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Odyssey

Composed shortly after the Iliad and divided in 24 books, the Odyssey 
was defined as ‘an epilogue’ (‘Longinus’ 9.12) to the former poem. 
‘Longinus’ (9.13) also considered it to be a work of Homer's old age, and 
some scholars still agree, given its many structural similarities with the 
Iliad and its choice of a beginning in mediis rebus. But many prefer to 
favour separate authorship, in view of the differences in subject and 
sensibility.

The opening invocation to the Muses presents the Odyssey as the 
portrait of a man through the history of his wanderings, beginning ‘at 
some point’. In fact the poem takes up Odysseus’ journey at its very end, 
when he is stranded on Calypso 's remote island, at the year that the 
gods, in their first assembly (1), had set for his journey home. The 
narrative of this return begins only in book 5, with the second assembly 
of the gods. It is preceded by an introduction of four books: the first two 
focus on the situation on Ithaca and demonstrate how much Odysseus is 
needed at home, whereas books 3 and 4 follow Telemachus , in his 
travels to Pylos and Sparta to get news of his father. So despite his 
absence Odysseus is still at the centre of the narrative. Moreover, the 
short and painless journey of Telemachus under Athena's protection 
functions as a contrast to Odysseus’ adventures.

At the beginning of book 5, the action starts afresh with the second 
assembly of the gods and the departure of Hermes to Ogygia. The story 
then narrates Odysseus’ travel to Phaeacia at the end of book 5 and his 
stay among the Pheacians up to the moment when he is put ashore on 
Ithaca (13.123). The unity of this first part of the Odyssey is strongly 
indicated by a ring composition and the recurrence nearly word for word 
at 13.90 of the formula that described Odysseus at 1.4.

Book 13, which focuses on Odysseus and takes place entirely on Ithaca, 
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also marks the start of a complex interweaving of Odysseus’ adventures 
with those of Telemachus in books 14 to 16 until the moment when the 
two narrative threads merge into one with the reunion of father and son 
in Eumaeus ’ hut at the opening of Book 16.

From Book 16 onwards, the action coincides with the new trials 
announced in the first lines of the epic, for Odysseus still has to wreak 
vengeance on the suitors. This is carried out in book 22 through the plan 
made together by Odysseus and Athena (13) and revealed to 
Telemachus (16).

The poem ends with Odysseus’ recognition by Penelope (23) and 
Laertes (24), and his re-establishment as a king, after a reconciliation 
with the suitors’ families. This ending parallels the Iliad where the death 
of Hector (22) is followed by the reconciliation between Achilles and 
Priam (24).

Like the Iliad, the poem covers only a short time-span (42 days) as 
it moves between Olympus, Ithaca, Pylos and Sparta with 
Telemachus, then from Ogygia to Scheria with Odysseus, and is 
finally set in various places of Ithaca. Moreover, some days such as 
the second (8.1 to 13. 17), the fourth (17. 1–20. 90), and the fifth (20. 91–
23. 343) are especially developed. Again, its scope is considerably 
broadened by foreshadowings and, especially, flashbacks. Several 
allusions to events preceding Odysseus’ departure for Troy are 
introduced as digressions by the principal narrator (the famous story of 
Odysseus’ scar in book 19) or told by his characters. The poem also 
evokes the Trojan War, but besides general references to the sufferings 
of the Greeks, it usually refers to episodes absent from the Iliad. Such a 
systematic avoidance, far from demonstrating that the author of the 
Odyssey did not know the Iliad, is likely to be deliberate: the quarrel 
opposing Odysseus and Achilles (8) and signalling for the Achaeans the 
imminence of their success, looks like a refashioning of the quarrel 
between Achilles and Agamemnon that marked the beginning of the 
woes for the Achaeans in the Iliad. There are also many allusions in the 
speeches to the ‘returns’ of various Achaean leaders, and Odysseus 
himself tells lengthily to the Phaeacians the first part of his adventures 
(9 to 11), in the so-called Apologoi. But anticipations of events that fall 
outside the temporal framework of the poem are exceptional. The most 
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significant of these is the prophecy of Teiresias (11) about the last trial 
of Odysseus and his gentle death at home. Moreover, the poet uses 
extended similes, but their decrease in number is striking. Given that 
one of the main purposes of similes is to introduce ‘variety’ (poikilia), 
this change is usually traced back to the diversity of the Odyssey. But 
one does not find in the Iliad the equivalent to the performances given 
by two bards at the feasts of the elite in the palaces of Odysseus and 
Alcinous in scenes that indirectly illuminate Homer's conception of 
poetry. Both Phemius and Demodocus depend, like Homer, on the Muse 
when they sing the fame of the heroes in such good order that 
Odysseus vouches for their accuracy. And the song of Ares and 
Aphrodite, which is the only one to be quoted, combines narration and 
direct speech in the manner of the Odyssey itself. This poetics of truth is 
also a poetics of pleasure that delights a fascinated audience, despite 
its painful content. The same enchantment is provided by Odysseus 
when he gives a truthful account of his adventures to the Phaeacians or 
invents a series of lies that are closely modelled on his actual travels but 
are usually more realistic.

The Odyssey is far more varied than the Iliad. One has first to distinguish 
between the wonderful world of the Apologoi, the world of the 
Phaeacians on the threshold of myth and reality, and the more ‘real’ 
world of Pylos, Sparta and Ithaca.

As opposed to the main narrative told by the Muse, Odysseus’ journey is 
narrated by the hero himself (9 to 12). However there is no doubt about 
the reality of an account that is echoed at several points in the main 
story. It begins with the Ciconians who are a real people. But after Cape 
Malea , the hero enters a mythical world populated by lotus-eaters , 
cannibals ( Cyclopes and Laestrygones ), deities ( Aeolus, Circe and 
Calypso), immortal cattle, enchanted beasts, monsters ( Charybdis and 
Scylla ), and ghosts. These encounters help to define by contrast the 
meaning of human life, the importance of memory and the value of 
civilization. By eating the lotus fruit or listening to the song of the 
Sirens , men forget to return. The victory of Odysseus over the Cyclops 
who ignores agriculture and navigation and lacks political institutions 
demonstrates the superiority of civilization over barbarity. Aeolus’ island 
is also far removed from normal Greek society by its perpetual feasting 
and its practice of endogamy. Scylla and Charybdis are monsters close 
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to the creatures of folktales. Circe, who facilitates Odysseus’ return and 
Calypso who delays it both live in remote and strange places: Aeaea is 
inhabited by wild beasts who behave like domesticated animals and 
Ogygia looks like a paradise. Odysseus’ visit to Hades (11) and more 
precisely his dialogue with Achilles, demonstrate the priceless value of 
life.

Scheria is an utopian place, settled on the boundary between myth and 
reality. Its inhabitants are ‘close to the gods’ (5.35) and share their 
feasts. Removed from war and human pain, they have magic ships that 
understand men's purpose. Alcinous ’ miraculous orchard ignores the 
seasons, his palace has a divine splendour and his relations with the 
other ‘kings’ are entirely harmonious. As opposed to the Cyclops, they 
provide a lavish hospitality to Odysseus. But they are fated to disappear, 
victims of Poseidon's wrath.

The real world includes gods and heroes, but also pays attention to 
women, men of the people and slaves.

The gods still play a major role: the action is initiated in book 1 by the 
proposal of Athena to go to Ithaca and dispatch Hermes to Calypso and 
concluded in book 24 by a conversation between Zeus and Athena that 
puts an end to the civil war at Ithaca. It has long been a commonplace of 
Homeric scholarship that the Odyssey and the Iliad widely differ in their 
presentation of the gods, but recent studies tend to tone down this 
opposition. Admittedly, the divine cast is less rich: besides Zeus, only 
Athena, Poseidon and Hermes play an active role in the main plot, 
together with Calypso and Ino Leucothea in book 5. The other 
Olympians as well as many lesser deities only appear in secondary 
narratives. Moreover the gods never openly dissent: the two divine 
assemblies of books 1 and 5 both take place in the absence of 
Odysseus’ principal enemy Poseidon. Even when there are direct 
conflicts, the gods of the Odyssey are careful not to encroach on others’ 
domain: before reaching Phaeacia, Odysseus is under the power of 
Poseidon and Athena does not help. Conversely, Poseidon 
acknowledges that once Odysseus has landed in Phaeacia, he cannot 
harm him. Zeus has no difficulty imposing his authority: both Hermes 
and Calypso obey his orders without question (5) and Poseidon, in 
contrast with his behavior in the Iliad, complies with his will and even 

https://oxfordre.com/classics/documentId/acrefore-9780199381135-e-5735
https://oxfordre.com/classics/documentId/acrefore-9780199381135-e-264
https://oxfordre.com/classics/documentId/acrefore-9780199381135-e-3038
https://oxfordre.com/classics/documentId/acrefore-9780199381135-e-3290


asks for his permission to punish the Phaeacians (13).

Their interventions in the human world remain usually within the same 
limits as in the Iliad since ‘Gods themselves cannot ward off 
death’ (3.236–7). The only exceptions are Menelaus who, as Zeus’ son-
in-law, will be sent to the Elysian fields and Heracles who is among the 
immortals. The gods also broadly retain the same characteristics as in 
the earlier poem. However miracles are more numerous: not only in the 
Apologoi but also in the main narrative, the gods are able to transform 
the appearance of a human being for the better or for the worse or make 
a landscape look otherwise than it is. But other miraculous events are 
few and far between.
Gods have also the same selfish motivations: they want to help their 
human favourites or their family and to punish those who do them no 
honour, slaughter their cattle, dare to challenge them or fail to sacrifice. 
As in the Iliad, the gods punish the group for the crimes committed by 
one of its members, as demonstrated by the returns of the Achaeans 
and the death of all the suitors, including the ‘good’ ones, and attempts 
to soften their wrath are still bound to fail. Still, it is widely believed that 
the Odyssey differs from the Iliad with regard to divine justice: the bulk 
of evidence for the gods’ interest in morality in the Odyssey comes from 
the plot itself that shows justice in action and from opinions expressed 
by men. Yet even in book 1 the speech in which Zeus makes the mortals 
responsible for the sorrows ‘beyond their fate’ does not represent a 
radical shift. One can also draw a parallel between the disobedience of 
Aegisthus who was warned by Hermes not to kill Agamemnon and the 
Iliadic Patroclus who would have escaped death if only he had listened 
to the warning of Achilles (16). The change between the two epics is 
really limited to a more frequent and sharper distinction of the two 
spheres human and divine (significantly in the battle of book 22 Athena 
turns the battle in the favour of Odysseus and his son only after she 
made a trial of their courage), and to a clearer opposition between two 
sorts of ills, those that mortals bring upon themselves by their crimes 
and those that they were always destined to suffer.

Scenes among the Olympians are rarer. The only illustration of their 
inconsequential lightness is to be found in the song of Ares and 
Aphrodite that has justly been defined as a ‘sophisticated pastiche of 
Iliadic motifs’. With the exception of this episode, the gods are no longer 
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portrayed as detached spectators. When they look at mortals, it is to 
gaze upon their sin and their righteousness (17. 485–7).

Even more than in the Iliad, men are the true protagonists of the 
Odyssey. Its hero, Odysseus, is the man par excellence: he refuses the 
immortality offered to him by Calypso and heroically chooses to endure 
human trials and gain the fame attached to them. He is a complex 
character, a complexity doubtless explained by the interaction of several 
different traditions. Like Achilles, he is a warrior: he destroyed the holy 
city of Ilion (1.2) and fights victoriously against the suitors (22) and their 
relatives (24). But in contrast to Achilles, he is also a mere human who 
cannot forget the needs of his belly, a son, a father and husband who 
longs for home, a leader who cares for his companions and a king ‘who 
was kind like a father’ (four times). He is also cautious, and on several 
occasions—for instance in front of Scylla (12)—it is possible to see a 
conflict between heroism and caution. Moreover Odysseus is an 
embodiment of curiosity, cunning and skill, a man who knows how to tell 
stories that suit his listeners, as emphasized by a series of epithets. Last 
but not least he stands out for his ability to endure the hardships on sea 
and for his self-control in front of the insults of the suitors. These 
qualities are made conspicuous in the narrative of his travels through 
the contrast with his companions who perish when they fail to listen to 
him, and even more through his behaviour when he reaches Ithaca. The 
‘shrewd’ Telemachus is his worthy son, and his father Laertes first 
embodies the disastrous consequences of his absence and becomes at 
the end, with the help of Athena, the warrior he was before. Their foils, 
the suitors, are like them members of the elite. But their actions are in 
stark contrast to their appearance and their glowing reputation. They 
are consistently criticized for their breaking of all the rules of decent 
behaviour. Their villainy is thrown into sharp relief by the presence 
among them of two just men, Amphinomus and Leiodes.

The world of the humble subordinates is also prominent in the Odyssey. 
They are shaped according to the poem's ideological biases. The ‘good’ 
ones, like Eumaeus and Philoetius or Eurycleia and Eurynome, retain 
their affection for Odysseus and his family and care for his possessions. 
The bad ones, Melanthios and his sister Melantho, side with the suitors 
and show no consideration to Telemachus, his mother and his guests.

https://oxfordre.com/classics/documentId/acrefore-9780199381135-e-2570


The importance of female figures is also characteristic of the Odyssey. 
Much critical attention has been recently given to the female elements, 
especially to Penelope. But her sphere of activity is quite limited. 
Significantly she is defined through her male relatives: she is the worthy 
wife of Odysseus, the daughter of Icarius and the mother of 
Telemachus. Her excellence mostly consists in a conjugal fidelity. From 
books 1 to 16 her heroism is mostly passive (her only trick belongs to 
the past). In Books 17 to 21, by contrast, Penelope is at the origin of two 
actions that have a considerable impact on the way events unfold, as 
she appears to the suitors and instigates the contest of the bow. But the 
origin of her decisions is left opaque by the poet. It is only in book 23 
that she becomes a match for her husband by testing him.

As it is, the Odyssey is certainly not a tragedy. It has often been defined 
as a romance. But it may also be read as ‘a kind of comedy of 
manners’ (‘Longinus’ 9.15) and a collection of examples illustrating how 
to act and not to act in relation to others.


