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THE ODYSSEY

The Greeks believed that the Odyssey was composed by Homer. In our ignorance of the man, his life and his work, we are free to believe it or not. Received opinion dates him c. 750–700 BC and places him in Ionia, the Greek-inhabited coast and islands off central western Turkey. The Greeks believed the same man composed the Iliad.

E. V. Rieu, editor of the Penguin Classics from 1944 to 1964, was a scholar of St Paul’s School and of Balliol College, Oxford. He joined Methuen in 1923 and was Managing Director from 1933 to 1936, and then Academic and Literary Adviser. He was President of the Virgil Society in 1951 and Vice-President of the Royal Society of Literature in 1958. He was awarded an honorary D.Litt. by Leeds University in 1949 and the CBE in 1953. Among his publications are The Flattered Flying Fish and Other Poems, and translations of the Odyssey the Iliad, Virgil’s Pastoral Poems, the Voyage of Argo, by Apollonius of Rhodes and The Four Gospels in the Penguin Classics. He died in 1972.

D. C. H. Rieu, his son, read Classics and English at Queen’s College, Oxford. He joined the West Yorkshire Regiment and was wounded at Cheren in 1941, and awarded the Military Cross. He was Headmaster of Simon Langton Grammar School, Canterbury, from 1955 to 1977. He translated the Acts of the Apostles in the Penguin Classics, and revised his father’s Odyssey, in consultation with Dr Peter Jones, and with him has revised his father’s translation of the Iliad. On retirement he worked for Cruse Bereavement Counselling and for the Samaritans. He has been in Subud for many years, and has written books and articles about it, beginning with A Life Within a Life in 1963.

A Cambridge graduate with a London doctorate on Homer, peter jones was a schoolteacher and senior lecturer in Classics at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne. He is now a writer, broadcaster and journalist. Appointed MBE in 1983, he is Spokesman for the national Co-ordinating Committee for Classics and founder with Jeannie Cohen of the charity Friends of Classics. He wrote the QED and Eureka series for the Daily Telegraph, both now published by Duckworth as Learn Latin and Learn Ancient Greek. Duckworth have also published his Classics in Translation (another Telegraph series) and Ancient and Modern (from his weekly column in the Spectator). He has co-authored the Reading Greek and Reading Latin series for Cambridge, and published books, articles and commentaries on Homer.


 

Introduction

The Odyssey is the second work of Western literature (the Iliad is the first). The ancient world agreed almost unanimously that both epics were the work of Homer. The Odyssey – the return of Odysseus from Troy to reclaim his threatened home on Ithaca – is a superb story, rich in character, adventure and incident, reconciling reality with fantasy, the heroic with the humble, the intimate with the divine, and making the household (Greek oikos), rather than the battlefield, the centre of its world. The story – its structure, content and characters – occupies –xxvii, xxxv–xxxviii, and xliii–xlv of this Introduction.

The Odyssey was composed probably towards the end of the eighth century BC somewhere along the Greek-occupied seaboard of western Turkey (Greek ‘Ionia’). It was not written down to be read, but was composed either orally, or at least in an oral style, and recited to listening audiences. There is a debate about the extent to which an epic this size could have been orally improvised – do ‘memorization’ or ‘recollection’ come in here? – and how far writing may have played some part in its production. These issues – and the question of how to read such a poem – are discussed on –xxxi, xxxviii–xl, and –xliii of the Introduction.

The Odyssey, like the Iliad, seems to tell of a heroic past quite unlike anything in existence in the iron-age eighth century BC. It is a world of powerful kings, like Agamemnon and Nestor, living in vast, wealthy palaces, like Mycenae and Pylos, and in charge of huge armies wielding bronze, not iron, weapons. Mycenae and Pylos have in fact been excavated, and it is clear that their power (and that of all similar palaces) collapsed some four hundred years prior to Homer, in the twelfth century BC (the end of the so-called Mycenaean age of Greece). This issue is discussed on –xxxv of the Introduction.

HOMER’S ODYSSEY: STRUCTURE, CONTENT AND CHARACTER
The Odyssey in Temporal Sequence

The time-span of the Odyssey, is very large. It refers, in fact, to the period from the youth of Odysseus’ father Laertes to Odysseus’ death (predicted by Teiresias at 11.134–71): a period of at least sixty, perhaps as much as eighty, years. But, as Aristotle tells us (Poetics 1459a), Homer is unique in comparison with other epic poets in that he concentrates on one moment only within a complete epic cycle. In the Iliad, for example, Homer concentrates on the wrath of Achilles, in the ninth year of the Trojan War. In the Odyssey, he concentrates on the moment of Odysseus’ return, twenty years after he had left his wife Penelope and their newly born son Telemachus in Ithaca to go to fight at Troy. Since this decision of Homer lands him with considerable problems – most obviously, how do you describe everything that happened to Odysseus and to his palace on Ithaca during his twenty-year absence? – I begin by outlining the story of the Odyssey as Homer would have recited it had he decided to tell it all in its temporal sequence.

(Where complete books of the Odyssey are not being cited, I have split the story into subsections by Roman numerals (I, II, III).)



I. Laertes, King of Ithaca and married to Anticleia (11.85), a great fighter in his youth (24.375–82), purchases a slave-woman, Eurycleia (1.430–31).

II. Laertes and Anticleia have a son. He is named Odysseus by his grandfather Autolycus, and looked after by Eurycleia (19.409, 482–3). Odysseus is raised with his younger sister Ctimene and another family slave Eumaeus (15.361–70). Laertes trains Odysseus in husbandry (24.336–44). On a boar-hunt with Autolycus’ sons, he is badly wounded in the thigh (19.413–66).

III. Odysseus loves hunting, especially with his dog Argus (17.291–317). When he is sent on a mission to Messene (21.13–41), he meets Iphitus, son of Eurytus, who gives him a special bow as a gift. Odysseus uses this in Ithaca but takes it nowhere else.

IV. Odysseus becomes the wise and gentle King of Ithaca (2.233–4), and marries Penelope, daughter of the Spartan King Icarius. He builds their bedroom and constructs a bed around the bole of an olive-tree (23.183–204).

V. Although not eager to join the expedition to Troy (24.115–19), Odysseus does so just after his son Telemachus is born (4.112). An omen accompanies his departure (2.161–76). As he leaves, he tells Penelope that, if he does not return, she is to remarry when Telemachus comes of age (18.257–70). He leaves Mentor (or Laertes?) in charge of the palace (2.226–7).

VI. Odysseus has various adventures in Troy (4.235–89, 8.75–82); other heroes are killed (3.103–12, e.g. Achilles, Ajax, Patroclus, Antilochus); Troy falls to Odysseus’ wooden-horse trick (8.500–520, 11.523–32).

VII. The Greeks depart for home, and various adventures befall them (3.130 ff.). In particular, Nestor, King of Pylos, arrives home safely and soon (3.115–83); the lesser Ajax is drowned, presumably for his seizure/rape of Cassandra at Athene’s shrine in Troy, though Homer never mentions it (4.496–511); Menelaus, husband of Helen, has adventures at sea for eight years especially in Egypt (4.81 ff., 351 ff.); Agamemnon, leader of the expedition, arrives home in Argos to be killed by Aegisthus, lover of his wife Clytaemnestra; his death is avenged by his son Orestes eight years later (1.35–43, 4.512–37, 11.405–26). Odysseus has one false start leaving Troy before he eventually sets off (3.162–4).

9. For three years he is blown around the Mediterranean, experiencing adventures with the Cicones, the Lotuseaters, the Cyclops Polyphemus (son of Poseidon, whom he blinds),

10. Aeolus the wind-god, the giant Laestrygonians (who destroy all his ships but his own), and the witch Circe, who sends him to the Underworld.

11. In the Underworld Odysseus consults the seer Teiresias in order to find out how to return home. He meets the ghost of his mother Anticleia, various celebrated women, some dead companions from Troy (Agamemnon, Achilles and Ajax) and sees other heroes in torment.

12. When he leaves Circe, he listens to the song of the Sirens, escapes Scylla and Charybdis and finally arrives on Thrinacia, the island of the sun-god. There his men refuse to heed Odysseus’ warning not to eat the sun-god’s cattle. His last ship is destroyed in the subsequent storm at sea, and Odysseus alone survives, being swept away to Ogygia, the island of the demi-goddess Calypso, where he is marooned for seven more years.

viii. During the period that Odysseus has been away, his mother Anticleia has died (11.197–203, 15.358–80); Ctimene has left to be married (15.316–17); Eumaeus has been sent out to a country estate (15.368–70); and his father Laertes has retired to the country in grief (15.353–71, 11.187–96). In the seventeenth year of his absence, 108 suitors from Ithaca and surrounding lands take up permanent residence in the palace by day in an effort to persuade Penelope to marry one of them (2.89). Odysseus’ growing son Telemachus (V) is helpless in the face of their superior numbers and has to watch them consuming his inheritance. Penelope delays the suitors’ advances by the shroud trick (2.85–110).

1. In the twentieth year of Odysseus’ absence, the gods convene a meeting and, on Athene’s pleas, decide to order Calypso (12) to release Odysseus. Athene seeks to put some spirit into Telemachus and, disguised as an old friend of Odysseus (Mentes), arrives in Ithaca. She succeeds in her mission, and advises Telemachus to confront the suitors in public. If they still insist on staying, he is to visit his father’s old friends Nestor, King of Pylos, and Menelaus, King of Sparta, to seek news of Odysseus.

2. Telemachus tries to stir the men of Ithaca to action against the suitors, but to no avail. He sets off secretly on the journey proposed by Athene. Athene accompanies him, disguised as Mentor (V).

3. Telemachus visits Nestor. First, he hears stories of other Greeks’ returns (VI, VII), but nothing of Odysseus. Accompanied now not by Athene but by Nestor’s son Peisistratus, he moves on to Sparta.

4. At Menelaus’ palace he hears from both Menelaus and his wife Helen more stories of the returns of Greeks and of his father’s exploits at Troy (VI, VII), and that his father is alive. Back in Ithaca, the suitors plan to ambush him on his return. Penelope is grief-stricken to hear of his departure.

5. After a second council of the gods, Hermes sets off for Ogygia, and Calypso releases Odysseus. Odysseus sails off, but the sea-god Poseidon, enraged that Odysseus blinded his son the Cyclops (9), creates a tremendous storm, which nearly kills him. He is finally swept ashore on the peninsula called Scherie, where the Phaeacians live.

6. Athene arranges that Nausicaa, daughter of the King Alcinous, should rescue him.

7. Odysseus makes his way to the palace, where he is kindly received, well looked after, and enjoys full Phaeacian hospitality.

8. During the next day’s festivities, the Phaeacian bard Demodocus sings some stories of Odysseus’ past adventures (VI). Alcinous enquires who he is and why he weeps. Odysseus announces himself and tells the story of his journey from Troy to Calypso (see 9, 10, 11, 12 above).

13. The Phaeacians load Odysseus with gifts and send him home. On his arrival in Ithaca, Athene meets him, warns him of the suitors, disguises him as an old beggar, and instructs him to visit Eumaeus (II, VIII).

14. Odysseus is welcomed by Eumaeus (who does not recognize him) and hears about events in the palace (VIII).

15. Athene summons Telemachus back from Sparta. He meets a prophet Theoclymenus, on the run for killing a man, and gives him refuge on board ship. Telemachus arrives home, avoids the suitors’ ambush (4), disbands his crew, puts Theoclymenus in the care of a friend, and sets off for Eumaeus’ hut. The beggar-Odysseus hears more news of Ithaca (VIII).

16. Telemachus sends Eumaeus off to town to tell Penelope of his arrival home. In Eumaeus’ absence, Odysseus’ disguise is temporarily lifted and he is reunited with his son. They plan their action against the suitors.

17. Telemachus reaches the hut and goes on ahead to the palace, followed by Odysseus and Eumaeus. Odysseus is recognized by his old hunting-dog Argus (III). Odysseus begs in the palace, and is attacked and insulted, but Penelope asks Eumaeus to arrange for him to meet her.

18. Odysseus beats up another beggar Irus, but remains on the receiving end of abuse and attacks. Penelope announces that she will remarry (V).

19. The planned meeting between Penelope and Odysseus takes place (17). Odysseus persuades her that he has heard of ‘Odysseus’, and the grateful Penelope orders Eurycleia to wash him. Eurycleia recognizes him by his scar collected during the boar-hunt (II), and is sworn to secrecy. Penelope, still in ignorance of the beggar’s identity, announces that she will next day set up the trial of the bow and the axes: whoever can string Odysseus’ bow (III) and shoot an arrow through the twelve axes will win her hand in marriage.

20. Odysseus and Telemachus remove all the weapons from the hall. In the morning the suitors return to feast and revel. Further insults are directed against Odysseus. He is introduced by Eumaeus to a friendly oxherd, Philoetius. Theoclymenus (15), in a ghastly vision, foretells the suitors’ impending doom.

21. Penelope fetches the axes and bow. Telemachus sets up the trial and nearly strings the bow himself. The suitors fail. Odysseus reveals himself to Eumaeus and Philoetius and tells Eurycleia to bar the doors. Penelope retires to bed. He persuades the suitors to let him try the bow, strings it and shoots through the axes.

22. Odysseus, Telemachus, Eumaeus and Philoetius, first with bow and arrows, then with arms – and helped by Athene disguised as Mentor – slaughter the suitors. The house is cleansed, the faithless servants are hanged, and the faithful greet their lord.

23. Eurycleia wakens Penelope. She cannot believe that the beggar is Odysseus, but by testing him about the construction of their marriage bed (IV), she proves to her satisfaction that it is he. They make preparations to repel the suitors’ relatives, and go to bed.

24. The ghosts of the suitors arrive in Hades, where Agamemnon and Achilles hear of Odysseus’ triumph: Agamemnon praises Penelope, contrasting her with Clytaemnestra. Odysseus is reunited with his father Laertes (I, II, VIII). The suitors’ relatives gather to take revenge. After a brief engagement, Zeus and Athene intervene, and peace is restored in Ithaca.

IX. Odysseus will travel inland carrying an oar, until someone mistakes it for a winnowing fan. There he will sacrifice to Poseidon. He will return home to die in peaceful old age (11.119–37).



Retrieving the Past

What stands out from this way of telling the story is the brilliant ingenuity with which Homer has engineered situations in which accounts of Odysseus’ adventures and of developments on Ithaca during his absence can be plausibly given – not merely the great flashback of 9–12, but a host of smaller, highly significant, moments. And the more one thinks about it, the more difficult it becomes to envisage an Odyssey which did follow a purely temporal sequence of the sort given above. Consider an Odyssey which started in I with Odysseus leaving Troy. First, the adventures which the poet has put into Odysseus’ mouth as a flashback in 9–12 would have to be narrated as a third-person narrative. (‘First Odysseus went to X and then he went to Y’, etc.) Consequently they would lose much of their excitement as a personal reminiscence, and of their significance as an extended exercise in heroic self-revelation. Second, once the hero had returned, it would be impossible to give the intensive treatment to Penelope, Telemachus, the suitors, and the effect of Odysseus’ prolonged absence on the household that the poet achieves in his chosen version. One would not know what the hero was returning to, and why his return was so urgently needed. We would lose the rich and subtle characterization of, and interaction between, the people in the Ithaca to which he returns. Most of all, it would have become ‘one damn thing after another’: a sequence of events of the sort which Aristotle, by implication, so deprecated.

Seen in this light, Homer’s decision to target the epic on the moment of Odysseus’ return is a master-stroke. Far from losing perspective on the previous twenty years, the reader is endowed with a far sharper and more telling focus on it, because the events of the intervening years are selected by, and told through the mouths of, the characters themselves. What those twenty years mean to them, is of far greater significance to the plot than simply ‘what happened during Odysseus’ absence’.

This rich interaction of past and present is one of the great glories of the Odyssey, and is an important component of the narrative’s power and pathos. Consider three critical moments when the past thrillingly interlocks with the present. First, in Book 18, Penelope announces that she has made her decision to remarry. At the moment when we know Odysseus has returned and the signs that events are moving to a climax have never been better, this looks like an act of supreme folly (or disloyalty). But nothing can be more moving than the reason Penelope gives: when Odysseus left for Troy, she says, he took me by the hand and urged me (among other things) to remarry if he had not returned by the time his son (the newly born Telemachus) had reached manhood (V). Penelope acknowledges that her son is a grown man. Consequently, she must now remarry. In other words, it is her absolute fidelity to, and trust in, Odysseus’ parting words to her, twenty years ago, that have brought about the decision so hateful to her (but which is going to mean, though she does not know it, reunion with her husband).

Second, the trial of the bow. Penelope decides to find a new husband by setting up the axes and challenging the suitors to string the bow and shoot an arrow through them. What this actually means is disputed: it is probable that Homer only dimly envisaged it (certainly no Greek artist that we know of depicted it). Now this bow has a long and compelling history. It belonged to Eurytus, and he was the great bowman who had been taught by the archer-god himself, Apollo (III). This was the bow that had come into Odysseus’ hands when he was sent as a youth on an embassy to Messene: it was a guest-gift from Eurytus’ son, Iphitus. But, as the poet gently says, Odysseus used it only for hunting and never took it to Troy (21.38–41). For twenty years it, and its arrows, have lain unused in Penelope’s store-room. When she goes to fetch them, in a poignant gesture she lays them on her knees and weeps (21.55–6). It is as if she is saying her final farewell. The youthful Telemachus sets up the axes, and tries to string the bow himself. He would have done it, says Homer, if Odysseus had not stopped him: true son of his father (21.117–29). The suitors fail hopelessly. But when Odysseus finally gets his hands on his old bow, twenty years on, he checks it first for woodworm before stringing it like a singer stringing a lyre, and plucking it. It gives a swallow’s note. Why a swallow? As every Greek knew, swallows migrate and return to the nest they previously inhabited. Odysseus aims and shoots through the axes (21.343–423). If Homer passes over the moment with supreme casualness, in his fashion, the reader cannot help but wonder whether, twenty years on, Odysseus will have lost his strength or his finesse. The lyre simile (21.405–9) is important. Apollo is god of the lyre. He is also god of the bow. And the day of the suitors’ slaughter is Apollo’s feast day (20.276–8).

Third, the recognition scene between Odysseus and Penelope. So persuasive is Odysseus in his disguise as a beggar – Penelope swallows completely his story that he was Aethon, brother of Idomeneus (19.165–88) – that she cannot bring herself to believe that this dirty beggar is her husband. She seeks therefore for a sign; and the sign she seeks relates to the bed which Odysseus himself constructed more than twenty years before when they were first married (IV). He had built the bedroom around the bole of an olive-tree, which formed one leg of their marriage-bed. Only Odysseus, she and a maid (Actoris) long since dead knew about it. So she innocently thanks the beggar for killing the suitors and says she will have the bed moved for him to sleep on. This bed has not been slept on for twenty years (Penelope sleeps upstairs in Odysseus’ absence). When Odysseus explodes with indignation at how this could be, Penelope falls into his arms. The past has once again given the key to the present (23.171–209), as it does so often in the Odyssey. In an epic of return and recognition, how could it not? When Argus recognizes Odysseus, we go back to Odysseus’ hunting days (17.291–317); when Eurycleia does, we go back to his naming ceremony (19.392–466); when Laertes does, we go back to the young Odysseus in his father’s garden (24.336–44).

Telemachus

One moment that Homer does not precisely record for us is the moment when the suitors invade the house. We know they arrived in the seventeenth year of Odysseus’ absence (VIII), but that is about all. Why? One reason must be that Homer is interested primarily in the consequences of their intrusion, because this is what makes the return of Odysseus so urgent. But I suspect he did not know exactly how the suitors came to dominate the palace as they do in the twentieth year, and in particular, he would have been hard pressed to have depicted their arrival in detail without explaining why everyone acquiesced in it. What, in particular, was Laertes doing? Why did not Mentor summon help (V)? Homer suppresses these questions because it is not in his interest to have them asked. In particular, he has seen what a rich and complex situation can be created in Ithaca by thrusting the growing Telemachus into the limelight, and this requires that Odysseus’ father Laertes, whom one would expect in normal circumstances to take over when his son left for Troy, be shunted quietly off the stage (VIII). With Laertes gone, the scene is now set for exploring the relationship between Penelope, the object of the suitors’ desires and reason why the household’s goods are being destroyed, and a Telemachus who never knew his father (V), but is growing to manhood and finds his inheritance being destroyed by a ruthless band of young men whom he is powerless to prevent courting his mother and wasting his substance.

It is worth remarking the skill with which Homer has set this situation up. Odysseus could return to a situation in which Telemachus is too young or too disaffected to help him. Homer does not go down that road. In so choosing, he presents himself with a problem: how can he make Telemachus interesting enough without either taking the limelight off Odysseus or reducing Telemachus to a mere cipher when his father returns? The answer is masterly: he makes the growing up of Telemachus an issue of the epic. Is this young man fit to be the son of such a hero? If so, how will he prove it? Homer is less successful in solving a similar problem with the companions of Odysseus in 9–12 – a generally rather colourless crew. On the other hand, it must be remembered that it is Odysseus who is ‘telling’ the story at this point: no one will steal his limelight.

Having taken the decision, Homer has another problem to solve. For how long must Odysseus be away so that his son can reach maturity? If his son is (say) aged seven when Odysseus leaves, Odysseus will have to be away thirteen years. Ten at Troy, three on the high seas … excellent. Again, Homer ignores that easy option. Had he chosen it, Telemachus would be a young man with memories of his great father, with a faint outline image of the example he had to imitate. Again, when the recognition came (16), it would be far less dramatic. So Homer elects to make Telemachus a newly born babe when Odysseus leaves for Troy (V). It is a brilliant decision. The young man will never have known his father, merely heard of him from others’ lips. The reunion scene when it does come will be that much more poignant. But to engineer this, Homer has to find some way of keeping Odysseus away for twenty years. Hence, it appears, Calypso, with whom Odysseus was conveniently trapped for seven years.

One aspect of the story of Telemachus which causes problems for contemporary readers is the interminable speeches about the returns of heroes and the deeds of Odysseus to which Telemachus patiently listens on his embassy to Nestor in 3 and Menelaus in 4. Ostensibly, his purpose is to find out about Odysseus – is he alive or not? These heroes from the Trojan War may be able to help him. But Athene has another purpose in sending him – to gain him a good reputation. The word used – kleos – means, in fact, ‘that true account of yourself which will live on after death’ and is what every hero strives for. So, first, what Telemachus hears from Nestor and Menelaus (and Athene in disguise in 1 and 2) is that he has all the attributes of his father: his looks, stature and way with words. Second, the context for these remarks is the return of the great heroes of the Trojan War and the exploits of Odysseus. These fill out and complement the Iliad story (which ends before Troy even falls), but also establish for Telemachus a sense of the world which heroes inhabit. The young hero learns from what other heroes have to tell him, as much as from acting himself. Moreover, both Nestor and Menelaus (like Athene) challenge Telemachus with the example of Orestes. When Orestes’ father Agamemnon, on return from the Trojan War, had been killed by Aegisthus, lover of his wife Clytaemnestra, Orestes had, in time, taken revenge on both of them. Could Telemachus match that example and take his revenge on the suitors who threatened himself, his mother and his livelihood? The climax of Telemachus’ story comes at 21.128 when Homer says he would have strung his father’s bow had Odysseus not stopped him, and at 24.513, when Laertes rejoices to see his son and grandson competing in valour against each other.

Penelope

Penelope is a woman in conflict: with herself – should she stay or remarry?; with Telemachus – who is the master of this house?; with her servants, and with the suitors. The constant pressure under which she lives has the effect of turning her into a woman who hangs grimly on to the past, and finds solace and comfort only in the world of sleep and dreams, though even these can be painful for her. She clutches at every straw of hope (though she denies it) and fluctuates between hope that Odysseus may return and absolute certainty that he will not. But her intelligence and beauty are never in doubt, as the suitors acknowledge (2.116–22), and her loyalty to Odysseus remains constant, even up to the moment when she agrees to remarry (see above). The trick involving Laertes’ shroud which keeps the suitors at bay for a while – and did she hope that the bow trial might do likewise? – shows that she is by no means helpless, and her trick to discover whether the beggar really is Odysseus is worthy of Odysseus himself (who is on the receiving end of it).

The Suitors

The suitors themselves, apart from the two leading contenders Antinous and Eurymachus, and the ‘good’ suitor Amphinomus, are not clearly characterized. There are 108 of them, coming from Ithaca and the surrounding islands and mainland. For all their wickedness – and the moral lesson which Homer inserts into 1.1–43 leaves us in no doubt about it (see below) – they are the leading young men of Ithaca, as Agamemnon comments at 24.107. They have taken over Odysseus’ household in a gross perversion of the convention of xenia (the obligation to entertain outsiders) and their aim is to get their hands on its wealth and power. It is never precisely clear how marriage to Penelope will bring that about, but marriage to her is their immediate goal.

Something must be said briefly about xenia, this obligatory bond of solidarity between insiders and outsiders. It is noticeable how many such scenes there are in the Odyssey. Telemachus entertains Athene in 1, Nestor entertains Telemachus in 3, Menelaus entertains him in 4, Calypso welcomes Hermes in 5, Nausicaa and then the Phaeacians welcome Odysseus in 6 and 7, Cyclops treats Odysseus and his men to his special brand of xenia in 9, as do Aeolus and Circe in 10. Eumaeus is the soul of hospitality to the beggar Odysseus in 14 and 15. Care of strangers, as of suppliants, is Zeus’ business (6.207–8): there is an obligation to help the unfortunate, as Menelaus implies (4.31–6). The suitors’ wanton and conscious destruction of Odysseus’ household and reckless disregard for the bond of xenia are enough to justify their deaths (see below).

Of the two leading suitors, Antinous is vicious and uncompromising, Eurymachus oily and hypocritical (the contrasted pairing is typical of Homer: see,2, below). The most significant characteristic of the two, as of all the suitors, is that they constantly think one thing and say another (e.g. 17.66). Such duplicity is untypical of Homeric characters. In the Iliad, heroic thought and action are all of a piece: once a hero thinks of something, he does it. This is what gives the heroes so much of their uncomplicated and forthright liveliness. It is a mark of the suitors’ villainy that they are not such simple creatures. This is why Odysseus and Telemachus need to scheme and deceive as they do in order to match, and then beat, them; hence the disguise of Odysseus, the patience of Telemachus, the shroud trick of Penelope (see especially 16.266–307).

It is a characteristic that has not always met with favour. Odysseus himself, as we shall see (pp. –xlv below), has received a varying press, from the time when Homer first moulded him down to James Joyce and the twentieth century. But simplicity, straightforwardness and plain honest dealing are found in the Odyssey, not so much in the persons of the main characters as in the humbler supporting roles. Another of the great glories of the Odyssey, memorably matched in the Iliad in its similes, is the celebration of the humble life which surfaces in the stories of the faithful servants of Odysseus – especially Eumaeus and Eurycleia.

Eurycleia and Eumaeus

Eurycleia was bought as a young girl by Laertes at a price of twenty oxen: a high valuation. Laertes honoured her equally with his wife, but never slept with her (for fear of his lady’s displeasure, as Homer says: 1.429–33). Eumaeus was the son of Ctesius, king of two cities in a place called Syrie by Homer. Phoenicians on a trading mission there corrupted a slave-girl of the household to run away with them, and she took the little Eumaeus with her (he would, she said, fetch a good price). When the Phoenicians arrived in Ithaca, Laertes purchased the young boy (15.403–84). Eumaeus was raised by Odysseus’ mother, Anticleia, together with her young daughter (Odysseus’ sister), Ctimene. When the sister was married off, Eumaeus was sent to a country property. But after the death of Anticleia and the arrival of the suitors in the palace, Eumaeus has had no occasion to go there. His farm had flourished (15.353–79), and he could even afford a slave, Mesaulius (14.449–52).

Eurycleia and Eumaeus are clearly not slaves of the sort we associate with American plantation slavery of the nineteenth century. Indeed, slavery of that sort is unknown in the Greek world. The system Homer describes is patriarchal: a slave is a valued piece of property, attached to the family to serve it in any way the master prescribes. Homer’s comment that Laertes did not sleep with Eurycleia suggests it was common to use slaves sexually. It was certainly the norm for female slaves to wet-nurse children, as Eurycleia did both Odysseus and Telemachus, and it is Eurycleia who demands that Odysseus’ grandfather Autolycus name the baby. She even makes a suggestion herself, irreproducible in English, as to what the child’s name should be: ‘he was Polyēratos’, (‘Much-Prayed-For’), she says (19.401–4). Eurycleia was loved and trusted by Telemachus (it is only to her, not Penelope, that he confides his plans to travel abroad at 2.348–81). She is able to comfort Penelope when she hears the news (4.742–58). The foot-washing episode at 19.335–502 splendidly illustrates her shrewdness and tact, and her stumbling run up the stairs to tell Penelope that her husband has returned is one of the most memorable scenes in Homer (23.1–84).

Eumaeus is drawn with equal liveliness. Distant from the family he may be, but his grief at the loss of Odysseus is no less real for that (14 passim), and when Telemachus returns from his travels, Homer describes how Eumaeus greets him as a father greets a son. The simile is doubly poignant, since the meeting takes place in the presence of the beggar-Odysseus, who has not set eyes on his son since he left him as a new-born baby in Ithaca twenty years before (16.1–21). Whereas some of Odysseus’ servants chose to defect to the suitors (Melanthius and Melantho are picked out for special mention by Homer), Eumaeus has remained loyal, guarding his master’s wealth as best he can in the face of the suitors’ depredations. Most of all, Eumaeus has a keen sense of right and wrong, and his simple piety and open, uncomplicated generosity to the beggar-Odysseus (although he is hardly the wealthiest of men) make us warm to him (14.1–108). This, our first glimpse of Eumaeus, is a brilliant cameo. Eumaeus and Eurycleia are, as Norman Austin says, ‘stalwart paradigms of order’ in a palace dominated by disorderly suitors. They represent what the palace used to be like – and will be again, when its master is restored.

Slavery is an abomination to us, and it is easy to hold in contempt slaves like Eurycleia and Eumaeus who acquiesce in their state. Such a view would have been incomprehensible to Homer and his audience, for whom slavery was a condition of existence and the inevitable consequence of pirate raiding and defeat in war (which explains why there are more female than male slaves: the males (except the very old and young) would all have been killed off – unless, of course, Homer intentionally removed the male slaves to increase the isolation of Odysseus in the battle in the hall against the suitors). If loyalty is rewarded, disloyalty is ferociously punished (22.461–77). No slave would have expected otherwise. It is wholly appropriate that Eumaeus and Philoetius should join Telemachus in the execution of the faithless maidservants and in the gruesome mutilation of Melanthius.

ORAL POETRY

It is generally agreed that the Iliad and Odyssey were composed in the style of oral poetry. Whether they were actually orally composed is a matter of some debate. Since writing, developed from the Phoenician script, became increasingly accessible in Greece from about 700 BC,1 and we date the Odyssey to about the same time, it is possible that Homer was literate, and used writing to help him construct, perhaps even compose, his epics. However that may be, the style of the poetry is oral.

Oral poetry was chanted to a lyre (kitharis, 8.67–9), which helped sustain rhythm and metre. It is distinguished from written poetry largely by the extent of its verbal repetitiveness. To compose orally in the complex metre of epic (hexameters), the poet needs a stock of prepackaged but highly flexible words and phrases (‘formulae’), sentences, even complete scenes (‘type’-scenes), to fit the metre, which can be adapted to whatever context the poet desires. This technique of oral composition is learned (one imagines long apprenticeships, attached to a master bard) and is very largely traditional, i.e. it has been handed down – with epic subject-matter too – over many generations.

These two characteristics of oral poetry account for two features of Homeric epic. First, every new reader of Homer is struck by the frequency with which Odysseus is ‘resourceful’, Penelope ‘wise’, Telemachus ‘sensible’, Dawn ‘rosy-fingered’, and how often the same actions are described in virtually the same words (see, for example, the scenes of feasting at 1.136–42, 4.52 ff., 7.172 ff., 10.368 ff., 15.135 ff., 17.91 ff.). This is the inevitable consequence of an oral style of composition. The new reader may find such repetitions odd to start with – is Telemachus really as ‘wise/sensible/thoughtful’ as he is made out to be in all his words and actions? – but should remember that these epithets describe innate, qualities, rather as we should not hesitate to talk of a ‘fast car’ even when it was parked. In fact one soon gets used to the repetitions and begins to enjoy them: their effect is to remind us of the permanent, eternal qualities of the people and objects so described, and to reinforce our own sense of pleasure at the repeated, relaxing routines of existence.

The second feature will not be as apparent as the first. Since oral composition is traditional, much of the subject-matter of the poems has been handed down over hundreds of years. The result of this is that the poems as we have them do not faithfully reflect the cultural and social conditions of any particular time, but rather an amalgam of such conditions, spread over hundreds of years, some going back as far as the twelfth century BC. For example, the eighth century BC in which Homer lived was an iron age, but weapons and armour are constantly referred to as bronze. This reflects the bronze-age twelfth-century world. But when Homeric heroes die, they are not buried, as twelfth-century custom demanded, but cremated – the contemporary practice of the eighth-century world. It is as well to say here that the more we come to know about oral poetry, the clearer it becomes that the oral poet reflects his own society to a much greater degree than we had previously imagined. It is very difficult to believe that the Iliad and Odyssey should reflect anything of value to historians about the world which they seem to wish to describe: that of the great heroes of the bronze age and of the Trojan War, some five hundred years earlier.

However the poet learned the business of becoming a professional bard, he must in the process have fully assimilated the technique of oral reproduction of epic poetry, becoming master of the formulae, whole lines and type-scenes which allowed him to recite in the first place. He must have been able to improvise too, if required. But improvisation should surely not preclude intensive prior thought and rehearsal, even elements of recollection and memorization too, and, as we have seen, writing may have played a part somewhere.

But what was he to sing about? The tradition provided him with his material. In our Odyssey Phemius sings about the returns of heroes from Troy (1.326–7); and Nestor and Menelaus tell stories of heroes’ returns (3.103 ff., 254 ff.; 4.81 ff., 351 ff.). (Nestor’s is particularly confused, as if the stories were well known and could be drastically shortened.) Helen and Menelaus tell stories of Odysseus’ exploits at Troy (4.235 ff., 266 ff.), and Demodocus the blind bard in Phaeacia sings of the quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles (8.73 ff., a unique story, occurring nowhere else in Greek literature) and of the wooden horse (8.499 ff.) as well as of the seduction of Aphrodite by Ares and their eventual entrapment by Aphrodite’s husband Hephaestus (8.266 ff.). As well as stories about Troy and its aftermath, we know of other epic ‘cycles’ about, for example, the Titans, Jason and the Argonauts, and Oedipus.

But there was no law that forced the poet to stick to material within the traditional story. It is, for example, clear that the poet has introduced all sorts of non-Odyssean material into the Odyssey. The Ares–Aphrodite story just mentioned is obviously one. Calypso is probably an invention to allow time for Telemachus to grow up (see kabove). Sometimes the joins in such material show. For example, the tales which Odysseus tells in 9–12 were almost certainly adapted from the Jason/Argonaut saga (Circe, the Wandering Rocks, the Sirens and Scylla and Charybdis were all probably Argonautic adventures before they became Odyssean ones too; cf. 12.70). The result is that in an epic where Poseidon is the main antagonist, Odysseus’ men are finally destroyed by the sun-god. Again, consider the effect of the bow-contest upon the narrative. Athene is Odysseus’ great patron, but the bow is Apollo’s instrument: consequently, it is not until Odysseus has used up the arrows (22.116–25) that Athene enters the fray (22.205–6).

What we have to imagine then is a bard who is the absolute master of the technique of oral reproduction of traditional epic tales, and has at his disposal a large range of traditional material. Over a long period of time, and with much experimentation, he gradually welds this material into an epic the size of the Odyssey.

But to be sung to whom? And in what context? The Iliad (c. 15,000 lines) and the Odyssey (c. 12,000 lines) are uniquely massive. They would each have taken between twenty and thirty hours to sing. Who could possibly listen to them? We do not know, but the evidence of the activity of the bards in the Odyssey inclines me to believe that the context must be a royal palace, the audience the dining nobles. Encouraged by the stability of his employment and the applause of his audience, Homer set out to create a uniquely massive epic, and night after night, after dinner, regaled his masters with the developing story, in suitable ‘bites’. The finished product – if the poet understood such a concept – must have been years in the making. I for one cannot see any other likely context in eighth-century Greece where an endeavour of this size and intricacy could be possible.

This raises another large and awesome problem. If Homer was in fact an oral poet, how did the poems come to be written down, and – given the freedom with which the oral poet adapts his material – what relation does our version bear to any version that Homer sang? Even if one believes that Homer could write, the problem will not go away. In the 550s BC the Athenian tyrant Peisistratus is said to have produced a definitive text of the Homeric epic for recitation at the great All-Athenian (Panathenaic) festival which he instituted. That suggests that there were many versions of ‘Homer’ in circulation at the time, and it is just as likely that there were alternative Homeric as well as non-Homeric versions. Consequently the issue of whether Homer could write is not central to the problem of authenticity. Besides, it is doubtful whether a bard who freely adapted others’ material and saw his own equally freely adapted would have understood the concept of a single, definitive version. On the other hand, of course, a Homer who had been working up his uniquely complex and massive version over many years, possibly with the help of writing, may well have had a greater sense of a definitive version than the more typical travelling bard, orally improvising and adapting his far shorter songs to the needs of whatever audience he could gather.

HOMER AND HISTORY

The Mycenaean age of Greece, so called after Mycenae, one of its leading power-centres, was a bronze age. This world flourished from the sixteenth to the twelfth century BC, when it collapsed, for reasons which are not entirely clear. It was a civilization centred on great palaces like those of Mycenae and Pylos, ruled by powerful and wealthy kings. It was aggressively expansionist, conquering Crete and taking over its centre Cnossus in the fourteenth century BC and (as the archaeological record shows) trading vigorously as far west as Spain, as far east as Syria and the Black Sea, and with contacts probably as far north as the Baltic, as far south as Africa.

Moreover, it was a civilization which knew writing. The script, now called Linear B, was preserved for us on clay tablets baked hard in the fires that destroyed the palaces, and subsequently excavated in their thousands. In 1952 it was discovered that Linear B was in fact a form of Greek, and since then the work of translating and making sense of it has gone on apace. The clay tablets have turned out to contain not literature, but the record of the economic transactions of the palace societies where they have been dug up (largely in Mycenaean Cnossus and Pylos). It is this world that Homer purports to be recording. Consequently, it may be significant that, in Homer, writing is mentioned but once, and there is no indication at all that his heroes had an economic apparat, of such forbidding complexity and range as the Mycenaeans’. Perhaps such details are not the sort of thing that epic poetry would preserve anyway (heroes have better things to do than record that year’s wool-tally). Perhaps they have been forgotten. At all events, the Linear B script died with the collapse of Mycenaean civilization in the twelfth century, and for four hundred years Greece was illiterate.

In 1870 the German adventurer Heinrich Schliemann dug into a mound in modern Hisarlik in the north-west corner of Turkey. It lies in an area known since ancient times as the Troad, where Greeks and Romans alike located Homer’s Troy (Hisarlik was known as ‘Ilium’ from at least the fourth century BC); there were two rivers near by, called, like Homer’s, Scamander and Simoeis; the site lay on a plain, near the ancient (not the modern) coastline. No wonder that, when Schliemann discovered an ancient strongly fortified citadel there, he thought that he had discovered Troy. And it is perfectly possible that he had. This may well be the Troy that Greeks besieged in the thirteenth century and took after ten years, to become the subject of song for future generations.

It is equally possible that it is not. It must be stated firmly that place-names themselves mean nothing, since later generations were bound to try to identify the site of Homer’s epics (we do the same, with about as much success, with for example the King Arthur legends). If Homer’s descriptions of the walls and gates of Troy square with those discovered at Hisarlik – and in places they can be made to match – it has to be asked how specific the description has to be for a match to be certain (the argument takes the form of the fallacy: ‘Homer says Troy has a sloping wall: this town has a sloping wall: therefore this is Troy’). Dates too are troublesome. Of the two main candidates for Homer’s Troy, Troy level 7a seems to have been sieged and fired c. 1140 BC, by which time Mycenaean power had collapsed. Troy 6, was destroyed c. 1250, but probably by earthquake. Finally, there is no evidence that Greeks besieged Hisarlik, let alone Mycenaean Greeks.

But even if Schliemann’s Troy was the site of a thirteenth-century Trojan war, everything we know about the transmission of oral poetry argues that Homer’s retelling of tales originating in the thirteenth century can bear virtually no resemblance to what happened to Troy. Oral poets exploit traditional material to please their contemporary audience. Five hundred years of crowd-pulling, not to mention five hundred years of pressure exerted by traditional story-patterns, folk-tales and new material (especially from the east) would have ensured that no Odysseus-sprung-to-life would have recognized anything resembling the truth in Homer’s retelling of the heroic adventures of the past.

Homer’s epics are in fact far more likely to reflect his own world than that of the thirteenth century. That raises a large and interesting question: what is it about the eighth-century world that makes epics about Troy so important to it? Since the dialect of and locational knowledge shown by the poems suggest strongly that they were composed on or off the western coast of Greek-inhabited Ionia, not on the Greek mainland, it may well be that the Greeks who had come over to settle there since 1000 felt some special sympathy for epics about Greek triumphs in Ionia and successful returns back home to Greece. And it is conceivable that Homer himself knew Hisarlik and constructed his epic around its ruins. But that in itself is no evidence that there was a ‘historical’ Trojan war or that it took place there.

The eighth-century Greek world experienced dramatic growth and expansion. The collapse of Mycenaean civilization in the twelfth century had heralded a ‘dark age’: the destruction of the great palaces, the loss of writing, a dramatic fall in population, and general cultural and economic impoverishment. True, this is not the universal picture. On Lefkandi, for example, in Euboea, a massive heroic shrine, or possibly residential building, dating to 1000, has been uncovered, together with burial complexes filled with goods of eastern origin; and a large adjoining settlement still awaits excavation. Here at least, even during these ‘dark ages’, some people had the resources to celebrate the death of a lord with a wealthy funeral, and the labour-force to construct a building uniquely massive for its time (though it may be that archaeologists of earlier generations, lacking contemporary technology, have missed identifying such buildings because the materials out of which they were made – mud-brick, wood and thatch – can melt unidentifiably into the ground).

But whatever lessons Lefkandi may yet have to teach us about the ‘dark ages’, archaeology, especially of cemetery sites, testifies to a huge population explosion in the eighth-century Greek world, heavy colonization east to the islands and mainland of Ionia and the Black Sea, renewed contacts with the east, the introduction of writing, and most of all the establishment of large numbers of settlements. These clusters of villages, probably joining together for mutual self-protection, in some cases even fortifying themselves, present a vision of a society quite different from that of the Mycenaean world, where the great local palace and its overlord dominated and controlled the outlying settlements. When we observe that temple construction and the establishment of cults to a city deity consistently begin in such sites in the eighth century, we have good evidence for the beginnings of that sense of community solidarity and self-identification which act as the precursors of the tightly knit communities known as the poleis (singular polis), ‘city-states’, of fifth-century classical Greece, where democracy was invented.

How does Homer’s Odyssey fit into this picture? I make some large assumptions here, but observe:

1. When Odysseus describes the Cyclopes, he emphasizes that they have no assemblies for making laws, no established legal codes, but everyone makes laws for himself and cares nothing for his neighbours (9.112–15). This description is clearly meant to stand in contrast, with Odysseus’ way of doing things. Law-making, assemblies and community solidarity are all hinted at here, priorities surely for any community at embryo stage.

2. Later on, Odysseus says the Cyclopes have no ships or ship wrights, so that they cannot visit foreign places as other nations do (9.125–30). This is surely a reference to a world of burgeoning trade, and fits well with other references to Greek contacts with Egypt (which started up again at roughly this time; cf. 4.351 ff.) and that great trading nation, the Phoenicians (modern Lebanon), which had established colonies and trading-posts as far west as Spain (15.403 ff.).

3. Homer’s concept of monarchy is a shadowy one. He is aware that in the epic world kings are the norm, but how kingship worked is not clear to him. The common term for ‘king’ in Greek is basileus, but all the suitors on Ithaca are called basileus, and Alcinous in Phaeacia has a number of basileis (plural) as advisers. It is not at all clear how a top basileus emerged or, in Odysseus’ case, that any suitor who married Penelope would automatically become top basileus of Ithaca. The hereditary principle, too, does not seem to feature in Homer’s thinking (1.386–98). This fluid situation, where aristocratic nobles such as the Ithacan suitors seem able to exert arbitrary power with little reference to anyone else (despite the presence of an assembly on Ithaca, 2.6 ff.; cf. 16.375), may well reflect a stage of transition between rule by kings to rule by aristocrats, a transition probably well in place by the eighth century.

In these three respects, Homer’s Odyssey may well reflect contemporary or near-contemporary developments in the Greek world. But a warning is in order. We cannot date Homer with absolute accuracy, and while many people favour a late eighth-century date for him, there are others who would wish to place him in the seventh century. Linguistic considerations alone suggest strongly, but not conclusively, that the Iliad came before the Odyssey, and that both came before the farmer-poet Hesiod, who is certainly a seventh-century figure.

REALITY AND FANTASY, IDENTITY AND DISGUISE

If there is much that is vividly realistic about Homer’s portrayal of life in the palace of Ithaca – servants clearing up rooms (20.147–59), princes going to bed (1.425–44), dogs on dung-heaps (17.291 ff.), baths and dressing (10.348 ff.) – there is much fantasy too. Menelaus’ tale at 4.351 ff. of his meeting with the mysterious Old Man of the Sea, Proteus, prepares us for the adventures that Odysseus will relate in 9–12 – adventures with one-eyed giants (Cyclops), witches (Circe), wind-gods (Aeolus), singers who know everything there is to know on the earth (the Sirens), and the whirlpool (Charybdis) on one side of a strait, opposite the man-eating Scylla on the other.

What is extraordinary is the way in which these worlds are (on the whole) so effortlessly blended. We see nothing strange about Odysseus sitting on the very seat which the god Hermes has just abandoned (5.195–6), or going to bed with a witch who has the power to turn men into pigs (10.347), or addressing the ghosts of the dead in Hades (11.90 ff.). Two of the reasons for the successful blending of these separate worlds are that Homer keeps the outrageous, the bizarre and the grotesque firmly at bay. It requires no great leap of the human imagination to envisage one-eyed giants who are cannibals, or witches who can tame animals, but excesses are firmly repressed. Second, these supernatural figures work within the norms of Greek civilization. Calypso knows how visitors should be entertained, just as Telemachus does (5.85 ff.). Circe has servants who prepare hot baths and lay tables as is done in Ithaca (10.348 ff.). Cyclops is a master-shepherd and cheese connoisseur, with a particularly commendable line in kitchen organization (9.219 ff.). The blending is especially noticeable in Phaeacia, the divinity of whose surroundings and human character of whose inhabitants – the bumbling, genial Alcinous, the delightful Nausicaa – produce an especially memorable mix.

The gods too know their place. In the Iliad, divine intervention is commonplace. Gods appear either as themselves or in disguise (usually the former) and are ever-present, helping their favourites and hindering their enemies. In the Odyssey, their presence is far less noticeable, and with the possible exception of 15.1–9, they appear only in disguise. Zeus himself remains on the whole apart from the action, and when he does intervene, he is a quite unlliadic god of human justice. Observe how Homer sets out the ethical programme of the Odyssey in the opening book: Odysseus’ men brought their own death upon themselves by eating the cattle of the sun-god (1.7–9), and Aegisthus did likewise by ignoring divine warnings, killing Agamemnon and marrying Clytaemnestra (1.32–43). In other words, the gods are concerned about the justice of human behaviour in a way in which they are not in the Iliad. What, therefore, will be the consequences for the suitors of their, behaviour in Odysseus’ household? The moral lesson is firmly drawn at their slaughter (22.35–41, 23.63–7).

But there is one god with a high profile in the Odyssey – Odysseus’ patron, Athene. She stands by her favourite and guides his steps almost continually, and the teasing encounter they enjoy at 13.221 ff. is unique in Homer for the closeness of the relationship it depicts between god and mortal. It is tempting to say that Athene’s continuing presence diminishes the stature of Odysseus. But it is important to emphasize that in Homer the gods help only those who are worthy of it. Athene’s patronage does not diminish but enhances Odysseus’ status as a hero. Her willingness to help his son Telemachus is a similar index of his value.

The fine dividing-line which separates human from divine in the Odyssey is matched by an even finer one separating the real from the unreal, especially real from unreal identity. The issue of Telemachus’ identity has already been discussed (p. xxi), but if he has problems, what of Odysseus? Kept from human sight for seven years by Calypso (the name is based on a Greek root meaning ‘conceal’), refusing to reveal himself to the Phaeacians until he tells his story at 9.16 ff., a ‘No one’ in the Cyclops’ cave, a filthy beggar when he returns to Ithaca, a man who wishes he had died at Troy rather than be drowned at sea (5.306 ff.) – what sort of hero is this? The answer is, of course, a man of masterful cunning, as he is proclaimed to be at the very opening of the poem (which also fails to name him until line 21). This hero needs more than martial skills if he is to survive, return home (see below) and restore his house to what it used to be. His cunning is evinced in many different episodes: consider, for example, his disguise at Troy (4.244 ff.), his speech to Nausicaa (6.148 ff.), the ‘No one’ trick in the Cyclops’ cave (the Greek for ‘No one’, mé tis, when run together, makes métis, Greek for ‘resourcefulness, cunning’, one of Odysseus’ most common epithets), his acting-out of the part of the beggar, and his restraint in front of Penelope (19.203–12).

Restraint and endurance, deception and disguise: these Odyssean characteristics are shared, of course, by Athene, and willingly embraced by Telemachus when he is reunited with his father in 16. In the prevailing atmosphere of ignorance of the true nature of things in which characters wallow from the very beginning of the Odyssey (e.g. Telemachus at 1.158 ff., Eumaeus at 14.39 ff.), such characteristics help to generate a text dominated by irony, pathos, despair and joyously happy surprise (especially in the recognition scenes).

READING HOMER

The ancients, of course, listened to Homer, and it is well worth following their example. But whether listening or reading, newcomers to Homer will find their pleasure heightened if they are aware of some typical features of his style and compositional technique.

1. Expect some degree of repetition at the level of word, phrase and sentence, most apparent in epithets attached to characters and objects, and in formulas of speaking and answering.

2. Expect repetition at the level of scene (e.g. feasting; see above), and in certain action sequences (e.g. departing from land; see 9.62–3, 105, 565–6; 10.77, 133–4). Expect also accumulation. Observe, for example, how Odysseus is attacked not once in his palace but four times – and once outside – (17–20), each attack building on the last. Odysseus’ repeated lying stories come into the same category. Notice again how Homer doubles up his characters and plays them off in pairs: the two leading suitors, Antinous and Eurymachus, the two faithful servants Eumaeus and Philoetius, the two faithful maids Eurycleia and Eurynome, the two faithless servants Melanthius and Melantho – and is the Mentes of Athene’s disguise in 1 the doublet of the old household friend Mentor?

3. Observe how, with certain larger-scale sequences, Homer combines fixity with flexibility. Take, for example, the scene of welcoming and entertaining a guest at 1.102 ff. The sequence can be analysed down to the following outline:

1. Athene leaves (102), 2. arrives (103), 3. finds a situation (106), 4. Telemachus sees her (113), 5. Telemachus goes to meet her (119), 6. he is angry that she has been ignored (119), 7. he takes her hand (121), 8. he offers food and greetings (123), 9. Athene is led in and her spear taken (125), 10. she is seated (130), 11. food is prepared and consumed (136), 12. questions begin (170). This sequence will occur again, with variations, at 3.1 ff., 4.1 ff., 5.50 ff. and in many other places.

In other words, the poet has a basic outline, but he plays the variations in it – not of sequence (that remains fixed) but of elaboration and digression within the sequence.

4. Digression is a common feature of epic. Homer digresses to describe exotic places (e.g. Calypso’s cave at 5.55 ff., Alcinous’ palace at 7.80 ff.), to tell stories (e.g. Menelaus’ long tale at 4.351 ff.), to fill in the past (the scar story at 19.392 ff.), and so on. He keeps control of his narrative by returning at the end of the digression to the point at which he began it, with almost the same words. Take, for example, the scar episode. At 19.392, Eurycleia ‘recognized the scar, the one Odysseus had received years before’. The story of the scar is told, and it ends (467): ‘It was this scar that the old woman felt and recognized’. This feature is called ‘ring-composition’. It is an extremely common controlling device in Homer.

5. At 1.81–95, Athene says (a) the gods should send Hermes to order Calypso to release Odysseus, and (b) she will go to Ithaca to instil spirit into the heart of Telemachus. Then she will send him (a) to Sparta and (b) to Pylos to find out about his father. As it so happens, Homer reverses this order of events. Athene goes to Ithaca first (1.96 ff.), and only then does Hermes go to Calypso (5.44 ff.). And Telemachus goes to Pylos first (3.1 ff.), and only then to Sparta (4.1 ff.). This device is typical of Homer: it is called ‘hysteron-proteron’ – ‘the later earlier’, or ‘last first’.

6. The example quoted above characterizes another feature of Homeric narrative, that is, that events which one should expect to take place simultaneously are narrated as if they are taking place one after another, e.g. Athene goes to Ithaca and Telemachus tours the Peloponnese; then, and then only, does Hermes set off with his orders to Calypso. This feature is generally in line with what is known as the ‘paratactic’ nature of Homeric style; that is, that there is little grammatical and temporal interweaving. One thing ‘stands alongside’ another without the relationship between them being strictly clarified. To put this in concrete terms, whereas we might subordinate a sentence and say ‘Because it was raining, we stayed in’, Homer tends to say ‘It was raining and we stayed in’.

7. Repetitions and lack of grammatical complexity both help to make Homer a swift, lively, vivid and easy read. Psychologically, too, there is a straightforwardness about Homeric characters quite different from those in the post-Freudian modern novel. Partly, this is because Homer lacks a wide conceptual and psychological vocabulary (there are, for example, no words for ‘duty’ or ‘loyalty’ in Homer). Homer’s world is one of speaking and doing, where the will is almost the equivalent of the deed, and where motive remains largely unstated. But the fact that Homer does not have the vocabulary does not mean that his understanding of human behaviour is unsophisticated. If there is no overlay of authorial comment in Homer, the reason is that there is no need for it. It is all there in the words and the actions. Rich rewards await those who submit to careful literary analysis the ways in which characters speak and behave towards each other (e.g. Nausicaa and Odysseus in 6, Penelope and Odysseus in 19).

8. That said, however, while it is true that the Odyssey lays out an ethical programme in 1 which is fulfilled with the death of the suitors in 22 (see above), one of the consequences of points 6 and 7 above is that it is often difficult to be certain about the interpretation of a speech or an action. Are we to read anything into the fact that Helen puts drugs into the drinks of her guests at 4.220–26? If Homer tells us that Odysseus’ speech to Nausicaa at 6.148 is full of craft, what of the tone of Nausicaa’s reply? Odysseus’ heroism has caused debate to this day; can we certainly identify non-heroic traits where Homer remains silent? Is the relationship between Helen and Menelaus in 4 one of unalloyed bliss, or strained incompatibility? Both views have been quite recently urged.

PROBLEMS IN THE ODYSSEY

The fifth-century BC historian Herodotus was the first person to say that Homer composed the Iliad and the Odyssey and did not compose a number of other epics associated with him (Histories 2.116–17). The ancients generally agreed with that judgement on their greatest poet. But when, at the behest of Ptolemy (the Greek King of Egypt and a great patron of the arts and sciences), scholars set to work in third-century BC Alexandria to produce a definitive text of Homer, they found that neither the honour in which Homer was held nor the Peisistratean recension (see above) had prevented considerable divergences between the manuscripts. Still, they produced their text, and it is from this (edited by the great Alexandrian scholar Aristarchus) that our text ultimately derives. Aristarchus, of course, could have got it wrong. But it is a relief that he took the decision not to cut out what he regarded as dubious, but simply to mark it with a dash in the margin (athetesis is the technical term), especially since he tended to athetize repetitions, the very essence of oral poetry!

Debate about what is and what is not Homeric in our text did not begin with Aristarchus (we hear of scholars debating the issue in the sixth century BC), and it did not end with him either. ‘Scholia’, notes written by later scribes in the margins of our texts, and later commentaries which have survived (e.g. that of Eustathius, the twelfth-century AD Bishop of Thessalonica), often quote earlier commentaries on the Odyssey and as a result we can occasionally get a glimpse into Aristarchus’ workshop. For example, we learn that both Aristarchus and another distinguished editor Aristophanes (not the comic poet) made 23.296 the ‘end’ of the Odyssey. Does that mean that everything after that is not Homeric? Or that it was an alternative Homeric version? Or should we translate ‘end’ as ‘climax’? Before it was established that the Homeric poems were oral in style, it was common to take inconsistencies in story-line, language and cultural background as an index of ‘multiple authorship’ and from them to try to tease out a pure, Homeric ‘core’ which had been ruined by later editorial incompetents. This method of approach, known as ‘analysis’ (and commonly applied to the Bible and Shakespeare in the nineteenth century), was fiercely opposed by the ‘unitarians’, who regarded every word as the purest original.

Under these terms, for example, debate was joined on the following issues:

1. The travels of Telemachus in 3–4: what possible function can these serve since Athene knows all along that Odysseus is about to return?

2. Odysseus’ descent into the Underworld in 11: Circe tells Odysseus to find out from Teiresias how to get home, but in fact her own instructions given on his return to her in 12 are far more informative.

3. Odysseus’ disguise in 13: if you are disguised by a god, you expect to have to be undisguised to be recognized. This happens in 16. It is then entirely forgotten, and Odysseus acts as if he had been altered by time, not divine intervention.

4. Penelope and Odysseus in 18 and 19: are there signs here that they have recognized each other already?

5. Book 24, especially the final scenes: many readers have remarked on the pointless cruelty with which Odysseus treats Laertes, the feeble and perfunctory final battle with the suitors’ relatives, and the bizarre behaviour of Zeus and Athene (she, having proposed a settlement, urges Odysseus into battle, at which Zeus hurls a thunderbolt at her).

These problems will not go away, but our understanding of them has been transformed by evidence that Homer’s art is essentially that of an oral poet. Three points must be made.

1. No one ever notices these problems except when they are pointed out, or under the most intensive scrutiny of the text. In the recitation of the story, they surely passed unnoticed.

2. Inconsistencies do not of themselves mean that different people were responsible for the text. An oral poet experiments ceaselessly with his material, drawing it from many different sources. Some of it may be incompatible. Such inconsistencies may merely indicate where the poet made his own joins between incompatible source-material. Folk-motifs particularly can cause confusion. A hero can be disguised because of the passage of time or because of divine intervention. The poet must have known and handled both conventions. If he confuses them, doubtless he was not the first, and the overall effect of each recognition, however technically inconsistent, is highly dramatic.

3. Traditional stories often possess a logic of their own. Subject to rational analysis, they may not make perfect sense (was Little Red Riding Hood really that unobservant?). But we do not conclude from such an observation that ‘multiple authorship’ explains the problem.

However we care to argue these issues, we must be fully confident that we understand the logical, cultural and linguistic boundaries within which an oral poet operates before we can start condemning passages as ‘non-Homeric’. The more we learn about oral poetry, the more difficult it becomes to define those boundaries accurately. That said, the sheer feebleness of the ending of the Odyssey makes it difficult for me at any rate to believe it is by Homer.

ODYSSEUS: HERO OF A THOUSAND DISGUISES

There have been three common responses to the hero of the Odyssey. First, he is the loyal hero-husband, whose eyes are fixed on one goal only: return home. Whatever his trials, tribulations and temptations, everything is subsumed to this ultimate imperative. Second, he is the eternal wanderer, fired with a passion for knowledge and experience. Even when he returns home, he must set out again and continue wandering till death. Third, he is an anti-hero, a mean, selfish time-server who employs disguise and deceit often to gain the most disreputable ends (classical Greeks and Romans frequently saw him in this light).

Of these responses, it is fair to say that the second (initiated by Dante in his Inferno and developed by, for example, Tennyson in his Ulysses) is not Homeric. For Homer, Odysseus is driven, helpless and against his will, during his travels in 9–12. True, he does not need to explore the Cyclops’ island, but it is hardly in a spirit of objective research that he visits it (he wants guest-gifts and food). He listens to the song of the Sirens because he is going that way anyway and Circe has told him how to do it. Nor does he dismiss Aeolus’ offer of a wind to take him straight home with protestations about his anthropological interests.

The two other interpretations do arise naturally from the Homeric text. Odysseus leaves Calypso, who even offers him immortality, has no truck with the Lotus-eaters, parts from Circe when his men prompt him, and bids farewell to the luxury-loving Phaeacians. Despite the disasters he knows he will meet on the way and at his return (foretold by Teiresias
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