

4. Alcinous’ speech

5. Odysseus’ response

. Arete and Alcinous II: the private audience

1. Arete’s question

2. Odysseus’ story

3. Alcinous on Nausicaa
4. Odysseus’ response
5. Alcinous’ promise
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Book 8. The Phaeacian Games

1. Morning: the Phaeacian assembly
1. re-enter Athene
2. Alcinous’ speech
3. preparations

2. The second banquet
1. Demodocus’ first song: the quarrel at Troy
2. Odysseus’ reaction
3. Alcinous’ response

3. The games

1. the catalogue of princes

2. the events
a) the footrace: Clytonaus
b) wrestling: Euryalus
¢) jumping: Amphialus
d) discus: Elatreus
e) boxing: Laodamas

3. the challenge
a) Laodamas and Euryalus confer
b) Laodamas’ invitation
c) Odysseus demurs
d) Euryalus’ taunt
e) Odysseus’ response
f) the discus
g) Odysseus’ boast
h) Alcinous’ response

4. Demodocus’ second song: Ares and Aphrodite
a) the lovers
b) Hephaestus’ trap
c) Hephaestus demands penalty
d) the gods comment
e) Poseidon settles the debt

4. Evening: the third banquet

the ball dance

Alcinous’ gifts

Euryalus” apology

packing

farewell to Nausicaa

the banquet

Odysseus’ request

Demodocus’ third song: The Trojan Horse
Odysseus’ reaction

Alcinous’ response and question
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Book 9. The Cyclops

1. Odysseus’” prologue 1
2. The Cicones 39
3. The storm 62
4. The Lotus-Eaters 82
5. The Cyclops 105
1. The island 116

a) day 1: arrival by night 142

b) day 2: hunting, feasting 152

c) day 3: the expedition ship 170

2. The mainland and the cave 181

a) the wine of Maron 193

b) the cave 216

3. Enter Polyphemus 231

a) his routine 231

b) his question 252

c) Odysseus’ supplication 256

d) Polyphemus’ response 272

e) Odysseus’ lie 281

f) the first pair eaten 287

g) Odysseus’ reaction 293

4. The second day 307

a) morning: the second pair eaten 307

b) Odysseus’ plan 318

c) evening: the third pair eaten 336

d) the wine 345

e) the Noman game 360

f) the blinding 371

g) the Noman ruse pays off 401

h) waiting for dawn 413

5. The third day 437

a) escape 437

b) the Cyclops’ speech 446

c) back to the ship 461

d) Odysseus’ boast I 473

e) the rock throw 480

f) the crew try to stop Odysseus 491

g) Odysseus’ boast II 500

h) the Cyclops’ response 506

i) Odysseus’ boast III 522

j) the Cyclops’ prayer 526

k) back to the island 536



Book 10. Circe

1. Aeolus
1. the island realm
2. reception and gift
3. back at sea
4. return and rebuff

2. The Laestrygonians
1. the harbour
2. the expedition inland
3. slaughter and escape

3. Circe
1. days 1-2: landfall and grief
2. day 3: the hunt and meal
3. day 4
a) Eurylochus’ expedition
b) Eurylochus and Odysseus I
c) Odysseus’ expedition
(1) Hermes
(2) Circe outfoxed
(3) the retransformation
(4) Eurylochus and Odysseus II
4. Circe’s hospitality
5. The quest of the dead
a) Circe’s instructions
b) departure
c) Elpenor

Book 11. The Book of the Dead
1. arrival and ritual

2. the ghosts 1

1. Odysseus’ past
a) Elpenor
b) Tiresias
¢) Anticleia

2. the pageant of heroines:
a) Tyro
b) Antiope
¢) Alcmene
d) Megara
e) Epicaste
f) Chloris
g) Leda
h) Iphimedeia
i) Phaedra
j) Procris

13
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133
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51

51

51
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150
225
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260
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281
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321



k) Ariadne
1) Maera
m) Clymene
n) Eriphyle

3. interlude in Scheria

4. the ghosts II
1. heroes of Troy:
a) Agamemnon
b) Achilles
c) Ajax
2. judgment
a) Minos
b) the damned
(1) Orion
(2) Tantalus
(3) Sisyphus
3. Heracles

Book 12. The Cattle of the Sun

1. Departure from Aeaea
1. Elpenot’s funeral
2. Circe’s briefing
3. Odysseus’ edited version

2. The Sirens

3. Scylla & Charybdis
1. Odysseus’ instructions
2. the approach
3. Charybdis and Scylla

4. The Cattle of the Sun

the debate and landing
storm and famine
Eurylochus’ revolt

Zeus grants vengeance
the portents

departure and shipwreck
Charybdis again
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Book 13. Odysseus Lands in Ithaca

1. Scheria to Ithaca
1. departure
a) Alcinous’ parting gifts
b) the last banquet
c) farewells
d) shipboard and sleep
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2. arrival
a) the cave
b) unloading & departure
3. Poseidon’s revenge
a) Poseidon appeals to Zeus
b) the prophecy (part-)fulfilled

2. Odysseus and Athene
1. awakening & soliloquy
2. encounter and Q&A
3. the first Cretan tale
a) murder and exile
b) storm and landfall
4. the goddess unmasks
a) her speech
b) Odysseus’ doubts
c) Athene’s response
5. the plan
a) the suitors
b) Eumaeus and Telemachus
c) Odysseus disguised

Book 14. In Eumaeus’ Hut

1. Arrival and reception
1. the compound
2. the dogs 1
3. Eumaeus on Odysseus
4. his hospitality
5. Eumaeus on the suitors

2. The mindgames begin
1. the beggar’s question
2. Eumaeus’ reply
3. the beggar’s oath
4. Eumaeus changes the subject
5. the second Cretan tale
a) at home in Crete
b) with Idomeneus to Troy, and home
c) the Egyptian expedition
(1) the defeat ( = the Cicones)
(2) 7 years’ royal hospitality (= Calypso)
(3) the Phoenician & shipwreck (= book 5)
(4) Thesprotis (= Scheria)
(5) signs of Odysseus
(6) the crew’s treachery (= book 13)
6. Eumaeus’ scepticism
7. the beggar’s challenge
8. Eumaeus wriggles out
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3. the evening meal and cloak tale
1. sacrifice and meal
2. the cloak story
3. Eumaeus gets the message
4. Eumaeus keeps watch

Book 15. Telemachus Returns

1. Telemachus

1. leavetaking in Sparta
a) Athene’s dream
b) Telemachus and Peisistratus
c) morning: Menelaus’ hospitality
d) Menelaus’ gift
e) Helen's gift
f) the farewell meal
g) the omen & Helen’'s interpretation
h) Sparta to Pherae

2. Theoclymenus
a) bypassing Pylos
b) Theoclymenus’ story
c) the suppliant accepted
d) the voyage homewards

2. Odysseus
the beggar’s intentions
Eumaeus’ protest
the beggar’s questions
Eumaeus tells of Odysseus’ family
the beggar asks for Eumaeus’ story
Eumaeus’ autobiography
a) the prince of Syros
b) the Phoenician and the nurse
c) the kidnap
d) slavery in Ithaca
7. the beggar’s response
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3. Telemachus
1. approaching Ithaca
2. the Theoclymenus problem
3. the omen & its reading
4. Theoclymenus to Peiraeus
5. Telemachus to Eumaeus

Book 16. Odysseus Meets his Son

1. Telemachus arrives
1. the dogs II: Telemachus

2. Telemachus and Eumaeus (and Odysseus)
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3. Telemachus and the beggar
a) the Cretan identified
b) Telemachus’ dilemma
c) the beggar’s response
d) Telemachus’ view
e) Eumaeus’ mission

4. exit Eumaeus

2. Father & son
1. the dogs III: Athene
the retransformation
the recognition
Odysseus’ story
the conspiracy
a) Telemachus states the problem
b) Odysseus’ plan
¢) Telemachus’ modifications

G RN

3. The suitors: aftermath of the ambush

1. Penelope hears of Telemachus’ return
Eurymachus reacts to the news
the ship returns
Antinous’ proposal
Amphinomus speaks against
Penelope and Eurymachus

SARNLIE N N

4. Back at the cottage
1. Odysseus retransformed
2. Eumaeus returns
3. the news from town

Book 17. Odysseus Goes to Town
1. Telemachus and the beggar play their roles for Eumaeus

2. Telemachus” homecoming
1. Telemachus, Eurycleia & Penelope
2. Peiraeus brings Theoclymenus
3. Telemachus, Theoclymenus, & Penelope
a) Telemachus’ story
b) Theoclymenus’ prophecy

3. The cast converge
1. The suitors gather
2. Eumaeus & the beggar set out
a) enter Melanthius
(1) the first taunt
(2) the first blow
(3) Eumaeus’ curse
(4) Melanthius’ response and departure
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b) outside the palace
(1) pause for discussion
(2) Argos
(a) his story
(b) the beggar to Eumaeus
(c) Eumaeus’ response
(d) the end
c) into the megaron
(1) Telemachus receives Eumaeus
(2) the beggar at the door
(3) Eumaeus delivers Telemachus’ invitation

4. The beggar at the feast
1. doing the rounds
2. Antinous, Eumaeus, & Telemachus
a) Melanthius and Antinous
b) Antinous and Eumaeus
¢) Telemachus and Antinous
3. Antinous and the beggar
a) the third [Cretan] tale
(1) the Egyptian expedition
(2) slavery in Cyprus
b) the first stool-throwing
(1) Antinous’ tirade
(2) the beggar’s response
(3) Antinous strikes
(4) Odysseus’ response
(5) the beggar’s speech
(6) Antinous’ support ebbs
(7) Telemachus’ reaction

5. Penelope’s summons
1. the women react to the violence
2. Penelope and Eumaeus
a) a summons to the beggar
b) Eumaeus on the beggar
c) Penelope’s invitation
d) Telemachus’ sneeze
3. back in the megaron
a) Eumaeus delivers the message
b) the beggar puts the interview off
4. Penelope and Eumaeus again
5. Eumaeus quits the palace

Book 18. The Beggar in the Palace

1. Irus
1. Irus provoke the beggar
2. the response
3. Irus’ challenge
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4. the terms of the fight
a) the prize
b) the oath
squaring up; Antinous’ threat to Irus
Irus dispatched
omen and prize
Amphinomus given his chance

PN

2. Penelope before the suitors
Penelope and Eurynome
Athene’s makeover
Penelope makes her entrance
Penelope and Telemachus
Penelope’s response to Eurymachus
a) Odysseus’ parting words
b) courting gifts
6. gifts for Penelope

—
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3. Evening
1. Melantho
2. Eurymachus and Odysseus
a) the exchange of words
b) the second stool-throwing
c) the end of the feast
(1) Telemachus speaks up
(2) Amphinomus responds
(3) the suitors depart

Book 19. The Queen and the Beggar

1. Evening in the palace
1. removing the weapons
a) Odysseus & Telemachus plan
b) Telemachus & Eurycleia
c) the removal; Athene’s lamp
2. Penelope emerges
3. Melantho II

2. The interview

1. Penelope’s question declined

2. Penelope’s predicament: the weaving

3. the last Cretan tale
a) Aethon, brother of Idomeneus
b) Odysseus in Crete

4. the test of truth
a) Penelope’s tears and challenge
b) the beggar’s evidence

5. Odysseus’ return promised
a) Penelope’s despair
b) the Theprotian tale
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6. Penelope’s response
a) Penelope’s hospitality
b) the beggar declines bath & bed
c) Penelope delegates Eurycleia

3. Eurycleia and the scar

1. the nurse and the beggar

2. the scar recognised

3. flashback: the story behind the scar
a) Odysseus’ naming
b) the visit and feast
¢) the hunt and wound

4. Eurycleia silenced

4. the interview resumes & concludes
1. Penelope’s prospects
2. the dream and interpretation
3. the contest of the bow

Book 20. Prelude to the Crisis

1. Odysseus’ night
1. insomnia
2. Athene

2. Penelope’s night
1. her lament

3. morning in Ithaca
1. omens for Odysseus
a) Odysseus” waking & prayer
b) the thunder and the slave’s response
2. Telemachus & Eurycleia
3. the herdsmen arrive
a) Eumaeus
b) Melanthius
c) + Philoetius
(1) his greeting and story
(2) the beggar’s response
4. the suitors’ omen

4. The last banquet
1. Telemachus & Antinous clash over the beggar
2. Ctesippus’ missile
a) the taunt
b) the throw and miss
c) Telemachus’ challenge
d) Agelaus’ response
e) Telemachus’ reply

5. Weird scenes
1. the suitors come over all funny

—15 -

308
317
335
349

361
361
386
393
405
413
428
467

508
508
535
570

30

56
61

91

91

91
102
122
157
162
172
185
185
226
240

247
257
284
292
299
303
320
338

345
345



2. Theoclymenus’ vision
3. the end approaches

Book 21. The Contest of the Bow

1. Penelope and the bow
1. in the storeroom
2. the bow’s history
3. Penelope’s moment of decision

2. The contest

1. Penelope’s challenge
Antinous’ response
Telemachus’ attempt
Leodes’ attempt

LN

a) choosing sides
b) unmasking and proof
c) the plan
. Eurymachus’ attempt
Antinous proposes adjournment
8. Odysseus” attempt
a) the debate
(1) the beggar volunteers
(2) Antinous objects
(3) Penelope answers Antinous
(4) Eurymachus objects
(5) Penelope answers Eurymachus
(6) Telemachus takes charge
b) the bow brought to Odysseus
(1) the suitors threaten Eumaeus
(2) Telemachus intervenes
(3) Eurycleia seals the hall
c) the challenge fulfilled
(1) stringing the bow
(2) the thunder
(3) the axes
(4) disarming and arming

N o

Book 22. The Battle in the Hall

1. The first kills

1. Antinous
a) the death shot
b) the suitors’ reaction
c) Odysseus unmasks

2. Eurymachus
a) Eurymachus negotiates
b) Odysseus refuses
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Odysseus reveals himself to Eumaeus & Philoetius
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¢) Eurymachus rallies the suitors 68

d) his charge and death 79

3. Amphinomus 89

2. The armoury 99
1. Telemachus arms the heroes 108

2. Melanthius arms the suitors 126

a) Agelaus’ plan 131

b) Melanthius’ mission 135

3. Melanthius caught 160

a) Odysseus’ plan 170

b) Eumaeus & Philoetius capture Melanthius 178

3. Enter Athene 205
1. Odysseus and “Mentor” 205

2. Agelaus’ threats 210

3. Athene’s response and withdrawal 224

4. Pitched battle 241
1. the first exchange of spearcasts 241

a) the suitors all miss 255

b) the heroes all score 265

2. the second exchange 272

a) the suitors graze Telemachus and Eumaeus 272

b) the heroes all score again 281

(1) Philoetius’ speech over Ctesippus 285

3. the fight at close quarters 292

a) Odysseus stabs Agelaus 292

b) Telemachus stabs Leocritus 294

4. The mass slaughter 297

a) Athene routs the suitors 297

b) the heroes mop them up 302

5. The suppliants 310
1. Leodes 310

2. Phemius 330

3. Medon 354

6. After the slaughter 381
1. the corpses 381

2. Eurycleia 390

a) Odysseus’ summons 390

b) her reaction to the slaughter 398

c) Odysseus stills her 409

d) Eurycleia fingers the traitors 419

3. the maids 433

a) Odysseus gives the order 433

b) the last cleanup 446

c) Telemachus strings them up 465

4. Melanthius 473
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5. purifying the hall

6. the women return

Book 23. Odysseus and Penelope

1. Eurycleia & Penelope
- 4 exchanges of speeches

2. The meeting
1. Penelope’s gaze
2. Telemachus and Penelope
3. Odysseus’ instructions to Telemachus
4. the false wedding

3. the last test
1. Odysseus’ final makeover

the bed test
Penelope’s apology
embrace and simile
Tiresias’ prophecy recounted
And so to bed

- Odysseus’ story

SARNL:

4. Next morning
1. the plan
2. the party sets out

Book 24. The Feud is Ended

1. The second necyia
1. Hermes conducts the ghosts
2. Achilles & Agamemnon
a) Achilles” speech: Agamemnon'’s death
b) Agamemnon’s speech: Achilles” funeral
(1) Thetis, the nymphs, and the Muses
(2) the mourning
(3) pyre and burial
(4) the funeral games
3. The suitors arrive
a) Agamemnon’s question
b) Amphimedon’s story
(1) Penelope’s weaving
(2) the beggar
(3) the contest and slaughter
(4) the corpses and kin
c) Agamemnon’s verdict

2. Laertes
1. The estate
2. Laertes
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3.

4.

5.

The Sicanian tale

a) Odysseus’ speech (as “Epiritus”)

(1) greeting
(2) Odysseus in Alybas
b) Laertes’ reply
c) Epiritus’ response
The recognition
a) Odysseus unmasks
b) the scar and the trees
¢) Laertes on the suitors’ kin
In Laertes’ cottage
a) Laertes’ bath and makeover
b) the meal
¢) Dolius and sons

3. The suitors’ kin

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

the word gets out
Eupeithes’ call to arms
Medon and Phemius
Halitherses

to arms

4. Zeus and Athene
5. The last battle

1.
2.
3.

4.

5.

the arming
Athene returns as Mentor
four little speeches
a) Odysseus
b) Telemachus
c) Laertes
d) Athene
the battle
a) Laertes kills Eupeithes

b) Odysseus and Telemachus attack

c) Athene calls a halt
d) Zeus checks Odysseus
“Mentor” seals the truce
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ODYSSEY 1-4: THE TELEMACHY

INTRODUCTION TO BOOKS 1-4

Since antiquity, the first four books of the poem have been informally known as the
Telemacheia or “Story of Telemachus”. It’s one of the bolder features of the poem that its
hero’s entrance into the main narrative is delayed to the fifth book, so that the focus of these
first four books is on the linking character of his son Telemachus. Telemachus’ journey is
part of the initial opening-out of the story, takes him and us from Ithaca into the wider heroic
world, and culminating in encounters with the survivors of the Iliad itself. But there’s also an
inner journey for Telemachus himself, as the passive, despondent youth of the opening scenes
is prompted by Athene and others to accept his responsibilities as Odysseus’ now-adult heir,
and to assume his own place in the wider heroic community as his father’s son.

Odysseus’ initial impact on the poem is as an absence. We see the consequences of his
absence for his son, wife, and kingdom; the place he occupies in the memory of those who
knew him, both in Ithaca and latterly in Pylos and Sparta; and the attitude of the gods to the
situation thus created. One effect of this is to paint us a detailed picture of the world to which
Odysseus is trying to return, and why that world needs him as badly as he needs it. We won’t
be returning to Ithaca till Odysseus himself does, more than halfway through the poem, so
these first four books prepare important ground.

Highlights of these books include:

* the introductions of Zeus and Athene, Penelope and Telemachus, and the suitors’
ringleaders Antinous and Eurymachus

e four tellings of the story of Agamemnon, which operates throughout the poem as a
counter-plot to the story of Odysseus

e the tales of Nestor and Menelaus, and the reminiscences of Odysseus at Troy by
Menelaus and Helen.

BOOK 1. ATHENE VISITS TELEMACHUS

The book is dominated by the first of the book’s ambitious conversation scenes: an intimate
two-hander between Telemachus and the disguised Athene which showcases a number of the
poem’s distinctive techniques. It’s a complex, extended two-hander of a kind never really
seen in the Iliad: eight speeches between just two voices, each manoeuvring around the other,
with hidden thoughts and one character whose entire identity is a fiction.

A. The proem

Like the proem of the lliad, the Odyssey’s opening lines announce the subject of the song and
give a capsule summary of the story, and invoke the Muse to help the bard and to choose
where in the story to begin the narration.

The first word of each poem is a noun summarising the story the Muse is going to help
the bard to sing. In the Iliad, you remember, it was menin, “wrath”, but in the Odyssey, it’s
andra, “man”. Where the Iliad is about a process, the Odyssey is about a hero, whose
qualities and achievements are central to the poem’s themes. Shewring tries to bring this out
by translating it as “hero”, and the defining epithet polytropon (literally, “of many twists”,
“versatile”’) becomes “of wide-ranging spirit”. From the start, this is going to be a poem about
a hero who (in notable contrast to Achilles) is adaptable — one of the essential survival skills
he’s going to need in the changed world through which he travels.

The miniature synopsis, like that which kicks off the /liad, is interesting as much for what
it doesn’t say as for what it does. There’s no mention yet of Penelope, the suitors,
Telemachus, or anything that happens in the second half of the poem. The one specific
episode mentioned is the climax of the first half, the loss of the last of his crew — which has
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already taken place at the time the story opens, and is effectively part of the summary of the
story so far.

Nevertheless, these lines say a lot about the way this poem is going to work. The loss of
Odysseus’ crew is not his fault, but theirs. This is a poem whose central narrative law is one
of moral cause and effect: carelessness over breaking the gods’ laws triggers destruction at
their hands.

We’ll hear more about this episode, and the chain of events of which it’s the culmination,
at the midpoint of the poem. For now, we’re told the present state of the story: at the time the
story opens, Odysseus is a prisoner of Calypso, and even if he can escape he’ll have to run
the gauntlet of Poseidon’s anger to cross the sea to Ithaca. At the same time, it’s made clear
that Odysseus is only at risk from Poseidon when he’s out on the open ocean; on land,
Poseidon takes no interest in him, so that if he can make it to the coast of Ithaca he’ll be safe.

B. The council of the gods

The summary leads into the first scene of the poem, the divine council on Olympus which
sets the story in motion. The Iliad also began with a god’s action (Apollo’s plague on the
Greeks to punish Agamemnon’s slight to Apollo’s priest Chryses), but the Odyssey is much
more forthright about bringing the whole plot directly under Zeus’s control. It’s part of a
larger strategy of clarifying the structure, function, and moral and theological coherence of
the divine machinery, making Zeus’s attitude to human virtue and vice a major propellant of
the plot.

The council itself takes place against a background of two key developments. One is
Poseidon’s absence, on one of those African holidays on the edge of the known world that
kept most of the Olympian family off the scene for most of the first book of the Iliad. But the
trigger for the council is the recent events in Mycenae, where Agamemnon’s son Orestes has
just avenged his father’s murder by killing the usurper Aegisthus.

This story is a major counter-plot in the Odyssey, told in various forms over the course of
the first half of the poem and with close correspondences to the poem’s main plot. Unknown
to Agamemnon, his wife Clytemnestra was seduced during his absence at Troy by the usurper
Aegisthus, who then murdered the king on his arrival home from Troy. (Red dotted lines in
the diagram indicate who kills whom. I find I use this convention a lot when trying to explain
the Roman emperor Nero’s family tree.)

| :
| e
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But the hot news in Olympus is that Agamemnon’s son Orestes has taken vengeance into his
own hands by killing Aegisthus in his turn, and as far as the gods are concerned justice has
been served.

Homer’s version differs somewhat from the version that later becomes standard in
Aeschylus’ Oresteia and later tragedies; Aegisthus rather than Clytemnestra is the chief
villain, and indeed Clytemnestra doesn’t kill Agamemnon herself (though we learn in book
11 that she does kill Cassandra, whom Agamemnon has brought home from Troy with him).
Nor do we hear much about what happens to Clytemnestra afterwards; nothing’s said about
Orestes killing her as well, as famously happens in the later versions of the story, and there’s
just a coy reference to Orestes burying her along with Aegisthus at 3.301ff.

The potential parallels with Odysseus’ story are pretty insistent. The suitors aim to woo
Penelope away from her marriage to the missing Odysseus, and apparently to usurp the
throne of Ithaca in the process. If Odysseus does return, he risks meeting the same fate at
their hands as Agamemnon did at Aegisthus’, leaving only Telemachus to enforce his
family’s justice. As we’ll soon see, the differences between the two stories will turn out to be
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the real point: Clytemnestra is no Penelope, and Odysseus is not going to end up like
Agamemnon. At the same time, the suitors have no intention of ending up like Aegisthus;
aware of the potential danger to them from Telemachus, they’ll plot to murder him
preemptively.

Odysseus -=— 1 Penelope
| A
| |

Telemachus - - - - - - - - /R ]

1. Zeus’s speech

Zeus uses this story to illustrate an important principle of the poem: that the moral folly
Shewring again translates as “presumptuousness” is a trigger for divine punishment, and that
this is one of the key factors in human suffering. As he goes on to explain, the gods always
give such mortals a last chance and a warning, as Aegisthus was warned through Hermes; and
only when they disregard this final warning is the divine vengeance triggered. We’ll see this
pattern repeatedly in the poem, as failure to spot the gods’ warning signs brings down divine
wrath on the perpetrator’s own head. It’s yet another of the plot devices in the Odyssey that
will be heavily recycled in tragedy, and through it in popular storytelling ever since.

The lines are made a little difficult by the shifting sense of “outrunning one’s allotted
portion” — first as the share of sufferings rash mortals add to by their actions, and then as the
mark Aegisthus oversteps in defying the gods’ warning. The point, of course, is that the
second triggers the first.

2. Athene’s speech

Athene opportunistically drags the conversation round to the subject of her favourite
Odysseus, who stands out as an example of the apparent failure of Zeus’s law: a man who
seems to have outrun his own portion of suffering through no fault of his own. She reminds
Zeus of Odysseus’ past piety in terms that recall his attitude to Hector and Priam in the lliad,
concluding with a surprising and rather untranslatable pun on Odysseus’ name.

3. Zeus’s reply

Zeus is sympathetic, but points out that the old divine vendettas so familiar from the Iliad
continue to apply. If Poseidon doesn’t want Odysseus to return home, it’s not for Zeus to defy
him. Poseidon’s specific grievance is the blinding of his son the Cyclops, introduced here for
the first time as the major episode in Odysseus’ wanderings to date. As we’ll see, Odysseus
could have averted Poseidon’s wrath but for a moment of recklessness of his own, so like
Aegisthus he does in fact carry at least some responsibility for his present fate. Zeus,
however, proposes a compromise: take advantage of Poseidon’s absence to present him with
a fait accompli on his return, and hope that by returning Odysseus to Ithaca now they’ll put
Poseidon in an impossible position if he tries to reverse that action in the face of all the other
gods.

4. Athene’s reply

Athene immediately proposes two strands of action: send Hermes to Ogygia to tell Calypso to
release Odysseus, while Athene herself goes to Ithaca to encourage Telemachus to call the
suitors to account. Homer’s usual resistance to the narration of simultaneous events
(Zielinski’s first law) will mean that in fact the first strand doesn’t get activated until the
second is pretty much complete — with near-fatal consequences for Odysseus, as it happens,
since it delays his departure from Ogygia long enough for him to be caught by Poseidon on
his return. But for now the focus is on Athene and her mission to Ithaca.

Her plan for Telemachus as announced here has two parts. First, she’ll stir Telemachus to
challenge the suitors publicly in a full-blown Ithacan assembly. Though this will fail, it’s an



essential part of the poem’s moral plotting that the suitors and their kin should receive the
kind of clear warning of transgression and consequences that Aegisthus received from the
gods. The failure of the Ithacan aristocracy to do the right thing in book 2 is what triggers
both the slaughter in 22 and the final showdown in 24.

But Athene’s plans for Telemachus go further: he’ll leave Ithaca altogether to travel to
Pylos and Sparta, with an overt and a covert mission. Ostensibly, the purpose of his travel is
to find out if Odysseus is still alive; but Athene freely admits that she has a hidden agenda as
well, to enhance Telemachus’ kleos (“good name”, or reputation) by introducing him to the
wider heroic community beyond the backwater of Ithaca, in the course of which he’ll learn to
see what a well-ordered Ithaca might look like and how he himself can contribute to making
it happen.

C. Athene goes to Ithaca

Athene arms herself and descends, using the mortal disguise of an old friend of the family
from a neighbouring island who hasn’t visited Ithaca in years and is therefore unaware of the
present situation. (Don’t confuse this Mentes with the more prominent character of the
Ithacan nobleman Mentor, whose guise Athene will take in subsequent books.)

Our first glimpse of Ithaca comes through her eyes, and it’s not an encouraging one. The
first thing we see is the crowd of suitors, idling outside the palace in preparation for another
evening’s banqueting at Odysseus’ expense. None of them so much as notices the arrival of a
visitor: a major breach of Homeric hospitality etiquette.

1. her reception

But Telemachus is there in the crowd, and despite being the most preoccupied of all he
immediately springs into action at the sight of a guest. Our first glimpse of him is a telling
one, and an interesting example of a kind of direct psychological comment by the narrator
that’s been largely avoided in the /liad. He’s brooding on his missing father, whose return is
in his imagination inextricably linked to the removal of the suitors: not just an indication of
Telemachus’ state of mind, but the first hint of an actual confrontation to come.

Telemachus immediately activates the sequence we already recognise from the Iliad as a
standard protocol for the reception of guests: greet them, show them in, give them a seat, let
them wash, serve them food and drink, and only when their needs have been satisfied ask
them questions. We’ll see this sequence, and pointed variations on it, repeatedly in the course
of the Odyssey, where its observance and perversion takes on powerful thematic significance
as the poem unfolds. (A nice touch here is Athene leaving the divine spear she picked up
earlier in a kind of umbrella-stand at the door with Odysseus’ own. These are the same spears
with which Odysseus and Telemachus will arm themselves for the slaughter of the suitors.)

The first such perversion begins right away, with the arrival of the suitors. They ignore
both prince and guest entirely, and seat themselves uninvited in Odysseus’ megaron to eat his
food, drink his wine, and coerce his palace bard Phemius to perform as after-dinner cabaret
entertainment.

2. Athene and Telemachus

Now comes the book’s central scene: an exchange of four speeches each between
Telemachus and the disguised Athene, in the first of the poem’s great conversational
mindgames. Telemachus and his guest are sitting apart from ther rest, and Telemachus takes
the opportunity of the bard’s song to speak privately to his mysterious visitor. His
preoccupation with his missing father spills out in his opening speech, but in more forceful
and vivid imagery than was possible in the neutral narrator’s voice; and again he flirts in his
imagination with the idea of a confrontation between Odysseus and the suitors, before
succumbing to the pessimism which dominates his characterisation at the outset of the story.

(a) Telemachus’ questions

But now is the proper time to question his guest, and you’ll soon get used to some of these
lines popping up as something of a refrain in later books. (This includes the local joke “No
one journeys on foot to Ithaca!”, which gets wheeled out on every possible pretext.)
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A particularly telling touch is the way Telemachus seeks a connection with Odysseus. As
we’ll see, one of the dominant drives in his character is to discover more about the father he
barely remembers, and encounters with those who knew Odysseus closely are particularly
important to his quest.

(b) “Mentes” tells his story

Athene now treats Telemachus, and us, to the first of the Odyssey’s series of fictitious
autobiographies. Most of these come from the lips of Odysseus himself, but the Odyssey is
fascinated by false identities, and even this routine bit of divine disguise is an opportunity to
explore the narrative opportunities in fabricating a cover story for Athene’s assumed persona.

It’s an artful performance, full of authentic-looking names and details. (We don’t know
where Homer’s Taphian islands or Temese were, but Taphians appear elsewhere as maritime
traders with a rather equivocal reputation.) Mentes’ claim of a connection with Odysseus’
father Laertes is boldly backed up with a bluff that the old man himself can confirm it: the
first in a series of glimpses of Laertes and his estate, preparing us for the central role they’ll
play in the poem’s closing scenes. To Telemachus’ pessimistic assessment of the likelihood
that Odysseus is still alive, Athene offers an alternative scenario (based closely on what she
and we already know, but with the divine element rationalised out) to encourage the thought
that one day he may yet return. Athene backs this up with a mischievous piece of pseudo-
prophecy, prefaced with a warning that she has no particular track record as a prophet.

Finally, she questions her host: is he the son of Odysseus, whom he so much resembles?
Notice how “Mentes” artfully lays claim to, and at the same time seems to authenticate, an
acquaintance with Odysseus himself — while simultaneously encouraging Telemachus with
the suggestion that he resembles his father more closely than he’s perhaps aware.

[Incidentally, Shewring has “Antilochus” for “Anchialus™ at the start of the speech. This
is just a slip; the correct form turns up at the end of the book.]

(c) Telemachus’ reply

The precise tone of Telemachus’ uncomfortable reply is hard to read: gloomy? ironic?
bantering? But it certainly meshes with Telemachus’ pervasive preoccupation with the
question of what, if anything, connects him to the father he lost as an infant, in his own eyes
and those of the world.

(d) Athene’s questions

Athene deflects Telemachus’ deprecating reply with a compliment, and returns to the original
topic. Telemachus has spoken cryptically of “suitors”, but this makes no sense to a newcomer
— who sees only an army of freeloaders invading Odysseus’ palace, with Telemachus helpless
to prevent them. Obviously Athene already knows about all this, but one of her purposes in
framing her question this way (with strong condemnation of the spongers’ conduct) is to
present Telemachus with a clearly sympathetic listener to whom he can pour out his
grievances.

(e) Telemachus on the suitors

Not for the first time, Telemachus answers only after a melancholy contrast of the present
indignities with the palace’s glories under Odysseus, and a glum reflection on his father’s
likely fate. But he does now explain for the first time clearly who these suitors are: young
aristocrats from Ithaca and the major neighbouring islands who have installed themselves in
the palace to pressurise Penelope into remarriage, exploiting the codes of heroic hospitality to
their own advantage and the erosion of Odysseus’ estate. As Telemachus acknowledges, this
puts him in a uniquely vulnerable and humiliating position: powerless to prevent the daily
consumption of his property by others, and all too aware that his own continued survival is
the single biggest obstacle to the suitors’ goal.

(f) Athene’s advice

Athene’s response is the longest and most complex speech in the book. She begins by feeding
Telemachus’ imagination with just the kind of scene we know it dwells on: a vivid picture of
Odysseus’ return, armed to the teeth for a decisive confrontation with the suitors. This then
leads into a further piece of authentic-looking Mentes fiction, a specific and circumstantial

25



recollection of a supposed first meeting with Odysseus back in Mentes’ youth. The intriguing
detail of the poisoned arrows, which seem faintly unheroic and aren’t mentioned elsewhere in
Homer, is all part of Athene’s purpose — hinting at the possibility that Odysseus may indeed
be able to take on the entire rabble of suitors, and that the element of craft may be important
in evening the balance of force. This leads into the clearest suggestion yet that the suitors’
fate should and will be nothing short of death, and at Odysseus’ own hands.

Athene now spells out the two phases of her plan as originally announced to Zeus.\

» First, Telemachus has to call an assembly in the morning in which the suitors will have to
defend their conduct before the entire aristocracy of Ithaca. If Penelope is unwilling to
remarry, they should give up their pursuit of her; if she isn’t, they should approach her
through her father rather than her son, as the most appropriate person to give her in
marriage. (More on the implications of this in the Ithaca seminar.) Either way, they have
no place in Odysseus’ palace.

e Second, after the assembly Telemachus needs to leave Ithaca and search after news of his
father himself: first from Nestor in Pylos, and then from Menelaus in Sparta. Even the
news of Odysseus’ death will at least clarify the situation and allow Telemachus to set in
motion the proper procedure for his father’s funeral and his mother’s remarriage. If the
suitors still give him trouble, that will be the time to think seriously about ways of killing
them before they kill him. Now for the first time the story of Agamemnon is explicitly
mapped on to Odysseus’ own family, with the example of Orestes directly applied to
Telemachus himself. Of course the suitors haven’t actually murdered Odysseus, so the
parallel is at best tendentious; but it neatly connects up Telemachus’ two main
preoccupations, his father’s disappearance and the suitors’ need to be taught a fatal
lesson. Only at the end does she hint at the other. primary purpose to this mission: to
enhance Telemachus’ own status and confidence as a hero in his own right.

Why Nestor and Menelaus, rather than Odysseus’ closest friend Diomedes, or other survivors
of the war now safely back in their kingdoms? It’s a matter of simple geography: from the
western islands Pylos is the first major Mycenaean site within a day’s sail, and Sparta is the
next closest, whereas Diomedes’ city of Argos requires a difficult and perilous sea journey
right round the Peloponnese. It’d be even worse if Telemachus were to try and seek out
Idomeneus (in Crete), or any of the handful of other heroes to have made it safely home.

(g) the parting speeches

Telemachus is disappointed at his guest’s insistence on leaving just as they’re starting to form
such a bond, and asks him to stay long enough for the traditional rites of farewell: a bath, a
final meal, and a gift from his host to keep as an heirloom and a concrete token of the bond
established between their families. (We saw a number of examples of such guest-gift
heirlooms among the treasures of the Iliad.) Obviously to accept such a treasure from a
mortal would be awkward for Athene, and she extricates herself by promising to pick it up on
her next visit, when Telemachus’ generosity will be amply rewarded.

3. her departure

The true meaning of this final ambiguity is apparent when Athene sheds her disguise and
vanishes — either in the actual form of a bird, or in a manner and direction that call one to
mind. (Commentators have long been divided on exactly what is implied, though in
comparable later scenes Athene does indeed metamorphose into bird form.) We’ve already
seen this kind of divine departure with Poseidon at Iliad 13.62—4: it’s a conventional, if
slightly bizarre, way for a god to unmask at the end of a conversation to confirm the divine
authority behind his words.

D. Telemachus asserts himself

Now come the first demonstrations of Telemachus’ new assertiveness, in a pair of important
scenes that introduce first his mother Penelope and then the two main ringleaders among the
suitors.
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1. with Penelope

We’re reminded that the preceding conversation took place against a background of the bard
Phemius reluctantly performing for the suitors. This now becomes the means not only to
draw Penelope into the scene but to involve mother and son in a fascinating if enigmatic
scene showcasing their own complex relationship and questions of the function of heroic
song itself. It’s famously the earliest display of literary criticism in the western tradition, and
the first of several scenes involving bards (especially in book 8) which seem to reflect on the
nature of epic and the relationship between poet and audience.

Phemius’ Phemius’ song is certainly well-chosen to appeal to the suitors and to distress
song Odysseus’ family. He’s singing of a subject we’ll here more of in subsequent
books: the disasters that befell most of the Greek warlords on their way back
from Troy. (According to later tradition, this was the result of Athene’s anger

at

Locrian Ajax for raping her priestess Cassandra in her temple.) It’s left
carefully unspecified whether this choice of subject has been forced on
Phemius by the suitors or is merely an unfortunate (or even a self-serving)
choice of his own. At any rate it’s so distressing to Penelope that she’s drawn
from her upstairs chambers to come and complain, despite the fact that
entering the megaron means facing down the suitors.

Penelope’s Penelope’s plea to Phemius is straightforward: she finds this song, which has
reproof evidently been performed before, personally distressing, and asks him to
change to another song.

Telemachus’ But to the surprise of everyone, Telemachus steps in to defend the choice, on
challenge two grounds. First, it’s not for us to interfere with bards’ choice of song,
which is a matter of inspiration and creativity, and a good audience will judge
by the quality of the song rather than its subject matter. More immediately, he
reminds her that Odysseus’ fate is far from unique, and orders her back to her
room in terms that closely echo Hector’s famous words to Andromache at

lliad 6.490-2.

Commentators disagree on precisely what’s going on here. Most see a tension between
mother and son, particularly on the part of a Telemachus keen to assert his independence,
adulthood, and rightful place as master of the house. But is he being genuinely insensitive to
Penelope’s feelings, or expressing a newfound confidence in Odysseus’ return that enables
him to resist the implications of the song, or feigning resignation for the benefit of the suitors
(as he certainly does at 1.412 below), or making a subtle point about how heroic song should
be appreciated, or just trying to find a quick way to get her out of the midst of the unruly
suitors? It’s not at all easy to come to a conclusion on this: the first of many such moments of
ambiguity in Odyssean characterisation, particularly in connection with Penelope.

2. with the suitors

Now comes Telemachus’ first big test: to carry the momentum of his assertion of his
authority in a direct confrontation with the suitors, while preserving the secret of Athene’s
visit and advice, and disarming suspicion and threat.

Telemachus’ The opportunity is made for him by the suitors, who greet Penelope’s
challenge withdrawal with a chorus of leering calls. Telemachus openly rebukes them
for this, but diplomatically uses Phemius’ performance to plead for peace
while the banquet goes on. Tomorrow morning, however, it’ll be a different
story: he give formal warning of the assembly, and of the challenge he’ll
issue them publicly, and of the dangerous game they’ll be playing if they
refuse to comply. It’s a fairly startling performance, especially in its frank
closing implication that persistence with their claim means a feud to the
death.
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Antinous’ Antinous now speaks for the first time: the closest the suitors have to a leader
reply and principal spokesman. As we’ll soon see become a regular pattern, he’s a
clever but unscrupulous operator, whose facade of diplomacy and courtesy
never quite manages to mask a brutal ruthlessness and constant underlying
threat of violence, which the disguised Odysseus will finally tease out into
the open. Here the very brevity of his reply is part of its menace — saying
nothing in response to the substance of Telemachus’ speech, but merely
commenting darkly on the boldness of his words and openly voicing the wish
that Telemachus never inherits his father’s throne. As West comments on
these lines, “Antinous is alert to political implications in Telemachus’ attempt

to assert himself.”

Telemachus But Telemachus is more than equal to play this game, and brushes the threat

answers him aside with the teasing rejoinder that being king of Ithaca would probably be
quite an acceptable position. But he has no illusions about succeding
automatically “now,” as he puts it with devastating casualness, “that great
Odysseus is dead.” Antinous’ hackles notwithstanding, he’s only trying to
assert his authority in his own home; Ithaca is another matter again.

Eurymachus’ This doesn’t satisfy the suitors’ second ringleader Eurymachus, who is
questions generally subtler and more devious than Antinous, though no less ruthless
and calculating. This is a typical Eurymachus speech, offering himself as a
“sinister peacemaker” (de Jong’s nice formulation, in her discussion of these
lines) and with serpentine smoothness turning the conversation to discussion
of Telemachus’ mystery guest, who it now turns out was anything but
unobserved. Eurymachus suspects, and with feigned innocence drops into his
questions, the possibility that the mystery guest had word of Odysseus.

Telemachus But Telemachus again deprecates the very thought, reiterating that he’s given

answers him up all hope of Odysseus’ return and in any case wouldn’t believe anyone who
tried to persuade him otherwise. He simply passes on the cover story
presented him by “Mentes”, but suppressing all mention of the stranger’s
plan for Telemachus and his identification of the mystery visitor as a god.
The narrator’s closing line is a classic Odyssean moment of a kind rare in the
lliad but absolutely characteristic of this poem — giving the audience an
explicit nudge that what a character says isn’t necessarily what they’re really
thinking.

3. and so to bed.

The rest of the evening passes without incident, and the suitors depart the palace, leaving
Telemachus to turn in for the night in a low-key, evocative scene of preparing for bed. It’s
just the kind of everyday, undramatic business that the Odyssey takes pleasure in making
poetry from; but this is of course an ordinary moment made extraordinary by the divine
visitation just past and the momentous day of confrontation about to dawn. The scene also
offers a chance to introduce a character who’ll play a large role in later books, Odysseus’ old
nurse Eurycleia — Telemachus’ accomplice in his escape from Ithaca, and later the only
female member of the conspiracy against the suitors.

BOOK 2. THE DEBATE IN ITHACA

The second book is similarly built around a single continuous scene dominated by speech.
But whereas the first book was intimate and mostly two-handed, the second book presents a
full-scale assembly comparable to the one in the first book of the Iliad, with seven different
speakers taking formal turns with a speaker’s staff.

As in Iliad 1, the assembly scene is followed by a scene between the hero and his patron
goddess, followed by the first decisive action of the poem.
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A. The assembly: the nine speeches

The opening of the book combines two “type-scene” patterns, getting up and summoning an
assembly; each follows a standard sequence we’ll see repeated in later books. Telemachus is
purposeful and authoritative throughout this introduction, and the very swiftness with which
we move to the assembly scene itself boosts the sense of energy and purpose in his actions.

1. Aegyptius

Though Telemachus calls the assembly, he doesn’t open the proceedings. This is unique
among Homeric assemblies, and presumably his youth is a factor; but it also neatly highlights
the lack of recognised authority at the centre of Ithacan society.

Aegyptius, who appears only in this scene, seems to speak first simply on grounds of
seniority. But the narrator’s introduction makes him a peculiarly significant figure to
represent the Ithacan aristocracy and its different stakes in the story. Of his four sons, one
went to Troy with Odysseus, and survived only to be among those killed in the Cyclops’
cave; while one has thrown in his lot with the suitors, and will be fleetingly glimpsed in the
final slaughter in book 22. Neither Aegyptius nor the audience yet knows the story of the
Cyclops, of course, so this is a second teasing forward reference to what is already emerging
as the pivotal episode in Odysseus’ wanderings.

Aegyptius’ speech further reveals the extent of the power vacuum created by Odysseus’
twenty-year absence. There’s been no assembly called in twenty years — no attempt to involve
the community in any kind of formal, collective decision-making. Nevertheless, Aegyptius
commends the meeting’s as yet unidentified convener, with another of the poem’s ironically
well-omened prayers.

2. Telemachus’ complaint

As in Iliad 1, the current speaker is identified by a staff which passes from one speaker to the
next, and Telemachus accepts it to lodge his public complaint against the suitors. It’s a well-
constructed speech, leading into the complaint itself by reminding the assembly of how much
they owed to the father he’s lost, and putting Penelope’s feelings at the centre of his account
of the suitors’ offence. He contrasts the proper procedure — negotiating through her father —
with the suitors’ actual conduct, and frankly admits his own incapacity to deter them. But the
climax of his speech stresses that everyone is implicated, not just the suitors: fathers,
Aegyptius included, are responsible for their sons, and the whole community is shamed by its
tolerance of the abuse.

As his closing lines explain, the situation is complicated by the fact that the majority of
the suitors are from the neighbouring islands, with only twelve from Ithaca itself (as we learn
from Telemachus’ inventory at 16.240ff.). But the Ithacan twelve include the ringleaders
Antinous and Eurymachus, and Telemachus wants the assembly to see it as primarily an
Ithacan problem to solve. Note that at this stage in the assembly Telemachus doesn’t make
any actual threats, carefully speaking only in abstract terms of the risk of divine anger.

As he finishes, he makes the same melodramatic gesture as Achilles at the height of his
frustration in Iliad 1.245—6: one of many moments where it’s tempting to assume a deliberate
echo.

3. Antinous’ challenge

Responding for the suitors, Antinous seeks to deflect responsibility for the present situation
back on to Penelope herself, who is presented as deliberately leading the suitors on while
secretly plotting their frustration. We’re also told for the first time something of the
chronology of events in Ithaca, where the suitors have apparently been installed in Odysseus’
palace for a little under four years.

The famous story of Penelope’s weaving trick is an important first glimpse of the
Odyssean streak to her character — combining ingenuity, deviousness, and forward planning
with a deftness at improvising opportunities out of available materials. Throughout the story,
Penelope has never once departed from her role as a model Greek aristocratic housewife: she
hasn’t even left the house in twenty years, and has to fend off the suitors using only the
limited range of activity permitted to respectable married women, in this case the standard
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domestic female activity of weaving. Penelope herself will later give her own version of this
story; but it’s less clear how far we should believe Antinous’ unsubstantiated claims that
she’s been teasing individual suitors by leading them on and playing them against one
another. Penelope, of course, has no presence or voice in the assembly; but Telemachus
interestingly doesn’t dispute the charge.

Antinous offers a counter-challenge to Telemachus: he should actively encourage his
mother to remarry. (Note that Antinous completely evades Telemachus’ point that the proper
way to approach Penelope would be through her father.) His interesting trio of heroines of
old, incidentally, anticipates the catalogue of Boeotian heroines Odysseus will view in the
underworld in book 11, in which Tyro will feature prominently; he’ll also meet Alcmene’s
son Heracles as the climactic scene of that book.

4. Telemachus responds

Telemachus plays back to Antinous in stark terms what he’s just effectively asked him to do:
to throw his own mother out of his house. To treat a parent this way is deeply offensive to
Greek thought, as Telemachus is careful to underline. Having wrested back the moral
advantage, he renews his demand for the suitors to leave, and only now makes his dramatic
play of calling on Zeus for their deaths if they fail to comply.

5. Halitherses interprets the omen

Before anyone can respond, Zeus sends a bird-omen in confirmation that he’s on the case.
This is a key moment: it’s the divine warning required by the model of supernatural justice
outlined by Zeus in the poem’s opening speech. Everyone in the assembly sees the omen, and
even before Halitherses opens his mouth we’re told they understand its implications; if they
still fail to rein the suitors in, they’re implicating themselves in their crime and in their
punishment.

Halitherses’ interpretation, however, goes beyond the mere confirmation of Telemachus’
prayer. As well as the suitors’ deaths, he predicts Odysseus’ return, and dark consequences
for the Ithacan aristocracy as a whole if they fail to rein the suitors in now. Most dramatically,
with Halitherses’ reference to his earlier prophecy we get the first version of the formulation
of Odysseus’ fate that will turn up again in the Cyclops’ prayer to Poseidon: that Odysseus’
return will come late (Halitherses actually specifies the twentieth year), alone, and incognito.
This is all very like Odysseus’ speech to the army in Iliad 2, where he reminded them all of
the omens at the armada’s setting out, and the closeness of their fulfilment now.

6. Eurymachus dismisses the omen, renews the challenge

Eurymachus, elsewhere an unctuous and calculating hypocrite, gives a glimpse of his real self
in a flare of anger and insult. Both his dismissal of the omen and his contemptuous treatment
of a respected elder are outrageously offensive, and he openly warns Halitherses against
siding with Telemachus. Unlike Antinous, he does make an attempt to address Telemachus’
point about Icarius, but renews the demand that Telemachus needs to be the one who shows
Penelope the door.

7. Telemachus’ announcement

Telemachus sees that the argument has gone as far as it can, and that all the issues are now on
public record. Now it’s time to drop his bombshell: he intends to travel to the Peloponnese in
search of news of Odysseus, and asks the assembly to furnish him a ship. (Odysseus’ ships,
of course, all went to Troy.)

8. Mentor rebukes the elders

Nobody responds to this request, and it’s left to another new character, Odysseus’ trusted
friend Mentor, to speak out against the assembly’s acquiescence in the suitors’ conduct. He
washes his hands of the suitors, who are now inviting their own deaths; but the passivity of
the other elders is a slight to Odysseus” memory and implicates them all in the potential
consequences. Unlike Telemachus, they have the numbers and authority to check the suitors:
that they fail to do so is on their heads.
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9. Leocritus responds for the suitors.

Now a new voice is heard among the suitors, as Leocritus raises the stakes still further: if
Odysseus should indeed return and try to evict them, the suitors will simply meet force with
force. If Mentor and Halitherses are going to take Telemachus’ side, they can jolly well
supply him with a ship themselves. The rest of them are out of here.

B. Telemachus and Athene again

From Telemachus’ perspective, the assembly has been a complete failure, and he needs to
consult again with his mysterious divine visitor. Like Achilles at this point in Iliad 1,
Telemachus goes down to the shore — with rather less reason, as he’s not praying to a sea-
goddess, but it seems to be a standard ritual action seen also in Chryses’ original prayer to
Apollo.

1. his prayer
Telemachus still doesn’t know which god it was who appeared to him yesterday, so his

prayer has to be anonymously addressed; but he’s alarmed at the way both parts of the plan
seem already to be going awry, and implicitly appeals for further support.

2. her response

Athene surprisingly makes her appearance not as Mentes but as old Mentor from the
assembly, an identity she’ll now adopt regularly in her Ithacan appearances. (The real Mentor
is never seen again in the poem.) But there’s a reason for adopting this particular disguise:
she’s planning to come along on Telemachus’ expedition, and Mentor is the ideal character
from Telemachus’ life to impersonate. Telemachus doesn’t see through the disguise, and
Athene plays along with the role inadvertently scripted for her by Leocritus: she’ll take care
of organising a ship and crew, while Telemachus is charged with arranging provisions back at
the palace. So far as is possible in her Mentor disguise (which this time it’s important
Telemachus doesn’t see through), she reassures him that the gods’ plans for the suitors are
right on track, and that they’ve just sealed their own fates.

C. Telemachus’ departure

The final phase of the book wraps up the Ithacan storyline with the arrangements for
Telemachus’ departure. As usual when the action splits into two parallel strands, we follow
one at a time — here beginning with Telemachus, and only switching to Athene after his part
of the instructions have been carried out.

1. Telemachus and the suitors

Telemachus now has to face the suitors on his return to the palace, having raised the stakes by
his defiance of them both private and now public. His position is more vulnerable than ever,
and he’s shown his hand to the suitors in announcing his intention to go on an expedition.
Meanwhile, the suitors themselves have lost no time in resuming their depredations; clearly
they feel the assembly has given them an effective mandate to continue to do as they please.

Antinous’ Antinous puts on an appearance of conciliatory bonhomie. As far as he’s

approach concerned, the assembly has gone entirely his way, and whether or not
Telemachus goes on his expedition he poses no threat to the suitors. The offer
of a ship may even be genuine, though in the light of Antinous’ subsequent
treachery Telemachus would have been very unwise to accept it.

Telemachus’ Telemachus is unimpressed, and frankly states that he intends to see them all
response dead. Though he reaffirms his intention of leaving, he ignores the offer of a
ship — without, however, revealing that he already has one being organised,
and that his departure will be sooner than any of them reckon. Already

Telemachus is rivalling his parents in his adeptness at not showing his hand.
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the suitors The suitors react to this with gleeful contempt, which suits Telemachus well.
mock Their refusal to take his expedition seriously, let alone his death threats, is too
useful to respond to, and like Odysseus Telemachus is learning that patience

and postponement are often the most appropriate form of retaliation.
Nevertheless, the suitors’ final taunt hints darkly at the opportunities
Telemachus’ expedition might present them to be rid of him once and for all.

2. Telemachus and Eurycleia

Telemachus can’t provision a ship on his own, so he needs to enlist an ally. He chooses
carefully: we met the housekeeper Eurycleia at the end of the previous book, and both her
loyalty to him and her authority over the household stores make her an ideal candidate, if
only she can be prevented from telling Penelope. Eurycleia, of course, is horrified, but
Telemachus reassures her that he has divine support, and makes her swear not to tell
Penelope until he’s already far away.

3. the departure

Now we return to Athene, who neatly uses her powers to play a double role — taking Mentor’s
form in her dealings with Telemachus, but Telemachus’ in her dealings with everyone else.
Noemon son of Phronius means something like “Sensible, son of Smart”: a glimpse of the
Odyssey’s fun with invented names we’ll see especially in book 8.

As the suitors end their evening’s festivities prematurely thanks to Athene’s
manipulation, it’s time for the two strands of the plot to rejoin. Athene reverts to Mentor’s
form, and Telemachus gets the crew to fetch the provisions down from the palace. A vividly
detailed account of the preparations for sail establishes a basic type-scene that will be
repeated and varied in later books; and with a libation to the very goddess who’s sitting there
unrecognised among them, the ship takes off into the night.

BOOK 3. NESTOR

The book sets out a comprehensive model for how a well-ordered heroic kingdom ought to
behave. It’s a world in which visitors are treated with exemplary hospitality, the gods are
respected, and the role of the king valued. It’s a kingdom in which the memory and values of
the heroes of Troy are still preserved, with a powerful sense of continuity.

A. The first sacrifice

Telemachus’ ship reaches Pylos in the midst of a public sacrifice to Poseidon: a ceremony
that brings the community together and cements its bond with the gods. All this is hard to
imagine happening in what we’ve seen of Ithaca. The choice of Odysseus’ enemy Poseidon
as the sacrifice’s recipient is an intriguing one, not least because we know he’s away in
Ethiopia and in no position to receive this sacrifice. That, as we’ll see, is part of the point.

Athene Telemachus is about to meet his first real-life hero, and is understandably
encourages nervous at the prospect. He’s never even travelled abroad before, and is
Telemachus especially ill at ease over the imbalance in age and experience. For an

unknown youth to interrogate the elder statesman of the generation of Troy
feels like unacceptable presumption, and it takes two speeches from
Athene/Mentor to nerve him to face the challence. All this, of course, is in
sharp contrast to the contempt for elders shown in the previous book by
Eurymachus and Leocritus.

Nestor’s Telemachus gets an immediate lesson in the differences between disorderly

welcome Ithaca and orderly Pylos. At the first sight of strangers, the entire party hastens
to welcome them, and immediately activates the hospitality type-scene to
integrate them into the sacrificial feast without so much as a pause for
introductions.

32



Athene’s A nice touch of wry divine comedy comes when Peisistratus asks “Mentor”
prayer (as the senior member of the party) to join them in prayer to Poseidon. Gods
don’t make a habit of praying to one another, and if Poseidon were actually in
residence he might reasonably be a bit nonplussed to have his own niece pray
to him on behalf of his detested enemy’s family. Luckily, she can be confident
he’s well out of range, so that she can breezily intercept and fulfil her own
prayer.
the feast As the feast gets under way, the protocols of hospitality at last permit
begins questions and introductions. This is the start of the long conversation scene
which will take up most of the book, and is dominated by Nestor’s two long
accounts of what happened to various of the Greek warlords on their troubled
journey back from Troy. It’s a theme we’ve already seen sung of in general
terms by Phemius; now, we’ll get the specifics.

Nestor Nestor’s questions are a standard speech of inquiry to strangers arrived by sea:
questions who are you, where have you come from, and what is your business? The last
his guest of these is posed as a pair of standard alternatives: most ships are either
merchants or pirates, and the latter seems to be a tolerated if not fully
respectable profession.

B. Telemachus’ question

Telemachus answers all Nestor’s questions, the last of which helpfully leads into his own
business, which he reinforces with the status of a formal supplication. He’s here to ask for
news of Odysseus, whether alive or dead; and he appeals in the name of his father’s old
friendship and services at Troy, a reference ideally calculated to uncork the bottle of Nestor’s
copious memories.

C. Nestor’s tale I: the homecomings

So Nestor begins the first phase of his story. For an audience who knows the Nestor of the
lliad, it’s a speech at once like and unlike his typical performances there. On the one hand,
it’s a long narrative reminiscence with a pointed parallel and lesson for its listener. But
there’s much less of the pose of an old man rambling, less use of ring-structures in the
speech’s organisation, less of a calculating and manipulative purpose underlying the speech,
and (most strikingly) the adventures of Nestor’s youth have now been displaced in his
reminiscences by the events of the Trojan War itself. For this later Nestor, the war has
become as distant and mythical an event as the events of his own youth were during the war
itself. Like Phemius’ song, it’s a sign that the lost world of the lliad is already taking on the
status of myth.

Nestor prefaces his speech with a moving summary of what the memory of Troy means to
the survivors. There’s little joy or glory in it; the overwhelming memory is of suffering and
loss, with the final victory all but buried under a list of casualties including not only Patroclus
but Achilles, Ajax, and Nestor’s own son Antilochus. (Shewring, like Lattimore, uses the
more Greek form Aias for Ajax, though he uses Latinised forms for all other names; I’ve
gone for consistency rather than 100% Shewring-compliance on this one name.)

1. Odysseus at Troy

Nestor’s wartime memory of Odysseus is of a kindred spirit: the closest of all the Greeks to
Nestor in what Shewring nicely translates as “wits and watchfulness”, and his superior in
ingenuity. The Odysseus he remembers isn’t the warrior, formidable though he was, but the
strategist: the side of Odysseus that appeals most strongly to Nestor’s own love of tactics and
diplomacy.

2. the debate between Agamemnon and Menelaus

But as Nestor’s story gets under way, the clouds begin to gather. He doesn’t explain why
Athene (who we need to remember is sitting there listening to this very tale incognita) was
angry, though it’s possible the audience would already have known the story of Cassandra’s
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rape. But her refusal to let the Greeks sail leads into an ominous replay of the start of the
lliad: divine wrath prompting an assembly that breaks out in open quarrel between the two
principal leaders, who then go their separate ways with disastrous consequences for both. It’s
a powerful demonstration of the goddess’s wrath that even the brothers Menelaus and
Agamemnon, the closest of all the Greek warlords in the Iliad, could finally end up at odds.

3. Odysseus turns back

If we’ve been wondering what all this has to do with Odysseus, his fate now gets caught up in
the larger story. Odysseus’ ships join his friends Nestor and Diomedes in the first wave to try
and make it home; but for reasons Nestor doesn’t explain, Odysseus falls out with the others
on the island of Tenedos and abandons them to return to Agamemnon. That ominous
departure is the last Nestor ever sees of him.

4. Diomedes, Menelaus, and Nestor sail homewards

Diomedes and Nestor are left to make it home on their own, which thanks to their careful
attention to divine guidance they both successfully do. Menelaus makes a brief appearance en
route, having evidently given up on persuading Agamemnon to join him; we’ll learn what
happened to him in Nestor’s second instalment.

5. Neoptolemus, Philoctetes, Idomeneus arrive home

Apart from Diomedes, Nestor has only hearsay to rely on. Idomeneus made it home, as did
the Myrmidons (now led by Achilles’ young son Neoptolemus) and the long-absent
Philoctetes (Iliad 2.716-25). The others, as we’ll hear more of in the next book, were less
lucky; and we already know the story of the unluckiest of all.

6. Agamemnon’s fate

Now comes the third telling of Agamemnon’s story, with a characteristic Nestorian touch of
pointed parallelising. As we’ll learn in a moment, Nestor’s knows all about the suitors from
the intelligence network whose awesome efficiency he’s just demonstrated, and his sure eye
for a paradeigma has spotted the obvious analogies with Telemachus’ situation, to the extent
that he doesn’t even need to spell them out to make his point to Telemachus.

D. Telemachus’ dilemma

Telemachus reads between the lines of Nestor’s speech, and allows his own immediate
problems with the suitors to come out explicitly into the open.

1. Telemachus on Orestes

Telemachus sees at once what Nestor is getting at, but he’s getting used to people drawing
this analogy and has by now pinpointed its weak spot: there was just one of Aegisthus, but
there are 108 of the suitors. Those are odds that even he can’t see a way around.

2. Nestor’s encouragement

Nestor admits that he knows a remarkable amount about the situation to which Telemachus
alludes. Like Telemachus, he finds it slightly incredible that the Ithacans tolerate the
situation, and can only offer the hope that Odysseus himself might return or, alternatively,
Athene show Telemachus the support he’s witnessed for her beloved Odysseus at Troy.

3. Telemachus’ doubts

Telemachus finds this difficult to respond to. To presume Odysseus alive runs such a risk of
disappointment that he’s always held back from entertaining such hopes, while to presume on
the kind of divine favour shown his father feels merely like hubris.
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4. Athene’s encouragement

This whole exchange has been heavily ironic for the audience, who know that the goddess
they’re talking about is sitting right there in disguise. Unable to refrain from interjection, she
springs to her own defence as openly as she can while still retaining her identity as Mentor.

5. Telemachus’ second question

Telemachus needs something more solid than an old man’s reassurance, though, and chooses
not to continue down this line. Instead, he turns the subject back to Nestor’s story. If he can’t
get clear news of his father, at least he can probe Nestor’s impressively network of news for
more detail than has reached Ithaca on this story that seems so strangely parallel to his own
family’s. How exactly did Aegisthus manage to kill Agamemon, and why wasn’t Menelaus
on hand to prevent it?

E. Nestor’s tale II: Agamemnon and Menelaus

And so Nestor resumes his narration, with the fullest version yet of Agamemnon’s story.

1. Clytemnestra, Aegisthus, and the bard

Aegisthus’ seduction of Clytemnestra, it now turns out, took place during the long years of
the war itself, and at first was blocked by the presence in the palace of Agamemnon’s agent,
the palace bard. The use of a bard for this purpose has been a puzzle since the ancient
commentators, who speculated that perhaps he was briefed to regale Clytemnestra with
improving songs about female fidelity and virtue. But the Ithacan bard Phemius is closely
associated with the page Medon who operates as Penelope’s spy on the suitors, so perhaps
some such role is envisaged here. As usual, there’s a bit of professional self-advertisement by
the poet here: keep your bards in business or risk being cuckolded and murdered.

2. Menelaus blown to Egypt

Now we learn what happened to the third member of Nestor’s trio of homeward-bound
heroes. Nestor and Diomedes were able to sail directly on to their ports in the Peloponnese
when they reached the Greek mainland at Sunium on the southern tip of Attica. (If you feel a
bit uncertain of the geography here, here’s a downloadable map.) But where Nestor and
Diomedes were able to sail on around the Peloponnese and home, Menelaus was delayed by
the death of his helmsman; and when he finally set sail he was caught by a storm as he
rounded the southern tip of the Peloponnese, and found himself blown to Egypt with five of
his ships while the rest of his fleet (another 55, according to the original Iliadic catalogue)
fetched up in Crete.

3. Orestes’ revenge on Aegisthus

Menelaus is stranded in Egypt for more than seven years, and we’ll hear more about his
adventures there in the next book. It’s during this time that Agamemnon returns home and is
murdered by Aegisthus, to be finally avenged by Orestes some two years before the poem
opens. When Menelaus finally makes it back to Greece, he finds Orestes safe on his father’s
throne and holding a funeral banquet for Aegisthus and Clytemnestra — the one hint in Homer
that Clytemnestra is part of Orestes’ vengeance as well.

4. Nestor’s advice to Telemachus

Nestor being Nestor, he can’t resist pointing out the significance of his story for his listener’s
own situation. Menelaus’ long absence left Agamemnon vulnerable, just as Agamemnon’s
had Clytemnestra and — the sting in the tail — Telemachus’ absence has left his mother and
property to the mercy of the suitors. Throughout Telemachus’ adventures, we’re aware of this
mounting danger at home, and the end of the next book will bring it home still more acutely.
But Nestor nevertheless recommends that, having made it this far, he gambles a couple of
further days on one more trip — to Sparta to question Menelaus, who has travelled more
widely and longer. Nestor doesn’t know that this is part of Athene’s and Telemachus’
original itinerary, and helps further with his offer of a chariot and driver to enable
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Telemachus to make the journey directly overland rather than circuitously and dangerously
by sea.

5. Athene’s speech

Perhaps sensing that Nestor’s usefulness has been exhausted and that his hospitality could be
a drawn-out business, Athene proposes an early night and a return to their ship. They need to
be on their way to Sparta at dawn, and an evening in Nestor’s leisurely company could be
more than their urgent schedule allows.

F. Athene’s departure

Now comes an important further stage in Telemachus’ independence, as Athene cuts him
loose to travel to Sparta without her.

1. Nestor’s hospitality

The ceremonies complete, Nestor refuses to allow his guests to spend the night back at their
ship. This is another slightly tricky moment for Athene: gods don’t casually accept mortals’
hospitality, and she’ll need to extricate herself without either jeopardising Telemachus’
mission or offending Nestor’s feelings as host.

2. Athene’s reply and departure

Athene makes her excuses as Mentor: Telemachus should stay, but somebody senior needs to
go back and keep an eye on the crew. As for the rest of the trip, “Mentor” claims some
business to attend to locally (the Caucones were apparently to the north of Nestor’s
kingdom), which he may as well deal with while Telemachus leaves his ship and crew here
and makes his way to Sparta overland.

With that, she pulls a Mentes. Having concocted a perfectly plausible reason for “Mentor”
to disappear from the expedition, she now sheds her disguise anyway on departure by turning
herself into a bird and flying off. Nestor seems more surprised than Telemachus, who is
perhaps getting used to this by now; but with his greater experience he can identify the
mystery divinity.

3. Nestor’s prayer and libation

Nestor for the first time reveals to Telemachus that the god who has been helping him is none
other than Athene. He’s quick to gabble out a prayer to their divine visitant for all-round
favour and protection, with an instant promise of a generous sacrifice in return.

4. bed

Now at last they retire to the palace for a private evening’s drinking (the meal was taken care
of by the sacrificial feast), and the day ends with Telemachus put to bed in the palace in the
company of Nestor’s son Peisistratus, who’ll be his escort and growing friend on the journey
to Sparta.

G. The next day

Telemachus’ final day with Nestor opens with the sacrifice promised to Athene the previous
evening. We’re treated to a scene of Nestor on his throne, surrounded by his six sons, the
very image of a king: just what Telemachus needs to see to counter the unruly anarchy of
Ithaca. He’s giving out orders left, right and centre — organising the complex business of a
major sacrifice by expert delegation of all the different tasks involved.

1. the second sacrifice

The scene that follows has scholars of Greek religion in ecstasies, because it’s the fullest
account of a Greek sacrifice anywhere in literature, going step-by-step through the requisite
ritual actions in order. Here are the stages as I set them out in the Gods handout:

* participants escort the victim in procession to the altar

36



e participants form a circle around the altar, together with any further victims (as in mass
sacrifices such as hecatombs)

* participants wash hands in lustral water, and take a handful of barley grains from a basket

* the sacrificer sprinkles water on the victim to get it to make an involuntary head gesture
taken to signify assent to its killing, and the participants throw their barley grains

¢ the sacrificer cuts some hairs from the victim and throws them into the altar flame, at the
same time speaking his prayer

¢ the sacrificer cuts the victim’s throat, women raise a ritual shriek, and the animal’s blood is
poured on the altar

* the thighbones are wrapped in fat and burned in altar fire as the gods’ portion

* the entrails are skewered, roasted, and shared among the participants

* the other meat is boiled and distributed.

Here’s a step-by-step breakdown of these stages in the text.

(a) preparation
e Stratius and Echephron led the beast forward by the horns, and

* Aretus came to them from the store-room, bearing a flowery-patterned vessel that held the
lustral water; in his left hand he carried a basketful of crushed barley. Nearby stood the
warrior Thrasymedes, with a sharp axe in his hand to fell the heifer, and Perseus held the
bowl for the blood.

(b) preliminaries

* Nestor, the aged lord of chariots, began the rite with the lustral water and the barley,
and with these first ceremonies he

* prayed to Athene earnestly and
* threw in the fire the few hairs cut from the victim’s head.
* When they had prayed and had sprinkled the crushed barley-grains,

(c) the kill

* the son of Nestor, Thrasymedes, took his stand forthwith beside the beast and struck her;
the axe cut the sinews of the neck and stunned the senses of the heifer,

* and at this the women called out aloud — Nestor’s daughters and daughters-in-law and
Eurydice his revered wife, eldest of the daughters of Clymenus.

* Then the young men raised the victim’s head from earth and held it, and Prince
Peisistratus cut the throat; the dark blood gushed out, and the life departed from the
bones.

(d) the gods’ portion
* Then quickly they divided the flesh;
* at once they cut out the thigh-bones in ritual fashion,
¢ covered them with the fat twice folded, and
¢ laid the raw meat above.

* The old king went on to burn these offerings on cloven wood and to pour glowing wine
upon them; the young men came to his side holding five-pronged forks.

* When the thigh-bones were quite consumed and they had tasted the inward parts,

(e) the sacrificial feast
* they sliced and spitted the rest;
* they grasped the spits that went through the meat, and in this fashion they roasted it.

Why such a circumstantial description here? Well, we’ve already seen that Nestor is being set
up as a model of piety and kingliness. The careful attention to ritual detail in this most
essential of Greek religious acts is a powerful sign to the audience of the orderliness and
rightness of his kingdom. It’s also, of course, a further guarantee that Athene will favour
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Telemachus’ cause, and an indication of the high kleos he’s already achieved in Pylos
through this dramatic demonstration of personal divine favour.

Telemachus’ bath at the hands of Nestor’s youngest daughter is perfectly innocent, but in
the Catalogue of Women attributed to Hesiod Telemachus was later married off to Polycaste.

2. Telemachus and Pisistratus ride to Sparta.

The sacrifice over, Telemachus is free to leave. Nestor’s servants prepare him a packed lunch,
Peisistratus is assigned to be his driver, and they set out across the Messenian plain on the
two-day journey to Sparta. (Pherae, where they stop overnight, is the setting of Euripides’
Alcestis.)

BOOK 4. MENELAUS AND HELEN

This is the longest book of the Odyssey by a huge margin, though there are five books as long
or longer in the Iliad. It falls clearly into three sections: two days at Sparta, each dominated
by a long scene of reminiscing with Menelaus and Helen, followed by a series of scenes back
in Ithaca as Telemachus’ absence is finally discovered. Highlights include the wonderful pair
of stories told by Helen and Menelaus on day 1; Menelaus’ account on day 2 of his own
astonishing mini-Odyssey; and the flurry of reactions back in Ithaca to Telemachus’
disappearance, ending on Homer’s (and I think all Greek literature’s) biggest ever
cliffhanger.

A. Telemachus in Sparta

The Spartan episode is longer and significantly more spectacular than the Pylian one in the
previous book. If Nestor’s kingdom is a model of normality, Menelaus’ is characterised by
fabulous wealth and luxury. Yet the shadow of the past hangs still more heavily over
Menelaus, and the combination of these fantastic surroundings with the darker thread of
melancholy that runs through the book gives a haunting mood quite unlike book 3. It’s here
above all that Telemachus will see that even the most apparently fortunate of heroes aren’t
necessarily to be envied, and that the world that made their achievements possible is not
necessarily one he wants to live in.

Arrival Telemachus and Peisistratus arrive at dusk, and as at Pylos they find themselves in
the middle of a celebration in which they’re immediately invited to join.

the The occasion is a double wedding, or strictly a wedding for a son and a bridal

wedding send-off for a daughter. The second of these is actually the major occasion. The

feast son is merely Menelaus’ bastard by a slave woman and his bride a local

chieftain’s daughter; but the daughter is Hermione, only child of Menelaus and

Helen, and her distant bridegroom is none other than Achilles’ son Neoptolemus.

This is a major dynastic alliance, and we’re told it was contracted back at Troy;

perhaps the delay of a full ten years, which puts Hermione now in her early

twenties, is a sign of how difficult it’s been for the parents to part with this child,

and the burden on Menelaus of the marriage’s painful failure to produce a
legitimate male heir of his own.

arrival In contrast to the solemn sacrificial feast that greets them in Pylos, this is a scene
and of jollity and entertainment, with a bard and acrobatic dancers performing for the
welcome entertainment of the guests. (We’ll see a similar kind of performance in Scheria in
book 8.) But the festivities soon fade into the background as the memory of the

past takes its grip on Menelaus and Helen.

Menelaus’ The princes’ arrival is reported to Menelaus with the option of sending them on

hospitality their way; this is, after all, a major family occasion. But Menelaus will hear none
of it, and points out to Eteoneus that they should count themselves fortunate to
have made it home to all this at all. The least they can do is show the kind of
hospitality to guests that they’ve received from others.

The horses are stabled and fed and the chariot parked, and in a narrative coup involving a
bold switch of viewpoint we now see the palace we’ve just been in through the astonished
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eyes of the young princes. This is a completely different world from even the wealth of Pylos,
and to Telemachus especially it’s so far beyond his experience as to seem not quite of this
earth.

There follows a standard hospitality sequence, with many of the standard lines; the only
variation worth noting is that they’re treated to a bathe and new clothes before the meal,
having spent two days on the road. As usual, no questions are asked until the basic
requirements have been satisfied.

1. The past and its banishing

But as they finish eating, Telemachus can’t resist an awestruck comment sotto voce to
Peisistratus on the spectacular surroundings in which they find themselves. In a flash of
backwoods naivety, he voices the thought that Olympus must look like this: a dangerous
comparison which Menelaus is quick to preempt.

(a) Menelaus’ speech

Menelaus, overhearing, is anxious to tone down the potential hybris of this comparison of his
own mortal palace to that of Zeus himself, and gently deprecates any similarity. The wealth,
as he explains, comes from his seven years’ enforced wanderings in the rich lands of Africa
and the near east — a considerably wider travelogue than that implied by Nestor’s summary.
But the thought leads his memory down a melancholy path: as Nestor’s already emphasised,
it was this lucrative absence that kept him out of Greece while his brother was murdered, so
that the wealth around him is a constant reminder of his loss.

And it’s not just Agamemnon, but all the others lost at Troy. Take Odysseus: missing for
ten years, with a son who (we now learn) was newborn at the time of his father’s departure
and has grown up never knowing his father... This is a classic Odyssey moment, anticipating
the still more famous parallel scene at the end of book 8 where Odysseus himself gives
himself away under similar circumstances. Menelaus notes his guest’s reaction, and is still
deliberating how to pursue his suspicion tactfully when a sensational new arrival on the scene
makes the decision for him.

(b) enter Helen

Immediately Helen makes her entry, the narrative camera is fixated on her. All she does is
come downstairs from her room (the wedding party now completely forgotten) to work on
some wool, but the accompanying details make a spectacular contrast to Penelope’s
comparable descents in the Ithacan palace. She looks like a goddess; she’s surrounded by
named handmaidens, who produce comforts and treasures around her; her wool-working kit
is silver and gold, and has its own feminine version of the obligatory heroic history as guest-
gift.

(¢) Telemachus identified

Conversation has stopped dead at her arrival, and Helen immediately takes the initiative,
going straight to the point with awesome frankness: their guest looks too much like Odysseus
not to be his son (something Menelaus seems to have strangely missed), and she speaks quite
casually of her own responsibility for the war that took his father away from him. The self-
criticism we saw in her great Iliad scenes is still there, but almost offhand now; it’s hard to
read her tone. Like Penelope and Circe, she remains a somewhat elusive, mysterious
character throughout the amazing scene that follows: an archetypal Odyssean female.

Menelaus agrees, and collates his own observation of the young man’s tears, though
heroic manners still prohibit direct questioning of their guest. The fact of his resemblance to
his father is important news for Telemachus, who needs a lot of reassurance that others see
his father in him even if he doesn’t feel it himself. But it’s left to the less tongue-tied
Peisistratus to speak up and explain their identities and mission, as well as delicately
excusing Telemachus’ own silence.

(d) Menelaus on Odysseus

This sets Menelaus off. He launches into an extravagant and frankly impractical
counterfactual fantasy about what he’d have done for Odysseus if he’d come home safely.
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But he comes back to earth with a bump at the end, emphasising rather insensitively the
finality of Odysseus’ failure to return.

(e) tears all round

This now sets everyone off in floods of tears, starting with Helen. Even Peisistratus, who we
might think has least cause to be upset, is shaken with grief for his lost brother Antilochus.
His own speech to Menelaus displays his mixed feelings eloquently: on the one hand he
pleads to switch to a less gloomy topic, but on the other he’s aware that Menelaus was closer
to his brother than anyone but Achilles. Menelaus responds by pulling himself together and
commending Peisistratus’ sense; do we detect a further hint of envy of Nestor from the
heirless Menelaus? He also postpones further discussion of Telemachus’ situation and
mission, hinted at by Peisistratus earlier; that will wait for the morning. As it turns out, the
evening has even more remarkable things in store.

(f) Helen spikes the wine

Now a famous moment: Helen ensures the cheerfulness of the conversation by spiking the
wine with an amazing euphoric drug picked up on her Egyptian travels. This kind of semi-
magical feminine pharmacology gives her something of a Circe-like aura, and the surreal
mood is enhanced by the parade of horrors to which we’re told it produces indifference. But
the real point of this moment is to make it possible for the characters to speak openly at
length about Troy and Odysseus without interrupting themselves to burst into tears. As we’ll
now see, it makes possible a kind of storytelling unlike anything else in Homer in its
emotional ambivalence and contradictions.

2. Two tales of Troy

What follows is a fascinating and brilliant pair of stories from Helen and Menelaus,
contributing a memory of Odysseus from either side of the last days of the war. But as each
unfolds, unreconciled contradictions and tensions emerge that make the stories at least as
much about their tellers.

(a) Helen’s story

Helen’s story was told in full as part of the later cyclic epic called the Little Iliad, which
ended with the building of the wooden horse and the Trojans bringing it into the city.
Proclus’ summary of the Little Iliad clarifies that Odysseus’ expedition into Troy took place
after the death of Paris and Helen’s marriage to his brother Deiphobus, when the horse was
already built. It’s unclear much of this was already established before the Odyssey, when the
whole episode has such close parallels with Odysseus’ infiltration of the Ithacan palace in
disguise and his recognition by Eurycleia. But as Helen tells it, it’s a tussle of wits between
two well-pitted tricksters, in which Helen herself emerges as no less crucial a player than
Odysseus himself, and finally proves her loyalty to Menelaus and the Greek cause. Her
closing praise of Menelaus is another of Helen’s more teasingly elusive moments: is she
sincere, and was she then, or should we suspect a combination of discretion and drug-fuelled
sentimentality? The “blindness” is Greek ate, Agamemnon’s notorious “Delusion” — but
should we take it any more seriously here than we did in Iliad 19?

(b) Menelaus’ story

Menelaus, at least, counters with a story that presents Helen in a very different light — though
it too is ostensibly about Odysseus, illustrating his skills of strategy and endurance to
complement the cunning and force of arms highlighted in Helen’s tale. We’re now a few days
later; the horse is inside the walls; and Helen, far from being a fifth columnist for the Greeks,
is openly trying to expose the Greek trick by an Odyssean counter-ploy of her own.

It’s an eerie, unsettling episode whose tone has been variously read, both in Helen’s
motives at the time and Menelaus’ now in recalling it. Is his “doubtless at the prompting of
some divinity” ironic? Is he trying to refute her claims of loyalty by reminding her of an
episode which flatly contradicts it? Commentators sometimes wonder about the illogicalities
in the story — how did she know whose wife to imitate, and what they sounded like? why
were the Greeks taken in, and why did Menelaus respond? — but it’s too good a tale to bear
picking apart in this way.
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(c) and so to bed

Telemachus seems to feel the drugs wearing off, as he finds himself depressed rather than
encouraged by these tales of his father’s resourcefulness. But as we’ll see, both of these
episodes highlight qualities Odysseus will need again for the final challenge in his own
palace in Ithaca, where he’ll have to deal not just with the exposure of his identity by an
insider but with the need to resist the very wife he’s spent the last ten years trying to recover.

The day closes with a formulaic bedtime scene, leaving Telemachus’ mission and the
climax of his Spartan quest for tomorrow’s dawn.

3. The second day

Day two opens with a refreshed and purposeful Menelaus who gets straight down to business.
This second phase is dominated by Menelaus’ long speech recounting his own extraordinary
Odyssey in miniature, and bringing Telemachus at last the news of his father he needs —
unwelcome though the information turns out to be.

(a) Telemachus airs his mission

Telemachus’ speech is a replay of his words to Nestor at 3.75-101. But with the
reminiscences of Odysseus taken care of by the previous evening’s conversation, Menelaus’
answer to the same appeal is very different from Nestor’s both in tone and in content.

(b) Menelaus’ response

This is much the longest speech in the Odyssey so far, and its fantastic tale of bizarre
adventures in distant lands is closer to Odysseus’ own story in books 9—12 than anything else
in the poem.

(1) his prayer for Odysseus’ vengeance

Menelaus prefaces his story with a vehement prayer for the suitors’ death at Odysseus’ hands,
led into by a familiar element of Homeric poetry that’s up until now been strikingly absent
from the Odyssey. As mentioned in the Narrative seminar, extended similes are far rarer in
the Odyssey, whose setting and storyline are at once more varied and less remote from the
audience’s own experience. But the reduction in frequency of similes throws more weight on
to the ones we do find, and the less standardised action of the Odyssey tends to encourage
more adventurous simile types. Even this superficially Iliadic lion-and-deer simile connects
the imaginative world of heroic brutality with the Odyssean values of family and home.

(2) his story
Like Odysseus’ own story in the next book, Menelaus’ tale is of escape from a remote island

on the edge of the world; and the elements of the story have a lot in common also with the
roles of Circe and Teiresias in books 10-11.

Menelaus Menelaus skips to the point in his story where Nestor’s account left off: blown

in Pharos off course to Egypt, and stranded on an offshore island with the winds against
him. The historical island of Pharos, site of the famous Alexandrian lighthouse,
was actually only a mile offshore; but whether or not Homer knew that,
Menelaus’ predicament has been made closely parallel with Odysseus’ own on
Thrinacia and Ogygia.

Eidothea’s Menelaus’ men are so hungry that they actually stoop to eating fish — an element
advice otherwise missing from the Homeric diet except in similes. But Menelaus’ luck
changes when he encounters a sympathetic minor sea-goddess, who like Circe
can tell the hero how to find the way home. As with Circe’s instructions, there’s
a catch: he has to seek out and question the one entity who knows the answer to
his question, and he’s not human. Menelaus’ Teiresias figure is the goddess’s
father Proteus, who can tell him not just how to get home but also what’s been
going on in his absence. But how, Menelaus reasonably counters, can a mortal
like him force his will on a god?
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catching Now comes the first occurrence of a pattern that turns up repeatedly in books 9—
Proteus 12: a mortal can overcome a god only with the support of another god. Eidothea
reveals the divine secret of how Proteus can be caught; but it’ll take all
Menelaus’ strength and endurance to hold him through his transformations.
Menelaus puts the goddess’s plan into action, which turns out to be a
messier business than she’d let on; he’s only saved from nausea by the
goddess’s deodorant use of the ambrosia treatment last seen in the preservation
of Patroclus’ and Hector’s corpses. The combination of fantasy and realism here
is very typical Odyssey, where the more bizarre flights of fancy often find
themselves tethered to credibility by touches of unexpected real-life grittiness.
Quite how Menelaus and his team manage to hold on to Proteus during his
transformation into “running water” is far from clear, but they should count
themselves lucky he didn’t fulfil Eidothea’s prediction that he might turn into
fire.

the sea- Now comes an extended sequence of direct speech within a speech — something
god’s generally avoided in the Iliad, but characteristic of the Odyssey’s relish in the
prophecy farther reaches of narrative experiment. The novelist John Barth took this
moment as the cue for his story “Menelaiad” (in the collection Lost in the
Funhouse) which presents stories within stories seven layers deep. Proteus
begins by asking Menelaus who told him how the old god could be captured, a
question Menelaus delicately sidesteps by a complimentary reference to the
god’s own omniscience. The rest of his response is as scripted by Eidothea, and

Proteus’ answer is succinct and informative, if slightly dispiriting.

(i) Menelaus’ homecoming

Menelaus’ way home lies back, not forward; he has to return to Egypt to make up for the
sacrifices he failed to make on setting out.

(ii) the returns

As with Odysseus’ visit to Teiresias, though, there’s much more interesting information to
come, as Menelaus asks his follow-up question: what news of his former comrades? Proteus’
long answer begins with a summary of the fates of three unnamed heroes, the first two of
whom he goes on to identify.

Ajax II First is Locrian Ajax, who at least in later tradition was the source of
Athene’s anger against the returning Greeks in general. As so often, it’s hard
to know whether the vague reference to Athene’s enmity here is a coy
allusion to the story of Ajax’s rape of Cassandra, or a trace of an earlier
tradition later overwritten by what became the standard account. At any rate
what destroys him is pointedly not Athene’s vendetta, but a boast at the
expense of Poseidon, who drowns him on the spot. This is neat use of the
privileged knowledge of Proteus as a divine narrator; a mortal wouldn’t be
able to describe the god’s involvement so fully. But it’s also a story with
ominous parallels to Odysseus, who (as we know, though Telemachus
doesn’t yet) is also a victim of Poseidon’s anger, and will turn out to have
triggered it by a comparable boast of his own.

Agamemnon The identity of the second victim comes as a surprise to nobody but
Menelaus. This latest telling of the story of Agamemnon’s murder is more
detailed and circumstantial, with deft use of false climaxes and suspense, but
is also extremely problematic and confused. Some modern editors have tried
to force better sense of the sequence by supposing the lines have got into the
wrong order, as in Lattimore’s translation and Jones’s commentary, but this
only introduces further problems. As the text stands, Agamemnon narrowly
escapes being blown to Aegisthus’ estate (though Cape Malea , the southern
tip of Greece, is quite the wrong direction for this), only to fall foul of him in
his own home.
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Aegisthus’ ambush has obvious parallels with the one the suitors are
about to lay for Telemachus, though the consequences will be very different.
But the most offensive aspect of the plot to Homeric sensibility is the radical
perversion of the codes of xenia, murdering his own guest at the feast which
should be the most sacrosanct demonstration of the rites of hospitality
presided over by Zeus himself.

For Menelaus, of course, this news is the worst of all; but Proteus is able
to revive him somewhat by holding out the prospect, clearly pertinent to
Telemachus, of Agamemnon’s avenging by his son.

Odysseus Despite his distress, Menelaus has the presence of mind to ask one last
question: the identity of the third hero alluded to earlier, who is not dead but
captive on a remote island. Here at last Telemachus learns the truth about
Odysseus, and the name of Calypso as his captor; but the nature of the
information makes it difficult to do much with it.

(iii) the Elysian fields

For Menelaus, at least, there’s better news at the end: alone of all the heroes in Homer, he’s
destined along with Helen for a privileged afterlife in the mysterious land of Elysium. This is
a very different conception of the fate of the dead from anything elsewhere in Homer
(including book 11 of the Odyssey), though it became quite a standard feature of later
accounts from Hesiod on. In context here, it’s clearly meant to be part of the parallels
between the fates of Menelaus and Odysseus, and to suggest that Odysseus too may at last
live happily ever after — if not quite as ever-after as Menelaus.

the offerings and cenotaph

Menelaus puts the god’s instructions into action the next day, and has an unproblematic
journey home; but not before a gesture of commemoration to Agamemnon, albeit on a distant
shore. This of course is the option Telemachus has proposed in the event that he discovers
Odysseus is dead: another slightly ominous connection. The narrative ends at the point where
Nestor’s version resumed; we don’t need to be told again of Menelaus’ homecoming and his
discovery of Orestes’ vengeance.

(3) gifts for Telemachus

Menelaus’ long speech ends by returning to his guest, whom he asks to stay for an extended
visit and promises an extravagant parting gift at the end. There’s a notorious chronological
problem here, as Telemachus seems to refuse, yet is still in Sparta a month later at the start of
book 15. Clearly we have an acute case of Zielinski’s first law, which forbids anything to
happen in the Telemachus strand of the story while the Odysseus one (starting in the next
book) is under way; and commentators generally accept that the invitation and its not-quite-
refusal mark a certain self-consciousness by the poet about the awkwardness here. It’s not
really worth worrying about, but I’'ll come back to it briefly at the start of 15.

(c) Telemachus renegotiates the gifts

Telemachus is torn, but is careful not to express his anxieties about what might be going on in
Ithaca during his absence. Instead, he reminds Menelaus that he’s left his ship and crew back
in Pylos; while the gift of horses and a chariot wouldn’t do him much good in Ithaca anyway.
This looks like a polite attempt to extricate himself graciously from Menelaus’ relentless
hospitality, but if so it fails. Menelaus simply substitutes another gift, and we’re perhaps
meant to infer that on the matter of departure too Menelaus is unable to take no for an answer.

B. Meanwhile, back in Ithaca

Now at last we cut back to Ithaca and find out what’s been going on at home following
Telemachus’ abrupt and furtive departure. This closing section of the book cleans up the
narrative loose ends as part of this book’s preparation for the main event in book 5, the switch
to Odysseus’ own storyline at the point Telemachus now knows it’s reached. The narrative
alternates dramatically back and forth between the suitors and Penelope, ending on a bold
clifthanger that won’t be resolved till book 15.

43



1. the suitors find out

First comes a moment of neat comedy and cross-purposes, as the victim of Athene’s last
impersonation but one inadvertently gives away Telemachus’ departure to the suitors.
(Noemon, you’ll remember, was the Ithacan shipowner whose vessel Athene borrowed while
disguised as Telemachus himself.)

Noemon’s
surprise

the
ambush
hatched

Noemon asks casually if the suitors know when Telemachus will be back,
assuming that his departure is common knowledge in the palace. The suitors’
reaction not only shows them wrongfooted, but explains why they haven’t thought
to query Telemachus’ absence earlier. (The reference to “the swineherd” is the
first mention of the pivotal character of Eumaeus, the royal pig-farm manager
who’ll play such an important role in the second half of the poem.)

Antinous responds with an angry cross-examination that puts Noemon on the
defensive. But a further mystery emerges: Mentor (“or,” as Noemon astutely puts
it, “some god who resembled Nestor”) sailed with Telemachus, yet Mentor is
visibly still in Ithaca. This is the only time in Homer a divine impersonation is
exposed in this way, and the suitors’ obtuseness in failing to realise the
implication is yet another divine warning unheeded.

Once Noemon is out of earshot, Antinous delivers his frank reaction to the news
that Telemachus has eluded their clutches. His proposal now is to escalate the feud
as threatened, laying an ambush at sea for Telemachus’ ship on its return voyage.
(Greek ships tended to hug coast where possible and hop from island to island, so
Telemachus’ journey home would follow a largely predictable route.)

2. Penelope finds out

But now we learn something new: Penelope has an spy monitoring the suitors, the page
Medon who now makes his first appearance in the poem. This will raise the stakes still
further, as Penelope is simultaneously informed of her son’s departure and the death-trap set
for him on his return.

Medon
leaks the
plan

Penelope
and
Eurycleia

The scene is finely constructed. It starts with an unusually outspoken rant
against the suitors by Penelope in private to Medon, hinting again at the political
tensions glimpsed in the assembly. Poor Medon is momentarily lumped in with
the suitors, though the moment quickly passes as he reveals that the situation is
even worse, indeed far worse, than even she imagines.

Now comes the double bombshell: Telemachus is gone, and the suitors plan to
murder him on his return. Medon knows no more about his purpose than he’s
been able to gather from his eavesdropping on Noemon and the suitors; only that
he’s gone to Pylos in search of news of Odysseus.

A distraught Penelope is now left alone with her women. Her speech begins
almost like a formal lament (like Andromache’s in Iliad 22 and 24); but
gradually Penelope’s purposeful, calculating side comes to the fore again, as she
considers her options in the light of the news. She accuses her women (in one
case with justice, as we know) of complicity in Telemachus’ secret, but her
thoughts race ahead to formulate a plan: perhaps something can be done with
Laertes, her husband’s last surviving male kin? (Here’s yet another subtle trailer
for the events of book 24, as the poem again reminds us that Laertes is being
kept around in the background of the story for a purpose as yet unguessed. We’ll
meet Dolius, named here for the first time, in the final book, though his children
Melanthius and Melantho will be prominent in the interim.)

Eurycleia now confesses, and urges against Penelope’s plan, which assumes
a more desperate state than they’ve yet reached. All’s not yet lost; the immediate
need is to secure Athene’s protection for Telemachus on his journey.
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her prayer Penelope sees the sense in this, and prays privately to Athene. The
to Athene accompanying ritual is a little obscure; it’s not clear what Penelope does with
the barley, and the ritual shriek is more usually associated with animal sacrifice.
But the poem is experimenting in new techniques of narrative transition between
different plot strands, and the use of the cry here is a neat way of linking back

now to the suitors.

3. the suitors again

The short scene that follows encapsulates the ironic interplay between the two conspiracies,
as the suitors are for the second time outflanked without realising it.

Penelope’s The suitors, as usual, completely misread the signs, and misinterpret
cry Penelope’s shriek altogether. As far as they’re concerned, Penelope is still three
interpreted books behind them; Antinous has to hush them in case their reference to the
murder plan is overheard. If they’d thought of this earlier, Medon wouldn’t
have been able to overhear them in the first place; but this is typical of the

suitors’ fatal lack of the forethought that characterises their enemies.

the Antinous now leads his ambush party down to the shore, in a sinister replay of

ambush the preparations for Telemachus’ departure. It’s a good example of the use of

party sets type-scene material and formulaic action in different contexts with contrasting
out effects and an ironic, suggestive connection between them.

4. Athene appears to Penelope

Now we cut back to Penelope in her room, and another bold transformation of the Iliadic lion
simile (never elsewhere applied to a woman). As she falls into a troubled sleep, Athene slips
a dream into her sleep (as Zeus did to Agamemnon in //iad 2), taking the form of Penelope’s
sister. The actual conversation, however, is very unlliadic — a series of five short speeches
back and forth between the queen and her dream, culminating hauntingly in Penelope’s
question about Odysseus himself in the moment before the dream slips away leaving her
question unanswered. We get the sense that Penelope’s taking rather more of the initiative
here, even in her sleep, than Athene intended.

5. the suitors lay the ambush

The book chooses to close, however, not on this episode of reassurance and peace, but on the
dramatic cliffhanger of the suitors’ ambush. It’ll be another ten books before we find out
what happens next; and by that point the story will have moved on in ways the suitors can’t
even imagine.
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ODYSSEY 5-8: SCHERIA

Now come the four books which finally introduce the figure of Odysseus himself, as he
begins his homeward journey from the unearthly prison of Calypso’s island back to the
known world and the society of mortals. The stories of Telemachus and the situation back in
Ithaca are put on hold, as the narrative shifts for the next eight books to unknown lands of
fantasy, and the story of Odysseus’ voyage from Troy to Ithaca. The story is told in a series
of flashbacks reaching deeper into Odysseus’ past: his three years with Calypso, his arrival
there, and finally in books 9—12 the seven preceding years from Troy to the final loss of the
last of his surviving companions. All this is framed in a story set in the poem’s present
moment: Odysseus’ arrival and adventures among the Phaeacians of Scheria.

In the first four books, we’ve seen Odysseus through the eyes of others, and been
introduced to his world. Now we leave Ithaca far behind, and enter an altogether different
kind of story. The events of these books show Odysseus’ re-emergence into the world of men
after seven years’ captivity in the unearthly realm of Calypso. But the principal setting is the
strange in-between land of Scheria, where Odysseus makes landfall at the end of book 5 and
will remain until his final voyage home in book 13. Over the course of these four books,
we’ll explore in depth the society and culture of the Phaeacians who inhabit this unearthly
utopia, and its implications for the real world to which Odysseus is about to return.

At the same time, we’ll be travelling deeper into the mind of Odysseus himself. We’ll see
his skills of planning, endurance speech, improvisation, diplomacy, physical prowess and
psychological insight all in action, and we’ll learn what drives him after all these years to the
seemingly unattainable destination of Ithaca. We’ll see his ultimate confrontation with his
divine nemesis Poseidon and how he survives it, and we’ll watch him take his first tricky
steps back into the human world. But all this is leading up to a still greater confrontation in
book 8: with his own lost past, and with the legend he has become. Along the way, we’ll
meet two very different members of the poem’s cast of complex, subtle female supporting
players, as well as seeing Athene gradually insinuating herself back into Odysseus’ story.

The eighth book will end with the poem’s past and future both ready to unroll. The return
journey to Ithaca is booked, and all that lies on the other side of it; but first we need to learn
the story of Odysseus’ wandering so far, and what he has learned between Troy and Scheria
that will crucially help him to survive the challenges that await him at home.

Highlights of these books include:
e Calypso’s scenes with Hermes and Odysseus
* the great storm narrative in the second half of book 5
 the encounter of Odysseus and Nausicaa
* the three songs of the Phaeacian bard Demodocus.

BOOK 5. CALYPSO

This superb book falls into two distinct halves. The first is set on Calypso’s island, and deals
with the release of Odysseus from his seven years’ divine captivity. Then the very different
second half is given over to the great narrative of Odysseus’ perilous journey of survival
across open ocean through storm and shipwreck to an unknown shore beyond.

A. The second divine council

The new beginning here is marked by a second scene on Olympus, recapping the council at
the start of book 1 and setting in motion the action agreed on there. You might wonder why
all this didn’t happen a week ago when Zeus originally agreed to it, but it’s one of the places
where the Odyssey’s fondness for parallel action has to find a compromise with the
Zielinskian rule about not narrating the same time-period twice over. For whatever reason,
Homeric narrative doesn’t seem to allow the clock to be turned back to what was happening
all this time somewhere else, so the release of Odysseus has to follow chronologically from
Telemachus’ journey to Sparta. When we eventually rejoin Telemachus three weeks later,
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we’ll see that he’s spent the time hanging around in Sparta doing nothing very much. See the
chronology for details.

1. Athene prompts Zeus

Athene reasonably reminds Zeus that he agreed a week ago to Odysseus’ release, and nothing
has so far been done. Her opening complaint is a pointed quotation of Mentor’s speech in the
Ithacan assembly, and she follows up with a neat summary of the situation as it stands:
Odysseus still trapped on Ogygia, Telemachus in Sparta unaware of the ambush set for his
return. But she’s diplomatic: she doesn’t rebuke Zeus directly, doesn’t spell out that they’ve
already had this conversation, and addresses her speech to the gods collectively rather than
Zeus in particular.

2. Zeus goes into action

Zeus understands her point well enough, however, and makes two speeches in response. The
first, to Athene, makes the interesting claim (new to us) that the suitors’ murder plot against
Telemachus is all part of Athene’s plan, to give Odysseus better justification for their murder
than their mere consumption of his property would allow. He indicates the next stage of the
Telemachus plotline by instructing Athene to take care of his homecoming, though this in
fact won’t happen until book 15.

Zeus’s second speech is addressed to Hermes, a new player in the game. He turns up three
times in the poem, reappearing in book 10 to give Odysseus the magic herb to protect against
Circe’s enchantments, and in 24 to escort the suitors to Hades. We’ll consider his character
and role in a bit more detail in the next topic, but he’s introduced here in his familiar Iliadic
role as a messenger between Olympus and earth.

Zeus’s speech to Hermes is one of those key foreshadowing speeches like his great
speech at the start of Iliad 15. We hear for the first time of Scheria and the Phaeacians, who
will not only convey him on the final journey to Ithaca but will load him with treasure. It’s an
intriguing teaser, but as usual much of its effect lies in what’s left out: the nature of the
troubles awaiting Odysseus en route to Scheria, and how he’ll deal with the situation facing
him on his return to Ithaca.

B. Hermes and Calypso

The famous sequence that follows is a fascinating demonstration of the gulf between gods
and even their favourite mortals, as we follow the progress of Zeus’s command as it’s relayed
first by Hermes to a reluctant Calypso and then, in a highly edited form, by Calypso to an
incredulous Odysseus.

1. Calypso’s cave

Hermes makes his descent in a passage of baroque fantasy that recalls Hera’s journey from
Olympus to Lemnos in lliad 14.225-30. Such moments are a sign that the narrative is firmly
in the world of the gods: the flying sandals, the magic staff, the running on water are the kind
of casually miraculous detail reserved in both poems for moments when the divine plot is
momentarily in the foreground.

It’s through Hermes’ eyes that we view the celebrated and influential description that
follows. This is the first in a long line of idyllic landscape descriptions in Greek (and later)
literature, sometimes tagged by the Latin term locus amoenus meaning “delightful location”.
We start with the distant smell of burning wood from her hearth, and then as we close in the
unearthly sound of the goddess’s singing becomes audible. As we approach, the surroundings
take shape as a supernaturally fertile and lovely wood, with multiple species of tree and bird,
rich growth of wild plants, and ample running water (always a detail valued by Greeks in
their dry Mediterranean uplands). Even the god is impressed enough to linger for a moment,
as the narrative does, to relish the landscape for its own sake.

Only as Hermes enters do we get any mention of Odysseus, and it’s a significant one after
the idyllic description that’s preceded. Neither the goddess nor her divinely beautiful home is
enough to hold him; instead, he prefers to mope on the desolate beach. This is an important
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touch of characterisation, as well as a convenient explanation of his absence from the
remarkable scene that follows.

2. the goddess’s welcome

Calypso subjects Hermes to an abbreviated version of the hospitality sequence (seating, food,
conversation) we’re already familiar with in its mortal variations. Gods, we’ve been told,
know one another by sight, so the delicate protocols for the questioning of strangers may not
apply here; but it’s still striking, and perhaps a sign of her agitation, that she questions her
guest before she’s served him food and drink. Does she already suspect why he’s here?
Notice how carefully she hedges her expression of willingness with conditions that don’t
apply to the release of Odysseus...

3. Hermes relays Zeus’ order

Hermes, perhaps pointedly, chooses not to reply until the proper moment in the sequence.
(Notice the ambrosia and nectar that serve the gods in place of food and drink.) His speech is
carefully constructed, prefacing the message by stressing his own role as merely the reluctant
messenger of Zeus, whom neither he nor any other god (or goddess) dares disobey. Only the
final lines actually quote Zeus’s original speech; the rest is Hermes’ artful elaboration,
suppressing all the part about the Phaeacians and their treasure, and playing up the role of
Zeus and destiny as the ultimate authors of the command.

4. Calypso’s reply

Calypso erupts nevertheless, unloading a tirade against Zeus with poor Hermes caught in the
crossfire. Her reaction reminds us of Poseidon when Iris relayed Zeus’s cease-and-desist
order at Iliad 15.174ff. — fury and resentment, calming to grudging acquiescence in the
inevitable. It’s a revealing speech about the boundaries between god and mortal and the gods’
sensitivity over moments when those boundaries are crossed. As far as Calypso’s concerned,
this isn’t about pity for Odysseus or the fulfilment of his supposed destiny; it’s about the
other gods’ intolerance of goddesses who bed down with mortals, and the murderous
vendettas they pursue against the unlucky human. She quite reasonably complains that
nobody seemed terribly interested in helping Odysseus get home when she dragged him out
of the sea seven years ago; on the contrary, Zeus was the one who smashed his ship to pieces
himself. (We’ll later find out why, but not till book 12.) We also learn the remarkable detail
that Calypso had it in her power to make Odysseus immortal — and, by implication, that he
refused.

Nevertheless, like Poseidon, she can’t disobey a direct order from Zeus — though she
makes it clear that that’s the only reason she’s agreeing, and that she has no intention of
lifting a finger to help.

5. Hermes departs with a warning

Hermes could argue with quite a lot in this speech, but chooses not to. Instead, he picks up on
her acceptance and her obvious reluctance alike, with a barbed parting warning that Zeus will
be straight on her case if she starts to have second thoughts.

C. Calypso and Odysseus

Now, at last, Odysseus enters his story in person. The two scenes that follow show the
relationship between goddess and mortal, and the personalities and manoeuvrings of each, in
a pair of deft and economical exchanges: the first in the poem’s long series of Odyssean
mindgames, as Odysseus and a well-matched opponent probe one another’s motives and
intentions by speeches full of tricks and traps.

1. on the shore

Calypso’s approach is accompanied by a rare piece of fill-in narrative in the poet’s own
voice, telling us of Odysseus’ emotional state, his coldness towards Calypso, and his now-
regular routine of avoiding her during the daytime to gaze mournfully out across the empty
ocean. Homer generally avoids this kind of thing, but it’s needed for this first glimpse of
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Odysseus in action because we haven’t yet had the chance to form a picture of his motivation
from his own words and behaviour.

(a) Calypso’s permission

In a brilliant Odyssean moment, Calypso suppresses the truth behind her change of heart, and
all hint of any divine involvement. She presents the decision to let him leave as her own
spontaneous change of heart, and gives him permission to build a raft, though she holds back
from offering any assistance beyond the promise of supplies and a following wind. At the
same time, she makes it clear that if he takes up her offer he’s on his own, and hints that once
he’s out of her domain other, much less friendly gods may take an interest.

(b) Odysseus’ suspicion

In a first sign of the psychological acuity that is one of his great tactical strengths, Odysseus
immediately senses that something here isn’t right. He knows Calypso well enough to know
that she’d never change her mind of her own accord, but jumps from this to the wrong
conclusion: not that something else has happened to change her mind, but that she hasn’t
changed her mind at all, and is up to something. We’ll see this same wariness in book 13,
when Athene assures him he’s in Ithaca but he suspects a trick, and she responds in lines
which echo Calypso’s reaction here. He refuses to accept her offer unless she swears a
binding oath not to trap him: a trick we’ll later learn that he picked up from Hermes himself
in his dealings with Calypso’s counterpart Circe.

(c) Calypso’s oath

Calypso responds with a touching gesture and expression of affection (repeated by Athene in
13), and she swears the oath by the Styx that Sleep used to bind Hera at Iliad 14.271-80. But
she still gives nothing away about her true motive, and her final insistence that she means
him nothing but well is at best a highly selective account of her reasons. Odysseus never does
learn about the role of Zeus and Hermes, because part of the poem’s strategy is to delay till
Ithaca any hint to the hero himself that the gods might be with him rather than against him.

2.1in the cave

The second exchange takes place back in the more intimate surroundings of the cave, in an
ironic replay of the earlier scene with Hermes. But this time the diners are on pointedly
different diets: nectar and ambrosia for the goddess, but mortal food for the man. Without a
word spoken, and in a type-scene composed entirely of formulaic lines, Homer has provided
a dramatic reminder of the unbridgeable gulf that still separates these two, and always will.

(a) Calypso’s speech

It’s Calypso who has to break the silence of the meal, in a wonderfully crafted speech whose
“joy go with you” message is heavily undercut by the hints at ghastly sufferings en route and
the attractions of staying here with Calypso, forever, immortal. What’s the attraction? What
can this Penelope possibly have that Calypso hasn’t got far more of?

(b) Odysseus’ reply

Instead of trying to explain or argue, Odysseus brilliantly deflects her argument by merely
accepting the truth of all she says. Penelope isn’t a goddess; there’s no competition; and yet,
he still longs to be home, and would forego everlasting life and comfort for it. The prospect
of further trouble he takes in his stride; it won’t be the first time, and he’s pretty used to it by
now. There’s nothing more Calypso can say to this, and she never speaks again in the poem.

D. Preparations and departure

Dawn brings a new energy and purpose. After seven years’ idleness, Odysseus’ skill,
planning, and physical strength all find release in a burst of intense activity.

1. making the raft

Calypso supplies the tools, but all the work is Odysseus’: cutting the trees, preparing the
wood, joining the timbers, assembling the structure, and finishing off with sealant and rigging
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before preparing his vessel for launch. Not surprisingly, there’s a very extensive and mind-
numbing literature on the design of Odysseus’ craft — the most interesting conclusion from
which is that it can’t actually be a “raft” as the Greek word implies but must be an actual boat
with a deck. (Rafts aren’t nailed together from shaped timbers, but lashed together with ropes
to allow the beams to absorb some of the motion of the waves.) But ancient vase-painters got
this wrong too, so don’t worry too much about the distinction. The main point of this passage,
obviously, is as a comprehensive demonstration of Odysseus’ qualities of focus, purpose,
physical energy, and skill.

2. Calypso’s provisions

Perhaps because the earlier conversation said all that was needed between them, the actual
scene of departure is surprisingly briefly told after the long description of the boatwrighting.
Calypso merely carries out her promise to provision the craft with food and drink, and to send
him off with a favourable wind; and without a word, Odysseus leaves Ogygia and Calypso
forever behind.

3. Odysseus sets sail

An epic voyage now begins, with only the constellations of the northern sky for navigation.
The Wagoner is Bootes, and the Bear or Wain of course the Plough or Big Dipper. Some
Homer obsessives have argued that, taken together, these constellations suggest that
Odysseus is sailing in late September or October, at the very end of the Greek sailing season
when the seas become treacherous with the first winter storms. (If you’ve been in Greece at
the time of year when the weather changes, you’ll instantly recognise this.) It’s a nice idea,
but is probably pressing the astronomical data rather harder than it’ll bear.

Odysseus’ feat has uncanny echoes of the experiences of modern long-distance solo
yachtspeople. The statement that he goes seventeen days without sleep tends to be dismissed
by Homerists as exaggeration or epic fantasy, but one of the key skills of endurance solo
sailors is to redistribute their sleep in micronaps rather than sleeping in long continuous
stretches. At any rate his stamina is rewarded on day eighteen, when the hills of Scheria
become visible on the horizon (the “like a shield” mini-simile is a particularly nice touch of
observation). But here, like the glimpse of Ithaca in book 10, is where his troubles really
begin...

E. Poseidon’s revenge

Without warning, the story takes a devastating new turn with the arrival on the scene of the
god whose absence made the start of the poem possible: the sea-god Poseidon, Odysseus’
divine enemy, who is implacably opposed to his return. What’s worse, Odysseus is exposed
on the open sea: Poseidon’s own domain. As we saw in Iliad 14-15, the only god who can
stand up to Poseidon is Zeus himself; and Zeus is far away on Olympus, his attention entirely
elsewhere. There’ll be no help from him; Odysseus is on his own.

1. soliloquy and storm

An intriguing feature of this sequence is the largest run of soliloquies in Homer, with both
Poseidon and Odysseus delivering a string of speeches to an audience of themselves alone. In
the case of Odysseus, the point is clear enough: this is the hero’s moment of deepest isolation,
when he has only his own resources to fall back on. But Poseidon’s isolation from the other
gods is also part of the point of the scene, and his first outburst here underlines this: as he
rightly perceives, the other gods have taken advantage of his absence to go behind his back.
At the same time, he reveals for the first time that his power to prevent Odysseus’ return will
end if Odysseus can make it to the shore of Scheria. On one level this reads like a piece of ad
hoc invention to explain why Poseidon doesn’t continue to pursue Odysseus past Scheria; but
it does fit with what Zeus has already said about Odysseus’ destined return, and at the very
least it raises the stakes for the scene that follows, as Poseidon raises the mother of all storms
to prevent Odysseus ever making landfall.
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2. Odysseus’ first soliloquy

Part of the irony of this whole episode is that Odysseus himself knows none of this. His own
soliloquy wrongly (but reasonably, given his past experience) blames Zeus for the storm.
More than at any other moment in the poem, this is the moment when the hero looks his
death in the eye. He sees no way out, and in a telling flashback to his heroic past his primary
thought is for the sheer anticlimax of dying like this, alone and unknown, instead of with the
kleos that attends the death of a warrior in battle. As the ideal moment to have died, he
chooses the struggle over Achilles’ corpse: the first of three visits in the course of the poem to
that climactic moment beyond the end of the Iliad. Even now he still thinks like an Iliadic
warrior; but the following scenes will show that he’s also something more.

3. the shipwreck

Now the first wave strikes, with two effects: the mast is smashed, and Odysseus is washed
overboard. With fine irony, Calypso’s gift of elegant clothes nearly becomes his death,
weighing him down as he struggles to break the surface. Even so, he has the presence of mind
to fight his way back to his craft as the one chance of survival, and this time he clings to it for
dear life as a rare Odyssean simile conveys its motion back and forth with the wind and wave.

4.Ino lends a hand

The scene that follows may seem something of a surprise, but one of the unspoken rules in
the Odyssey is that a mortal can only resist a god with the help of another god. In this case it’s
only a minor sea-goddess, but her assistance will prove crucial for Odysseus’ survival of the
fateful final phase of his ordeal. She gives the sensible enough advice to strip off Calypso’s
clothes (which have already nearly drowned him once) and to try to make it to shore with the
help of her magical flotation device. But to do so will mean abandoning his craft and putting
his trust in the advice of a strange goddess. What should he do?

5. Odysseus hangs on; his second soliloquy

This is the moment of decision dramatised by Odysseus’ second soliloquy. As with Calypso,
he’s wary of taking a goddess’s advice on trust, and in a characteristically cool and rational
speech he weighs up the case either way. As the “shield in the sea” image nicely evoked, land
was still a long way off; Odysseus trusts the timbers beneath him more than he trusts the
goddess, and opts for the compromise of staying with the vessel so long as it’s in one piece.
Once it’s gone, however, he may as well go with the goddess’s plan, because he really won’t
have any other chance.

6. Poseidon yields

This compromise is nearly his undoing, as Odysseus has no time to change from his heavily
sodden clothes and wind the goddess’s scarf around him before his craft is smashed to
driftwood by Poseidon’s biggest wave yet. But Odysseus is able to buy time by straddling a
lone plank while he changes from one goddess’s clothes to another’s; and this time he
abandons the timber and strikes out for shore on his own.

Perhaps surprisingly, Poseidon abandons the struggle at this point; has he seen Ino’s
scarf, or developed a grudging respect for his victim’s resilience? Whatever the case,
Odysseus is far from out of the woods; on the contrary, his real ordeal is only beginning.

F. Landfall

Odysseus is kept afloat by Ino’s scarf, but he’s still a long way from land, and the storm
shows no sign of abating even after Poseidon’s departure.

1. the sight of land

Two gruelling days follow, the toughest test yet of the exhausted Odysseus’ remaining
powers of endurance. Day three brings a respite when the wind finally drops and he finds
himself close to land, but there’s still the problem of find a safe way to shore. Nevertheless,
the sight of land is accompanied by one of the poem’s greatest emotional similes, as
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Odysseus views land with a poignant surge of feeling — only to realise that the coast ahead is
nothing but jagged rocks and cliff, with nowhere to come ashore.

2. Odysseus’ third soliloquy

The moment is weighed up in another of Odysseus’ soliloquies of decision-making. First he
contemplates the cliffs: no way ashore there. Next, the rocky shoreline: but there the sea is
too violent for him to clamber ashore unhurt. The only alternative is to swim further along the
coast in search of a safer landing; but that exposes him to the twin dangers of being swept out
to sea or attacked by the sharks which were a well-known hazard in the ancient
Mediterranean. Odysseus knows well enough that the sea is the domain of his enemy
Poseidon, and the longer he spends there the more dangerous for him.

3. the cliffs and rivermouth

In the event, the decision is made for him. Odysseus is swept into shore anyway, and saved
only by his own agility and foresight, augmented in the nick of time by Athene (intervening
with a couple of discreet boosts to his reaction time now that Poseidon is off the scene). Even
when he has the rocks in his grasp, the waves pull him out again, with the brilliant and
memorable simile of the octopus.

Odysseus has no choice now but to swim for it; but the plan pays off when he catches
sight of a rivermouth. If he can swim a little upstream, he can find a sheltered place to come
ashore. But it’s a risky strategy, which is why he takes the precaution of a prayer of
supplication to the local river-god. (The reference to knees here sounds rather surreal, but as
we’ll see in more detail in the next couple of books it’s a standard element of suppliant ritual,
invoked even when it would be impossible or inappropriate to realise literally.)

4. on the shore: the final soliloquy

Odysseus’ prayer indeed makes the difference; the unnamed river-god relents, and Odysseus
is finally able to come ashore. Even in his exhaustion, though, he still remembers Ino’s
instruction, and with his last strength throws her scarf back into the sea as she commanded; as
with the river-god, Odysseus knows that the favour of gods isn’t something to be taken
lightly or for granted.

One last decision awaits: how, in his exhausted condition, to avoid death from exposure
in the damp, frosty night that follows? He knows he’s about to pass out, and that he has only
enough strength left to struggle uphill to the nearest clump of bushes, where he runs the risk
of being preyed on by wild beasts. But his assessment of the risk rates this lower than the
near-certainty of death if he stays out in the open, so he struggles up the hill and under cover.
The final simile of the book, which has had more of the Odyssey’s spare but brilliant stock of
similes than any other book of the poem, is a powerful image of dormant energy and hope.
We leave Odysseus asleep, as the narrative now takes a new and dazzlingly unexpected turn.

BOOK 6. NAUSICAA

This and the next book are the shortest in the poem, but book 6 in particular is among the
most memorable and celebrated. In another of the bold narrative coups in which the Odyssey
delights, Odysseus himself is dropped from the first 110 lines as we’re introduced to an
entirely new character, the Phaeacian princess Nausicaa. Only gradually does it emerge that
the details of this engaging character’s life and day are part of a carefully-plotted storyline
designed to intersect with Odysseus’ own, in one of the most famous encounters in literature
and one of the finest displays of Odysseus’ skills of word and wit in action.

A. Athene takes charge

The book opens with one of the boldest narrative leaps in Homer. Without warning, we leave
the sleeping Odysseus for 110 lines while the narrative follows Athene on a journey inland
whose purpose only gradually becomes apparent. We’re introduced to a complete new cast of
characters, and what seems like an entirely irrelevant storyline about the princess’s laundry.
Only by degrees do we come to realise that the appearance of irrelevance is itself a narrative
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puzzle to tease and intrigue the audience, and that small details in this storyline will prove
crucial to Odysseus’ own, in ways that only Athene can foresee.

1. the Phaeacians and their history

As Athene makes her journey, the narrator pauses for a kind of background voiceover. All
we’ve heard about the Phaeacians so far is what Zeus told us in the previous book at 5.28ff.,
which was limited to some tantalising glimpses of their role in Odysseus’ story. But who are
these people, and what are they doing in this land?

The account we’re given here is a famous passage among historians, for two
interconnected reasons. First, its tale of settlement overseas is the one glimpse we get in
Homer of the dark age phenomenon of “colonisation”: the foundation of new Greek
communities in previously non-Greek parts of the Mediterranean and Black Sea basin.
Population pressure and limited resources seem to have been a main driving force behind
such movements, and we seem to get a reflection of that in the tale of the peaceful
Phaeacians’ conflicts with the violent Cyclopes.

Second, and even more intriguingly, the description of the Phaeacian colony in Scheria is
the closest we get in Homer to an early Greek polis, with its city walls protecting a fortifiable
centre commanding a wider area of cultivable land. In the next book, we’ll see other
characteristic landmarks of the early polis in the assembly-place and harbour. There’s endless
debate over just how far we should see this description as a glimpse of the “emergence of the
polis” in Homer’s own world, but it does seem a more advanced kind of settlement than
Ithaca. That, as we’ll see, is part of the point.

This passage explains, incidentally, why it’s technically wrong (as some scholars
carelessly do) to speak of somewhere called “Phaeacia”. The Phaeacians are the people, but
the land they’ve settled in is called Scheria, and even their previous homeland was called
Hypereia. As the Catalogue of Ships in the Iliad shows, early Greeks tended to think of their
political geography in terms of people rather than places.

2. Nausicaa’s dream

In an elegant glide from outward to inward, the narrative tracks Athene as she slips into the
palace, bedroom, and dreams of the current king’s daughter, silently bypassing the sleeping
attendants with an evocative mini-simile. The narrator drops a careful hint to the audience in
the cryptic aside that all this is part of the goddess’s plan for Odysseus’ homecoming, but it’s
hard at first to see how. You’d have to be quite sharp to realise that Bronze Age royal laundry
requires “washing-places” in fresh water such as a rivermouth, and sharper still to realise that
the clothes, mulecart, and accompanying girls will all have an important part to play in
Athene’s plan.

As commonly when a god appears in a mortal’s dream, Athene assumes a mortal
disguise, because she doesn’t want Nausicaa to think this is a divine prompt. On the contrary,
she plays artfully to what we’ll soon see confirmed as Nausicaa’s key obsession, the dream of
marriage complicated by the absence at this stage of a plausible suitor.

3. Athene departs

Athene’s exit from the narrative at this point is heavily emphasised; she’s wound the plot up
and set it down ticking, and the pleasure of the scene that follows lies in seeing her plan
played out through the machinery of purely human psychological processes. To mark this
moment, the poem treats us to Homer’s most famous description of Olympus, much imitated
in later literature and a pointed contrast with Odysseus’ own state at the end of the previous
book.

B. The laundry expedition

Now we see the action outlined in Athene’s instructions put into brilliantly-told effect — with
the audience still teased with the riddle of what all this can possibly have to do with
Odysseus.
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1. Nausicaa and Alcinous

The narrative camera stays on Nausicaa as she wakes, and catches a brief glimpse of the
queen Arete (later an important figure) on her way to intercept her father. We’ll see the
purpose of this glimpse of the queen at work with her yarn in the next book, where a moment
of Penelope-like acuity will threaten Odysseus’ whole cover story.

What follows is a famous moment in discussions of Homeric characterisation: both
characters are holding back their true thoughts as they speak, but Alcinous at least
understands what the conversation is really about, and unusually the narrator spells out the
nuances explicitly. We already know that Nausicaa’s real motivation is the link planted by
Athene between clean clothes and marriage; but Nausicaa is never going to say that to her
father, so comes up with an alternative pretext centred on her father’s and brothers’ clothes.
(The inclusion of male clothes in the plan is of course central to Athene’s design.) Alcinous,
we’re told, actually sees through this, but gives his permission anyway. Normally such
unspoken undercurrents are left to the audience to infer; but these are two entirely new
characters whose subtle personalities have to be established quickly ahead of their imminent
role in Odysseus’ story. Nausicaa, especially, is now established as an intriguing combination
of adolescent romantic fantasy and shrewd, calculating diplomacy: a promising sparring-
partner for Odysseus in the great scene that will follow.

Notice the reference to dancing, by the way. We’ll later see that this is one of the great
Phaeacian cultural pursuits.

2. setting off

Perhaps mercifully, we’re spared the detailed (and fairly baffling) description of the
mechanics of the wagon we had in Iliad 24.2651f. Instead, the narrative of the preparations
focusses on the elements that will play a role in the plotting: the clothes, picnic, and bathing-
oil. By now we’re beginning to guess how these are going to be used, and why the laundry
site has to be sufficiently far from the town to make a full day’s expedition (for which they’1l
need to take food).

3. the washing

Nausicaa’s speech revealed for the first time that the washing-places mentioned by Athene
are indeed at the mouth of a river, and the audience surely by now has made the connection.
This gives a neat undercurrent of irony and suspense to the description of the laundering here:
surely Odysseus is nearby, with neither party yet being aware of the other. What will happen
when they meet?

The washing done, the clothes have still to be dried, requiring the girls to wait and fill in
the time while the clothes dry in the sun. This not only detains them long enough for
Odysseus to wake, but more importantly gives them a reason to fill in the time with an
activity calculated to rouse him from the deep sleep he’s been in all this time.

4. the ball game

With time to kill, the girls finish their picnic lunch and pass the time in what we’ll later see is
something of a local speciality: a musical ball game, somewhere between a dance and a game
of catch, such as we see the young men performing at 8.370ff. Nausicaa’s speech to her father
already hinted at the importance of dance and song in Phaeacian culture. But here too the
lightness of the scene is offset by the audience’s awareness that somewhere off-camera,
unsuspected by the dancers, is the hiding-place of the unconscious Odysseus.

The book’s first extended simile compares Nausicaa and her girls to Artemis and her
nymphs, with the princess singled out as the Olympian figure among minor goddesses.
Tellingly, Odysseus will make the same comparison in his speech to Nausicaa: one of the
ways that he’s able to size up at a glance things that we’ve had to spend 100 lines being told
at length.

C. Odysseus & Nausicaa

Now comes the book’s central scene, and the moment this whole bravura narrative detour has
been leading towards. Like the events of the storm in the previous book, it’s a key test of
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Odysseus’ skills at a pivotal moment in the plot; but where in book 5 the qualities tested were
mainly those of physical endurance and physical fortitude, here it’s his powers of instant
psychological profiling and fast-thinking diplomacy.

1. awakening and soliloquy

At this key moment, Athene abruptly reappears in the narrative to make the decisive move.
It’s a brilliant piece of divinely-engineered accident, whose purpose only she and we can see:
Nausicaa’s throw misses and the ball goes in the water, which in turn prompts a loud
collective wail from the assembled female voices. It’s this that finally rouses Odysseus from
his deep sleep of exhaustion; but Odysseus is still in book 5 mode, and speaks the last in his
series of deliberative soliloquies, utterly and ironically unaware of the incongruously
harmless scene that awaits him.

His opening lines are repeated, again in ironically welcoming surroundings of which he’s
unaware, when he wakes up in Ithaca at 13.119-21. It gives it the flavour of an instinctive
reaction, distilling down to a single alternative question all he’s learned from his manifold
experiences of exploring the cultures of unknown islands with results ranging from divinely
hospitality to savage brutality and bloodbath. All he has to go on is the sound of female
voices ringing in his ears, and having not heard a human voice in seven years it’s natural that
he doesn’t make that his first guess. His only option is to venture into the unknown to find
out.

2. the encounter

Crucially, Odysseus has the presence of mind to anticipate the effect his naked, bedraggled
appearance risks making. As in the Cyclops’ cave, he improvises a solution from materials to
hand: clearly he can’t knock a set of clothes together, but a branch to cover his genital zone is
sufficient to send out a whole set of civilised signals: non-aggression, sense of shame at
nakedness, and downplaying of any sexual threat.

The moment of suspense is drawn out by one of the poem’s cleverest similes, a lion
driven by hunger to go hunting among domestic flocks. De Jong’s commentary calls it “a
parody of the traditional lion simile”, which on one level it is. For Odysseus, still thinking
like the beleaguered hero of the storm scene, he’s venturing into danger, driven by desperate
need — just as the lion knows that in hunting the flocks of men it’s entering potentially lethal
territory. But for Nausicaa and her girls, they are the flocks and he the lion: the apparition of
a naked tramp advancing from the bushes is a predatory sight to inspire the panic which
indeed ensues. (Even Nausicaa’s resolution, we’re told, is the result of Athene’s inspiration
rather than her own unaided courage.) Only the audience appreciate the ironic duality of the
image: the mismatch between Odysseus’ readiness for danger and the actual threat level of
the scene he encounters.

Now Odysseus has a split-second to decide on his tactics, knowing that everything hinges
on what he does in the next moment. He has a single glance to assess the situation and his
lone remaining listener, and to frame the strategy of his appeal. Supplication carries more
intrinsic weight, but involves a physical contact that could be construed at best as invasion of
personal space, at worst as attempted rape. To discard that option will make his task even
harder; but he chooses to risk all on his powers of speech. And what a speech it is...

3. Odysseus’ speech

Odysseus begins by activating the code of supplication verbally rather than physically, and
then switches into an elaborate softening-up routine. He pretends uncertainty as to whether
she’s goddess or mortal, though if he entertained any serious suspicions of her being divine
he certainly wouldn’t offend her by voicing the alternative. The Artemis comparison, as
already noted, picks up the earlier simile as a demonstration of Odysseus’ ability to deduce
from a single glance what the audience has had to be told at length.

But it’s with the turn to her putative mortal status that the hero’s skills of psychological
profiling really come into their own. We know about Nausicaa’s parents and brothers because
we’ve already met them; about her fondness for dancing because we’ve just seen her in
action; and about her obsession with marriage because we’ve been literally inside her head.
But Odysseus has to infer all this from visual cues alone: her age, her dress, her physique, her

55



aristocratically pale complexion, the fact that she’s still free to travel out of town where a
young married woman would normally keep to the house. The brothers are a shot in the dark,
but a good one; otherwise, he calculates that a girl of her age is most likely to be stirred by (i)
feelings for family and (ii) dreams of marriage.

Now comes a clever change of direction. Under the pretext of ransacking his memory for
the most beautiful thing in his experience to compare her to, he picks on the arresting image
of a sacred palm at the sanctuary of Apollo in Delos. It’s a delicate, striking, and carefully
asexual comparison; but the main point is to drop hints of his identity and past that will
quicken her curiosity and sympathy. He’s travelled; he was once a man of influence,
commanding a host; he alludes darkly to a journey of long suffering (to Troy, of course; but
he’s giving nothing away). As for who he is and how he comes to be in his present condition,
he gives away no more than he need — other than a single tantalising reference to the island of
Ogygia, which will probably mean nothing to her but is a long, long way off if it does.

Only now does he proceed to his actual suppliant request, and it’s expressed with
calculated modesty. All he asks for is directions to the city, and a bit of old cloth to wrap
himself in; the laundry-sacks will do fine. But if he’s worked out her business has been
laundry, he must have spotted — and have his eye on — the freshly-washed princely robes
lying crisply on the beach, and the mule-wagon harnessed for the journey back. Odysseus
being Odysseus, he know his chances of a lift and a suit of clothes will be considerably
boosted if he frames his appeal as a request for less.

Finally, he plays his trump card in a devastating emotional coda that hits her most
sensitive button a mighty thump. May the gods, he says, bring you your heart’s desire —
which he then describes to her with eerie accuracy in lingering romantic detail. Yet at the
same time we hear behind his words the experience of his own marriage with Penelope, and
the longing that drives him to recover this experience for himself. At this moment of supreme
manipulative artistry, it’s a moment of poignant self-exposure, detectable only by the
audience.

4. Nausicaa’s reply

This time, the narrator refrains from telling us what’s passing through Nausicaa’s mind; but
she responds with the adroit tact and presence of mind we saw in her dealings with Alcinous.
She responds coolly but sympathetically, fending off his flatteries with blandly pious
platitudes, but at once seeing through his modest request and granting what he’s really after.
At the same time, she makes it clear she’s doing this because he’s a suppliant, not because of
any of his unctuous praise or claims of past greatness and woe. And by the way: my father’s
the king, so best behaviour is advised.

5. Nausicaa to her girls

Now comes a favourite trick of the cleverer Homeric speakers: Nausicaa delivers a speech
ostensibly to a third party, her handmaidens, but designed to be overheard by Odysseus
himself. Obviously the girls don’t need to be told where they live or that they’re specially
favoured by the gods.

The reference to “the billowing sea all around us” may imply that Scheria, like Odysseus’
other fantastic ports of call, is an island. Ancient scholars, who were keen to find real-world
map locations for the poem’s invented places, favoured the island of Corcyra (modern Corfu).

D. Odysseus freshens up

So the maids return to help, and Odysseus’ transformation begins from salt-encrusted naked
castaway to hero in waiting.

1. the bathing

First, he needs a freshwater bath, and conveniently the river provides one which the girls
themselves have just used, thoughtfully bringing along the after-bath oil that was such an
essential part of ancient bathing. Here Odysseus has another opportunity to demonstrate his
tact and civility, refusing to bathe in their sight — a detail they instantly pass on to their
increasingly impressed mistress, as perhaps he had calculated.
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2. Athene’s makeover

But being out of their sight also presents the opportunity for a dramatic transformation.
Nausicaa and her girls only see the before and after shots, not the gradual process of cleaning-
up and grooming, and this makes the transformation all the more dramatic. Poetically, it’s
presented as a supernatural intervention, a makeover job by Athene herself, with a fine
accompanying simile to mark Odysseus’ transformation fro