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In a Nutshell/Overview

Published sometime between 800 and 600 BC, the Odyssey is, along with the Iliad, one of the best known, and most stupendously awesome, works of ancient literature - make that any literature. To fully appreciate its awesomeness, you'll have to read it for yourself - Shmoop's just here to make it a smoother ride. First, though, we can fill you in on some background information.

Being an ancient epic, the Odyssey was originally composed in the classic oral tradition of...not being written at all. Well, at least that's what some scholars think, pointing to how the poem's use of repetition echoes that of oral poets, who used repetition as a memory aid. On the other hand, if Homer did compose it on paper, wouldn't it make sense for him to imitate the style of the oral poetry before him? It's your call; the jury's still out on this one. (For more information on this debate, check out our guide to the Iliad.) But this is missing the point. What really matters is the amazing power of Homer's poem, which you now get to experience for yourself. 

On one level, the Odyssey is a sequel to the Iliad - but don't let any prejudice about sequels throw you off. Really, the two poems are more like night and day - they complement each other, and are equally great. That said, to echo Bob Dylan, the author of these poems can definitely "take the dark out of the nighttime, / and paint the daytime black." Even though the Iliad is all about war and suffering, it still finds time for moments of profound humanity. Meanwhile, the Odyssey, which is all about Odysseus's crazy adventures on his way back home from war, never lets us forget that, for him, most of those adventures involve a lot of suffering. Also, you don't have to read the Iliad first - the Odyssey itself fills you in on most of the relevant background background information, though you might want to refresh your memory of the Trojan War, if you're feeling a bit rusty. (Unfortunately, watching the movie Troy doesn't count.) 

One more thing: if you haven't already stopped reading this introduction and picked up Homer's book, just think of all the generations of readers who have felt that the Odyssey speaks to them. Many of these readers have gone on to create their own, original artworks inspired by Homer's epic. In this category, you've got Virgil's epic poem the Aeneid; Alfred Lord Tennyson's poem "Ulysses"; James Joyce's novel, Ulysses; countless paintings (check out Henry Fuseli's "Odysseus in front of Scylla and Charybdis"); Cream's song "Tales of Brave Ulysses"; the Cohen Brothers' movie O Brother, Where Art Thou? - and the list goes on. Whether you're most interested in literature, visual art, music, or movies, you've got to read Homer's Odyssey to see where everybody's getting their ideas.



Why Should I Care?

Do you like stories full of adventure, danger, and suspense? How about stories set in fantastic worlds full of strange creatures like Cyclopses, witches, sirens, and gods? If so, then you're in luck, because Homer's Odyssey is Western literature's original adventure story, and its first foray into the fantasy genre. If you need any proof of how much Homer's poem defined this genre, just consider the fact that we now use the word "odyssey" simply to mean adventure. 

 OK, you're thinking, so what if it's the first, that doesn't make it the best. And you're absolutely right. The real reason you should read the Odyssey is because it's an incredibly exciting story that also happens to contain profound reflections on heroism, love, and human life. True, all of these themes are also dealt with in Homer's Iliad, but the Odyssey puts a different spin on them. In contrast to Achilleus, the raging warrior hero of the Iliad, Odysseus lives by his wits as much as by his strength. 

 Similarly, even though the Iliad contains nuanced portraits of several striking women, the Odyssey is unique in ancient literature for its numerous strong female characters, ranging from the cunningly faithful Penelope, to the mysterious Circe and Kalypso, to Odysseus's steadfast ally Athene, the goddess of warfare and wisdom. 

 By presenting the full range of human experience - including death, as revealed in Odysseus's trip to the Underworld - the Odyssey perfectly complements the Iliad's concentrated focus on the experience of war. It will give you tons of stuff to think about - though you probably won't even notice, because you'll be having so much fun.



What’s Up With the Title?

"The Odyssey" is a form of the hero (Odysseus's) name and basically means "the story of Odysseus." The Odyssey has become so famous that the word "odyssey" has a place in the English lexicon and has come to mean any epic voyage.


What’s Up With the Ending?

For a long time, some readers have felt that the ending of the Odyssey smells a little fishy. In fact, two scholars from ancient Alexandria (Aristarchus and Aristophanes - a different Aristophanes than the one who wrote comedic plays) claimed that the "ending" of the Odyssey came in line 296 - of Book XXIII! According to these wise guys, everything after Odysseus and Penelope go to bed together - including all of Book XXIV - was added later by somebody other than Homer. Why would they think that? Your guess is as good as ours, though plenty of later scholars have tried to back them up, arguing that Book XXIV isn't of the same quality as the rest of the Odyssey, and so on. Now, it may be true that the ending is a bit abrupt - just when a big battle is about to pit Odysseus, Telemachos, and Laertes against the families of the dead suitors, Athena steps in and tells everybody to be friends. (Thundering from Zeus drives the point home) 

That said, there's a lot of important stuff in Book XXIV that you can't really do without. Most important of all is Odysseus's reunion with his father Laertes. We've been hearing about Laertes throughout the whole book - remember, the shroud Penelope is weaving is going to be for him when he dies - and it wouldn't make sense for Homer just to forget about him. Also, in Ancient Greek culture, where honor and revenge were very important (check out the Iliad for further examples of this), it simply wouldn't make sense to end the poem with a bunch of guys still out to get Odysseus. This is especially true given that, in lines 113-140 of Book XXIII - before the line that Aristarchus and Aristophanes claim is the end of the poem - Odysseus and Telemachos discuss the problem of the suitors' families and decide to go hide out in the country with Laertes. Was Homer just going to leave that thread hanging? We at Shmoop think it's more likely that any ending would have seemed abrupt after a poem as awesome as the Odyssey. What was most important for the poet was wrapping everything up peacefully, even if it did require divine intervention.
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Writing Style

Clear, Poetic
OK, now we know what you're thinking: how could we possibly think the language of the Odyssey is clear? When you start reading Homer, you're probably going to think his way of saying things is pretty weird and formal - at any rate, far from clear. (We know because we sure felt this way our first time picking it up.) The thing is, you have to look at Homeric style as a little bit like learning a new dialect. It won't take you long to get the hang of it - maybe the first few books or so - but once you do, you're home free, because it falls into a very regular pattern, with a lot of repetitions. Once you get past the initial strangeness, you'll see that Homer's work is almost never complicated for its own sake. He just says things in a very clear and direct way - in his own distinctive language. 

Homeric Simile
As for our calling it poetic, we know this might just seem redundant. It is a poem after all. But because of that, it's important to recognize the distinctive features of Homer's poetic style. Probably the most famous of these is the so-called "Homeric simile." A simile, in case you don't remember, is a way of describing something by explicitly comparing it to something else: "A is like B." Homer's distinctive way of making similes comes up more often in the Iliad than the Odyssey, but there are still some famous examples of it spicing up Odysseus's (already very spicy) adventures. 

One famous example appears in Book VI, lines 130-136. It follows the three-step process of your typical Homeric simile: 1) saying what it is that whatever you're talking about is like (in this case, Odysseus is like a lion); 2) describing the thing you're comparing it to (the lion); and 3) reminding the audience of what you were originally talking about (Odysseus). The third step is important because sometimes the description the second step can get extremely long, and there's the risk that the audience will forget what you're talking about. 

Dactylic Hexameter
The final important thing we should point out in Homer's style is his meter: the tongue-twisting "dactylic hexameter." Try saying that five times fast. Or wait, make that six times. Why six times? Well, here's the deal. Even though they look like syllable soup, the two words "dactylic" and "hexameter" actually mean something. Just to be tricky, let's start with "hexameter." 

The "hex" in "hexameter" is the same as in "hexagon," which you might remember is a six-sided shape. And the "meter" part is like...well, "meter," a unit of measurement. So a "hexameter" is a poetic meter with six measures. (We're using "measures" here in the musical sense, meaning the same thing as "bars.") Because measures or bars in poetry are known as feet, you might as well just translate "hexameter" as "six feet." 

OK, but what about the "dactylic" part? This comes from the Greek word "daktylos," which means "finger." We might as well just translate "dactylic" as "fingery." So far so good? Good. Now take a look at your finger - any finger except for your thumb. You will probably notice that it has one long joint followed by two short joints. That's the basic idea the Greeks were trying to get across in calling this meter dactylic - are you ready for this? It's made up of FEET that are shaped like FINGERS: one long syllable followed by two short syllables. 

From what we've already learned about the word "hexameter," can you guess how many of such feet are going to be in a line? If you guessed "six," give yourself a pat on the back: you are almost completely right. Why "almost"? That's because, in dactylic hexameter, only the first five feet are shaped like fingers (LONG + short + short); the last foot is never shaped this way; it will be either: (LONG + LONG) or (LONG + short). To illustrate this meter in action, let's just take our handy-dandy translations, "fingery" (LONG + short + short) and "six feet" (LONG-short):

"Fingery | fingery | fingery | fingery | fingery | six-feet" 

Pretty neat, huh? Of course, thousands and thousands of lines in that rhythm would start to get pretty annoying, so the ancients allowed you to plug in a (LONG + LONG) in exchange for any one of the first five feet. (This usually happened in only the first four.) This allowed a wide range of rhythms to achieve a variety of poetic effects and keep things interesting. Unfortunately, this meter does not come through in English translations of the work, though some translations - such as Richmond Lattimore - try to replicate some of its features in their English lines. Other translations, such as Robert Fitzgerald, just switch to the most tried-and-true of English poetic meters: the iambic pentameter.


Tone

Serious, Humorous
Homer writes with a great sense of gravity that you would pretty much expect when reading about epic heroes and their long dangerous journeys. These matters, although they may seem outlandish to us, are taken very seriously: Odysseus's suffering is palpable and never seems to end; Penelope's longing for her husband is evident in her many tears; Telemachos journeys far and risks his life to find out news of his father; and even the gods gravely consider the plight of the mortals below. 

At the same time, there is comic relief in some of the stories about the gods (like Demodokos singing about how Hephaistos caught wife, Aphrodite, with Ares); in the banter between servants; and in the tricks played by Odysseus and Athene. If there's one single metaphor for this balancing act between tones, it comes when Homer compares Odysseus stringing his bow to a singer tuning his lyre (Book XXI, lines 404-411). The Odyssey is just like that: delicately - perhaps dangerously - poised between something harsh and warlike (the bow), yet also beautiful and enchanting (the lyre).


Narrator Point of View

First Person (Peripheral Narrator) or Third Person (Omniscient), depending on how technical you want to get; First Person (Central Narrator) is used in the parts told by Odysseus.
Homer, the poet, shows us everything that happens in the Odyssey. The narration appears to be in the third person unless you consider Homer's invocation to the Muse in Book I in which he uses personal pronouns and references himself telling the story. Of course, you could write this off as a standard introduction, not as part of the poem itself, in which case Third Person Omniscient is the label you want. Either way, practically speaking, the poem reads like a third person tale, usually vocalized through Odysseus or Telemachos, because Homer is not a character and does not take part in the action. 

In Books IX - XII, Odysseus becomes the narrator and tells the story in the first person, which allows us greater insight into the psychology of his character. We get to see how he views his experiences, whether or not he has learned from them (for instance, does he tell his stories with a sense of reflection and wisdom?), and whether he still suffers from certain key flaws (does he tell his story with an excessive measure of pride?). And importantly, this narrative tactic works for Homer structurally; it allows him to deliver the story of the Odyssey out of its proper chronological order; he gets to jump right in to the middle of the action when the epic begins.


Symbols, Imagery, Allegory

The Sea
Odysseus spends so much time sailing home that the sea really takes up a good chunk of his life. This is fitting, since the sea and its perils work much the same way the Odyssey argues that life does; it is full of suffering, but it can't be avoided. The sea can send blessings like sea breezes to blow him home or obstacles like storms, Skylla and Charybdis, and treacherous islands. Because the sea is ruled by Poseidon, it is also a manifestation of the superiority of the gods and nature over man.Laertes's Shroud
The shroud is a symbol of female deception. Because she is a woman, Penelope doesn't have much power to resist the suitors (as seen repeatedly by her son's commands to go back upstairs to the bedroom, since everything else is a man's affair). So, since she cannot fight them off or throw them out of her house, all she can do is delay the day she must pick a suitor. So she stretches that out as far as she can by prolonging the time it takes her to complete an honorable feminine task - weaving a death shroud for the despairing father of Odysseus. Though she spends all day weaving, she unravels her work each night. The fact that Penelope does not actually produce the shroud symbolizes her immobility and her helplessness to make any real progress against her enemy suitors.Odysseus's Bow
The bow is a symbol of kingship and strength. Whoever strings it is worthy of King Odysseus and can rightfully take the throne. Physical strength was an important quality to the ancient Greeks, not only in warfare, but because psychologically it was tied to political strength and the iron will needed to govern a people who were given to argument and debate.

Not surprisingly, none of the suitors even comes close to succeeding, showing their weakness and folly in vying for Penelope's hand. Telemachos almost strings the bow and might have done it had Odysseus not interrupted him; this shows that Telemachos has matured into manhood and is almost ready to take the place of his father. Of course, that he stops upon request reminds us that he maintains deference to Odysseus's will.Argos
Odysseus's pet dog is a symbol of unconditional loyalty. Though Argos was a puppy when he last saw Odysseus, many years later he still loves him and shows his affection for his master by wagging his tail and trying to move nearer Odysseus when he hears his voice. Though he is ignored and often mistreated by the hands that once fed him, Argos still hangs around the palace hall, waiting only for his master's return. After seeing him at last, Argos dies happy.Disguises and Dreams
In the Odyssey, disguises are usually a sign of divine intervention, manipulation, and sanction. The gods have no qualms deceiving mortals and helping their favorites deceive others. They often use disguises themselves, reminding us that the gods, too, can be devious. Dreams as well are the direct result of divine power, but tend to be more straightforward and often comfort the sleeping mortal.Food and Banqueting
In a culture that holds hospitality as an all-important test of character, feasting and festivities are a measure of hospitality and human civility. Often, defects in the banquet signal some fundamental flaw in the host. For example, Polyphemos feasts on human flesh, which makes him, well, an inhuman monster. Circe seems hospitable because she serves good food, but proves to be a witch by poisoning that very food with a drug that turns the diners into animals. Odysseus's men transgress boundaries of hospitality by dining on Helios's sacred cattle and suffer death as a consequence. The most obvious example of a misused banquet is the suitors' pillaging of Odysseus's provisions. This shows that the supposedly "noble" men do not have the human qualities of restraint and propriety; they are therefore somewhat less than human and worthy of death (or so the Odyssey argues). On the other hand, Nestor, Menelaos, and the Phaiakians serve proper banquets - full of good food, wine, and singing. They are considered not only good hosts, but great human beings.Odysseus and Penelope's Bed
It turns out that Odysseus carved his bed from the roots of a live olive tree. As such, the bed is unmovable. It's also growing, but evidently that's not a problem for anyone. The point is that the bed can't be moved, altered, or shaken - it's steadfast and constant, much like the love between this royal couple. Odysseus's sleeping around seems not to count, but Penelope's continuous loyalty is represented by the unmovable bed.


Setting

From Troy in Asia Minor across the islands of the Mediterranean Sea (near Italy) and back to Ithaka, Greece, sometime in the Bronze Age.
Much of the action in the Odyssey takes place on the sea, where Odysseus must battle against the storms of the sea god, Poseidon, but the last third of the story is set in the town and countryside of Ithaka. The setting is a geographical potpourri of what was important, mythologically, in Homer's time period. Scholars have tried to correlate various places in the Odyssey with real locations in the Mediterranean, but there's a lot of guess work involved in this. It's very possible that Homer based his hero's wanderings on real geography but extrapolated and manipulated to suit his narrative purposes. Anyway, enough about that: here's a list for you.

Aiaia (Aeaea): The island home of one Circe, everyone's favorite sorceress.

Aiolia: The island ruled by Aiolos, god of the winds.

Elysion: The Odyssey's version of a heavenly afterlife.

Ithaka: You know what Ithaka is. And how Odysseus made it home there by the longest route ever.

Ismaros: The first place Odysseus and his men land after leaving Troy. This is the land of the Kikonians, whom the Ithakans plunder until driven from their shores.

Lakedaimon: Another name for Sparta. (Technically, this refers to the surrounding area of which Sparta is the capital.)

Lamos: The land of the Laistrygones, the giant/ogres/weirdos, and King Antiphates, drinker of blood. Needless to say, Odysseus and the Ithakans leave this place pretty quickly. Well, except for that one guy who was chugged by Antiphates.

Mount Parnassos (Parnassus): Where Odysseus goes hunting with his uncle when he's a little boy. This is where the boar/thigh-scar incident took place.

Mount Olympos (Olympus): The gods' hangout/home/pad.

Ogygia: Kalypso's island, where Odysseus is held for seven years.

Pherai: Telemachos and Peisistratos spend the night here on the way to Pylos from Sparta.

Pylos: The first place Telemachos travels in his search for news of his father. Here he dines with King Nestor and his son Peisistratos before leaving for Menelaos in Sparta.

Scheria: The island of the Phaiakians. This is Odysseus's last stop before he reaches Ithaka and also the location where he tells his tale.

Thrinakia (Thrinacia or Trinacria): The land where the sun god Helios keeps his super-duper cattle.

The Underworld: The land of the dead. Odysseus travels here to speak with Teiresias, the dead, blind prophet. While there, he converses with many other "shades," including his war buddies and his mother.


Tough-o-Meter

(3) Base Camp
For the first-time reader, probably the hardest thing about Homer's Odyssey is its language. OK, obviously if you read it in Ancient Greek, then the language would really be a challenge. For a smoother ride, you might want to check out the up-to-date translations by Robert Fagles and Stanley Lombardo; Lombardo's version is especially close to modern spoken English. On Shmoop, we quote from the 1950s version by Richmond Lattimore, which is a bit harder than those, but which has some advantages that make it worth using. (Every line in Lattimore's version matches up exactly to its counterpart in the original Greek; its quirkiness actually gives a good sense of what the original feels like.) Some of the cultural details may also be unfamiliar. Once you get past these, though (reading the introduction to your edition will help), the poem is EXTREMELY accessible. You'll get so swept up Odysseus's awesome adventures, the language won't feel like a chore - you'll be hooked. We guarantee it.


Genre

Epic Poetry; Folklore, Legend, and Mythology; Quest
Along with Homer's Iliad, the Odyssey is one of the two great epics of ancient Greece. Actually, they sort of defined what an epic was in the first place. Both poems display many of the epic's characteristics, featuring a larger than life hero, deeds of great valor, and the interference of the gods in human affairs. Also, both poems use literary devices that have become typical of epics: opening with an invocation to the muse; beginning the story in medias res (basically, "in the middle of things"); providing long lists of people, genealogies, and places significant to mythological history; and using epithets, or repeated nicknames, for various characters, major and minor. For the Ancient Greeks, it was also important that an epic be written in the poetic meter of "dactylic hexameter" (see our "Writing Style" section for details) - which both the Iliad and the Odyssey are. 

On the other hand, it's important to remember that the Iliad was probably composed first, so you can see the Odyssey playing around a bit with the pattern the earlier epic established. It does this by having a more complicated plot; by including characters from lower social orders (such as Eumaios the swineherd); and by having much of the action centered around women in the home. This is probably connected with the fact that parts of the story (especially the parts recounted by Odysseus) resemble cultural folklore, involving unrealistic, mythological creatures and occurrences. These render it a player in the mythology genre and, of course, a major example of a quest (basically, a hero facing obstacles on his way to get somewhere).


Book Summary/Plot Overview

Years after the end of the Trojan War, the Greek hero Odysseus still hasn't come home to Ithaka, and many believe him to be dead. In fact, as Homer immediately lets us know, Odysseus is being held captive (for the purposes of sex, believe it or not) on the island of the goddess Kalypso. To make matters worse, Poseidon, the god of the sea, is ticked off at Odysseus, and sees no reason to let him get home.

Back in Ithaka, Odysseus's wife Penelope is getting swarmed by a horde of unwanted suitors. Odysseus and Penelope's son, Telemachos, now a teenager, gets visited by the goddess Athene (who was always chummy with Odysseus). She tells him to go in search of news of his missing father. He takes her advice, first traveling to Pylos to visit King Nestor. Nestor takes him in, feeds him well - and then tells him to go see King Menelaos in Sparta. Once again, he does as he's told.

In Sparta, Telemachos learns from Menelaos that Odysseus is alive and...well, being held captive on Kalypso's island. Menelaos also tells Telemachos about how his brother, King Agamemnon, was killed upon his return home from Troy by his unfaithful wife, Klytaimestra, and her lover, Aigisthos. Agamemnon was avenged by his son Orestes, who killed the murderers in return for their treachery. This isn't important to the plotline as much as it is a thematic point - it raises the question of whether Odysseus will be killed when he gets home, and, if so, whether Telemachos will step up to avenge his father's death. Meanwhile, back in Ithaka, Penelope's suitors plot to ambush and kill Telemachos when he returns home. Oh, the tension!

Up on Mount Olympos, where the gods all hang out, the goddess Athene asks her father, Zeus, the King of the gods, to have mercy on Odysseus and force Kalpyso to release him. Zeus says, "Whatever," and in no time, Odysseus sails off on a makeshift raft. Unfortunately, Poseidon whips up some storms, and instead of getting home, Odysseus washes ashore in the land of the Phaiakians. Fortunately, Athene makes the resident princess, Nausikaa, develop a crush on him. Nausikaa takes him home to meet her parents, the King and Queen of Phaiakia. In return for their hospitality, Odysseus tells them everything that's happened to him since the end of the Trojan War:

Odysseus left Troy with a ship of his Ithakan men. At their first stop, they plundered the locals' stuff. Several storm-tossed days later, they landed on the island of the Lotus-eaters. A few guys ate the lotus flower and forgot their homes and families, and had to be taken back to the ship by force. 

Next, Odysseus and his men came to the land of the Cyclopses - giant one-eyed monsters. Odysseus and his men stumbled into a cave, which, unfortunately, belonged to one of these man-eating creatures. The Cyclops sealed the entrance to the cave with a huge boulder and ate a few of the Ithakans. Odysseus kept his cool, though, and told the monster his name was "Nobody." Then he got the Cyclops drunk on wine and stabbed it in the eye with a sharpened log. When the creature - whose name turns out to be Polyphemos - cried out that "Nobody is killing me," the other Cyclopses were like, "Then pipe down, already!" Odysseus is one clever dude.

Next, Odysseus tied his men under the bellies of Polyphemos's flock of sheep. The next morning, when the blinded monster opened the cave to let them out to pasture, he only touched the tops of the sheep to make sure nobody was riding them - and was duped again. The actual "Nobody" made his escape last, clinging to a ram. (Here's a picture of his escape.) The problem is, as Odysseus was sailing away with his men, his ego got the better of him. He taunted the Cyclops, telling him his real name. This was a dumb idea because Polyphemos was the son of Poseidon, the god of the sea. He prayed to his father to make Odysseus suffer. And suffer. And lose all his men. And maybe die too. This is why Poseidon hates our hero so much.

Next, Odysseus and his men came to the island of Aiolos, god of the wind. He helped Odysseus out by putting all the winds - except for the west-bound breeze they needed - into a nice little bag. Unfortunately, Odysseus didn't tell his men what's in the bag. On the way home, they opened it up, thinking it was full of treasure. Big mistake. All the winds jumped out and ran riot, thus driving them to the island of Circe, a sorceress. She turned many of the men into pigs. With the help of the gods, Odysseus got his men turned back into humans and had sex with Circe. For a year. Then one of his men said, "Can we get going already?" and Odysseus said, "OK." But then Circe instructed them that they had to go the Underworld and get advice from the prophet Teiresias. So off they went. 

Teiresias prophesied that Odysseus would make it home, but not without difficulty. Odysseus spoke to several other famous dead people (like his war buddies Achilleus and Agamemnon). He also met the ghost of his mother, Antikleia, who had died of grief over her son's prolonged absence. Then, after a quick pit stop back at Circe's island, where they got some more directions, Odysseus and his men sailed on. 

Soon, they passed by the Sirens, monstrous women with beautiful voices who try to lure sailors to their deaths. Odysseus made his men plug their ears and tie him to the mast so he could listen to the song without chasing after it. In this way, he became the only man to hear the Sirens' song and survive. 

Next they met two horrible monsters, also female, named Skylla and Charybdis. As predicted by Circe, Skylla (who has six heads) ate six Ithakans; the rest barely escaped Charybdis (a giant vortex who sucks up the sea and vomits it back out again). After that they landed on the island of Helios, the sun god, where his very special cattle were kept. Despite having been warned by Teiresias and Circe not to eat the cattle, Odysseus's men couldn't control their hunger. Bad call. Not long afterward, everyone died in a storm - except for Odysseus. He wound up on Kalypso's island, where he was held prisoner for seven years.

So, that's it for Odysseus's story to the Phaiakians. They are so moved by his suffering that they load him up with treasure and ferry him back to Ithaka. (Unfortunately, in return for their trouble, the god Poseidon turns them and their ship into stone.) Once Odysseus gets home, Athene disguises him as a beggar so he can scope out the situation. Odysseus then recruits the assistance of the swineherd, Eumaios, who puts him up for the night while Athene flies to Sparta to retrieve Telemachos. When Telemachos gets back, Odysseus reveals himself to his son. Then Odysseus heads to the palace, still disguised as a beggar. Without revealing his true identity, he talks to Penelope and tries to convince her that Odysseus is on his way home. She doesn't believe him. Odysseus uses this opportunity to see which of his servants are still loyal to the household and which have joined the suitors.

At a certain point, Penelope, tired of waiting around, offers the suitors a test: she sets up a contest of physical prowess and declares that she will marry the winner. The deal is, all the men have to try to string Odysseus's old bow and shoot it through the heads of twelve axes. Many suitors try and fail - until the beggar (Odysseus in disguise) asks for a chance to try. He succeeds, drops the disguise, and, with the help of Telemachos, several loyal servants, and Athene's protection, kills all the suitors in a massive and bloody slaughter. Then Odysseus reunites with his wife, and everything seems hunky-dory - except for the detail that he's just killed all the young noblemen of Ithaka and their parents are furious. 

The next morning, Odysseus leaves the palace, reunites with his father Laertes, and lays low while the angry moms and dads start looking for vengeance. Just when it looks like more violence is on the way, Athene appears and tells everyone to just quit it already: let's all settle down and get along. This sounds like a good idea to everyone, and peace is restored in Ithaka.
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Book I

Characters Involved

Poseidon, Orestes, Aigisthos, Agamemnon, Hermes, Zeus, Athene, Klytaimestra, Telemachos, Penelope, Eurykleia, Eurymachos

                        Summary

	The poet invokes the Muse to help him tell the story of Odysseus. How original.
	We learn that Poseidon, god of the sea, holds a grudge (though we don't know exactly why) against Odysseus and makes the mortal's seaward journey difficult. This tells us two very important things: one, Greek gods are temperamental, and two, Poseidon is a powerful guy.
	So Poseidon isn't around on Mount Olympos (presumably because he's busy getting sweet revenge) while the other gods discuss the fact that this one guy Orestes murdered this other guy Aigisthos.
	Zeus, king of the gods and player-extraordinaire, says that Aigisthos deserved death because he had a long affair with Agamemnon's wife while he was away at Troy and then killed Agamemnon upon returning home.
	 Turns out Aigisthos had been warned by Hermes (the messenger of the gods) not to do this. In fact, Hermes pretty much explicitly said, "If you touch this guy's wife and then kill him, then Orestes is going to pop a cap in you." And still Aigisthos ignored the advice.
	Additionally, because Orestes is Agamemnon's son, he was only avenging his father by killing Aigisthos. Yes, we would consider this murder, but the Greeks were pretty serious about the whole avenging-the-father thing. Let's just call it "justifiable homicide" in the eyes of the gods.
	Athene, who clearly doesn't give a crab's apple about Orestes, decides Zeus should be thinking less about him and more about her all time favorite mortal, Odysseus. So she asks for Zeus (who is her father, by the way) to have mercy on her favorite captain (who has been trying to get home now for something around twenty years).
	Zeus claims that he has not forgotten Odysseus's plight, though we all know he's just making excuses.
	Zeus reveals a little more of the Poseidon grudge story: the god is angry at Odysseus because the mortal poked out the eye of Polyphemos, Poseidon's son.
	Still, Poseidon isn't out to kill Odysseus, just make his life a living hell by hindering his journey home.
	Zeus comments that Poseidon will need to stop pouting at some point and get over himself already, since all the other gods like Odysseus so much.
	We learn that Odysseus at this very moment is being held captive by a nymph named Kalypso.
	 Athene wants to send the gods' messenger Hermes to go tell Kalypso that she really needs to let Odysseus go (you know, so he can get back to his wife and child and all).
	Zeus, to remind everyone that HE'S THE BOSS, decides not to send Hermes. Yet.
	Athene, reminding everyone that in fact, she's the boss, goes to Ithaka disguised as Mentes, a family friend of Odysseus's and the ruler of the Taphians. Oh, and also a man.
	Which brings us to Ithaka, where a bevy of suitors is milling about (for reasons which will be soon disclosed).
	Once Mentes/Athene arrives, these suitors do what they do best, namely lounge around lazily. Odysseus's son Telemachos, very clearly neither lazy nor a suitor, gets up hastily to welcome his guest. He even prepares a banquet in Mentes's honor.
	Historical Context Note: Hospitality was a big deal in the ancient world. When guests showed up, they were expected to be good guests (bring gifts and behave themselves). Likewise, the hosts were expected to, well, be good hosts (provide food and shelter). Just keep in mind that breaking these rules was a huge social taboo.
	So Telemachos apologizes to Mentes for the suitors' rudeness, hints that it would be different if his father were here, and asks who this guest is.
	The point is, Telemachos didn't know this guest was Mentes (or Athene), yet he still pulled out all the stops to play the good host.
	Athene responds as Mentes and advises the boy to not give up hope of his father Odysseus coming home.
	She asks about the suitors and Telemachos replies that he cannot make them go away; he wishes Odysseus were here to fend them off.
	Why, you ask? Well, we learn that the suitors are selfishly eating all of the household's food and giving nothing in return while hoping Odysseus's wife Penelope will marry one of them before her husband gets back into town.
	(Actually, Odysseus has taken so long coming back from the Trojan war they're all convinced he's dead. Also, Penelope is super-attractive, which explains why everyone wants to marry her.)
	This is an example of breaking the guest-host bond of good behavior.
	So Athene advises Telemachos to go to Pylos and talk to Nestor, and then head to Sparta to see King Menelaos, who has red hair, which is apparently an important feature to mention.
	And when he's done with this, he should think about how to kill all these suitors, because by then it will probably be about time for some sweet revenge. 
	As Mentes leaves, Telemachos tries to offer him gifts, as well as a bath and bed for the night, but Mentes politely declines.
	After she leaves, Athene fills Telemachos with a vision of his father so he can realize he was in the presence of a divine spirit. But he still doesn't know it was Athene.
	Now it's about time for some music, so Phemios the bard sings about the Trojan War.
	This is rather an insensitive choice of subject matter, since the elephant in the room is that Odysseus's absence is probably the result of his dying...in the Trojan War.
	Penelope, who obviously agrees with our "insensitive" label, comes down from her room to politely request that he sing another song, preferably not one about her most likely dead husband.
	Telemachos reproaches his mother and allows Phemios to keep singing. 
	Actually, Telemachos quite rationally explains that it's not the poet's fault Odysseus hasn't come home. Obviously it's Zeus's fault. Besides, lots of other families lost their men in the war, and you don't see them running around crying their heads off.
	Penelope is struck by Telemachos's wisdom (callousness?) and goes back upstairs to sleep.
	Telemachos, all piss and vinegar and still high with courage from his visit with the divine, tells the suitors that they must leave at dawn. So there!
	Antinoös, one of the suitors, protests. He claims that Ithaka needs a king and that the suitors are here to provide one.
	Eurymachos, another suitor, asks who the stranger was and if he brought any news of Odysseus.
	Telemachos lies; he says he's heard the news that Odysseus is dead. Then he reveals that the visitor was Mentes (although he himself knows there was some divine power involved).
	Telemachos goes up to bed where the nurse Eurykleia, who was the servant of Laertes, Odysseus's father, takes care of him.
	He falls asleep considering Athene's advice.
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