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			Homer

			Greek poet

			
					Homer would have lived in the 8th century B.C.

					His works:	The Iliad, epic poem

	The Odyssey, epic poem




			

			Very little is known about Homer. Due to this lack of information, many specialists have doubted his existence. There are therefore two different viewpoints regarding Homer’s life: 

			
					Those that believe Homer existed. The see him as a bard; a poet who told stories, having lived between the 8th and 7th century B.C. They also believe him to be the author of The Iliad and The Odyssey.

					Those who don’t believe he existed and that the name Homer was just the name given to a group of bards who together wrote the two works for which he is credited.

			

			At this time, the debate has still not been resolved and each side has valuable arguments.

		


		
			The Odyssey 

			An epic poem passed through generations

			
					Genre: epic poem

					Reference edition: Homer (1891) The Odyssey. Trans. Buckley, T.A. London: George Bell and Sons.

					Written: around the 8th century B.C.

					Themes: wandering, the rage of the Gods, destiny, mythology, love

			

			The Odyssey is a Greek epic poem with more than 12000 verses. The story is divided into 24 books and focuses on the character of Odysseus and his return from the Trojan War. It is split into three main sections; firstly, the assembly of the gods when it is decided that Odysseus will return to Ithaca; then the adventures Odysseus experiences in the ten years between leaving Troy and arriving in Ithaca; and finally Odysseus’ return and his revenge on his contenders, which wins him back his family, his honour and his assets.

			The work’s originality, which has inspired many authors throughout the ages, has given it an international reputation and its effects are still visible today. 

		


		
			Summary

			
				
					Good to know: the work’s success

					The continued success and significance of this work explain why there are so many different editions of the text. In order to make the work more accessible, editors often cut out entire passages which are judged less important than others. Therefore, the summary below, which is based on The Odyssey in its entirety, may present some differences from other versions. 

				

			

			Zeus, leader of the gods, has called his assembly together on Mount Olympus. Minerva tries to convince them to free Odysseus from Poseidon’s rage and to allow him to return to his hometown, Ithaca. 

			In Ithaca at that moment, suitors are staying in Odysseus’ palace and stealing his possessions while waiting to be able to marry Penelope, the Greek hero’s wife. Penelope will not remarry until she finishes her weaving, a piece that she destroys every night in order to postpone the deadline. Tired of the situation, Telemachus, Odysseus’ son, sets off for Pylos and Sparta, hoping to find news of his father. As he prepares to return empty-handed, the suitors arrange to attack him in an ambush and kill him. 

			Meanwhile, Zeus has decided to help Odysseus and sends Hermes to the nymph Calypso’s dwelling, where the hero has found refuge. He forces her to free Odysseus. Odysseus is permitted to leave, builds a raft and sets off. But Poseidon traps him in a thunderstorm; he owes his safety only to the goddess Ino and to Minerva’s efforts which allow him to escape onto the banks of Phaeacia, a population led by King Alcinous and his wife Arete.

			Encouraged by a dream from Minerva, Nausicaa, Alcinous’ daughter, finds Odysseus. Ignoring his identity, she gives him clothes and some food, then tells him to go and beg her mother for refuge. Guided by Minerva, Odysseus does this and, after hearing the story of his shipwreck, Alcinous promises to charter a ship which will bring him back to Ithaca the next day.

			A banquet is arranged in honour of the hero. During the banquet, they sing tales about Odysseus’ exploits. Hearing these stories, Odysseus cries. Alcinous, intrigued, questions him about his true identity. Odysseus discloses who he is and tells the story of his misfortunes.

			After the destruction of Troy, Odysseus moved to Ithaca. He had first stopped in the city of the Cicones where he and his friends stole everything. But, not wanting to leave again so soon, they stayed on the island and the next day endured a counterattack in which they lost some of their men. Fleeing the country, they arrived in the city of the Lotus-eaters, where forgetfulness potions also wreaked havoc on them.

			They then arrived at the island of the Cyclopes. Odysseus, wanting to see the monsters up close, set up a trap with his companions in Polyphemus’s grotto. Polyphemus ate most of the group. With the help of the survivors, and a cunning plan, Odysseus was saved by piercing Polyphemus’ eye with a wooden stake. He fled toward his ship, hidden beneath a sheep. Seriously injured, Polyphemus begged his father Poseidon to get revenge.

			Odysseus sought refuge from the god Aeolus, who gave him a goatskin bag of wind. Having set off once again and with Ithaca in sight, Odysseus was betrayed by his companions who opened the bag too soon, causing them to sail away from the coastline. A short while later, their fleet was reduced even further in a battle with Laestrygonian giants.

			Odysseus ended up washed up on the island of Aeaea and sent his companions there in gratitude. They were welcomed by Circe, the island’s leader. Having made a banquet for them, she transformed them into pigs. When his men didn’t return, Odysseus went to the sorceress’ house. But Hermes warned him of the danger that he was exposing himself to and gave him a herb to protect himself against Circe’s evil. Then, having welcomed the Greek hero onto the island, Circe was unable to turn him into a pig. Odysseus won his companions’ freedom and was then sent to the Underworld by Circe in order to speak to the soothsayer Tiresias.

			When he arrived in the kingdom of Hades, Odysseus heard the oracle which revealed his terrible future; he would face the Sirens where he would listen to their song while tied to the mast, having already blocked his companions’ ears with wax. He would then face the monsters Charybdis and Scylla at the risk of losing more of his men. Finally, Tiresias warned him not to eat the beef from the island of the Sun, or terrible things would happen to him.

			The hero took to the water once more and went through all that the soothsayer had predicted. But once he arrived on the island of the Sun, Odysseus was betrayed once again by his companions who were famished, and ate the beef. This act greatly enraged Zeus, and he caused them all to perish once they had set sail again. Only Odysseus escaped unharmed, and he drifted toward the island of Calypso where he stayed for seven years.

			Moved by his story, Alcinous prepares the boat that he had promised and sends Odysseus on his way to Ithaca. Once he reaches land, the ship is destroyed by Poseidon in a fit of rage. The Greek hero, transformed into an old man by Minerva, returns to the house of his old pig-keeper Eumaeus who shows hospitality towards this stranger and updates him on the situation at the palace. Soon after, Telemachus, who has just managed to avoid an ambush thanks to Minerva, arrives at the pig-keeper’s house. Odysseus reveals his identity to his son and together they plan their revenge.

			The next day, Telemachus and Odysseus, still in the form of an old man, arrive at the palace banquet where they excessively insult one another. The suitors have discovered Penelope’s trickery and so she promises to marry whoever succeeds in stringing Odysseus’ bow and shooting a line of targets. No suitor manages to do it except for Odysseus. He then, with the help of Telemachus and other allies, kills all the candidates.

			Odysseus presents himself to Penelope and she welcomes him with joy when her husband reveals the secret of the marital bed. They spend the night together.

			The following day, Odysseus goes to his father Laertes’ house and the two celebrate having been reunited. Suddenly, they are attacked by a group led by the father of one of the suitors. With Minerva and Zeus’ help, they manage to win. They then make peace with one another and Odysseus can rule over Ithaca once again.
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