The acropolis of Athens, Greece, was the high point of the city and a place to worship the goddess Athena, the city’s patroney

Composed in Greece around 750725 B.C., the [fiad
and the Odyssey are perhaps the greatest masterpieces
of the epic form, narrative poetry about a hero’s
adventures. Both stories were first told orally, pethaps
even sung, and it may not have been until several
generations later that they were set down in writing,
The poems are traditionally credited to a blind poet
named Homer. Although there have been many

_ translations of the poems into English, Robert
Ficzgerald’s verse renderings are considered among the
best at capturing the poems’ high drama and intense
emotions. Three important elements of the plot of -
cach epic are the Trojan War, the heroism of Odysseus,
and the interference of the gods.

The Trojan War This legendary war seems to have
occurred sometime around 1200 8.c. The earliest
literary accounts of it, found in the /izd and the
Odyssey, are elaborated in later classical literature,
According to legend, the Trojan War began after Paris,
a Trojan prince,‘kidnapped the beautiful Helen from her
husband, Menelaus (mén'o1a’ss), the king of Sparta.
Menelaus recruited kings and soldiers from all over
Greece to help him avenge his honor and recover his
wife. The Greeks held Troy under siege for ten years.
The fliad takes place during the tenth year of this
war. It tells the story of the Greek warrior Achilles and
his quarrel with Menelaus’ brother Agamemnon, ending
with the death and funeral of Paris’ brother Hector.
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After Hector’s death, the Greeks brought (he
an end thanks to the cleverness of Odysseus, 1ilog!
the island of Tthaca. To break the ten-year stilemg
Odysseus thought of a scheme to make the Tioj4
think that the Greeks had finally given up. 11c o
a giant wooden horse to be built gnd left at the g
Troy. The Trojans, waking to find it there- with
Greek in sight—assumed that the enemy had (e
left them a peace offering. They took the horse |y
the city, only to discover, too late, that it was fillg
Greek soldiers and that Troy was doomed.

Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo’s The Procession of the g
Horse into Troy, painted in 1773




Odysseus’ adventures as he miakes his way home from
Troy and with events that take place on Ithaca just
before and after his return. The first excerpts that you
will read depict some of the wanderings of Odysseus
after his departure from Troy with a fleet of 12 ships
carrying about 720 men. This time his opponents are
not military ones. Instead, he encounters various
monsters who try to devour him and enchanting
women who try to keep him from his wife, Penelope.
The final excerpts describe Odysseus’ homecoming and
his reunion with Penelope and his son, Telemachus. In
addition to great strength and courage, what sets
Odysseus apart from others is a special quality that has
been called his craft ot guile: the ingenious tricks he
uses to get himself our of difficult situations.

The Intervention of the Gods and Goddesses
Adding another dimension to the human struggles

gods and goddesses on Mount Olympus (s1¥m’pas). In
Homer's time, most Greeks believed that their gods not
only took an active interest in human affairs but also
behaved in recognizably human ways, often engaging

The Heroic Story of Odysseus The Odyssey deals with

This detail of a late 18th-century frieze depicts several Greek gods and goddesses.

in their own trivial quarrels and petty jealousies. For
example, Athena, the goddess of war and practical
wisdom, supported the Greek cause in the Trojan

War and championed Odysseus, while Aphrodite _
(Af'ro-di'te}, the goddess of love, sided with Paris and his
fellow Trojans. The story of Odysseus’ return from Troy
contains some notable instances of divine interference.
Odysseus has Athena on his side, but he has displeased
the gods who were on the side of Troy. Furthermore, as
you will see, he angers another god during one of his
first adventures and still another later on. As a result, he
is forced to suffer many hardships before he manages
return home.

To Homer’s audience, the Odyssey, with ics
interfering gods and goddesses and its strange lands
and creatures, must have seemed as full of mystery
and danger as science fiction and fantasy adventures
seem to people today. Just as we can imagine aliens in

. . . the next galaxy or crearures created in a laboratory, the
wreeountedmmmHomeris—epmsmaremhevconﬂmsmgngt[-remmmwmmwgw-%ym AL CIEAtLes. Cr an

ancient Greeks could imagine monsters living just
beyond the boundaries of their known world, It was
not necessary for them to believe that creatures such
as one-cyed giants did exist, but only that they migh.
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Homer: The Epic Poet

Shadowy Figure Although the ancient Greeks credited
a man named Homer with composing the lizd and the
Odlyssey, scholars have long debated whether Homer
really existed. There are many theories about who
Homer may have been and when and where he may
have lived. According to ancient accounts, he lived
sometime between 900 and 700 B.C., possibly on the
island of Chios in the eastern Aegean Sea, and he was
blind. Most modern scholars agree that the Homeric
poems are the work of one or two exceptionally talented
bards—singers who made up their verses as they sang.

Oral History Homer's epics are all that remains of a
series of poems that told the whole story of the Trojan
War. In later centuries, the fliad and the Odjyssey were
memorized by professional reciters, who performed
them at religious festivals throughout Greece. They
were also the first works read by Greek schoolchildren.
By 300 B.c. many slighty different versions of the

throughout English literature, from Chaucer in the
Middle Ages to Shakespeare in the Renaissance i
Keats in the Romantic era, have found inspiration |
Homer's epics. Moreover, by helping to shape clas
Greek culture, the epics contributed to the

development of many later Western ideas and valy

A Living Tradition Artists of all kinds continue
inspired by Homer’s work. In 1922, the Irish wilig

James Joyce published his groundbreaking novel #
Ulysses (“Ulysses” is a Latin form of Odysseus’ ti
in which he turned a day in the life of an ordinar
man into an Odyssean journey. In 2000, the Coon
brothers film O Brother, Where Art Thou? told the
story of a-Depression-era Ulysses, an escaped con
returning home to prevent his wife from marryliy]
another man. The 2004 movie Troy is a more
straightfoward adaptation of Homer’s //iad.
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poems existed, and scholars began to work at restoring
them to their original form.

Models for the Agés Homer’s epics becarie models
for many later writers, including the Roman poer
Virgil, who wrote his own epic in Latin. Poets

-

A scene from the 2004 movie Troy; a bust of Homer

AR MORE-ABOUT-THE-AUTHOR
# For more on Homer, visit the Literature
'Center at ClassZone.com.




The Epic

Extraordinary heroes and hideous monsters. Brutal battles and dangerous voy.pes
Spectacular triumphs and crushing defeats. The epic tradition, still very much alive
in today’s movies and novels, began thousands of years ago with the orally told e
poem. In ancient Greece, listeners crowded around poet-storytellers to hear aboi
the daring exploits of a hero named Odysseus. With its storm- tossed seas, powt f\ﬁ
a OKLAHOMA ] evildoers, and narrow escapes, it's no wonder that Homer’s Odyssey remains one g
PASS most famous epics in Western literature. It captivates us because it is a compeiliy

READING STANDARDS narrative and a window into a time and place quite different from our own.

A3LB Analyze the characteristics of
subgenres....

A33A Mertyandesplai Part 1: Characteristics of the Epic

figurative language. ...

In literature, an epic is a long narrative poem. It recounts the adventures of 4
epic hero, a larger-than-life figure who undertakes great journeys and perforg
deeds requiring remarkable strength and cunning. As you journey througl mg
episodes from the Odyssey, expect to encounter the following elements.

"THE EPIC AT A GLANCE

53_Eplc HERO
". Possesses ‘superhuman strength craftmess,and confldence

. Is helped and harmed by interfering gods

EPIC SE‘I'TING
. Includes fantastic or exotlc Iands

* courage + ahomecoming

+ the fate of a nation » beauty e hfeandd th
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MODEL: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE EPIC

Here, the Greek (Achaean) king Menelaus is speaking to his wife, Helen,

He recails the moment when he and Odysseus hid with their fellow
soldiers inside a giant wooden horse, waiting to attack the Trojans.
Formerly a Trojan herself, Helen stood outside the horse and calied to the -
soldiers inside, mimicking the voices of their wives. As you read, notice the
characteristics of an epic that are revealed.

from B O OK 4! The Red-Haired King
and His Lady

“In my life I have met, in many countries,
foresight and wit in many first rate men,
but never have I seen one like Odysseus
for steadiness and a stout heart. Here, for instance,

5 is what he did—had thefcold nervelto do—

inside the hollow horse, where we were waiting

Close Read

1. King Menelaus mentions

sevefal heroic traits that
Odysseus exhibited while
carrying out his plan to
defeat the Trojans.-One

picked men all of us, for the Trojan slaughter,
when all of 2 sudden, you came by—1I dare say
drawn by some superthuman
10 power that planned an exploit for the Trojans;
and Deiphobus, that handsome man, came with you.
Three times you walked around it, patting it everywhere,
and called by name the flower of our ﬁghters,
making your voice sound like their wives, calling,
15 Diomedes and I crouched in the center
along with Odysseus; we could hear you plainly;
and listening, we two were swept
by waves of longing—to reply, or go. -
Odysseus fought us down, despite out craving,
% and all the Achaeans kept their lips shut tight,
all but Anticlus. Desire moved his throat
to hail you, but Odysseus’ great hands clamped
over his jaws, and held. So he saved us all,
till Pallas Achena led you away at last.”

LITERARY ANALYSIS WORKSHOP

trait Has been[boxed)

Identify two more.

. What archetype does

Helen represent? Explain

your answer. . .

. Reread lines 8-10 and

23-24. Explain how the
gods interfered in the
episode that Menelaus is
describing.
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Part 2: The Language of Homer

Because the language of Homer was ancient Greek, what you will read is an
English translation. The Odyssey has beenrtranslated many times, and each
translator has interpreted it differently. Read these two versions of the opening
of Book 2. The first is written in verse and has a more formal tone—closer to the
original—while the second is written in prose and is less formal.

"TRANSLATIONT . | TRANSLATION 2

came, §

gh thee

slung a'sharp swotd:
$; Strapta stout

The Greeks who first experienced the Odyssey did not read a written version;

they hieard it 35 3 livé performance. Singinig oF Teciting, a poet kept theaudience
enthralled with epic similes, epithets, and allusions.

« Asimile is a comparison between two unlike things, using the word like or as.
Homer often develops a simile at great length, so that it goes on for several
lines. This is known as an epic simile. In this passage from Book 20, an angty
Odysseus is compared to a sausage being roasted over a fire.

His rage
held hard in leash, submirted to his mind,

so he rolled left and righs, . , .

o ot X e

- An epithet is a brief descriptive phrase used to characterize a particular person
or thing. When a poet needed to fill out a line, he'd add an epithet with the
right meter and number of syllables. Odysseus is known by various epithets,
including “son of Laertes” and “raider of cities.”

An allusion is a reference to a famous person, place, or event. To help his
audience picture what he described, a poet might have made an allusion to
something they aiready knew. For instance, when Odysseus’ son first sees the
palace of Menelaus, he says, “This is the way the court of Zeus must be.”
Every Greek would have understood this aliusion to the ruler of the gods.
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MODEL 1: EPIC SIMILE

In this excerpt, Odysseus is watching the performance of a bard (a poet
like Homer himself). Suddenly he finds himself listening to the story of
the fall of Troy and of his own part in it. Notice the epic simile that is
developed over this entire passage.

" BOOK 8: The Songs of the Harper

And Odysseus
let the bright molten tears run down his cheeks,
weeping [like] the way a wife mourns for her lord
on the lost field where he has gone down fighting

5 the day of wrath that came upon his children.

At sight of the man panting and dying there,

she slips down to enfold him, crying out;

then feels the spears, prodding her back and shoulders,
and goes bound into slavery and grief,

Close Read

1. What two things are
being compared in this
epic simile?

2. Inthe lines, the
wife cries first for her
dying husband, then for
herself. Consider what
this might suggest about

- —{0—|-Piteous-weeping-wears-away-her-cheeks:
but no more piteous than Odysseus’ tears,
cloaked as they were, now, from the company.

MODEL 2: EPITHET

Here, the goddess Athena speaks to her father, Zeus, on behalf of
Odysseus. Reminding Zeus of sacrifices made to him during the Trojan
War, she begs him to let Odysseus return home. Athena has toid Zeus that
Odysseus is so homesick that he “longs to die.” '

might the epic hero be
crying about?

1om BOOK 13 A Goddess Intervenes

“Are you not moved by this,|Lord of Olympus?}
Had you no pleasure from Odysseus’ offerings
beside the Argive ships, on Troy’s wide seaboard?
O Zeus, what do you hold against him now?”

5 To this the summoner of cloud replied:

“My child, what strange remarks you let escape you.
Could T forget that kingly man, Odysseus?

There is no mortal half so wise; no mortal
gave so much to the lords of open sky.”

LITERARY ANALYSIS woRksHOP 1097

Close Read
1. One epithet of Zeus Is
Find another.

2. What epithet does Zeus
use to refer to Odysseus?

Odysseus'feslingsWhat




Part 3: Reading the Epic

Reading the Odyssey is a complex experience. On one level, the poem is an action-
packed narrative that makes readers eagerly anticipate the hero’s homecoming.
On another level, it's a work of art to be appreciated and analyzed. Use the
following strategies to help you make the most of your journey through the epic.

READING THE EPIC AS NARRATIVE

» Note the changing narrators. Who is telling the story at any
given point? Consider how the different narrators deepen
your understanding of characters and events,

+ Visualize the action and the settings by using details in the text.
= Track the events and conflicts and try to predict the cutcomes.

+ Use a chart like the one shown to keep track of the characters,
including gods and goddesses and Odysseus’ friends and foes.
What does each do to either help or harm him?

READING THE EPIC AS POETRY

STRATEGIES IN ACTION

Characters Who
Help Odyssevs

Characters Who
Harm Qayssevs

Athena (goddess)

» pleads with Zevs
to help Odysseus
escape Calypso’s
island

. Poseidon (god)

» stirs up nasty
weather to creats
problems for
Odysseus

i

s Try reading thelines aloud; as the epic was originally performed

« Read the lines for their sense, just as you would read prose.
Follow the punctuation, and remember that the end of a line
does not always mean the end of a thought.

+ Listen for sound devices such as alliteration, assonance,
consonance, and rhyme and notice how they reinforce meaning.
(Although the sound devices in English aren’t the same as thosé
in the original Greek, they do reflect the translator’s attempt to
capture the spirit and technique of Homer’s verse.)

« Consider how the imagery and figurative language—especially -
the epic similes—help you understand characters and events.

L

READING THE EPIC AS A REFLECTION OF ITS TIME.

+ Pay attention to the character traits of Odysseus, the epic hero,
by looking closely at how he behaves and how he is described.
What do these traits tell you about the values of the time?

~ « Think about what you've learned of Greek history. What events
may have influenced Homer?

s Remember that in Homer's time most Greeks believed that the
gods took an active interest in human affairs and themselves
behaved much like humans. How are these religious beliefs
apparent in the epic?
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from BOOX 4! The Red-Haired King
and His Lr.zzzj-'

but never have I feen one like Odysseus
for §teadiness and a §rout heart. . . .

TR

Alliteration: The repeated °s” sound emphasiaeh
the strength of the epic hero.

Odyssevs' Traits

Evidence

strong, skilled, and
swift '

frequently referred
to as ‘master marhin
and soldier”

on his feet

quick-witted; thinks .

described as
“strategist” when he
responds to a diffieul

| question posed by

Calypso (Book 5)
p .!Jf* Tl




