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1.0

OBJECTIVE

In this unit you will be able to learn about:
 Different forms of narrative poems: ballad, heroic poem and epic
 Some examples of ancient oral epics
o Heroic poems: Battle of Maldon and Battle of Brunanburgh

1.1

INTRODUCTION

The English word epic is derived from the Latin epicus, which is derived from the
Ancient Greek adjective (epikos), which is derived from (epos), which means "word,
tale, poem." [three]
In ancient Greek, the word "epic" referred to all poetry written in dactylic hexameter
(epea), which included not only Homer's wisdom poetry, but also Hesiod's wisdom
poetry, the Delphic oracle's utterances, and the odd theological verses attributed to
Orpheus.
An epic poem is a long narrative poem about extraordinary men and women who, in
dealings with gods or other superhuman powers, shaped the mortal universe for their
descendants, the author, and their audience to understand themselves as a people or
country.
1.2

EPIC

Ballad is the simplest form of narrative poetry and the epic is the most complicated but
they are related to one another: they both tell stories. The telling of the story is a kind of
a process of remembering, for the ancient people did not have the practice of writing
things and preserving them for future generations. Jordanes says while writing the
history of the Goths: ‘what is history but an account of the actions of brave men’. In the
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oral tradition, as you have already seen, the bards or minstrels were entrusted with the
work of recording events and, exploits and achievements of people of importance. All
these three genres of poetry, rooted in oral tradition, perform mnemonic function unlike
the lyrical or religious poems which usually have personal or didactic purpose. These
poetical forms record the history of a nation and tribe and create a kind of identity for
its people. For instance, look at the popularity of The Ramayana and The Mahabharata
even in present day India. We still refer to the golden age of Rama-Rajya or talk about
the villainy of Shakuni. These narratives, whose origin is enmeshed in a cobweb of
history, legend and hegemonic beliefs, continue to colour our imagination. I use the term
hegemony to make you cautious of the fact that any work of art, including history, is
ultimately a document recorded by someone; thus it is edited and appended according
to the taste of that particular person or his generation. Hence, it would be unwise on our
part to take these oral epics either as the truthful account of the age or absolutely
fantastical. They are an admixture of both realistic details and authorial fantasy. They
represent the values of their age, their tribe or nation, and also the author’s brilliant
imagination.
1.3

DIFFERENT FORMS OF NARRATIVE POEMS: BALLAD, HEROIC
POEM AND EPIC

Ballad
Lays or songs with heroic themes are called ballads. The tradition of ballad is present in
countries like England, France, Germany, Scandinavia and Rumania. They are
composed in regular stanzas and are sung to a recurrent tune. (Bowra 39) They may also
have refrains. Originally, they were accompanied by dance movements. Music is an
important component of the ballad. It has a lyrical quality.
Ballads used to be communicated orally. In all probability it was first composed by a
single author, who is unknown, and the subsequent singers, who learn the song, would
introduce changes in both the tune and lyric. Thus many versions of the same ballad
may exist. Typically, the popular ballad is dramatic, condensed and impersonal. The
narrator begins with the climactic episode, and then tells the story by means of action
and dialogue.
As the form is oral, some set formulae are used in a ballad that would help the singers
to remember the text. Such formulaic pattern is common in all oral poetry, though the
pattern may change according to the poetic need. In a ballad the usual formulae are:
stock descriptive phrases, refrain and incremental repetition (a line or stanza is repeated
but with an addition that advances the story).
Ballad became a popular literary type in the Romantic period. Some of the best known
ones are:
Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, Walter Scott’s ‘Proud Maisie’ and Keats’
‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’. Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads was
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published in 1798, which contained many first-person narrative ballads of Wordsworth
and third-person narrative ballad by Coleridge. Modern day ballads may also deal with
political or social issues.

Heroic Poem
Verse narrative of heroic deeds in the heroic age.
The demarcation between the heroic poem and epic is quite complicated; many scholars
use the terms as one and the same. This stems from the fact that epics nurture a heroic
temperament even if their subject matter is not strictly heroic: like the Paradise Lost (it
has a Christian theme). Many scholars opine that it is better to define the heroic poem
by its time of composition, which is the heroic age. But this would not solve the issue
either, since the Iliad and the Odyssey are written in the heroic age but they are usually
seen as epics and not heroic poems. Tillyard rightly observes when he says that we may
continue to use the terms epic and heroic poem for the same thing but with certain
limitations.
In his book Heroic Poetry, C.M Bowra has used the term ‘heroic poem’ for a wide range
of works including Greek Iliad, Odyssey, the Asiatic Gilgamesh, Anglo-Saxon Beowulf,
The Battle of Maldon and The Battle of Brunanburh, Old German Hildrebrand, Norse
poems Elder Edda, French Song of Roland and so on. You may find a similar list under
‘primary epics’ where it is told that these poems are of oral origin and they may have
heroic qualities but lack certain literary attributes. Bowra has left out the secondary epics
or literary epics like Virgil’s Aeneid, Spenser’s Faerie Queene or Milton’s Paradise
Lost from his description. It is not to suggest that these poems lack in heroic quality but
they are set apart by a more sophisticated style of narration. Thus heroic poetry can be
seen as an evolutionary step towards the literary epic. Hence in our description the two
terms would overlap. Our endeavour would not be to point out the deficiencies of the
heroic poems but to see it as a genre in making of a yet greater literary form.
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In his exhaustive discussion of the genre, Bowra lists the essential qualities of the heroic
poem. Let us take a brief look at some of the important points so that we can see how
the term overlaps with the epic.
i.

‘Heroic poetry is essentially narrative and is remarkable for its objective character.
It creates its own world of the imagination in which men act on easily understood
principles…’ (Bowra 4). The simplicity and imagination of the narrative is
dependent on a particular kind of a world view in which people are remembered
for their honour and martial prowess.

ii.

This poetry seems to be a ‘development of the narrative from the magical to a
more anthropocentric outlook’ (8). The monsters of Beowulf would seem magical
or unnatural to a modern reader but for the Anglo-Saxons, demons and monsters
were an important part of their universe. It is anthropocentric in the sense that it
shows the greatness that man can achieve. Though the gods may take part in the
action, the ultimate hero is man. Iliad is about Achilles’ wrath and Beowulf is a
man’s fight against the Wyrd or fate.

iii.

Heroic poetry is impersonal, objective and dramatic. Impersonal for it is not
addressed to a single patron, objective for it has its own world of imagination to
refer to and dramatic for it lacks criticisms and comments: it presents the events
as it happened. The speeches are thus seen as an important part of the poem; they
reveal the hero’s personality.

iv.

It is composed in a particular metre: for instance, the dactylic Hexameter of
Homeric compositions, the line with four beats in Gilgamesh; or the accentual
alliterative verse of the Anglo-Saxon poems.

v.

Heroic poetry is essentially oral in nature; it is the spontaneous creation of the
bards. Equally important is the presence of a sympathetic audience. It is a
performance rather than a literary composition. The bard should keep his narration
simple, thus unlike the writers of literary epics, he does not indulge in allusions or
long-tailed similes. He employs some formulaic patterns like the fixed epithet or
noun-adjective combination (dark death or blue sea), repetition, comparisons, and
so on.

vi.

Heroic poetry usually depicts an action. The central principle is that the great man
must go through an ordeal to prove his worth, and this would necessarily involve
some kind of violent action. The poets refrain themselves from moralising, rather
they concentrate on the details of the battles which their contemporary audience
would immensely enjoy. The Iliad talks about the siege of Troy, Roland of the
struggle between Charlemagne’s army and the great Saracens, Cid of wars in
Spain against the moors or Beowulf of the fight with the monsters.
4

vii.

The action also reveals the importance of honour in the hero’s life. Honour is
easily won by showing superiority to other men (Beowulf and Breca spend five
days and five nights in the sea to show who the greater swimmer is) and hence
there is always an element of competition. However, though indispensible, the
competition is not intolerant.

viii. The heroic narrative concentrates on the happy few and neglects the others. It is
the story of the brave men, and thus others are easily excluded. Sometimes,
common men and women are introduced, like Odysseus is identified by his nurse,
but the poems remain firmly rooted in the monarchic or aristocratic tradition.
ix.

Heroic poetry usually does not end in a tragic note: it avoids the closure with the
hero’s death, For instance, Achilles’ death is imminent but Homer does not
describe it; and if defeat is shown, as in Battle of Maldon, it is counterbalanced by
the achievement of personal honour. Death is seen as a challenge for it would
abridge the hero’s time to fulfil his aim.

x.

The heroic poems usually represent a polytheistic universe (Beowulf is an
exception); here the gods are not regarded as essentially good, but they are simply
the embodiments of power who govern human affairs. Sometimes, the poet takes
the liberty to put the god in the wrong and place the hero against him.

xi.

The hero is a man with superior qualities—the qualities are not physical or magical
powers but the qualities of the mind, his human virtues, and his strength of the
mind. Each hero is different in his abilities, but their lust for honour remains the
same. They are men of war, they possess tremendous physical power to destroy
and perpetrate violence. Along with that he is a great leader. He is the
representative of his people, their spokesperson and their exemplar. He usually
serves his country or tribe or in some cases, religion. His heroism continues to
inspire the people of that particular country or tribe or nation, long after the time
of the heroic poetry has elapsed. xii. The heroic poetry usually portrays a realistic
background; even when it depicts creatures as fantastical as the dragons or
monsters, the details given are close to real life experiences, thus such fantasy
become a part of the heroic world. The narrative also gives much importance to
the arrival and departures of heroes which reveal the decorum of the society. The
feasts and weapons also receive much poetic space revealing the splendour and
generosity of the society. Another common narrative device is the description of
the sea and the sailing. The genre also shows the friendship between the hero and
his friend, who is no lesser to him in heroic valour. This friendship is balanced by
the enmity between the hero and his antagonist.

Epic
Epic is considered to be the second greatest form of art (next to tragedy) by Aristotle in
his Poetics. In the strictest sense it is defined as ‘a long verse narrative, on a serious
subject, told in a formal or elevated style, and centred on a heroic or quasi-divine figure,
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on whose actions depends the fate of a tribe or a nation or the entire human race’
(Abrams).
Qualities of an epic:
i. High seriousness: words must be used in particular way. The incidents involved are
of cosmic importance, the heroes exhibit superhuman qualities.
ii. Amplitude, breadth and inclusiveness: cannot have unity as tragedy would have,
include more sides of life, tragedy is limited and concentrated, epic is greater in
scope, placed in a wider context.
iii. True epic creates heroic impression. This impression is created by ‘the control of a
large material and the exercise of the conscious will. Heroic poetry often concerns
actions in which men… rise through deliberate valour to a great height of
resolution’. (Tillyard 11) The treatment of the theme is quite important: it must be
sustained and heroic, and that would not always be limited to a heroic theme. Eg
Dante’s Divine Comedy or Milton’s Paradise Lost.
iv. Choric quality: the epic writer must express the feelings of a large group of people
living in or near his time. The epic should not be limited to national or racial
boundaries. It tells us how it feels to be alive at that point of time.
v. Epic must have a story, a well known story which has become a part of the
mythology of the audience. Through the story, epic should express the ‘accepted
unconscious metaphysic’ (Tillyard 13) of the age. However, every accepted
unconscious metaphysic of every age cannot prompt an epic. Just as tragedy is only
possible in the age of optimism, epic must show faith in the system of beliefs or
way of life it represents.
vi. The literary epic has some particular stylistic features or conventions, for instance:
invocation (where the poet seeks the help of the muse to compose the song),
argument, epic question, epic simile, and a grand style that befits the narration of
an event of cosmic importance.
As you can see from the above list, that many features of the heroic poem and the epic
would overlap. Many oral epics, like Beowulf or Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey would have
the epic content but may lack certain stylistic features for they were oral compositions
which were later written down. The oral poet cannot use the features of a written
composition; he would rather follow the formulaic pattern that we have already
discussed. Again, the literary epics would celebrate the same heroic valour that is a
characteristic of the heroic poem. Thus, it is better to use the terms judiciously, after we
have read the particular poem and have a thorough knowledge of its context and
background. In the following section you will find very brief synopses of some oral
epics that would help you to understand the nature of epic in the ancient times.
1.4

SOME EXAMPLES OF ANCIENT ORAL EPICS

Homer’s the Iliad and the Odyssey
Homer was regarded in antiquity as the author primarily of the two epics, the Iliad and
the Odyssey. Nothing much about his life is known—various dates are suggested,
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ranging from 12th century
BCE to 8the century
BCE. Modern scholars,
using the evidence of
history, archaeology and
language, generally
date the poems to the end of
the 8th century BCE,
long after the events of the
Trojan
War
th
(beginning of 12 century
BCE)
and
its
aftermath. There are also two
schools of scholars
presenting two different
views
of
the
composition:
the
‘separatists’ believe
that the two poems were
composed by two
different persons, while the
‘unitarians’ think that
the differences in the poems
Idealized portrayal of
can be accounted for by their very different subject matter.
Homer dating to the
Whether two poets or one, certain facts are beyond doubt: the
Hellenistic
period.
poems were composed in an Ionian-speaking part of the Greek
Source: Web
world; the Odyssey is the sequel of the Iliad; and the characters
of the two poems refer to the same individuals. It has also been suggested that the epics
were created out of a compilation of shorter poems or lays and Homer’s contribution is
impossible to surmise. The formulaic pattern employed in the poems asserts their oral
origin. It is possible that towards the eighth century when writing was reintroduced in
Greece, Homer had the opportunity to meditate and perhaps dictate a longer and more
complex version to a scribe. It was not a mere editorial exercise undertaken by him, for
the poems show artistic unity and definite marks of craftsmanship of an individual
genius.
The Iliad, which derives its name from Ilion, another name of Troy, is divided into 24
books in the Athenian version of the text that works as the source of all the modern
manuscripts of Homer. The subject of the poem is wrath of Achilles, arising from an
affront to his honour given by Agamemnon, the leader of the Greek army at the siege of
Troy and, and the tragic consequences of his wrath. The poem opens with the events
that led to Achilles’ wrath. In order to appease the anger of the sun god Apollo
Agamemnon had to release Chryseis, who was given to him as a gift of honour. He
consents but takes Briseis, slave girl of Achilles, in her place. Angry Achilles refrains
from helping the king in the war till the Trojans fire their ships and his friend Patroclus
is killed by Hector, the greatest warrior in the Trojan army. Maddened with grief,
Achilles joins the war and kills Hector and treats his dead body with gross outrage. The
king of Troy begs Achilles to give back the body of his son, which he does and the poem
ends with the funeral of Hector. Throughout the epic the Olympian Gods are divided in
their sympathy to the two camps and they actively participate in the war.
The Odyssey, also divided into 24 books, tells the story of the return of Odysseus, the
Greek hero, from the siege of Troy to his home in Ithaca and of the vengeance he took
on the suitors of his wife, Penelope. Here Gods are not active participants, though in
some cases they aid or hinder the return of the hero to his home. When the story opens,
ten years have elapsed since the fall of Troy to the Greeks. All the Greek leaders have
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returned to their homes, or are dead, except Odysseus, who is in the island of Ogygia
where the Goddess Calypso has detained him for seven years. Odysseus’ wife
Penelope has no news of him but hoping
that her husband is alive defers the
choosing of her second husband from her
many suitors who have thronged her
palace. She insists that she must first finish
weaving a shroud for her father-in-law. The
task is never completed for every night she
secretly unravels what she has woven
during the day. Yet her trick is discovered
and her son Telemachus goes out to find his
father. Meanwhile, at Zeus’ order Calypso
releases Odysseus, who builds a raft and
sails on it for seventeen days until he
reaches Scheria, the land of the Phaeacians.
Here his raft is destroyed by a sea storm and
he is saved by the Phaeacian princess and is
taken to the palace. Odysseus reveals his
name and recounts the various adventures that he has undertaken since he left Troy
(Book 9-12) and reached Ogygia where Calypso received him and detained him for so
many years (the situation of Book 1). After finishing his tale, Odysseus is carried in a
Phaeacian ship to Ithaca, his home. With goddess Athena’s help, he disguises himself
as a beggar and comes to know about the insolent and extravagant behaviour of the
suitors. His nurse recognises him, in spite of the disguise, but at his request, keeps his
identity secret. Penelope by this time has decided to marry a man who could string
Odysseus’ bow and shoot an arrow through a line of twelve axe heads, hoping that such
a feat could only be achieved by her husband. Disguised Odysseus completes the task,
kills the suitors of his wife and convinces her of his identity.
Elder Edda
This is the first or poetic Edda (the other is known as prose Edda or Edda of Snorri) and
is also known as Edda of Saemundr. It is a collection of mythological, gnomic, ethical,
magical and heroic poems of Iceland, preserved in the manuscript called Codex Regius.
These thirty odd poems represent the whole of literary documents available to us for our
knowledge of the Scandinavian religion. The poems, composed probably around the end
of the 12th century, was handed down orally and written in the codex a century later.
It is convenient to classify the poems according to the God they celebrate: Odinn, Thorr,
Freyr, Freyja and others. Standing apart is the heroic cycle concerning Sigurdr, who
killed the dragon, Fafnir. The text is marked by concision, rapidity, providing no scope
for lyricism, contemplation or meditation. The poems are mostly gnomic in nature,
though there is an elegy concerning the proud lovers Brynhildr and Gudrun. The most
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important poems are ‘Hávamál’ (a composite poem on the wisdom and the cult of
friendship of the Vikings) and ‘Völuspá’ (mythical history of gods and the men from
the beginning through the end of time).
Nibelunglied
In German mythology, the Nibelungen (sons of mist) are a race of dwarfs inhabiting the
underground world and holding a treasure
that symbolizes power. The most elaborate
version of the Nibelungen cycle is the
Nibelunglied, whose first part is situated in
Gunther’s court, where Sigfried, the
famous dragon slayer, after stealing the
treasure, comes to ask for the hand of
Kremhild, the sister of Gunther, king of
Burgundy. Perceiving a threat to the
Burgundian throne, Hagen, a vassal of the
king decides to ruin Sigfried by leading him
to dishonour Brünhild, the queen of
Iceland. Sigfried is caught and killed, and
Sigfreid, the dragon slayer. Source: Web
the treasure is thrown into the Rhine. The
second part tells of the vengeance of Kremhild, who had married Eztel (Attila), king of
Huns, and asks her husband to invite Gunther and his brothers to his court. Huns and
Burgundians end by killing each other, while Kremhild is killed by Hildebrand. The
poem ends with a Klage or lament which can be found in most of the 34 manuscripts.

The subject matter of the Lied, appears in Norse sagas and Icelandic Eddas and goes
back to the distant oral tradition. The Klage however is supposed to be composed by
Konrad, a cleric in the Episcopal chancery of Passau. The theme presents the vision of
a world centred on ideas of power and domination and honour perverted into the thirst
for vengeance. The epic poem is composed in Middle High German.
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Chanson de Roland
Preserved in the Digby 23 manuscript in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, Chanson the
Roland is the oldest and finest of the surviving chansons de geste (songs to celebrate the
victory of the kings and heroes against the Saracens). Constructed like a drama, it depicts
the story of the annihilation of Charlemagne’s rearguard, commanded by the emperor’s
nephew Roland. Ganelon, the hero’s stepfather and jealous of his valour, betrays him
and his companions to the Saracens (the name commonly given in the Christian West to
the inhabitants of the Arab-Muslim empire). Warned by the call of Roland’s horn,
Charlemagne returns to Roncevaux to mourn his nephew and avenge his death in a
deadly confrontation with the enemy. Learning of his fiancé’s death Aude dies of grief,
but the traitor is cruelly punished.
The epic is based on the ideals of the crusade and the exaltation of the vassal’s loyalty.
At the same time, it uses the heroic ideals by making Roland adamant in not seeking
Charlemagne’s help while there is still time. He apologizes for the heroism which in
effect makes him lose the land he was entrusted to protect, but he sought after such
ideals that were considered to be the most important achievements in his world view.
The poem amalgamates both the heroic and Christian principles: Roland’s death is seen
as martyrdom suffered for faith, the angels come to collect his body and celebrates
Charlemagne’s decisive victory against the Saracens. The poem is based on a historical
fact i.e., the ambush laid by the Basque or Gascon highlanders for Charlemagne’s army
in 778, which caused serious losses. But the franks are here substituted by the enemies
of faith. This change reflects how the poet was employing the heroic conventions to
depict the Christian beliefs.
Heroic poems: Battle of Maldon and Brunanburgh
These two poems celebrating the two historical events of the Old English period would
serve as an example of the existing tradition of composing heroic lays. They can be seen
as the precursors to the more complex heroic epic like Beowulf.
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The Battle of Brunanburh
The Battle of Brunanburh, also
spelt Brunnanburh, is an Old
English poem of 73 lines
included in the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle under the year 937. It
relates the victory of the Saxon
king Athelstan over the allied
army of Norse, Scots, and
Strathclyde Briton invaders
under the leadership of Olaf
Guthfrithson, king of Dublin
and claimant to the throne of
York. The poem is probably a
panegyric
composed
for
Battle of Brunanburh, illustration by Alfred Pearse. Source: Web
Athelstan to celebrate his
victory. It describes the dead
kings and earls on the battlefield and pictures the Norsemen slinking back to Dublin in
their ships while their dead sons are being devoured by ravens and wolves. The poem
claims that this was the greatest battle ever fought in England. Unlike The Battle of
Maldon, it does not present the speeches of the English warriors but rather adheres to
the narration of the incidents.
The Battle of Maldon
More than the victory it is the defeat that inspires greater poetic outburst. The Battle of
Maldon is such an example. The original manuscript of the poem was lost due to fire as
a result of which the beginning and end of the poem is lost. The poem may have been
composed around 10th century or early 11th, in the East Anglian dialect. It is a poetic
description of the historical events of the battle of Maldon that took place in 991,
between Byrhtnoth of Essex and the Danish chief Olaf Tryggvason, one of the most
illustrious of the Viking leaders and later king of Norway. The Vikings had attacked the
south coast of England. The poems shows the pride of the English chief, who allows the
Vikings to cross a causeway at low tide, which seems to lead to their defeat and his
death. The most debated word in the poem is ‘ofermōde’, which occurs in line 89.
Literally ‘high spirits’ or ‘overconfidence’, ‘ofermōde’ is usually translated as ‘pride’,
and occurs in Genesis poems when referring to Lucifer. Both Jonathan Glenn and
Michael Alexander translate it as ‘arrogance’ and Bradley as "extravagant spirit". The
various translations show how the scholars have looked at the attitude of the hero, whose
decision has led to the fall of his side.

11

The poem opens with the English force ready to engage in battle with the Danish army
at the river Pante. A full-scale battle ensues in which Byrhtnoth is killed. Some of his
retainers flee the battlefield but rest holds out in face of the crushing defeat. Thus in
the final hour of defeat the English hold on to the
spirit of heroism and courage. The poem is
therefore regarded as the finest expression of
heroic ideal. In face of a national crisis which took
shape of the Danish attack, the poem serves as a
call for battle, propaganda to unite the people
against the foreign invaders. To quote Caie (‘The
shorter Heroic Verse’ quoted in Traherne, p 141):

Statue of Brythnoth at Promenade Park

Its [the Germanic ideal’s] emergence in the 10th
century… is undoubtedly connected with the
political needs of the Saxon rulers to create a
united kingdom by claiming a common Germanic
heritage with a great past and ideals of loyalty to
God and King. It nourished a sense of nostalgia for
a time of fixed beliefs when men could be heroes
and heroes were immortal. A time that never
was—yet will be forever.

Both the poems, whether they celebrate victory or defeat, contain certain ideals that
are central to heroic epic tradition, which you will again find while studying Beowulf.
They are: celebration of the war and the heroic ideals, the blend of the pagan and
Christian values, relationship between the lord and his thanes, the importance of the
leader in the society, and the thirst for fame and glory in the battle.
1.5





1.6

LET US SUM UP
Ballad, heroic poem and epic are three types of narrative poetry.
All epics are heroic poems for they celebrate the heroic spirit, but all heroic poems
cannot be called epics for they may lack certain stylistic features.
The epics are of two types: oral and written.
Oral epics are later written down by clerics and thus interpolations are common.
Battle of Maldon and Battle of Brunanburh are two examples of Old English
heroic poems.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

a. What is a ballad?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
12

…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
b. When did the battle of Brunanburgh take place?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
c. What is an ‘invocation’?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
d. Would you consider the Odyssey to be a sequel to the Iliad?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
e. Write a short note on oral epics.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………
f. Discuss two salient features of a heroic poem.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………
g. What do you understand by the ‘choric quality’ of an epic?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………
h. Discuss any two ancient epics.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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HOMER’S ODYSSEY BOOK 1
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Let Us Sum Up
Check Your Progress

2.0

OBJECTIVE

In this unit we will deal with translated text material.
 The Odyssey opens with the poet asking the Muse of Epic Poetry, Calliope, to
inspire him in the telling of this story.
 The opening scene is on Mt. Olympus, with the gods, and provides an example of
Olympian diplomacy. Athena attempts to persuade her father, Zeus, to
let Odysseus return to his family and home in Ithaca, where Odysseus's
wife, Penelope, is busy fighting off suitors who are keen to replace the presumeddead Odysseus.
 Athena convinces Zeus that Hermes should be allowed to rescue Odysseus. Zeus
agrees and also tells Poseidon to leave Odysseus alone.
2.1

INTRODUCTION

The Odyssey is divided into 24 books. The first four describe the difficulties faced by
Telemachus, the son of Odysseus. Books 5–12 describe the adventures the hero
encounters on his way home. Books 13–24 tell how Odysseus returns to Ithaca and is
finally reunited with his wife, Penelope, and his son. In this guide some books that
describe continuous or related actions have been combined for the purpose of analysis.
2.2

TRANSALTED TEXT

Tell me, O Muse, of the man of many devices, who wandered full many ways after he
had sacked the sacred citadel of Troy. Many were the men whose cities he saw and
whose mind he learned, aye, and many the woes he suffered in his heart upon the sea,
[5] seeking to win his own life and the return of his comrades. Yet even so he saved
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not his comrades, though he desired it sore, for through their own blind folly they
perished—fools, who devoured the kine of Helios Hyperion; but he took from them
the day of their returning. [10] Of these things, goddess, daughter of Zeus, beginning
where thou wilt, tell thou even unto us. Now all the rest, as many as had escaped sheer
destruction, were at home, safe from both war and sea, but Odysseus alone, filled with
longing for his return and for his wife, did the queenly nymph Calypso, that bright
goddess, [15] keep back in her hollow caves, yearning that he should be her husband.
But when, as the seasons revolved, the year came in which the gods had ordained that
he should return home to Ithaca, not even there was he free from toils, even among his
own folk. And all the gods pitied him [20] save Poseidon; but he continued to rage
unceasingly against godlike Odysseus until at length he reached his own land. Howbeit
Poseidon had gone among the far-off Ethiopians—the Ethiopians who dwell sundered
in twain, the farthermost of men, some where Hyperion sets and some where he rises,
[25] there to receive a hecatomb of bulls and rams, and there he was taking his joy,
sitting at the feast; but the other gods were gathered together in the halls of Olympian
Zeus. Among them the father of gods and men was first to speak, for in his heart he
thought of noble Aegisthus, [30] whom far-famed Orestes, Agamemnon's son, had
slain. Thinking on him he spoke among the immortals, and said: “Look you now, how
ready mortals are to blame the gods. It is from us, they say, that evils come, but they
even of themselves, through their own blind folly, have sorrows beyond that which is
ordained. [35] Even as now Aegisthus, beyond that which was ordained, took to
himself the wedded wife of the son of Atreus, and slew him on his return, though well
he knew of sheer destruction, seeing that we spake to him before, sending Hermes, the
keen-sighted Argeiphontes,1 that he should neither slay the man nor woo his wife; [40]
for from Orestes shall come vengeance for the son of Atreus when once he has come
to manhood and longs for his own land. So Hermes spoke, but for all his good intent
he prevailed not upon the heart of Aegisthus; and now he has paid the full price of all.”
Then the goddess, flashing-eyed2 Athena, answered him: [45] “Father of us all, thou
son of Cronos, high above all lords, aye, verily that man lies low in a destruction that
is his due; so, too, may any other also be destroyed who does such deeds. But my heart
is torn for wise Odysseus, hapless man, who far from his friends has long been
suffering woes [50] in a sea-girt isle, where is the navel of the sea. 'Tis a wooded isle,
and therein dwells a goddess, daughter of Atlas of baneful mind, who knows the depths
of every sea, and himself holds the tall pillars which keep earth and heaven apart. [55]
His daughter it is that keeps back that wretched, sorrowing man; and ever with soft
and wheedling words she beguiles him that he may forget Ithaca. But Odysseus, in his
longing to see were it but the smoke leaping up from his own land, yearns to die. Yet
thy [60] heart doth not regard it, Olympian. Did not Odysseus beside the ships of the
Argives offer thee sacrifice without stint in the broad land of Troy? Wherefore then
didst thou conceive such wrath3 against him, O Zeus?” Then Zeus, the cloud-gatherer,
answered her and said: “My child, what a word has escaped the barrier of thy teeth?
[65] How should I, then, forget godlike Odysseus, who is beyond all mortals in
wisdom, and beyond all has paid sacrifice to the immortal gods, who hold broad
heaven? Nay, it is Poseidon, the earth-enfolder, who is ever filled with stubborn wrath
because of the Cyclops, whom Odysseus blinded of his eye— [70] even the godlike
16

Polyphemus, whose might is greatest among all the Cyclopes; and the nymph Thoosa
bore him, daughter of Phorcys who rules over the unresting4 sea; for in the hollow
caves she lay with Poseidon. From that time forth Poseidon, the earth-shaker, [75]
does not indeed slay Odysseus, but makes him a wanderer from his native land. But
come, let us who are here all take thought of his return, that he may come home; and
Poseidon will let go his anger, for he will in no wise be able, against all the immortal
gods and in their despite, to contend alone.” [80] Then the goddess, flashing-eyed
Athena, answered him: “Father of us all, thou son of Cronos, high above all lords, if
indeed this is now well pleasing to the blessed gods, that the wise Odysseus should
return to his own home, let us send forth Hermes, the messenger, Argeiphontes, [85]
to the isle Ogygia, that with all speed he may declare to the fair-tressed nymph our
fixed resolve, even the return of Odysseus of the steadfast heart, that he may come
home. But, as for me, I will go to Ithaca, that I may the more arouse his son, and set
courage in his heart [90] to call to an assembly the long-haired Achaeans, and speak
out his word to all the wooers, who are ever slaying his thronging sheep and his
sleek5 kine of shambling gait. And I will guide him to Sparta and to sandy Pylos, to
seek tidings of the return of his dear father, if haply he may hear of it, [95] that good
report may be his among men.” So she spoke, and bound beneath her feet her beautiful
sandals, immortal, golden, which were wont to bear her both over the waters of the
sea and over the boundless land swift as the blasts of the wind. And she took her
mighty spear, tipped with sharp bronze, [100] heavy and huge and strong, wherewith
she vanquishes the ranks of men—of warriors, with whom she is wroth, she, the
daughter of the mighty sire. Then she went darting down from the heights of Olympus,
and took her stand in the land of Ithaca at the outer gate of Odysseus, on the threshold
of the court. In her hand she held the spear of bronze, [105] and she was in the likeness
of a stranger, Mentes, the leader of the Taphians. There she found the proud wooers.
They were taking their pleasure at draughts in front of the doors, sitting on the hides
of oxen which they themselves had slain; and of the heralds7 and busy squires, [110]
some were mixing wine and water for them in bowls, others again were washing the
tables with porous sponges and setting them forth, while still others were portioning
out meats in abundance. Her the godlike Telemachus was far the first to see, for he
was sitting among the wooers, sad at heart, [115] seeing in thought his noble father,
should he perchance come from somewhere and make a scattering of the wooers in
the palace, and himself win honor and rule over his own house. As he thought of these
things, sitting among the wooers, he beheld Athena, and he went straight to the outer
door; for in his heart he counted it shame [120] that a stranger should stand long at the
gates. So, drawing near, he clasped her right hand, and took from her the spear of
bronze; and he spoke, and addressed her with winged words:8 “Hail, stranger; in our
house thou shalt find entertainment and then, when thou hast tasted food, thou shalt
tell of what thou hast need.” [125] So saying, he led the way, and Pallas Athena
followed. And when they were within the lofty house, he bore the spear and set it
against a tall pillar in a polished spear-rack, where were set many spears besides, even
those of Odysseus of the steadfast heart. [130] Athena herself he led and seated on a
chair, spreading a linen cloth beneath—a beautiful chair, richly-wrought,9 and below
was a footstool for the feet. Beside it he placed for himself an inlaid seat, apart from
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the others, the wooers, lest the stranger, vexed by their din, should loathe the meal,
seeing that he was in the company of overweening men; [135] and also that he might
ask him about his father that was gone. Then a handmaid brought water for the hands
in a fair pitcher of gold, and poured it over a silver basin for them to wash, and beside
them drew up a polished table. And the grave housewife brought and set before them
bread, [140] and therewith dainties in abundance, giving freely of her store. And a
carver lifted up and placed before them platters of all manner of meats, and set by
them golden goblets, while a herald ever walked to and fro pouring them wine. Then
in came the proud wooers, and thereafter [145] sat them down in rows on chairs and
high seats. Heralds poured water over their hands, and maid-servants heaped by them
bread in baskets, and youths filled the bowls brim full of drink; and they put forth their
hands to the good cheer lying ready before them. [150] Now after the wooers had put
from them the desire of food and drink, their hearts turned to other things, to song and
to dance; for these things are the crown of a feast. And a herald put the beautiful lyre
in the hands of Phemius, who sang perforce among the wooers; [155] and he struck
the chords in prelude10 to his sweet lay. But Telemachus spoke to flashing-eyed
Athena, holding his head close, that the others might not hear: “Dear stranger, wilt
thou be wroth with me for the word that I shall say? These men care for things like
these, the lyre and song, [160] full easily, seeing that without atonement they devour
the livelihood of another, of a man whose white bones, it may be, rot in the rain as
they lie upon the mainland, or the wave rolls them in the sea. Were they to see him
returned to Ithaca, they would all pray to be swifter of foot, [165] rather than richer in
gold and in raiment. But now he has thus perished by an evil doom, nor for us is there
any comfort, no, not though any one of men upon the earth should say that he will
come; gone is the day of his returning. But come, tell me this, and declare it truly.
[170] Who art thou among men, and from whence? Where is thy city and where thy
parents? On what manner of ship didst thou come, and how did sailors bring thee
to Ithaca? Who did they declare themselves to be? For nowise, methinks, didst thou
come hither on foot. And tell me this also truly, that I may know full well, [175]
whether this is thy first coming hither, or whether thou art indeed a friend of my
father's house. For many were the men who came to our house as strangers, since he,
too, had gone to and fro11 among men.” Then the goddess, flashing-eyed Athena,
answered him: “Therefore of a truth will I frankly tell thee all. [180] I declare that I
am Mentes, the son of wise Anchialus, and I am lord over the oar-loving Taphians.
And now have I put in here, as thou seest, with ship and crew, while sailing over the
wine-dark sea to men of strange speech, on my way to Temese for copper; and I bear
with me shining iron. [185] My ship lies yonder beside the fields away from the city,
in the harbor of Rheithron, under woody Neion. Friends of one another do we declare
ourselves to be, even as our fathers were, friends from of old. Nay, if thou wilt, go and
ask the old warrior Laertes, who, they say, [190] comes no more to the city, but afar
in the fields suffers woes attended by an aged woman as his handmaid, who sets before
him food and drink, after weariness has laid hold of his limbs, as he creeps along the
slope of his vineyard plot. And now am I come, for of a truth men said that he, [195]
thy father, was among his people; but lo, the gods are thwarting him of his return. For
not yet has goodly Odysseus perished on the earth, but still, I ween, he lives and is
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held back on the broad sea in a sea-girt isle, and cruel men keep him, a savage folk,
that constrain him, haply sore against his will. [200] Nay, I will now prophesy to thee,
as the immortals put it in my heart, and as I think it shall be brought to pass, though I
am in no wise a soothsayer, nor one versed in the signs of birds. Not much longer shall
he be absent from his dear native land, no, not though bonds of iron hold him. [205]
He will contrive a way to return, for he is a man of many devices. But come, tell me
this and declare it truly, whether indeed, tall as thou art, thou art the son of Odysseus
himself. Wondrously like his are thy head and beautiful eyes; for full often did we
consort with one another [210] before he embarked for the land of Troy, whither
others, too, the bravest of the Argives, went in their hollow ships. But since that day
neither have I seen Odysseus, nor he me.” Then wise Telemachus answered her:
“Therefore of a truth, stranger, will I frankly tell thee all. [215] My mother says that I
am his child; but I know not, for never yet did any man of himself know his own
parentage. Ah, would that I had been the son of some blest man, whom old age
overtook among his own possessions. But now of him who was the most ill-fated of
mortal men [220] they say that I am sprung, since thou askest me of this.” Then the
goddess, flashing-eyed Athena, answered him: “Surely, then, no nameless lineage
have the gods appointed for thee in time to come, seeing that Penelope bore thee such
as thou art. But come, tell me this and declare it truly. [225] What feast, what throng
is this? What need hast thou of it? Is it a drinking bout, or a wedding feast? For this
plainly is no meal to which each brings his portion, with such outrage and overweening
do they seem to me to be feasting in thy halls. Angered would a man be at seeing all
these shameful acts, any man of sense who should come among them.” [230] Then
wise Telemachus answered her: “Stranger, since indeed thou dost ask and question me
of this, our house once bade fair to be rich and honorable, so long as that man was still
among his people. But now the gods have willed otherwise in their evil devising, [235]
seeing that they have caused him to pass from sight as they have no other man. For I
should not so grieve for his death, if he had been slain among his comrades in the land
of the Trojans, or had died in the arms of his friends, when he had wound up the skein
of war. Then would the whole host of the Achaeans have made him a tomb, [240] and
for his son, too, he would have won great glory in days to come. But as it is, the spirits
of the storm12 have swept him away and left no tidings: he is gone out of sight, out of
hearing, and for me he has left anguish and weeping; nor do I in any wise mourn and
wail for him alone, seeing that the gods have brought upon me other sore troubles.
[245] For all the princes who hold sway over the islands—Dulichium and Same and
wooded Zacynthus—and those who lord it over rocky Ithaca, all these woo my mother
and lay waste my house. And she neither refuses the hateful marriage, [250] nor is she
able to make an end; but they with feasting consume my substance: ere long they will
bring me, too, to ruin.” Then, stirred to anger, Pallas Athena spoke to him:“Out on it!
Thou hast of a truth sore need of Odysseus that is gone, that he might put forth his
hands upon the shameless wooers. [255] Would that he might come now and take his
stand at the outer gate of the house, with helmet and shield and two spears, such a man
as he was when I first saw him in our house drinking and making merry, on his way
back from Ephyre, from the house of Ilus, son of Mermerus. [260] For thither, too,
went Odysseus in his swift ship in search of a deadly drug, that he might have
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wherewith to smear his bronze-tipped arrows; yet Ilus gave it not to him, for he stood
in awe of the gods that are forever; but my father gave it, for he held him strangely
dear. [265] Would, I say, that in such strength Odysseus might come amongst the
wooers; then should they all find swift destruction and bitterness in their wooing. Yet
these things verily lie on the knees of the gods, whether he shall return and wreak
vengeance in his halls, or whether he shall not; but for thyself, I bid thee take thought
[270] how thou mayest thrust forth the wooers from the hall. Come now, give ear, and
hearken to my words. On the morrow call to an assembly the Achaean lords, and speak
out thy word to all, and let the gods be thy witnesses. As for the wooers, bid them
scatter, each to his own; [275] and for thy mother, if her heart bids her marry, let her
go back to the hall of her mighty father, and there they will prepare a wedding feast,
and make ready the gifts13 full many—aye, all that should follow after a well-loved
daughter. And to thyself will I give wise counsel, if thou wilt hearken. [280] Man with
twenty rowers the best ship thou hast, and go to seek tidings of thy father, that has long
been gone, if haply any mortal may tell thee, or thou mayest hear a voice from Zeus,
which oftenest brings tidings to men. First go to Pylos and question goodly Nestor,
[285] and from thence to Sparta to fair-haired Menelaus; for he was the last to reach
home of the brazen-coated Achaeans. If so be thou shalt hear that thy father is alive
and coming home, then verily, though thou art sore afflicted, thou couldst endure for
yet a year. But if thou shalt hear that he is dead and gone, [290] then return to thy dear
native land and heap up a mound for him, and over it pay funeral rites, full many as is
due, and give thy mother to a husband. Then when thou hast done all this and brought
it to an end, thereafter take thought in mind and heart [295] how thou mayest slay the
wooers in thy halls whether by guile or openly; for it beseems thee not to practise
childish ways, since thou art no longer of such an age. Or hast thou not heard what
fame the goodly Orestes won among all mankind when he slew his father's murderer,
[300] the guileful Aegisthus, for that he slew his glorious father? Thou too, my friend,
for I see that thou art comely and tall, be thou valiant, that many an one of men yet to
be born may praise thee. But now I will go down to my swift ship and my comrades,
who, methinks, are chafing much at waiting for me. [305] For thyself, give heed and
have regard to my words.” Then wise Telemachus answered her: “Stranger, in truth
thou speakest these things with kindly thought, as a father to his son, and never will I
forget them. But come now, tarry, eager though thou art to be gone, [310] in order that
when thou hast bathed and satisfied thy heart to the full, thou mayest go to thy ship
glad in spirit, and bearing a gift costly and very beautiful, which shall be to thee an
heirloom from me, even such a gift as dear friends give to friends.” Then the goddess,
flashing-eyed Athena, answered him: [315] “Stay me now no longer, when I am eager
to be gone, and whatsoever gift thy heart bids thee give me, give it when I come back,
to bear to my home, choosing a right beautiful one; it shall bring thee its worth in
return.” So spoke the goddess, flashing-eyed Athena, and departed, [320] flying
upward14 as a bird; and in his heart she put strength and courage, and made him think
of his father even more than aforetime. And in his mind he marked her and marvelled,
for he deemed that she was a god; and straightway he went among the wooers, a
godlike man. [325] For them the famous minstrel was singing, and they sat in silence
listening; and he sang of the return of the Achaeans—the woeful return
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from Troy which Pallas Athena laid upon them. And from her upper chamber the
daughter of Icarius, wise Penelope, heard his wondrous song, [330] and she went down
the high stairway from her chamber, not alone, for two handmaids attended her. Now
when the fair lady had come to the wooers, she stood by the door-post of the well-built
hall, holding before her face her shining veil; [335] and a faithful handmaid stood on
either side of her. Then she burst into tears, and spoke to the divine minstrel: “Phemius,
many other things thou knowest to charm mortals, deeds of men and gods which
minstrels make famous. Sing them one of these, as thou sittest here, [340] and let them
drink their wine in silence. But cease from this woeful song which ever harrows the
heart in my breast, for upon me above all women has come a sorrow not to be
forgotten. So dear a head do I ever remember with longing, even my husband, whose
fame is wide through Hellas and mid-Argos.”15 [345] Then wise Telemachus answered
her: “My mother, why dost thou begrudge the good minstrel to give pleasure in
whatever way his heart is moved? It is not minstrels that are to blame, but Zeus, I
ween, is to blame, who gives to men that live by toil,16 to each one as he will. [350]
With this man no one can be wroth if he sings of the evil doom of the Danaans; for
men praise that song the most which comes the newest to their ears. For thyself, let
thy heart and soul endure to listen; for not Odysseus alone lost [355] in Troy the day
of his return, but many others likewise perished. Nay, go to thy chamber, and busy
thyself with thine own tasks, the loom and the distaff, and bid thy handmaids ply their
tasks; but speech shall be for men, for all, but most of all for me; since mine is the
authority in the house.” [360] She then, seized with wonder, went back to her chamber,
for she laid to heart the wise saying of her son. Up to her upper chamber she went with
her handmaids, and then bewailed Odysseus, her dear husband until flashing-eyed
Athena cast sweet sleep upon her eyelids. But the wooers broke into uproar throughout
the shadowy halls, and all prayed, each that he might lie by her side. And among them
wise Telemachus was the first to speak: “Wooers of my mother, overweening in your
insolence, for the present let us make merry with feasting, but let there be no brawling;
for this is a goodly thing, to listen to a minstrel such as this man is, like to the gods in
voice. But in the morning let us go to the assembly and take our seats, one and all, that
I may declare my word to you outright that you depart from these halls. Prepare you
other feasts, eating your own substance and changing from house to house. But if this
seems in your eyes to be a better and more profitable thing, that one man's livelihood
should be ruined without atonement, waste ye it. But I will call upon the gods that are
forever, if haply Zeus may grant that deeds of requital may be wrought. Without
atonement, then, should ye perish within my halls.” So he spoke, and they all bit their
lips and marvelled at Telemachus, for that he spoke boldly. Then Antinous, son of
Eupeithes, answered him:“Telemachus, verily the gods themselves are teaching thee
to be a man of vaunting tongue, and to speak with boldness. May the son of Cronos
never make thee king in sea-girt Ithaca, which thing is by birth thy heritage.” Then
wise Telemachus answered him: “Antinous, wilt thou be wroth with me for the word
that I shall say? Even this should I be glad to accept from the hand of Zeus. Thinkest
thou indeed that this is the worst fate among men? Nay, it is no bad thing to be a king.
Straightway one's house grows rich and oneself is held in greater honor. However,
there are other kings of the Achaeans full many in seagirt Ithaca, both young and old.
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One of these haply may have this place, since goodly Odysseus is dead. But I will be
lord of our own house and of the slaves that goodly Odysseus won for me.” Then
Eurymachus, son of Polybus, answered him: “Telemachus, this matter verily lies on
the knees of the gods, who of the Achaeans shall be king in sea-girt Ithaca; but as for
thy possessions, thou mayest keep them thyself, and be lord in thine own house. Never
may that man come who by violence and against thy will shall wrest thy possessions
from thee, while men yet live in Ithaca. [405] But I am fain, good sir, to ask thee of
the stranger, whence this man comes. Of what land does he declare himself to be?
Where are his kinsmen and his native fields? Does he bring some tidings of thy father's
coming, or came he hither in furtherance of some matter of his own? [410] How he
started up, and was straightway gone! Nor did he wait to be known; and yet he seemed
no base man to look upon.” Then wise Telemachus answered him: “Eurymachus,
surely my father's home-coming is lost and gone. No longer do I put trust in tidings,
whencesoever they may come, [415] nor reck I of any prophecy which my mother
haply may learn of a seer, when she has called him to the hall. But this stranger is a
friend of my father's house from Taphos. He declares that he is Mentes, son of wise
Anchialus, and he is lord over the oar-loving Taphians.” [420] So spoke Telemachus,
but in his heart he knew the immortal goddess. Now the wooers turned to the dance
and to gladsome song, and made them merry, and waited till evening should come;
and as they made merry dark evening came upon them. Then they went, each man to
his house, to take their rest. But Telemachus, where his chamber was built in the
beautiful court, high, in a place of wide outlook, thither went to his bed, pondering
many things in mind; and with him, bearing blazing torches, went true-hearted
Eurycleia, daughter of Ops, son of Peisenor. [430] Her long ago Laertes had bought
with his wealth, when she was in her first youth, and gave for her the price of twenty
oxen; and he honored her even as he honored his faithful wife in his halls, but he never
lay with her in love, for he shunned the wrath of his wife. She it was who bore for
Telemachus the blazing torches; [435] for she of all the handmaids loved him most,
and had nursed him when he was a child. He opened the doors of the well-built
chamber, sat down on the bed, and took off his soft tunic and laid it in the wise old
woman's hands. And she folded and smoothed the tunic [440] and hung it on a peg
beside the corded17 bedstead, and then went forth from the chamber, drawing the door
to by its silver handle, and driving the bolt home with the thong. So there, the night
through, wrapped in a fleece of wool, he pondered in his mind upon the journey which
Athena had shewn him.
2.3

LET US SUM UP

Odysseus, the story's protagonist and hero, has been stranded on the island of Ogygia
for years. He's being held captive by a nymph, Calypso, who is in love with him.
Additionally, Odysseus is hiding from the god of the sea, Poseidon, who is angry that
Odysseus blinded his son, Polyphemus the Cyclops. Athena descends from the
heavens to counsel Odysseus's son, Telemachus, who has been unable to regain control
of his home from Penelope's suitors. She goes to Ithaca disguised as Mentes, an old
friend of the family. There she tells Telemachus that Odysseus will be returning home
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soon, but until then Telemachus needs to protect his mother and their home from the
onslaught of suitors courting Penelope. The suitors are surprised when Telemachus
finally tells them to leave—one of them notes that his confidence seems to have "come
from the gods," adding "only the gods could teach you/to sound so high and mighty!.
2.4
































GLOSSARY
Achilles famed warrior, hero of Homer's Iliad.
Achaeans here, a collective name for all Greeks, including Ithacans
Ajax (4.560) the Greek warrior whose offense at Athena's temple resulted in
Odysseus' wanderings; not to be confused with the Great Ajax, whom Odysseus
defeated in the contest for Achilles' armor.
ambrosia food of the gods, thought to grant immortality.
Aphrodite goddess of love and beauty, daughter of Zeus.
Apollo god of archery and patron of the arts.
Ares god of war, lover of Aphrodite.
Argive another term for Greek.
Argo ship of the Argonauts.
Argos here, a region in the northeastern Peloponnesus.
Artemis virgin goddess of the hunt and moon, twin sister of Apollo.
bellwether a ram, usually castrated, that wears a bell around its neck and is
followed by the other sheep.
brine sea water, salt water.
buckler a small, usually round shield that is carried or worn on the arm or
shoulder.
Cauconians people living to the southwest of Pylos.
cauldron a large kettle or vat.
Centaur a mythological creature that is part man, part horse.
Cephallenians Fagles and Knox (p. 525) point out that the term is used to refer
to all of Odysseus' subjects, but specifically residents of an island west of Ithaca
that is part of his kingdom.
charlatan an impostor, fraud or fake.
Cnossos a major city on Crete.
Creon king of Thebes, successor to Oedipus.
Crete an island in the Mediterranean off the southeastern coast of Greece.
Cronus a primordial god who ruled the world until dethroned by his son Zeus.
Ctimene Odysseus' younger sister.
Cyprus an island in the Mediterranean off southern Turkey.
Cythera a Greek island located between the Peloponnesus and Crete.
dam the female parent of any four-legged animal.
Dionysus god of wine for whom a cult is named, celebrating the power and
fertility of nature.
distant deadly Archer Apollo.
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Dulichion island near Ithaca.
Echetus a mainland Greek king known for his cruelty.
Elis a region in the northwestern Peloponnesus near Pylos.
Ethiopians the people of Ethiopia, an empire in eastern Africa.
fathom a unit of length equal to six feet, used to measure the depth of water.
flotilla a small fleet of ships or small boats.
hallmark a stamp of genuineness or excellence.
Helen of Argos the same Helen whose abduction from Sparta brought on the
Trojan War. By the time of The Odyssey, she is the somewhat matronly queen of
Sparta and content to be the wife of King Menelaus.
Hera sister and wife of Zeus.
Hermes herald and messenger of the gods, guide of deceased souls to the Land
of the Dead.
Icmalius a chair maker and wood craftsman on Ithaca.
Idomeneus commander of the warriors from Crete at Troy.
in your cups drunk, inebriated.
Ionian refers to people of the northeastern Peloponnesus.
Ismarus an ancient seaport on the Aegean Sea, north and slightly west of Troy,
home of the Cicones.
Jason captain of the Argo and leader of the Argonauts in quest of the Golden
Fleece; husband of Medea.
javelin a light spear designed for throwing.
King Priam king of Troy, killed when the city fell to the Greeks.
King Priam's craggy city Troy; "craggy" refers to a steep incline of rocks, a
barrier.
Leda a queen of Sparta and the mother, by Zeus in the form of a swan, of Helen
and Pollux.
libations liquids poured in offering to a god or gods as part of a religious ritual.
Libya a kingdom in northern Africa.
lowing mooing of cattle.
Malea southeastern cape of the Peloponnesus.
Messene a city in Menelaus' kingdom of Lacedaemon in the southern
Peloponnesus.
moly an herb of magic powers.
Mycenae Agamemnon's capital city, in the northeastern Peloponnesus of ancient
Greece.
Myrmidons legendary Greek warriors of ancient Thessaly who followed their
king, Achilles, into the Trojan War.
naiads any of several nymphs living in and presiding over bodies of water.
Nestor ruler of Pylos and eldest of the Greek leaders.
Nile a major river in Egypt, extending into other parts of eastern Africa.
nymph a female nature spirit or goddess.
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Oedipus Abandoned at birth and raised by the king of Corinth, he unwittingly
killed his father and married his mother.
Ogygia Calypso's island in the middle of the sea.
Old Man of the Sea Proteus the shape-shifter, servant of Poseidon.
Olympus highest mountain in Greece and legendary home of the gods.
Orion mythological hunter or the constellation named after him.
Ortygia island where Artemis killed Orion.
Pandareus father of the nightingale. See Fagles and Knox (pp. 514-515) for a
thorough consideration.
Parnassus a peak (about 8,060 feet high) in southern Greece, north of the Gulf of
Corinth.
pernicious deadly, destructive.
Perse a sea nymph, wife of the Sungod (Helios) and mother of Circe.
Persephone queen of the underworld.
Pharos island near the mouth of Egypt's Nile river.
Phoenician a person from ancient Phoenicia, a region along the eastern shores of
the Mediterranean.
Phorcys an old sea god.
Pieria region located north of Mount Olympus.
Pleiades, Plowman, Great Bear, and Hunter constellations.
Poseidon in Greek mythology, god of the sea, younger brother of Zeus.
Pramnian a type of wine often used in potions or medicines.
Proteus the "Old Man of the Sea," a sea god and servant of Poseidon known for
his ability to change shape.
pungent having a sharp or piercing taste or smell; also, causing sharp pain,
especially to the feelings.
Pylos a seaport in the southwestern Peloponnesus in southern Greece, capital city
of King Nestor.
Same island near Ithaca.
sceptered invested with authority or sovereignty.
shroud a cloth, often ornate, used to wrap a body for burial.
Sisyphus a cruel king condemned in Hades to the eternal, frustrating effort of
rolling a huge stone uphill, only to have it always roll down again.
smoke ducts openings high on the walls to allow smoke to escape.
sodden thoroughly saturated, drunk.
Sparta inland city in southern Peloponnesus, located in Laconia, home of King
Menelaus and Queen Helen.
squalls brief, sudden, and violent windstorms.
Styx one of the rivers of the Land of the Dead across which the souls of the dead
are ferried.
suitors here, the men attempting to court Penelope.
Sungod Helios.
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2.5

Tantalus a king punished in Hades by having to stand in water that recedes when
he bends to drink it and beneath fruit that ascends when he reaches to eat it.
Thesprotia a region in northwestern Greece.
Thetis a sea goddess, the mother of Achilles.
Tithonus in ancient Greek mythology, husband of Dawn.
Troy an ancient city in Troas, northwestern Asia Minor, site of the Trojan War.
tunic a loose, gownlike garment, sleeved or sleeveless, hanging to the knees and
worn by men as well as women.
winnow grain to separate the chaff from wheat or other grain, by tossing it and
allowing the wind to blow the chaff away.
Zacynthus an island in Odysseus' kingdom, south of Ithaca.
Zeus king of the gods in ancient Greek mythology
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Assess the importance of Homer in classical poetry.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0136%
3Abook%3D1
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UNIT-3 THE HOMER: MYTHOLOGICAL
UNBOUND
Structure
3.0
3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4
3.5
3.6
3.7
3.8

Objective
Introduction
The Death of Achilles
The Suicide of Ajax
The Bow of Heracles and The Palladium
The Trojan Horse
The Sack of Troy and The Returns
Let Us Sum Up
Check Your Progress

3.0

OBJECTIVE

In this unit we will read about:
 The Odyssey is Homer's epic poem about Odysseus' ten -year journey
home after the Trojan War.
 As Odysseus fights supernatural creatures and faces the gods' wrath,
his wife Penelope and son Telemachus fight off suitors vying for
Penelope's hand and Ithaca's throne before Odysseus returns.
 Odysseus wins a contest to prove his identity and slaughters the suitors
at the end of the Odyssey.
3.1

INTRODUCTION

The Odyssey tells the story of the Greek hero Odysseus’ return home from the Trojan
War. Although the Odyssey focuses on Odysseus’ story, it also tells about the returns
of four other heroes: Nestor, Agamemnon, Menelaus, and the Lesser Ajax. These
stories are told piecemeal and in flashbacks, so they are a little more difficult to follow.
Furthermore, there are also a few events that happened between the end of the Iliad and
the beginning of the Odyssey, that are helpful to know.
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Odysseus blinding Polyphemus on an amphora in the Archaeological Museum in
Eleusis
.
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A bronze figurine of one of the men turned into pigs by Circe in the Walters Art
Museum in Baltimore
3.2

THE DEATH OF ACHILLES

The first of these events is the death of Achilles, which came at the hands of Paris with
the help of Apollo. The Greeks were fighting near the gates of Troy and Paris shot at
Achilles with his bow, which Apollo guided to Achilles’ one vulnerable spot, his
ankle. This was the only vulnerable spot on Achilles’ body because his mother tried
to make him immortal when he was a baby by dipping him in the River Styx. Since
she held him by the ankle, the waters of the Styx did not touch that part of him, so he
was mortal and vulnerable in that spot.
3.3

THE SUICIDE OF AJAX

After Achilles’ death, it was decided that his armor should be given to the second
greatest Greek warrior after Achilles. As we know from Book 18 of the Iliad, Achilles
had immortal armor, which had been crafted for him by the god, Hephaestus, to make
up for the armor he had lost when Patroclus had worn it into battle (and Hector had
taken it after he killed Patroclus). Now that Achilles, the greatest of the Achaeans, was
dead, it was agreed that his immortal armor should go to the second greatest warrior.
Everyone knew that the second greatest warrior was the Greater Ajax, the son of
Telamon; he was huge, he was brave, and he was selfless; he spent all his time
protecting the other Achaeans. But Odysseus used his amazing speaking ability to
convince Agamemnon and Menelaus (who were judging the contest) that his
cleverness made him more valuable than Ajax (who was not known for his wits) and
that he, Odysseus, was in fact the second best Greek warrior. As a result, Odysseus
was awarded Achilles’ armor, even though everyone knew in their hearts that Ajax
really deserved it. Ajax was so mortified by being passed over for an honor that he felt
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was rightfully his, that he killed himself in shame. And, as we will see when we read
the Odyssey, Odysseus later came to deeply regret his “win”.

A small bronze figurine of Odysseus tied to the underside of a ram to escape
Polyphemus in the Archaeological Museum of Delphi
3.4

THE BOW OF HERACLES AND THE PALLADIUM

Meanwhile, the Trojan War raged on, despite the deaths of both Hector and
Achilles. The Greeks learned from Helenus, a son of Priam whom they had captured,
that they needed to complete two tasks before they could capture Troy. First of all,
they needed Heracles’ bow, and second, they needed to capture the Palladium, a
wooden statue of Athena, which was kept in Athena’s temple in Troy. The Greeks first
set out to acquire Heracles’ bow, which was difficult because Heracles had given it to
his friend, Philoctetes, before he died. Many years earlier, at the beginning of the
Trojan War, the Greeks had abandoned him on a desert island, so now he hated the
Greeks and did not want to give them Heracles’ bow. But eventually, with the help of
Achilles’ son, Neoptolemus, they were able to convince him to give them Heracles’
bow. The entire story, including the reason why the Greeks abandoned Philoctetes in
the first place, is told in Sophocles’ play, Philoctetes.
Now the Greeks needed to somehow acquire the Palladium, since Helenus had told
them that as long as the Palladium was inside Athena’s temple, the city could not fall.
Odysseus and Diomedes snuck into the city in disguise and stole the Palladium, taking
it with them to the Greek camp.
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3.5

THE TROJAN HORSE

Now the only thing standing in between the Greeks and victory were the impressive
walls of Troy. Odysseus hatched a scheme to get them inside the city. A giant, hollow
wooden horse was constructed and a select group of warriors was placed inside. The
rest of the Greeks sailed just out of sight of Troy, waiting for a signal from the city to
come back. The Trojans, when they saw that the Greek army had left, assumed that
the Greeks had finally admitted defeat and had sailed back home. The Trojans took
the horse, which they believed to be a thank-offering to Athena for a safe trip home,
inside their city. That night they celebrated the end of the war with an amazing party
and then fell into a drunken sleep. While the city slept, the Greek warriors came out
of the wooden horse. They quickly went to the gates and opened them and then lit a
fire as a signal to the Greek fleet that they were ready for reinforcements. The Greek
fleet returned, the warriors inside the city opened the gates, and the Greeks burned and
pillaged the city, razing it to the ground.

This is a famous Athenian red-figure vase (c. 480-470 BC) showing Odysseus tied to
the mast, listening to the Sirens’ song, as his crew rows past their island. This vase
shows the Sirens as part-woman and part-bird, although Homer seems to imagine them
in completely female form. This very well-known vase, on display in the British
Museum, has become the basis for several modern depictions of the Sirens, including
the one by N. C. Wyeth, below.
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N. C. (Newell Convers) Wyeth (1882-1945) was one of the greatest American
illustrators of the early twentieth century. This painting, from a 1929 edition of The
Odyssey, is clearly modeled on the Sirens vase in the British Museum, but it depicts
Odysseus tied to the mast in a Christ-like pose, while the Sirens seem to embody
sexual temptation. N. C. Wyeth (1882-1945), The Sirens, 1929, oil on canvas, 48 1/2
x 38 1/4″. Brandywine Museum purchase, 1991.
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3.6

THE SACK OF TROY AND THE RETURNS

The Greeks were savage in their sack of the city and their actions had lasting
consequences on their journeys home. The Lesser Ajax (the son of Oïleus, called
“Lesser” to distinguish him from the more famous warrior named Ajax) raped
Cassandra in Athena’s temple. As you can imagine, Athena was furious, and she found
a way to punish him so that he did not survive [see Athena]. Neoptolemus killed Priam
at the altar of Zeus but, when he arrived home, he was killed by Orestes in a quarrel
over Hermione, the daughter of Helen and Menelaus. Menelaus had promised
Hermione to Neoptolemus but then later gave her to his nephew, Orestes. Agamemnon
arrived home quickly and without incident, but as soon as he arrived he was killed at
a banquet by his wife’s lover, Aegisthus. Menelaus was blown off course to Egypt,
and he spent seven years in Egypt before finally arriving home to Sparta. Odysseus
was blown around the entire Mediterranean Sea and was not able to return home until
ten years after the Trojan War was over (as we will see in the Odyssey). Only one
important Greek warrior made it home quickly with no negative consequences: Nestor.
We will discuss why Nestor alone had no difficulties getting home when we read
the Odyssey.
3.7

LET US SUM UP

Homer begins The Odyssey with an invocation to the Muse of epic poetry, asking for
her help in telling the storey of a man who has faced many trials and tribulations in his
life. The reader is told that Odysseus is the only Greek survivor of the Trojan War who
has not yet returned home or died attempting to do so. Calypso, the "bewitching
nymph" (1.17) who wants him for her husband, has him imprisoned on the island of
Ogygia. By blinding his son Polyphemus the Cyclops, Odysseus has provoked the
wrath of Poseidon, the god of the sea. Meanwhile, at Odysseus' home in Ithaca,
Penelope is surrounded by suitors.
3.8

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Write a short note on Trojan Horses?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………
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2. Write a short note on The Sack of Troy and the Returns?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………

https://press.rebus.community/mythologyunbound/chapter/the-iliad-an-introduction/
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UNIT-4

LOCALIZATION OF THE ODYSSEY’S
UNDERWORLD

Structure
4.0
4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4
4.5
4.6
4.7
4.0

Objective
Introduction
The Homeric Underworld
Homeric Cosmography
Geographical Localisation
Modern Popular Localisation
Let Us Sum Up
Check Your Progress
OBJECTIVE

In this unit we will read about:
 Odysseus' journey from Troy to Ithaca takes ten years, which is the same length
of time as the Trojan War.
 The god Poseidon, the many legendary creatures he meets, and Odysseus'
sometimes selfish and lazy crewmen are among the many enemies on Odysseus'
return journey, which should take just a few weeks.
4.1

INTRODUCTION

Locating the Odyssey’s Underworld would seem to be a ridiculous endeavor.
The Odyssey is vague about how Odysseus reaches the Underworld ; its description of
Hades is sketchy. And Hades is a supernatural place : how could one discover its
location ? Indeed, those intent on following in the wake of Odysseus, no matter how
enthusiastic, often steer clear of the Underworld1. But many since Antiquity have
localized the Odyssean Underworld, or at least its entrance. Others forego reality and
theorize about the abstract cosmography implied by Odysseus’ journey to the Hades.
Between these extremes of real-world localization and mental mapping lie a wide
variety of arguments, with different implications about the Homeric epic.
Concentrating on Odysseus’ journey to the Underworld, I will explore how the
geography and spatiality of the wanderings of Odysseus have been variously
conceptualized.
There are many different types of Homeric localization. Modern books that purport to
trace the « real » journey of Odysseus are typically written by amateurs outside of
academia, or at least classical studies. Some are composed by sensationalists claiming
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that Odysseus sailed across the Atlantic or around the world. But those recounting
autoptic visitation of Mediterranean locales, besides providing entertainment as travel
writing, can be of interest to Homerists. Examples of what I will call « popular
localization » will be discussed towards the end of the paper.
Why bother ?, you may ask. Popular localizers lead their readers through a close (if
tendentious) reading of the wanderings, and they often reference relevant ancient
testimony. Their arguments may not persuade us, but their method is comparable to
other conceptions of the relation of the journey of Odysseus to the real world. The
ancients habitually linked the wanderings of Odysseus to locations in the
Mediterranean. I refer not just to geographers like Eratosthenes and Strabo ; Greek
and Roman inhabitants of Italy and Sicily believed that Odysseus had visited their
lands. This was not idle whimsy ; ancient localization involved serious matters of
origins and genealogy5. Homerists have theorized about the real world provenance of
Odysseus’ journey and explored its cosmographical implications. Methods of
connecting the wanderings to Mediterranean places vary greatly, but recurring
tendencies are discernible. By comparing and contrasting the diverse ways in which
the Homeric Underworld has been conceptualized, we can better frame our own
approach to the Odyssey’s underworld episode. I will start with a close reading of the
Underworld in the Odyssey before turning to cosmographical localization,
geographical localization, and finally popular localization.
Though localization can be simplistic, it exists on a continuous spectrum with Homeric
research, which, after all, is another form of reception. Professionals as well as
amateurs are interested in the spatial aspects of the Homeric poem Scholarship has
often explored the underworld episode’s provenance in the real world and its abstract
cosmography. By considering the diversity of ways in which the Homeric Underworld
has been conceptualized, we can better frame our own approach to the Odyssey’s
underworld episode.
4.2

THE HOMERIC UNDERWORLD

As has long been recognized, Book XI of the Odyssey seems to begin as a necromancy
(the summoning of shades of the dead) before evolving into a katábasis (a heroic
journey to the Underworld by a mortal). The seeming disjunction between necromancy
and catabasis in the Homeric episode, as well as suspicions of interpolation for such
sections as the catalogue of women, the punishment of sinners, and the appearance of
Heracles, has encouraged scepticism about the unity of Odyssey XI. In my analysis I
will treat the whole of the episode as authentic, and in particular I do not consider the
presence of both necromantic and catabatic elements to be poetically problematic. But
the seeming conflation of the two has led to very different ways of localizing the scene.
The necromantic nature of the episode has tempted some to see realworld nekuomanteîa as foundational for Homer’s Underworld. The Odyssey’s explicit
placement of the Underworld at the edge of the earth has inspired others to visualize
Odysseus’ journey as movement through an abstract cosmography.
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Before exploring geographical and cosmographical interpretations of the Homeric
Underworld, we should consider how the Odyssey itself portrays it. Information about
Odysseus’ travel to the Underworld is very limited. When Odysseus announces his
intention to leave Circe, she consents but states the necessity of first undertaking a
journey to the home of Hades and Persephone (XI, 490-491). Odysseus in dismay
points out that nobody has travelled to Hades in a ship (502). Circe replies that his ship
will reach Hades without guidance, under the force of the north wind (506-507). When
he has travelled through Oceanus, she adds, and reaches the « shore and groves of
Persephone » (509), with poplars and willows, he should beach the ship « at
Oceanus Then he is to proceed to the home of Hades, where the Pyriphlegethon and
Kokytos, the latter an offshoot of the Styx, flow together into the Acheron river by a
rock (512-515). Circe provides no further spatial information except for the directive
to turn the sacrificial animals towards Erebus while facing back towards the « streams
of the river » (528-529). The river is apparently Oceanus; Erebus, literally
« darkness », would then refer to the region of Hades, as commonly.
The actual journey to Hades seems to proceed as foretold by Circe, though the
direction of the guiding wind is not specified (XI, 10), and there is some additional
information. Odysseus recalls that the ship sailed all day until the sun set (11-12), and
then reached the « limits » (πείραθ', 13) of Oceanus. There, the Phaeacians are told, is
where the Cimmerians live, under everlasting night (14-19). The Greeks proceeded
« along the stream of Oceanus » (21) until they came to the place specified by Circe.
Odysseus does not report that he followed Circe’s directional advice for the sacrifice,
but he states that souls immediately gathered from « Erebus » (36-37). Odysseus then
sits, except when he tries to embrace his mother, and allows only certain souls to
approach and drink the sacrificial blood in order to speak (a conceit that eventually
fades from the telling). Of further relevance is Teiresias’ observation that Odysseus
« leaving the light of the sun » came to see the dead, and Anticleia’s surprise that her
living son could cross rivers and Oceanus, which she claims is possible by ship but
not by foot (155-159)7. It has been noticed that Odysseus replies that necessity brought
him down to Hades (κατήγαγεν, 164). Catabatic terms to describe the journey are
employed elsewhere : when the shade of Achilles asks how Odysseus dared to come
down to Hades (κατελθέμεν, 475), and when Odysseus himself says to Penelope that
he went down into the house of Hades (κατέβην δόμον Ἄϊδος εἴσω, XXIII, 252).
After Odysseus has conversations with several heroes who approach him, in some
unexplained manner he is able to view souls inside Hades. When Odysseus and the
men leave, the current carries the ship on Oceanus (κατ' Ὠκεανὸν ποταμὸν, 639), with
the men rowing until a wind of unnamed direction impels it. The ship leaves the
current of Oceanus (XII, 1) and reaches the flow of the sea (κῦμα θαλάσσης, 2), and
eventually Aeaea, where the house of Dawn is located and Helios rises (3-4). Further
demarcation of the Underworld is given in the second nékyia in Book XXIV. Here
Hermes guides the souls near « the streams of Oceanus », a « white rock », the gates
of Helios, and the place of dreams (11-12). Then they find the shades in a field of
asphodel (13), where Odysseus had earlier observed shades (XI, 539 ; 573).
37

4.3

HOMERIC COSMOGRAPHY

These Homeric details can be contextualized by essential cosmographical concepts of
early Greek thought8. The cosmos is visualized as existing on axis of the horizontal
and the vertical. In early Greek epic, Olympus is said to be far above the earth and
Hades and Tartarus are thought of as far below earth (Iliad VIII, 13-16 ;
Hesiod, Theogony 720 sq.). Vertical connection is manifested by pillars or Atlas. The
sun sets below the earth in the West and rises in the East, apparently by entering
Oceanus, passing beneath the earth, and then rising from Oceanus9. In another
conception not found in Homer, Helios and his chariot circle back horizontally from
the West on a huge cup. Heracles borrows this cup to travel from the East to Geryon’s
Erytheia in Oceanus. The horizontal nature of Heracles’ cosmographic travel on
Oceanus is comparable to Odysseus’ horizontal underworld journey, though catabasis
by Heracles and other heroes to Hades is usually vertical, through openings in the
earth. If travelling to the Underworld by sail is unparalleled in Greek myth, it conforms
in some ways to traditional concepts of Greek cosmography.
It is hard to comprehend Greek cosmography in accordance with our conceptions of
time and space. Calypso’s island Ogygia is at the navel of the sea (I, 50), for example,
yet also peripheral; not coincidentally she is the daughter of Atlas (VII, 245) , usually
located in the West. Circe’s Aeaea is near the home of the dawn goddess Eos and the
rising of Helios, and so at the eastern edge of the earth (XII, 3-4). Yet Odysseus claims
that he cannot there perceive his location in terms of the compass.
Another confusing passage is especially pertinent to discussion of the Homeric
Underworld. At Laestrygonian Telepylus (« Far-gate ») the paths of Night and Day
are said to be near each other (X, 86), in explanation of why Laestrygonian shepherds
pass each other in and out of pasture (X, 82-83). That in Hesiod’s Theogony (747-757)
Night and Day pass each other over a threshold next to Atlas holding up heaven in the
West (at 517-518 he is near the Hesperids) is seemingly relevant to
the Odyssey passage. Also apparently relevant is a black-figure lekythos from the early
fifth century that depicts Helios and his chariot halfway in the sea while Eos and Night
ride towards each other on two fluid and curved paths connected to a cave that
probably symbolizes an entrance to the Underworld.
Interpretation of such cosmographical material has varied much. One might
understand Telepylus to be somewhere on the western edge of the earth. At Iliad VIII,
485-486, Helios falls into Oceanus while « drawing black Night upon grain-giving
land. The passage would seem to portray Night naturalistically moving over the earth
from the East in the same direction as Day setting in the West. Yet in
the Odyssey passage the two shepherds, apparently in reaction to the movement of Day
and Night, or perhaps signifying them, move in opposite directions. That a
hypothetically sleepless herdsman could work night and day in Telepylus (Odyssey X,
84-85) has encouraged some to place it in an exotic east of perpetual light, in polar
opposition to the Cimmerians of perpetual darkness (XI, 14-24
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The location of Laestrygonian Telepylus and Circe’s Aeaea are central to
cosmographical reconstructions of Odysseus’ journey to the Underworld. Such efforts
are essentially spatially abstract versions of popular localization, especially in their
attention to the directional sequence of the hero’s movement on the edges of the earth
and to the Underworld. According to my own analysis, Odysseus is able to travel from
Telepylus on the western or north-western edge of the world directly to Circe’s Aeaea
on the eastern edge of the world because the points of the compass collapse at the
earth’s periphery. G. Nagy argues that Odysseus arrives at a western Aeaea from a
western Telepylus, yet returns to an eastern Aeaea from the Underworld. G. Cerri
differently argues that Odysseus and his men experience their adventures on Oceanus,
travelling clockwise to Telepylus in the north and then around east to Aeaea. It is
maintained that an early Greek conception of the world would conflate the Italian
peninsula with the European continent ; through a wide channel that we know of as
the straits of Messina, Odysseus sails outward to Oceanus, entering back into the
Mediterranean after a full circle
One is reminded of A. Heubeck’s explanation of Odysseus’ trip to Hades as a
clockwise circumnavigation of Oceanus, starting from Aeaea in the East, stopping at
Hades in the West, and then continuing on Oceanus back to Aeaea25. But G. Cerri’s
argument is very different. Besides the placement of most of Odysseus’ wanderings
on Oceanus, G. Cerri locates the entrance to Hades in the East, with recourse to the
motif of Helios’ cup. Most locate a cosmographical entrance to Hades in the West, as
the setting of the sun would seem to suggest, though Greek cosmography implies the
existence of a gate in the East from which Helios rises. G. Cerri contends that sailing
through the Oceanus (X, 508) to the peirata of the Oceanus (XI, 13) must mean
crossing from Aeaea on the inner border eastward to the outer border of Oceanus.
These abstract localizations of Odysseus’ journey to Hades all focus on the same
suggestive details in Odysseus’ account, as contextualized by early Greek
cosmography. Perhaps each, including my own, is vulnerable to criticism to the extent
that direction and sequence of movement is emphasized. Greek cosmography defies
normal measures of space and time. The argument of D. Nakassis that there existed
different bi-polar and uni-polar conceptions of solar phenomena that were sometimes
conflated provides the most useful approach to the complex and often perplexing
nature of Greek cosmography.
4.4

GEOGRAPHICAL LOCALIZATION

Another perspective on the Homeric Underworld focuses on actual places as
inspiration for the cosmographical journey. This is therefore an investigation into
origins, not an identification of the spatiality in Homer’s epic. Belief in a
Mediterranean reality that Homer exaggerates is essentially the method of Strabo. Like
Eratosthenes, he also assumes that a historical Odysseus made a real voyage in the
western Mediterranean (as do most popular localizers and some Homerists). A more
nuanced version of the geographical approach is provided by modern postcolonial
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studies of the Homeric epic. Since the Odyssey was composed in the age of Greek
colonization of the West, it may present a mythologized portrayal of this historical
context. That need not entail making exact identification of locales in the wanderings.
But as we shall see, some localizers consider Greek expansion in the western
Mediterranean to be foundational for the Homeric concept of the Underworld.
Pausanias (I, 17, 4) claims that Homer created his Underworld after viewing the river
Acheron in Thesprotia, to the point of transferring the names of the Thesprotian rivers
Acheron and Cocytus to Hades. Since Thesprotian Acheron was the site of
a nekuomanteîon associated with mythological catabases, many have found this
approach attractive30. D. Ogden argues that the Thesprotian nekuomanteîon is
documented by the Homeric episode of Odysseus’ journey to the Underworld,
maintaining further that Greek colonists relocated the Homeric episode to Avernus in
Italy Pausanias assumes that Homer innovatively transformed his autoptic knowledge
of Thesprotian Acheron into something fantastic, but the Acheron theory need not
imply that a Thesprotian location for Odysseus’ underworld journey is signalled by
the Homeric text. Homeric meaning is not the same as Homeric origins or reception.
The Odyssey explicitly speaks of Odysseus traveling to the edge of the earth and
otherwise references Thesprotia as a known part of northwest Greece. The poem
probably does not expect its audience to regard one locale as both geographically
identifiable and fantastic.
The Thesprotian Acheron theory is only one of several hypotheses concerning the
geographical origins of the Odyssey. Many believe that the wanderings of Odysseus
are based on the voyage of the Argo in the Black Sea, and there is also a Cretan
hypothesis, according to which the real-world lying tales of Odysseus resemble an
original or competing version of the wanderings. This theory is especially relevant to
our concerns because of its Thesprotian corollary, in which the visit by « Odysseus »
to the Thesprotian oracle of Dodona in Odysseus’ lying tales (XIV, 314-340 ; XIX,
270-299) reflects a pre-Homeric version of the wanderings of Odysseus. Arguably a
summoning of the shade of Teiresias would then occur at the Acheron nekuomanteîon.
But the question remains whether pre-Homeric material has a presence with
narratological significance in the Odyssey. Opinion varies about the allusive resonance
of vestigial pre-Homeric material in the Odyssey. The Homeric poem may
acknowledge or disown its background — if it is even aware of it.
4.5

MODERN POPULAR LOCALIZATION

Popular localizers typically find explicit evidence for « real » locations in the Homeric
poem. It is a trope of the genre for the localizer to travel with a text of the Odyssey open
in hand. Some consider Odysseus a historical character who really did wander in the
Mediterranean ; some believe that Homer had certain locations in mind, perhaps after
visiting these places himself. The distinction between a historical and a fictionalized
journey of Odysseus is not always made. Concern with tracing a coherent whole of
the journey, characteristic of the popularizing localizer, is seemingly motivated by
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faith in its historical reality or a desire to vindicate Homer’s geographical knowledge.
Where the Homeric text is not forthcoming with information, the localizer seeks to
explain, often with the rhetoric of discovery, what Homer really meant. Key textual
evidence for popular localizers includes direction of wind, duration of travel between
landings, and description of topographical features. Autopsy is considered essential ;
the popular localizer seeks to match features of visited landscape to Homeric
descriptions of Odysseus’ stopping points.
Given the amount of popular localization, I must discuss its treatment of the Homeric
Underworld by reference to just a few select examples. In the early 17th century
Philipp Clüver, the Polish historian and geographer, wrote an essay on the journey of
Odysseus in his book about Sicily. P. Clüver traveled extensively through the lands he
wrote about. Unlike many popular localizers, he makes clear from the start that he is
interpreting Homer’s telling of the voyage, not the actual voyage of a historical
Odysseus. The geographer believed that Homeric locations could be found in Sicily
and Italy, and he portrayed these as stops on a continuous, coherent journey. In this
P. Clüver anticipates a common tenet of modern localization.
P. Clüver sees Avernus as the locale of the Odyssean Underworld, with a cave serving
as the entrance to the Underworld. Topography is central to P. Clüver’s argumentation.
For example, he asserts that west not east Sicily was the location of the Cyclopes, since
only the Egadi islands offered a suitable candidate for « Goat Island . Less realistically,
P. Clüver thinks that the waters of the Lucrine bay and Lake Avernus represent the
Oceanus of the Homeric episode. Why the Homeric text transforms the Italian location
into Oceanus, his concise Latin does not articulate. But P. Clüver is not interpreting
the Odyssey ; instead, he cited the extremely brief Latin summary of the epic by the
4th century Ausonius. To be fair, P. Clüver’s knowledge of ancient mythological and
literary traditions is superior to that of many recent localizers. He is aware, for
example, of the legend whereby Aeneas and Odysseus travel to Italy together, and he
is certain that Aeneas visited Avernus in traditions long before Vergil. All this is
commendable, excepting the under-theorized linkage of Avernus to the Homeric
Underworld.
In the late 18th century Friedrich Leopold zu Stolberg criticized P. Clüver on this very
point in his epistolary account of travels in Europe. He knows his classical literature,
and he is also informed on localization theories. F. L. zu Stolberg is not necessarily
hostile to them ; he is inclined to think, for example, that the Homeric Cyclopes are an
exaggerated portrayal of natives on west Sicily. But he complains that P. Clüver
wrongly « encourages the dream » that Avernus is the place of the Homeric
Underworld. If Homer visited the area, F. L. zu Stolberg states, he would not have
been impressed enough to make the connection. He is not willing to concede that
Avernus on the Italian peninsula could correspond to a mythological river surrounding
the earth, even through hyperbole.
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Many localizers, it should be said, leave Odysseus’ trip to Hades to one side, viewing
the episode as too supernatural to relate to the real world in any way. Those who try
to make the connection must ignore much of the text, or construct an elaborate
hypothesis involving originary layering and / or poetical embellishment. It is relevant
that F. L. zu Stolberg refers approvingly to the map of his contemporary J. H. Voss,
which becomes increasingly conceptual at the periphery of the Mediterranean world.
The development of this type of map marks an advance in the theorization of the
localization of Odysseus’ journey.
Over the last hundred years, popular localization of the route of Odysseus has
expanded greatly. The most prominent localizer in the first half of the twentieth
century was Victor Bérard, a Homeric scholar who produced a critical text and
translation of the Odyssey. V. Bérard travelled extensively to Odyssean locales (his
publications often include dated journal entries that read like travel writing). For the
Underworld V. Bérard essentially adhered to the Avernus theory. The author is
plausible enough in his nautical demonstration of a day’s sail south from Monte Circeo
to Cape Misenum, and in his frequent comparisons of volcanic activity to the Homeric
description of Hades. The reader may be forgiven, however, for being less than patient
with a description of the Lucrine lake as Oceanus, bolstered by a tendentious
etymological and geographical explanation. Etymological argumentation with
reference to Semitic roots is central to V. Bérard’s main hypothesis, which was that
Phoenician períploi, or shipping routes, were the ultimate source of Homer’s
information. This argument is not taken seriously today. Also problematic is the claim
that the identification of Avernus and other Italian sites with Odysseus goes back to
prehistory.
But V. Bérard’s return to tracing Odysseus’ travel on a geographically correct map has
become the current norm, and his method of autoptic research by boat has been
influential. For example, at the beginning of this millennium Jean Cuisenier updated
the sea-going approach of V. Bérard. Though a philosopher and anthropologist by
training, J. Cuisenier displays much oceanographical and meterological knowledge in
his expeditions. However, he largely follows in the wake of V. Bérard — like his
predecessor, he sails down from Monte Circeo, moors his boat at Misenum, and walks
to Avernus.
A more historicizing recreation of the journey of Odysseus was made in the 1980s by
Tim Severin, who has made a career out of retracing journeys, both historical and
fictional. For Greek myth, T. Severin first gave his attention to the voyage of the Argo,
constructing a Bronze Age ship in which to recreate the journey. This Argo was
subsequently utilized to recreate the journey of Odysseus. The resulting route in the
eastern Mediterranean to the Ionian Islands is rather restricted, portrayed as a historical
journey that later became greatly exaggerated. One stop is at Cape Tainaron, which
happens to be the site of an ancient nekuomanteîon52. A cave there was sometimes
linked with heroic catabasis. Though T. Severin is sympathetic to the view that western
Greece could once have been regarded as the edge of the world (cf. supra n. 33), he
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continues further north to Thesprotian Acheron for the Homeric Underworld53. T.
Severin is an expert seaman and is reasonably well informed about ancient evidence,
but the argument is naively historicist. And as often with popular localization, the book
expends more energy on trying to astound the reader than explaining the methodology
in a clear manner.
Though Lake Avernus is the favored localization of Odysseus’ Underworld, both in
Antiquity and post-Antiquity, other theories have occasionally arisen. One would
place the Odyssean Underworld at or just outside the pillars of Heracles. In the 1950s
Lewis Pocock argued at length for this identification, though as an admirer of Samuel
Butler’s The Authoress of the Odyssey he focused on Sicily for most of his
localizations. Soon afterward Ernle Bradford, an experienced sailor with a background
in Classics, made the same argument more diffidently. The Gibraltar localization at
least has the benefit of respecting the peripheral nature of the Odyssean underworld
entrance, and the Pillars of Heracles were not uncommonly considered the edge of the
world in early Greek myth. However, a glance at E. Bradford’s map indicates why this
identification is inconsistent with his real-world methodology : it is too far west from
the other localizations for a day’s trip.
Another localization of the Homeric Underworld is at Enna. This is proposed by
Armin Wolf, a Medievalist who with the assistance of a brother produced the most
comprehensive compilation of localization theories. Noting that the abduction of
Persephone was located in the fields outside of Enna in Antiquity, A. Wolf argues that
this is Odysseus’ Underworld entrance. The excellent travel writer Wolfgang
Geisthovel follows A. Wolf in this and other localizations, and at least makes the
theory entertaining as travel writing. But of course the hypothesis is not defensible if
judged in geographical or rational terms. Poor Odysseus must moor his boat at Himera,
a far walk from Enna, and if Enna is apparently where Hades ascends, it is not where
he descends with Persephone. A. Wolf’s argument is motivated by a need to find a
nearby underworld entrance in the vicinity of Sicily, around which he locates most of
the journey. But it should be noted that before pursuing localization on a real-world
map the Wolfs create a more defensible schematic map, based on the Odyssey’s
indication of wind direction and duration of travel.
One cannot find much clarity in the Odyssey about the spatiality of Odysseus’
wanderings, real-world or otherworld. The wanderings are told by a character who is
perpetually lost, and his travel to the underworld episode depends on the instructions
and magical assistance of Circe. As with indications of travel in the rest of the
wanderings (usually wind direction and duration of sailing), the information that
Odysseus reports about his voyage to and back from the Underworld is meager and
incomplete. The Odyssey would seem more interested in exploring the poetics of
Odysseus meeting shades than providing an itinerary, explicit or latent, for travel to
and from Hades. The epic does not plausibly motivate the journey and seems
unconcerned by inconcinnity, such as the apparent conflation of necromancy with
catabasis.
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It may be that the Odyssey assumes an audience conversant with Greek cosmography
and thus able to comprehend the spatiality of this supernatural journey. A
cosmographical interpretation of Odysseus’ travel to Hades, even if insufficiently
supported by the evidence of the text, might serve to inform the modern audience of
the proper mentalité with which to understand an ancient conception of the trip. But
localizers tend to disregard reception of the poem, portraying themselves as
uncovering hidden meanings. It is the text’s insufficient evidence and inconsistency
that offers opportunity for original analysis. Ancient as well as modern localizers
would have us believe that the wanderings contain key bits of information about real
Mediterranean locations, whether vestigial or allusive. Conceiving of the text as a
transformed or veiled account of an actual journey by a historical Odysseus, they are
confident in their ability to crack its code.
Such an interpretative stance should be met with scepticism. But we should also
recognize that Homerists indulge in similar proclivities, if less baldly and clumsily.
With recourse to varying degrees of historicism and intentionalism, they have
interpreted the wanderings as a reflection or transformation of a preceding reality. The
supposition that the Homeric wanderings innovatively modify a geographically
anchored version of the wanderings, as in the lying tales, is especially popular. The
possibility that the Homeric poem inspired subsequent localization is of less interest
to Homerists, since localization is dismissed as non-Homeric.
In the sense that the epic wants us to think that its Heroic Age hero travels in unknown
lands, localization is indeed non-Homeric. But ancient localization of the wanderings,
which may be an organic aspect of Odyssean myth rather than reception of
the Odyssey, is an important aspect of the cultural history of Antiquity. And linkage
of the underworld episode, with real-world nekuomanteîa as suggested in Antiquity
and in modern scholarship, is of contextual relevance to the Odyssey. Though the poem
does not locate the scene at a known geographical place, the behavior of Odysseus
suggests necromancy. The relevance of historical places of necromancy to the poem,
whether in terms of origins or reception, should continue to be discussed.
Though localization of the wanderings in all its forms is flawed, it remains
problematic, in the manner of Eratosthenes, to portray the Homeric account of the
journey of Odysseus as mere poetic fantasy. This point of view, both in Antiquity and
in the modern world, tends to contain the unfortunate implication that myth and poetry
are free of the taint of the real world. We certainly should avoid succumbing to a
historicist belief in the reality of Odysseus’ journey or an intentionalist interpretation
of Homer’s hidden meaning, but it is also problematic to insist that this mythological
story of a Heroic Age journey is completely divorced from the world contemporary to
the Odyssey’s composition. The Homeric text does not place the wanderings of
Odysseus in locations known to the hero, but the wanderings would seem to occur in
a Mediterranean inhabited by exotic non-Greeks as well as more supernatural beings.
The postcolonial interpretation of the epic as employing discourses arising from
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historical and geographical realities of the time of its composition avoids the
positivism of other interpretative positions surveyed above. The concerns of this
approach, however, are not as relevant to underworld episode.

4.6

LET US SUM UP

An epic poem is a long narrative poem written in a lofty style about the struggles and
triumphs of a great hero or heroes. The epic honours virtues that are national, military,
religious, political, or historical in nature. The word "epic" is derived from the Greek
épos, which originally meant "word" but later came to mean "oration" or "song." An
epic, like all art, can emerge from a limited background but achieves greatness.
4.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Write a short note on Homeric cosmography.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………
2. Write a Short Note On The Homeric Underworld?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………
https://journals.openedition.org/etudesanciennes/906

45

