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Literary historians date The Odyssey as  one of the oldest epics and attribute it  to the Greek 

poet Homer. It is described as a long narrative poem composed around three thousand 

years ago. It is a story of the wanderings & exploitations of a war hero Odysseus who 

returns home after ten years of war. Very little authentic information about the life and 

career of Homer is available. Even his existence has been doubted. Over time, however, 

various scholarly researches have established his identity.  It is now an accepted assumption 

that Homer lived sometime between eight hundred and seven hundred B.C. in one or other 

of those cities which the Greeks had established on the Aegean coast of Asia Minor. There is 

no reliable biographical information available about him. The question of the historicity of 

Homer the individual is known as the”Homeric Question”. Traditionally he is said to be blind 

but that is only a surmise which has been resorted to consistently. He perhaps belonged to a 

group of minstrels who used to sing in the courts to please the nobles. It seems that his 

poems were actually committed to writing.   

 

 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Herbert_James_Draper,_Ulysses_and_the_Sirens.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Herbert_James_Draper,_Ulysses_and_the_Sirens.jpg


The Odyssey 

Institute of Lifelong Learning, University of Delhi 

Homer 

 

Figure : 2 

Source :  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Homer_British_Museum.jpg 

Homer drew upon a vast repertoire of poems and legends transmitted orally by memory 

over an indefinite period of time. He took the scattered stories, hitherto known only 

through oral traditions, gave them order, form and vision, and produced in integrated style 

the great epics known as the Iliad and the Odyssey. The first printed editions of these poems 

according to Robert Knox were issued in Florence in 1488. Since then there is a continuous 

history of the printed texts of Homer differing a little from one another but   essentially 

fixed. The immediate predecessors of the printed edition of Florence were bound 

manuscripts written on vellum. Before that, texts were written on  papyrus rolls. The rolls 

could not be too long or they would break when opened for reading; in fact it is possible the 

so-called books of our text represent an original division into papyrus rolls. The text of 

Homer, fortunately, is well established. An attempt at a complete and accurate version of 

the epics was made under Peisistratus of Athens around the year 600 B.C. In the second 

century B.C. Aristarchus, librarian to the great Alexandrian library undertook to establish an 

authoritative text with the assistance of other scholars. 
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The Separitists           

  A few scholars called separatists believed that two poems differed in subject 

matter, point of view and language so greatly that they could not have been created by a 

single person. Thus the question of authorship lay dormant for centuries. In 1795 German 

scholar Friedrich August Wolf revived the issue and led a school of critics called analysts, 

who developed a theory that Homer never existed. He argued that art of writing was 

unknown to Greeks at that time and such long poems as the Iliad and the Odyssey could not 

have been composed without its knowledge. They believed that these two poems were 

collections of short songs by several poets. 

 

 

Figure : 3 

Source : http://newburn.wikispaces.com/9th+Group+7 

The Unitarians 

 A second group of scholars, called Unitarians insisted that both poems were the work of 

one poetic genius or, at most, of two great poets on the basis of unified overall plan of the 

poems and consistent character portrayals. Today scholars believe that Homer was an 

illiterate bard of exceptional ability. He sang the stories of The Iliad and the Odyssey on 
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many occasions. Toward the end of his life, writing was introduced into Greece and these 

poems were actually dictated by him to a scribe. After the collapse of Mycenaean civilization 

in 1200 B.C. the art of writing inscribed on clay tablets in script called Linear B disappeared 

and till 750 B.C. the Greek world passed through a dark age. During this time many people 

moved to small islands in Aegean Sea and memories of past glory were kept alive in songs 

and oral poetry. Greeks began to write again after 800 B.C.in new alphabets borrowed and 

refined from Phoenicians. It was probably during this time that he dictated his poems to a 

scribe which somehow have reached us in written form.   

The epic 

 

Figure : 4 

Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Beginning_Odyssey.svg 

An epic is a long narrative poem written in a noble and exalted style. The mighty warriors 

and princes who are the leading figures may or may not really have existed, though in the 

poem they are given almost superhuman dimensions. Their actions are often subject to 

personal interventions of the gods and goddesses who preside over their destinies and   

form a separate group of characters with their own loves and rivalries. The supernatural and 

magical element is always prominent. Language cannot be the everyday common speech; it 

should be grand befitting the words and deeds of heroes and gods. The theme of the epic is 

stated in the first few lines, accompanied by a prayer to the Muse. The statement of the 

theme is technically called ‘proposition’ and the prayer the ‘invocation’. The epic contains a 

number of thrilling episodes, such as the mustering of troops, battles, duels, wanderings etc. 

Another characteristic of epic is the recurrent use of epithets (a term or phrase applied 
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again and again to a person) and similes, for example Odysseus is repeatedly described as 

being ‘’resourceful’’ and as a man of nimble wits. An epic is a vital record of custom and 

tradition and at the same time a story for general entertainment. The Odyssey fulfils almost 

all the requirements of an epic.  

 

Figure : 5 

Source : http://www.complit.illinois.edu/CWL241/picture/map%20web/Odyssey.jpg 

Brief Outline and Timeline  

The Odyssey is an epic tale of Odysseus, a Greek hero of Trojan War who took ten years to 

find his way back from Troy to his home on the island of Ithaca, off the western coast of 

mainland Greece. A terse summary of the plot has been given by the Greek philosopher 

Aristotle in his treatise Poetics: 

 A certain man has been abroad many years; he is alone, and the god Poseidon     

 keeps  him a hostile.  At home the situation is that suitors for his wife’s hand are 

 draining his resources and plotting to kill his son. Then after suffering storm and  shipwreck,  

 he comes home, makes himself known, and attacks the suitors; he survives and they are  

 destroyed. 

In the beginning an invocation is made to the divine Muse to unfold the tale of the hero, a 

resourceful man, at whatever point she will. Muse was a goddess, daughter of Mnemosyne 

(memory), who inspired him and guided him through the narration of this no ordinary tale. 

The modern reader may take it as a metaphor for divine faculty of imagination in the poet. 

However, in oral poetry this formulaic system was followed as part of long tradition of 
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bards. No doubt it imparted gravity to the poem and uplifted it above common stuff. 

Though the events described in the poem cover a period of ten years after the close of war, 

but the action of the poem covers only six weeks of the tenth year. The story begins in 

medias res (that is in the middle of things).The counsel of gods presided by Zeus decides 

that he should be brought back to his kingdom. At the moment he is detained against his 

will in the remote island of Ogygia by the nymph Calypso, a lesser goddess who has for 

seven years exercised her charms in vain upon him; and it is there (in Book v) that we first 

meet him, and not till book IX that we hear what he did in the first three years of his ten 

years’ wanderings after the sack of Troy.                       

To return to Book 1, after suggesting that Hermes, the envoy of the gods, should be 

dispatched to release Odysseus, the goddess Athene, Odysseus’ champion and protector, 

visits his palace in Ithaca to stir his son Telemachus to take active steps towards the 

discovery of his long- lost father, or, failing this, to bring to an end the intolerable situation 

that has arisen during his long absence. For we find that his faithful wife Penelope is 

besieged in her own house by a host of amorous and ambitious princelings from Ithaca itself 

and the neighbouring  isles, each eager to wed the still attractive queen and even more 

eager to step into King Odysseus’ shoes. It is the doom of these suitors that is slowly but 

surely worked up in the magnificent climax of Book xxii. Some commentators, ancient and 

modern, have thought that The Odyssey originally ended with the reunion of husband and 

wife. Although Odysseus is now husband to his wife and lord of his house, he is yet to be son 

to his father and king of the land. While in bed Odysseus summarizes his adventures on the 

high seas. To this end, next morning, he and Telemachus and the others strap on armour 

and take up spears to face the trouble that must surely come. In a sharp jump-shift Homer 

takes us to the underworld where the spirit of Agamemnon, whose story was set as a 

parallel to that of Odyssey in the first lines of the poem, describes Achilles’ glorious funeral. 

It is because of this direct reference to the Iliad many believe that the Odyssey was later 

than the Iliad.  Amphimedon one of the suitors killed summarizes the story of the return of 

Odysseus. In the meantime Odysseus has found his aged and ailing father Laertes in the 

orchard. Townspeople also come to know about his return; once again he is lord of Ithaca 

and the story ends.  
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Social Historical Contexts  

 

Figure : 6 

Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Homeric_Greece.svg 

 

 Greek society in the eighth century B.C. was undergoing a change. With the emergence of 

new city states, kingship declined. Certain elements in the epic correspond to the period of 

the decline of Mycenaean feudalism; the societies shown are illiterate, the status of kingship 

in Ithaca is vague and Penelope’s marriage settlement brings forth a queer economics. At 

the same time the poem also reflects the values of the new city- states and families as they 

began to emerge in the late eighth century. Yet the poem is firmly set in what might be 

called ‘heroic time’, a time when men were stronger, braver and more eloquent than they 

are now. Women were more beautiful, powerful and intelligent than they have been ever 

since. Gods were so close to human life and so involved with individual human beings, in 

affection or in anger, that they intervened in their life and even appeared to them in person. 

The world portrayed by Homer in his epics is mostly his own contemporary world though 

certain practices and the descriptions of artefacts, weapons and tools used, go back to the 

Bronze Age.  

Heroic Outlook and Hero 

Heroic poetry as commented by C. M. Bowra is ‘’anthropocentric in the sense that it 

celebrates man by showing of what high deeds they are capable.’’ In these narratives heroes 
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surpass limits of human frailty not with magic or with aid of some supernatural power but 

due to exceptional physical and intellectual qualities with which they are endowed and 

which makes them extraordinary. They do not shy away from sacrificing their lives as it is an 

opportunity for them to win an immortal glory and honour. Many primitive tales too are full 

of adventurous deeds and exploits but they cannot be called heroic because heroes are not 

fully in control of action. In heroic tales in Camps’ words, ‘’though man’s actions are 

sometimes seen as governed by a supernatural will, they are often also seen as prompted by 

his own self.’’(An Introduction to Homer,W.A. Camps,Clarendon Press Oxford,1980). 

  Prowess in battle and courage in the face of adversity are the essence of epic arete 

(valour, which, it should be remembered, is quite without those moral connotations which 

the literature of the Middle Ages saw in fighting). In the epic the hero is the man of rank, 

and battle and victory are the highest distinction and the real meaning of his life. Closely 

connected with this is the idea of honour. In C.M. Bowra’s words heroic tales generally 

follow a particular pattern:         

 The great man must pass through an ordeal to prove his worth and this is almost 

 necessarily some kind of violent action, which not only demands courage, endurance, and 

 enterprise, but, since it involves the risk of life, makes him to show to what lengths he is 

 prepared to go in pursuit of honour. The most obvious field for such action is battle and with 

 battle much heroic poetry deals. (C.M.Bowra,HeroicPoetry,Macmillan&Co.Ltd,London,1952) 

  The Odyssey does not deal with a battle, but a struggle no less bloody has been fought on 

domestic scale when Odysseus wreaks vengeance on the suitors. Heroic man fights against 

powers of nature or monsters also. Achilles fights with the river Scamander and Odysseus 

battles with the sea when his raft is wrecked. Though extraordinary drive and vigour are the 

essential parts of a hero’ endowment, he is no animal devoid of wits. Odysseus is a fine 

example of a hero who uses cunning to get himself out of difficulties into which his 

headstrong taste for adventure often leads.        

The Gods  
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Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Raffaello,_concilio_degli_dei_02.jpg 

The concept of gods is now more moralistic in which the gods restore the upright and 

punish the wicked. In Christian concept God created man in his likeness and image. Homer’s 

gods though immortal are made in the image and likeness of man. They are seen not only in 

their interventions in human affairs-sometimes visible only to the poet and his audience, 

sometimes to the participants in the story too-but also in their life among themselves in 

their own abode, in their domestic relations and discussions and disputes. They are 

superhuman in power and exempt from the human destiny of death. Heroes are shown as 

peers of god themselves in strength and splendour. Because of their mortal condition they 

acquire-as carefree and immortal gods cannot-the moral dignity of effort and endurance.  

Homer has made an artistic use of the superhuman realm. Divine limitations and human 

excellence go together. Perhaps the famous dictum of Longinus in Sublime that ‘Homer 

made his men gods and his gods men’, is not so far from the mark.       

 Generally the gods live on Olympus from where they descend whenever they wish to 

appear before mortals either in divine shape or in the shape of a mortal. Zeus alone, the 

supreme God never descends to earth. He convenes the assemblies of the gods, gives 

judgements in their quarrels and imposes on them his all powerful will. Gods in the poem 

are the fine creation of poetic imagination. ‘’They assist the poet in organizing his vast and 

disparate material, because the scenes of the gods serve both as an explanation for and an 

aid of epic action’’. (C.A.Trypanis, The Homeric Epic, Aris & Philips Ltd., Warminster 
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Wiltshire,England). The epic pantheon is composed of gods of different origins: besides 

father Zeus, the Indo-European sky god, we find Athene and Hera, palace goddesses from 

Mycenaean age, and Asiatic deities like Ares, Aphrodite, Hephaestas and Apollo. Also 

venerated as gods are winds, rivers, Eos, Erineys, and Eileithyia.The rustic deities, however 

are rarely mentioned, while personifications of abstract, moral concepts are completely 

absent from the Homeric epics, and there are no allusions to any involvements of the gods 

in natural events. The personifications found in the epics represent harmful demonic 

powers, like Phobos(fear), Deimos(terror), Eris(discord), Ossa(rumour), or Ate(infatuation 

and folly). But these personified concepts do not belong to the sphere of gods.   

 In the Iliad Gods are also represented as comic figures. Human tragedy becomes 

more poignant against the back drop of resounding Olympian laughter. The family of gods 

has an all powerful father who cannot be defied but may be deceived, a watchful, jealous 

and intriguing  wife and sons and daughters who vie for their parents’ favour as they pursue 

their individual aims. They  give variety to the poem and comic relief from the seriousness of 

tragic drama. Humans are never allowed to show irreverence in their dealings with gods; 

they are very well aware of the power of the gods and the consequences of offending them.  

In contrast to the Iliad, the gods in the Odyssey play a much smaller role. Zeus, who always 

presides over the assemblies of the gods, does not impose his might by threats or force. Full 

of  dignity, he personifies universal moral conscience, and begins his speech about Odysseus 

with a general reflection on the problem of human misfortune.There is a striking contrast 

between the tumultuous Olympian disputes in the Iliad  and majestic council of superhuman 

beings in the Odyssey. Though the action is shown to be prompted by god’s will, it is man’s 

own character also that determines further course of events. Odyssey himself prefers home 

and wife to the immortality offered to him by Calypso. Homeric conception of a world of the 

gods was passed on to Virgil, Tasso and Milton, to mention only three authors of great 

literary epics, and to most of the epic parodies. 
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Source : http://www.utexas.edu/courses/mythmoore/imagefiles19/calypso.html 

Narrative Technique and Similes         

The Odyssey comprises 12,110 lines of dactylic hexameter. The epic tales set in the splendid 

remote past have been composed with great artistic skill. The basic stories have been told 

many times already and were believed to be true.The skill of the narrator involved not as 

much in inventing the story as in deploying the familiar epic language to make it vivid. The 

Odyssey is conceived at a massive scale and starting with Odysseus’ house the story moves 

from earth to heaven and Hades. It begins with the God’s decision to bring Odysseus home, 

a decision prompted by Zeus’ reflection on the parallel story of Aegesthus and Orestes. The 

decision leads to two divine interventions: Athene goes to Ithaca to rouse Telemachus and 

Hermes to free Odysseus from Calypso.       

 A wide range of narrative material has been incorporated in the main story. It 

includes the travels of Telemachus, allusions to the fates of other heroes of Trojan War and 

Odysseus’ narrative of his own adventures on exotic lands during his wanderings. The 

adventures combine folk- tale themes- one eyed giants and witches who transform man to 

swine- with the travellers’ tales that circulate in times of exploration and colonisation. 

Formulaic  phrases, repetitions, detailed descriptions leaving no scope for suspense, and 

elaborate similes fill up the bare structure of the plot. It is a complex and diversified world 

which has been vividly depicted with the help of similes. The principal narrative of The 
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Odyssey covers a vast and diverse geographical range- Ithaca, Sparta, the island of Circe, the 

home of the Cyclops, the kingdom of Phaeacians and the land of the Dead. A broad social 

picture comprising not only kings, princes and nobles, but beggars, swineherds,  maids and 

servants has been presented. The same goes for animals, plants and trees also. From 

Polyphemus’ favourite ram to the enchanted lions and wolves on Circe’s island, to the ill-

fated cattle of the Sun, to the dog Argos which at its last gasp recognises its returning 

master, animals figure repeatedly and prominently in the story of Odysseus’ wanderings and 

return to home. Similarly the eerie groves of Calypso, with its alder, black poplar and 

cypress trees, the orchard of Laertes and olive tree and many more plants and trees dot the 

canvas of the poem.  Storms and winds  figure in the episode of Aeolus, and in the several 

scenes in which Poseidon vents his wrath on Odysseus’ ship and raft. Homer has given a 

graphic picture of such a world with great narrative skill and brilliant and effective use of 

similes.           

 The Odyssey as true heroic poetry is impersonal, objective and dramatic and the 

story is its chief concern. The dramatic objectivity can be seen in the large part given to 

speeches delivered by different characters. They not only fill in the background of hero’s life 

with reminiscences and references but are useful as a kind of action in themselves, 

especially when they are part of debate or a quarrel. A special dramatic device used in long 

heroic poems is that hero tells part of his own story in the first person. The classic case of 

this is the tale which Odysseus tells to Alcinous and his court of his wanderings from the 

sack of Troy to his arrival on Calypso’s island. Virgil and Voltaire have frequently imitated it 

in literary epics. In long poems it gives plot unity and saves it from becoming episodic. It 

reveals the character of the speaker also. Odysseus’ adventurous spirit, his love for risk and 

brilliant improvisations by him has been brought forth through his narrative.  

 The plot of the Odyssey beginning in medias res on Ithaca, following Odysseus on his 

journey back to home and ending again on Ithaca gives it a well rounded and compact 

structure. It helps Homer to bring the story to a logical occlusion. H.D.F. Kitto has  rightly  

said: Homer is ‘’concerned with that serious aspect of human existence in which law  

prevails, in which offence will incur disaster, in which the very nature of the things will have 

last word.’’ (H.D.F. Kitto, ‘Ω¢ƘŜ hŘȅǎǎŜȅ: The Exclusion of Surprise’’,in The Odyssey: Modern 

Critical Interpretations, ed. Harold Bloom,Chelsea House,1988, p.17)     
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Themes and Various Issues  

In the Odyssey a great panorama of women ranging from human to divine, semi-divine and 

monstrous has been presented. The encounters with dangerous females, such as Schyla, 

Charybdis, Circe, Sirens narrated  by  Odysseus, seem to be the product of male imagination. 

By contrast, the human females –Nausica,  Arete,  and especially  Penelope- are invariably 

helpful. Penelope is gifted with same intelligence and cunning that is the characteristic of 

Odysseus. Both Penelope and Odysseus are singled out for their ability to be tough and 

enduring in the face of suffering. In recognition to her capacity for moral responsibility, 

Odysseus entrusted the care of his household, his son, and his parents to Penelope on his 

departure for Troy. Interestingly, with the dexterous use of few reverse similes, Homer 

interrogates the well defined gender roles, and invites us to imagine, how the spheres of 

activities are interchangeable. Penelope has been compared to a just and pious king whose 

people prosper under him ( Xix). Similarly Odysseus has been compared to a woman when 

he hears the bard sing of his own exploits in the Trojan war. His tears are compared to the 

tears of a victim of a sack, a woman who is torn weeping from her dead husband’s body to 

be led away prodded by the spears of her captors, to be a slave(VIII).   

 

Figure : 8 

Source : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Muse_reading_Louvre_CA2220.jpg 

While the Iliad is relentlessly martial in tone and detail, the Odyssey deals with personal 
issues: issues of love and respect between men and women, of devotion on the part of son, 
wife or servants, of hospitality and of the proper retribution for crime. . Bernard Knox 
remarks in his introduction to the Odyssey translated by Robert Fagles that ‘’Unlike the Iliad, 
the Odyssey is an epic with a thoroughly domestic base.’’  Even during his wanderings we 
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find him placed in the domestic space of various creatures, divine, semi-divine and earthly.
            The 
vivid descriptions of Odysseus’ travel to distant lands present the theme of colonial 
enterprise which, according to Barry B. Powell, was ‘’inspired by contemporary Eobean 
adventure in the far west in the eighth century B.C. In this dangerous world men sail for long 
distances on open boats, encounter storms and other more fantastic adventures, and 
sometimes return home laden with booty.’’ (Barry B. Powell, Homer, Blackwell Publishing, 
UK, 2004). The background of The Odyssey is vast and varied. Odysseus displaying 
intellectual curiosity to learn more about God, man and nature lands on Cyclops’ island; 
later in Sirens’ incident he meets a similar temptation to dangerous knowledge.        
 Romance and folk tale elements are prominent in The Odyssey. Its very structure 
follows the pattern of basic good and basic evil which is common to traditions of folktale all 
over the world. A man returns home after a long time; destroys his enemies; reunites with 
his wife, and lives happily ever after. 

Conclusion      

 The Odyssey and the Iliad are generally acknowledged to be the highest literary 

achievements of Greek culture. Homer’s supremacy as a poet was recognized by Greeks and 

Romans alike for a thousand years, until the Dark Ages brought a temporary eclipse in his 

popularity. In the schools of the ancient Greek world, Homer was regarded as the one great 

authority in Greek religion, history, and patriotism. Aside from formal education, all literary 

artists throughout the Greek world are influenced directly or indirectly by Homeric poetry. It 

may also be said that every literary epic poem since Homer’s time has drawn inspiration and 

form from him, notably Appolonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica, Virgil’s Aeneid, Dante’s Divine 

Comedy, and Milton’s Paradise Lost. Homer has never gone out of fashion, and today he is 

read even more avidly and widely.      
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A Glossary of Literary Terms 

Allegory, a term derived from Greek allegoria which means` speaking otherwise’. As a rule, 

an allegory is a story in verse or prose with a double meaning: a primary or surface meaning; 

and a secondary or under -the-surface meaning.   

Arete, sometimes translated as` virtue’, means excellence of any kind. In the Homeric 

poems it is frequently associated with bravery, wit and all other abilities and potentialities 

available to humans. 

Dactyl, a metrical unit or foot, comprising a long syllable followed by two short syllables. 

Epic Similes, formal and sustained similes in which the secondary subject is developed far 

beyond its specific points of close parallel to the primary subject. 

Epithet, the Greek word for adjective describing person place or thing. Homer joined 

adjectives and nouns to make compound adjectives. Two famous examples are ‘wine-dark 

sea’ and ‘rosy fingered dawn’. 

Hexameter, formed from the Greek words hex (six) and metron (metre) is a metrical line of 

verse consisting of six feet. 

In medias res, a Latin phrase meaning ‘into the middle of things’, is applied to the common 

technique of storytelling  by which the narrator begins the story at some exciting point in 

the middle of the action. Preceding events are explained by flashbacks at some later stage. 

Invocation, an appeal made by a poet to a muse or deity  for help in composing the poem. 

In epic it is a literary convention and usually comes at the beginning of a poem.     

Oral  Poem, composed by improvisation for recitation not by means of writing to be read. 

Rhapsode,  literally  a  stitcher  of songs. In ancient Greece it is used to denote the minstrels 

who performed parts of the Homeric poems, perhaps stitching together songs from various 

sources. 
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