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Introduction

This book, and The Odyssey itself, is about what it means to be a human being. Each of us moves through cycles of change, opportunity, challenge, uncertainty and, hopefully, growth. You needn’t have fought in a brutal and bloody war beneath the walls of Troy, or spent another ten years lost at sea, to know what it feels like to lose what you love, to face disappointment and navigate uncertainty, or to ask yourself where you truly belong. Nor do you need an epic homecoming to understand the value of connection, belonging and the people who matter most. The Odyssey reminds us that triumphs and trials are an inevitable part of life’s progression. Homer’s epic poem, composed over two and a half thousand years ago, can still cut through the years to speak profoundly to the modern reader. Times change, but human emotions and challenges don’t. At the most fundamental level of human experience, we find joy, despair, love, grief and hope in the same things our ancestors did. These are the threads that link us directly to the ancient world. Those points of contact and connection still burn bright. The Odyssey Mindset distils the wisdom of The Odyssey and offers a way to approach life’s challenges with curiosity, resilience and strength.




The journey is the thing

What is the difficulty before you? What is asking you to dig deep and face what’s coming? How ready do you feel to stand strong and take the first step forward? And most importantly, are you willing to accept and learn from the challenge ahead of you?

Because what if the goal isn’t everything? What if it’s the opposite – what if the journey is the thing? It’s a cliche, but all cliches have truth in them. What if this thing, difficult and demanding though it may be, is what shapes and moulds you for the better? What if it allows you to evolve and grow into who you were really meant to be? By racing to the end, wishing it was over, desperately hoping that you could just get it done, you risk losing the advantages it can bestow upon you. It doesn’t just have to take from you; it can give to you, if you let it.

This experience could teach you something important about yourself; maybe it will let you see that you can be stronger and more resilient than you think. What learning will you take from this into the next encounter? Because you can be sure of this: more challenges will come, at whatever stage in life you find yourself – leaving school, starting a job, building a family, building a friendship group, making money, losing money, losing loved ones, finding loved ones, moving on, staying put, highs, lows, succeeding, failing, living, dying. You cannot always change what is happening to you, but you can choose how you will face it. That is the only thing in your control. This book will help you navigate life’s encounters so that you meet each one with a little more wisdom and confidence than you had before. It will pose this question: if you are willing to see beyond what this difficulty is taking from you, what then can it teach you?




How this book can help you

The Odyssey Mindset explores how one of the oldest stories in the canon of Western literature can still speak powerfully to our profound inner questions. It is not a call to outdated ideas of heroism, nor is it a nostalgic celebration of a mythical past. It doesn’t offer simplistic models of strength or certainty but asks you to embrace ambiguity, vulnerability and change. It will help you to create a mindset that fosters realistic optimism and perseverance in the face of adversity whether you’re navigating a career transition after redundancy, rebuilding after divorce or finding meaning during retirement.

This book looks at the human experience and what we can learn about it through one of literature’s greatest epic poems. You do not have to be steeped in The Odyssey to benefit from this book, but equally, if you are, I hope it gives you food for thought. By the end, I hope you will find that it offers something a bit more personal: a source of insight and companionship through life’s ups and downs. Not because Odysseus is always admirable (he often isn’t), but because his story, and that of the other characters, mirrors our own experiences and journeys. What keeps The Odyssey current are the questions it raises:


[image: ] How do we persevere when facing chronic illness, job loss or financial hardship?

[image: ] What do we hold on to when our industry becomes obsolete, our relationship ends or our children leave home?

[image: ] How do we find a balance after losing a loved one or going through family breakdown while still moving forward?

[image: ] What does ‘home’ mean for each of us?



The chapters that follow are, like the islands Odysseus visits, stages we all pass through in life. Each one offers the chance to reflect on what truly matters to you, where you’ve come from and where you’re going. By mapping practical psychological insights onto the timeless narrative of The Odyssey, this book aims to give you both ancient wisdom and actionable tools – reliable companions to see through whatever circumstances you find yourself in.




Synopsis of The Odyssey

Homer’s The Odyssey tells the story of Odysseus, king of Ithaca, as he struggles to return home after the decade-long Trojan War, which had been fought to retrieve Helen, wife of the Greek king Menelaus, after she ran away with, or was abducted by, the Trojan prince, Paris. Another ten years have passed since the end of the war, but Odysseus still has not returned. In Ithaca, his palace is overrun by arrogant suitors who plan to marry his wife, Penelope, and consume his wealth. His son Telemachus, who was just an infant when Odysseus left for Troy nearly twenty years ago, feels powerless to stop the suitors. The goddess Athene appears to him, in the guise of Mentes, a friend of Odysseus, and urges him to leave Ithaca and find out news about his father.

Encouraged and emboldened by Athene’s advice, Telemachus travels to Pylos and Sparta, where King Nestor and King Menelaus, who also fought in the Trojan War with Odysseus, receive him warmly and describe their own journeys from Troy. Menelaus tells Telemachus that Odysseus is alive but trapped on the island of Ogygia with the divine nymph Calypso. At the same time, the gods on Mount Olympus debate Odysseus’ fate.

Odysseus has, for the last seven years, been living on the island of Ogygia where the nymph Calypso has detained him and prevents his departure. After a divine council, the gods send Hermes to instruct Calypso to let Odysseus go, and she reluctantly helps him build a raft. He sails away but soon encounters a violent storm from Poseidon, which shipwrecks him. Washed ashore on the island of the Phaeacians, Odysseus meets Princess Nausicaa, who leads him to the palace of her parents, King Alcinous and Queen Arete. During a banquet in his honour, he reveals his identity and recounts his adventures since leaving Troy.

Odysseus describes how he and his men first raided Ismarus, the land of the Cicones but were ultimately driven away. Blown off course, they arrive at the land of the Lotus-Eaters, where some men fall under the spell of a narcotic fruit that makes them forget their homes. He drags them back to the ship and sails on. Next, they land on the island of the Cyclops and become trapped in the cave of Polyphemus. Odysseus blinds the Cyclops in order to escape, but Polyphemus calls on his father, Poseidon, to avenge him. It is the storm later sent by Poseidon that will shipwreck Odysseus on the land of the Phaeacians.

They proceed to the floating island of King Aeolus, who gives Odysseus a bag of winds to help him reach home. Just as Ithaca comes into sight, the curious crew opens the bag and the winds blow them off course. They return to Aeolus to seek further help but Aeolus, believing that the gods oppose Odysseus and his crew, refuses any further assistance. Odysseus then arrives in the land of the Laestrygonians, giant cannibals who destroy all his ships except his own.

The survivors reach Circe’s island Aeaea, where the sorceress transforms Odysseus’ men into swine. With help from Hermes, Odysseus resists her magic, frees his men and remains with her for a year as her lover until his men persuade him to continue on their homeward journey. Circe eventually instructs him to travel to the Underworld to consult the prophet Tiresias about his journey home. In the realm of the dead, Tiresias warns him not to harm the sacred cattle of Helios, the god of the sun, if he wants to reach Ithaca again. He also warns him about challenges yet to come.

Back in the living world, Odysseus sails past the Sirens who entice men to their deaths with their enchanting, but fatal, song. He blocks his men’s ears with wax and ties himself to the mast so that he can hear their beguiling song without risk. He then navigates the perilous straits of Scylla, the six-headed monster, and Charybdis, the deadly whirlpool. Having lost some of his men to Scylla he sails on to Thrinacia. Held there due to bad weather, hunger takes hold among the crew. While Odysseus is asleep, they slaughter the sacred cattle of Helios despite his warnings that this will result in destruction. In retaliation, Zeus destroys their ship with a storm, leaving Odysseus the lone survivor. He drifts to Ogygia, where the nymph Calypso detains him for seven years until the gods order his release. This is where we first meet Odysseus in the story.

After listening to his tale, the kindly and welcoming Phaeacians take him to Ithaca. Disguised as a beggar, he reunites with Telemachus and loyal members of his household. Together, they, with Athene’s guidance, kill the suitors and reclaim the palace. Penelope tests Odysseus to confirm his identity, and once convinced, is reunited with her husband. Peace returns to Ithaca when Athene intervenes and ends the conflict between Odysseus and the families of the slaughtered suitors.






Why The Odyssey still matters

If The Odyssey were simply a tale of fantastical adventures, it would not have endured for nearly three thousand years. Its longevity is underpinned by the fact that it addresses what it means to be a human being navigating life; we are still asking the same questions of ourselves as our ancestors did then. Despite being composed in the grand form of epic, which is usually concerned with the dramatic and noble deeds of heroes, the story of The Odyssey is much more pedestrian: it is simply about a man who wants to go home to his family. This theme runs through countless modern films and books: The Wizard of Oz, Finding Nemo and Gladiator all have The Odyssey running through their veins.

This book does not ask you to idolize Odysseus. He is a problematic character, and his behaviour is definitely not fit for emulation in many cases. He is a conundrum of a man: loyal and unfaithful, thoughtful and impulsive, kind and cruel. He is what Homer famously calls ‘polytropos’ – complicated, someone of many twists and turns, and this is where Odysseus feels close to us. While few of us are like Bronze Age heroes, all rippling muscles and swords and sandals, all of us have layers and complexity. And where there is an acknowledgement of complexity, there is room to evolve and grow. That’s true for you, too. Odysseus’ journey is not a linear one. It loops, detours and collapses; there are highs that reach the stars and lows that sink down to hell. He fails often, and hard. Doesn’t that sound familiar?

The Odyssey acts as a mirror in which we can see our inner lives reflected and it is a profoundly psychological poem. Long before we had the language for ‘trauma’, ‘resilience’ or ‘identity’, The Odyssey explored them all. This is a poem alive with all it means to be human; it thrums with joy, love, suffering, pity, anger, grief, success, failure. It is modern psychology that has caught up with Homer, not the other way round. We now speak of post-traumatic growth, internal locus of control or emotional intelligence. The Odyssey got there first. It has spoken to generation after generation: from the children who love the fantastical adventure stories to the war veterans who struggle to find ‘home’ after living through conflict and absence, to refugees who don’t know if they will ever find home or safety again. It is a poem for all of us, at every stage of our lives. It is said that you never step into the same river twice, and nor do you ever read the same Odyssey twice. In youth, middle age and your twilight years, this poem will meet you where you are. And more than the hero himself, it is the questions The Odyssey asks that matter, and this book will help you answer them.




The dark corners of The Odyssey

The Odyssey is celebrated as a timeless tale of adventure, perseverance and homecoming but there are unsettling currents under the surface. The story is steeped in violence and brutality, particularly once Odysseus returns to Ithaca to exact his vengeance on the suitors and those he believes have collaborated with them.

Perhaps the most unsettling scene is perpetrated by Odysseus and his son Telemachus: it is the shocking execution, by hanging, of twelve enslaved maids. These women have been judged to have betrayed Odysseus by sleeping with the suitors, though what agency they have in consenting to the suitors’ demands is not something archaic Greece concerned itself with. This act has rightly provoked disquiet among readers and critics. The poem itself is aware of the cost, and the violence is not glorified. Homer’s description of their deaths is one brimming with pity, not a celebration of vengeance; the girls are first made, ‘sobbing and clutching at each other’, to take out the corpses and clean suitors’ blood from the halls. Homer is evoking our pity when he tells us how they gasp in their final moments. It is a chilling description conjuring disturbing images of women killed in gender-based violence from ‘collaborators’ in the Second World War to women stoned in Afghanistan for so-called ‘honour’ crimes.

These grim moments are a warning to us that The Odyssey should not be treated simply as a ‘how to’ manual. The Odyssey does not, and should not, offer a simple guide to living that we accept without question or scepticism. Nor should we dismiss these acts of slaughter as simply ‘what happened then’. Society may have been more brutal but the way Homer narrates these events asks us to think about this bloody vengeance. The audiences listening would have been thinking on these things, too. The ancient Athenian audience of the fifth century bc, heavily steeped in Homer, would have been debating justice and vengeance frequently as they lived through wars with the Spartans. Greek tragedy of fifth-century Athens, considered to be a golden age of poetry and theatre, concerned itself heavily with the victims of war. Euripides’ The Trojan Women, for example, is a tragedy that gives voice to what happens to women and children in the aftermath of conflict, and it makes for very uncomfortable watching. The consequences of war and violence are being questioned frequently in the cultural and political arena.

To understand The Odyssey is to face the darker corners found within it, not to excuse them. When we uncritically admire Odysseus as a flawless hero, we risk overlooking elements of power, justice and suffering woven into the narrative. Seeing the story in its full complexity allows us to engage with it more honestly, and to reflect more deeply on our own values, past and present.




The women of The Odyssey: more than footnotes

The Odyssey is awash with interesting female characters. Samuel Butler, the eighteenth-century critic, conjectured that The Odyssey was actually written by a woman because of the strength of the female characters. That might be excessive, but you can see where he was coming from. The women of The Odyssey are many and varied in their presentation. Penelope is more than a hapless wife waiting for Odysseus. She is intelligent, tactical and good at telling stories, much like her husband. One of the things that is so intriguing about Penelope is that it is very hard to read her; often inscrutable, she remains sceptical about Odysseus right until the end. What does she really think of his return? Helen, too, is a fascinating figure with an unerring capacity to ‘read the room’ (again much like Odysseus) while her husband Menelaus is a pompous foghorn, the sort of man who props up the bar regaling his tales to everyone within booming distance. The goddess Athene, a deity of immense power and wisdom, mentors both Telemachus and Odysseus. Similarly, Calypso and Circe, goddesses who know what they want (Odysseus in their beds) are hardly feeble figures. And on Phaeacia, where Odysseus finds himself shipwrecked, he encounters the young princess Nausicaa, who flirts with him as he scrambles to cover his nakedness with a tree branch (yes, really) and her mother, Queen Arete, who clearly holds status in the palace alongside her husband, Alcinous.

Nonetheless, it is clear where the worth of a woman lies in The Odyssey – with her sexual fidelity. The story of Odysseus is darkly mirrored all the way through the poem by that of Agamemnon. Having left Troy, he returns home only to be murdered by his unfaithful wife Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus (it is not mentioned in The Odyssey, but Agamemnon killed his own teenage daughter, Iphigenia, as a sacrifice to get a fair wind to take him to Troy. No mother is going to let that go). Everywhere are warnings for Odysseus to return home in secret so he can test the fidelity of his wife. His infidelities, with Circe and Calypso, go without judgement – his value is not contingent on his fidelity.

Despite this, The Odyssey gives us a richness in showing us how a wide variety of women lived during peacetime – wives, mothers, daughters, queens and slaves. The women in The Odyssey are complex and engaging, and they are central to understanding the psychological terrain of the epic. It’s this richness that gives The Odyssey it’s timeless appeal and relevance to a modern reader.




My odyssey

The first time I really met The Odyssey was in 1986 when, as an eleven-year-old, I raced home to watch the actor Tony Robinson stand by the sea and tell the story of The Odyssey on the BBC. No cartoons, no re-enactments, just him, a twentieth-century bard, bringing The Odyssey to life with his magnificent storytelling. It was utterly compelling. I have a vivid memory of sitting in front of the TV with my coat on, no time to take it off, desperate to see what happened next in the story, and also to avoid homework. That experience gave me not just a love of The Odyssey, but an understanding of what it was like to hear these stories, not just read them. That is how ancient audiences would have engaged with The Odyssey, not reading alone but listening together. Until I heard The Odyssey being ‘sung’ to me, I had been pretty uninterested in Greek mythology but listening, rather than reading, spoke to me more deeply.

These epic poems would also have been sung to audiences by a bard like Homer, accompanied by music, probably something like the lyre. The poems may well have been a beautiful concoction by many singers, evolving over time, not just the work of a single individual. If that’s the case, then these epics serve as a magnificent, collective clarion call from our ancestors: Future generations, pay heed! This is what matters! This is what counts!

Now we watch the stories of heroes, from Jason Bourne to Odysseus, on screens from iPhones to IMAX. If you’ve ever been to see a play or a film or a concert that shook you to your very core, you will be familiar with the feeling, as the lights go up, of catching the eye of someone in the audience next to you, a shared look acknowledging that you have just seen, and crucially felt, something unique together, even though you are strangers. That’s how ancient audiences would have felt about Homer, looking at each other and saying: this Odyssey, this is something! A collective storytelling experience is a very powerful thing. Being moved by stories is central to who we are and how we connect to one another.

The Odyssey reappeared in my life at school a couple of years later, where I was lucky enough to have fantastic teachers who made these stories, and what we can learn from them, feel relevant and salient. There followed a very happy four years studying classics at university, and it was at the end of my degree, which had taken me far and wide into the ancient world, that I was called to my own odyssey. It was one I neither wanted nor felt equipped to handle.

In 1997, my mother died quite suddenly. She had been in remission from cancer since 1995 and seemed well, although largely I was pretending that nothing was wrong. Her demise was swift and shocking and life without this unique, brilliant and deeply loving woman felt unthinkable. Your early twenties can be challenging at the best of times for it is time to assess who you are, what you are doing and where you are going. Answering those questions felt impossible because grief unravels you and changes who you are. I was blindsided by my mother’s death, and I wasn’t sure who I was without her. I was in the twilight zone between childhood and adulthood.

Now, more than thirty years later, I realize that in a strange kind of way I was like Telemachus, and needed to leave home, which suddenly felt very different and empty. Without my mother in it, what did home mean for me? I was very lucky to have my father as a stalwart source of support then (and now) to keep me anchored, but a mother is a mother. And so I began my own ‘Telemachy’ (the Telemachy is the story of Telemachus’ journey to find out more about his father and himself, and constitutes the first four books of The Odyssey) and set forth to travel through Greece, Turkey, Iran, Syria, Jordan and Pakistan, finally looping back on myself to teach – wait for it – The Odyssey to American students in Crete.

Despite having just finished a degree in classics, despite travelling through the classical world, despite actually teaching The Odyssey at this particular stage in my life, I did not realize the parallels between myself and Telemachus, and to some degree Odysseus, until I started writing this book. But it must have been there. A few months ago, while collating my many Odyssey translations, I found one tucked away, which I had entirely forgotten about. It was brown with age and had the familiar and comforting smell of old books. Of course, now as I read the inscription, I realize just how much The Odyssey was with me in my dark days of grief, even though I didn’t realize it then. It was given as a gift by me to my grandmother, my mother’s mother, who lived in Dhaka. She was a gentle soul, who never quite got the life she should have had, and was an extremely bright woman who loved to read and write poetry. The inscription in the front of this battered Odyssey reads: Dear Nani, I hope you enjoy this as much I did. Lots of love, Sam. Not the most inspiring of inscriptions but it is the date which is significant: 22 December 1997. My mother died on 8 March 1997. This was the book I chose, nine months after her death when it was still so painfully raw, to carry across the world to my literature-loving grandmother, who felt the absence of her child as much as I felt the absence of my mother – we longed for her just as Odysseus’ son Telemachus and his father Laertes longed for him. The Odyssey was a companion then, although it is only later in life as I write this that I realize how much it has travelled with me, both physically and emotionally. It was embedded in me, like a little reservoir of strength. As you read through this book, consider and reflect on how you too might see a reflection of yourself in some of the protagonists.

Now, once again, I realize, though only because someone wiser gently pointed it out to me, that I am in the midst of another Odyssey. In writing this book, I’ve been journeying through the many islands of my own life and career. First came the island of the classics, where I discovered the vast riches of the ancient world. Then I ventured into the world of television, where I learned the transformative power of storytelling. Now I am a clinical psychologist with a very particular niche: working with traumatized refugees who are survivors of sexual violence, torture and war, from across the world. I have been privileged enough to come face to face with the depths of human suffering and the extraordinary resilience and humanity that can emerge from it. Homer’s poetry speaks powerfully, and profoundly, to that human experience.

As I now traverse midlife, The Odyssey remains the most reliable of companions. Travelling with The Odyssey through middle age is deeply resonant because it’s not the story of youthful heroism, but of someone older, battle-worn and battered by life; someone seeking to return, reclaim a life and integrate their experiences. Like many at this life stage, Odysseus faces uncertainty, loss and the need to adapt. The poem itself mirrors the midlife journey: confronting the legacy of the past, navigating shifting identities, caring for the young and the old, and ultimately seeking a renewed sense of home and meaning. It reminds us that through flexibility, patience and self-knowledge, it is possible to emerge stronger and wiser.

Having worked as a clinical psychologist for more than fifteen years, I now read The Odyssey as both a classicist and a psychologist. A ‘psyclassicist’ perhaps, or better yet, a ‘psycho-classicist’, although these sorts of hybrid creations don’t fare well in the ancient world (see what happened to the poor minotaur, half bull, half man killed by the deeply uninspiring ‘hero’ Theseus). These seemingly separate strands of my life are now weaving themselves together within these pages into lessons to help you navigate the challenges of a twenty-first century life. I am now finding a ‘home’ for my experiences, just as Odysseus sought to do with his, and I hope you will, too. And for many of us, the journey back ‘home’ won’t be a physical one; rather it will be something even more powerful – finding a home within yourself.




Your odyssey

I share this with you because recognizing our own odysseys, and how the different chapters of our lives connect and shape us, can be a powerful lens for understanding ourselves. My hope is that as you read on, you’ll begin to trace your own journey too, seeing how the islands you’ve visited have made you who you are, and how they can guide who you wish to become.




Tell me about a complicated man.

Muse, tell me how he wandered and was lost

when he had wrecked the holy town of Troy,

and where he went, and who he met, the pain

he suffered on the sea . . .

. . . Now goddess, child of Zeus,

tell the old story for modern times.

Find the beginning.

THE ODYSSEY BOOK 1: 1–5; 9–11
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