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INTRODUCTION





Twenty years have passed since Odysseus sailed away to wage war against the Trojans, leaving behind his beloved wife, Penelope, and Telemachus, their infant son. The conflict itself lasts for ten of those years, but another decade of strife awaits the victorious Odysseus as he hauls home towards his kingdom of Ithaca. The Odyssey is the story of that homeward journey, a journey which tests the resources and strength of its hero to breaking point. In his way stand cannibals and whirlpools, witches and ghosts, monsters and Gods. The battles he must win are battles of the body, the mind and the spirit. Homer’s Odyssey forms part of the bedrock of all written art; one of the first ever works of literature, it is a triumph of intellectual, imaginative and technical genius. Ultimately, though, it is a story, and for all its evocation of the supernatural and the otherworldly, it is a story of humankind. At its heart is a family – a husband, wife and son – desperate to reunite and determined to survive.


This dramatization was commissioned by BBC Radio 4 and broadcast over a weekend in late summer, 2004. Much of Homer’s Odyssey is written as narrated poem, and when characters do enter into discourse, it tends to be with formal speech, rather than what we might call dialogue. Faced with that situation, the role of the dramatist is to transform such narration into a series of conversations and exchanges, and to actualize some of its unspoken intentions by putting speech into characters’ mouths. In other words, to get people to talk. It would be impossible, not to mention pointless, to perform such a transformation without running a few risks and taking a few liberties. And yet the version presented here hopes never to stray too far from the content, chronology and atmosphere of the original. It is not set in a housing estate in Salford. It does not depict the Achaeans as veterans of the Gulf War or asylum-seekers, though of course we should not be surprised if the Odyssey rings with echoes and resonances of our contemporary world. Such is the power and purpose of myth.


My thanks are due to Janet Whittaker for conceiving and directing this project, and for having the honesty to tell me that two other authors initially associated with the commission subsequently passed away. Tackling these colossal old texts is a huge and daunting undertaking. On delivery of the final manuscript, I wrote on the final page, ‘Can I die now?’ Many thanks also to Peter Jones for his advice and comments. Finally, I owe a huge debt of gratitude to those ranks of scholars and authors, some of whom spent a lifetime translating the Odyssey from a twelve-thousand-line, two-and-a-half-thousand-year-old epic into the contemporary literature of their day. Of the modern translations, those by E. V. Rieu, Richmond Lattimore and Robert Fagles have inspired and illuminated the most.


One more thing. Although this version of the Odyssey was developed as a radio play and is presented here in script form, it was always in the back of my mind that it should have a further life as a piece of writing. Not just something to be performed, but something to read. A book, in fact.
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Remind us, Muse





Remind us, Muse, of that man of many means, 


sent spinning the length and breadth of the map 


after bringing the towers of Troy to their knees; 




 





of the lessons he learned in the cities of great minds,


and the heartbreak he suffered, roaming the seas


to land his shipmates and salvage his life.




 





But for all the torture and grief he sustained


his comrades were lost; heedless fools,


they gorged on the flesh of the Cattle of the Sun.


In turn, the God of the Sun made death their domain.




 





Muse, daughter of Memory and Zeus,


where to start this story is yours to choose. 



















I



























OLYMPUS




A council of the Gods. A dozen or so voices are chattering amongst themselves.













ZEUS


What I say is this:


Odysseus must be punished.


Poseidon must have his revenge.





General agreement amongst the Gods. 




ATHENA


But why, father? This man was a hero at Troy.


One of our favourites.







ZEUS


We owe him no special favour.


He’s a human in the end. A mortal.







ATHENA


There’s no shame in being human.







ZEUS


They stumble from one tragedy to the next,


never improving, never learning from their mistakes,


then blame us for their frailties and faults.


Their misfortunes are their own!


Our words of warning fall on deaf ears


and they turn a blind eye to our signs.


When we send eagles


to signal our thoughts in the sky,


what do they do – stand and point and stare,


like … birdwatchers!


After all these years you’d expect some change,


some progress, some development – some sense.


But their behaviour gets worse.


They are children, squabbling brats,


and the world is their kindergarten.







ATHENA


There are always exceptions to the rule, aren’t there, father?







ZEUS


And exceptions that prove it as well.







ATHENA


All I’m saying is … we shouldn’t be so quick to judge.


Take each case on its merits. See the person,


not just the species as a whole. Consider the man.







ZEUS


Consider Odysseus – that’s what you mean, isn’t it?


Speak up, child.







ATHENA


Well, yes, he’s an example of the kind of thing I’m talking about.







Groans from the other Gods.







ATHENA (stridently)


His predicament is a shadow on my heart


and grows darker every day.







It’s only yesterday you Gods were cheering him on.


Praising his cunning and skill, toasting the way


he conjured victory out of defeat at Troy,


imagined a hollow horse made from a ship’s beams.










HERMES


His savages butchered and ate the Cattle of the Sun – those


beautiful, lumbering bulls that never hurt anyone.







ATHENA


That’s rich coming from you.


You – the world’s first cattle rustler.


Fifty heifers, wasn’t it, stolen from Apollo?







HERMES


I was an infant. It was a prank.


I gave forty-eight of them back.







ATHENA


I thought you of all people would be more sympathetic.


You – the God of Travellers, the Light in the Dark.







HERMES


I helped him once. I pointed out the moly flower,


saved him from being magicked into a hog.







ATHENA


That was years ago. He’s still lost.







HERMES


Is it my job to hold his hand all the way home?







ATHENA


Do you have some more important task?







HERMES


Well, I …







ATHENA


Don’t expect fires to be lit or bulls to be slaughtered


in your name, if the prayers of a struggling traveller


fall on deaf ears. Don’t expect temples and grottoes.










HERMES


My image appears by every path,


in every roadside shrine.







ATHENA


Roads and paths alter their course. Humans have fickle hearts.







HERMES


It isn’t a popularity contest.







ATHENA


You’ll be forgotten. Wiped from memory.







HERMES


Ridiculous.







ATHENA


You won’t exist.







HERMES (after a few moments of thought)


I suppose a little nudge in the right direction wouldn’t hurt.







ZEUS


Odysseus blinded the Cyclops. Seared his only eye with a burning branch.


The Cyclops. Poseidon’s son. My nephew no less!







ATHENA


Put yourself in Odysseus’ shoes and tell me how it feels.


Twenty years away from his land …







ANOTHER GOD (pipes up)


Nineteen.







ATHENA


Ten years fighting and winning the war at Troy,


ten more making his journey home,


seven of those snared in Calypso’s net.


Calypso, who charms him with voodoo words,


encircles him with her legs,


blows mumbo-jumbo into his ears to make him forget.


But he doesn’t forget.


He dreams of the fires of Ithaca,


scans the horizon for smoke,


weeps for his people, his wife and his son.


And after all the sacrifices he made in your name, father.


I don’t know how you sleep.







ZEUS


Yes, true, he’s suffered more than most, but …







ATHENA


And his tired wife, Penelope, who waits.







ZEUS


Penelope, yes, she’s patient to the last.







ATHENA


And Telemachus, his son. A young man now


who was only a babe in arms when his father’s boat


sailed out of the bay.







ZEUS


True. A crying shame.







ATHENA


And the loyal people of his home town …







ZEUS


All right. ALL RIGHT!


No one forgets proud Odysseus,


stuck there on some forsaken rock in Calypso’s web.


But my brother Poseidon harbours a deep grudge. 


He wants blood.







ATHENA (with obvious flattery)


Father. Father … most noble Zeus …







ZEUS


On the other hand, no one would deny the man a fighting chance.






 The Gods mumble and grumble amongst themselves.




ZEUS (whispering)


Well, Athena. Here’s your moment. What do you suggest?







ATHENA (struggling to make herself heard)


Dispatch Hermes to that bewitching nymph,


tell her to untangle Odysseus from her spell.


Let him sail home under a stiff breeze.







ZEUS (angry)


You’ll do me the honour of listening to Zeus’ daughter.





Silence in the hall.




Hermes, fly off to that bewitching nymph,


tell her to untangle Odysseus from her spell.


Let him sail home under a stiff breeze.


He can take his chances on the high sea.







All the Gods shall unite and agree.





Murmurings of dissent from the Gods.




(with great thunder)


ZEUS HAS SPOKEN. ALL THE GODS SHALL AGREE.





Silence. Then the Gods disperse. In agreement.







ATHENA


My father, mightiest of the mighty,


highest among the high …







ZEUS


That’s enough worming and wheedling for one day.


And what part shall you play in all this?







ATHENA


I’ll go to Ithaca with a plan.


Light a fire in the mind of Telemachus, Odysseus’ only son,


put fuel in his thoughts.







ZEUS


Why such haste?


After twenty years, is there any need to rush?







ATHENA


For us immortals, time is a circle that never ends.


But man has a fistful of sand and treasures every grain.







ZEUS


You are your father’s daughter, no doubt of that.







ATHENA


I’ll take this spear. Disguise myself as Mentes,


an old friend of Odysseus.


I’ll appear as a man – in the flesh.






























ITHACA. THE PALACE OF ODYSSEUS.




The suitors are drinking, feasting and playing games. They throw dice, arm-wrestle and occasionally break out into bawdy songs.












ANTINOUS


More wine over here.







EURYMACHUS


And the good stuff from the far cellar, mind.


Not the piss you keep for unwanted guests.


And more pig.


Succulent suckling pig with its crackling skin.







AMPHINOMUS


Steady on a bit. There’s no need to go over the top.







ANTINOUS


Let him talk.







EURYMACHUS


And its tender roll of loin …


And its supple flanks …







And its virgin balls …







ANTINOUS


Speaking of which, here comes our host.


(to Telemachus)


Telemachus, a delicious feast again.


Your kitchen does you proud.







TELEMACHUS


Never let it be said that you starved.










EURYMACHUS


And the wine – quite delicious.


Zeus himself would smile at the taste.







TELEMACHUS


If there’s any left when you’re finished


I’ll be glad to offer him a glass.







You’ll have to excuse me, though.


A visitor stands in the door,


another stranger I’ll make welcome in my father’s house.







ANTINOUS


Be my guest.





The suitors laugh behind his back as Telemachus walks away.




TELEMACHUS (wearily)


One more mouth to feed. Well, don’t stand in the porch.







MENTES (Athena in disguise)


Not the most heartfelt welcome I’ve ever had.







TELEMACHUS


We never turn our back on visitors,


but you suitors are eating us out of house and home.


Don’t expect to be welcomed with open arms.







MENTES


I’m no suitor.


I’m Mentes, a friend of your father’s from a long way back.







TELEMACHUS (eagerly)


You have news of my father? Where is he?


Has he sent you ahead to announce his arrival?










MENTES


No news like that I’m afraid.







TELEMACHUS


Then what brings you to Ithaca?







MENTES


I’m … anchored in the bay with my men,


en route to Temese to trade metal and ore.


I stopped in to pay my respects.





Bawdy singing rises in the background.




MENTES


Forgive me, but this is a scandal.


What gives those men the right to behave like swine


in the house of noble Odysseus?







TELEMACHUS


Let’s step outside for some fresh air as we talk.





They go outside.




Two decades ago my father sailed out of view


and we haven’t set eyes on him since.


For years and years I imagined him standing


where you stood just moments ago,


filling the frame of the door,


back to throw his arms around his family


and claim his house.


But now I fear the worst.







MENTES


A man like Odysseus wouldn’t just disappear without trace.










TELEMACHUS


I have a nightmare vision when I close my eyes.


My father, dead and alone on some stony plain,


or deep in an ocean trench. He’s water now, or he’s dust.







MENTES


You sound like you’ve given up hope.







TELEMACHUS


And there’s more pain to bear:


these men that lounge on his rugs


and loaf at his hearth,


grazing and gulping their way through our wealth,


these ‘suitors’ lay claim to my mother’s heart.


But because my father has no tomb or grave


she can’t say no and she can’t say yes.


So they gorge themselves at our expense


and we feed them on silver plates.


We’re besieged, from inside our own house!







MENTES


Telemachus, listen to me. I’m no teller of fortunes


and I can’t read the meaning of birds in the sky.


But the Gods have put a thought in my mind;


for your own sake you should act on what I say.







I believe these suitors will shriek for forgiveness before they die.







TELEMACHUS


It’s a mouth-watering thought. If I were more of a man …







MENTES


Get a boat of twenty oars.


Sail to Pylos then Sparta,


seek news of your father from his friends.


They’ll tell you of the glorious victory at Troy.


They’ll inspire you. You’ll grow with every word.







TELEMACHUS


No, they’ll meet me on the pier, awkward in grief,


like distant uncles consoling a dead man’s son,


saying how sorry they were to hear of my loss.


Then I’ll be crushed.







MENTES


If you hear of his death


then heap stones on a plot of earth


and call it his grave.


Then your mother Penelope must choose her groom.







But if you hear word that he lives,


sail back to Ithaca, and hold yourself proud and straight.







TELEMACHUS


You speak with a fatherly tone.







MENTES


You’re no longer a child, Telemachus.


It’s time to prove that to yourself.


Now go back inside. I’ll make myself scarce.







TELEMACHUS


Wait …





Athena leaves.




My father had friends in high places,


friends of unusual nature, other-worldly …





The voices of the suitors rise again. Over them comes the voice of a minstrel, Phemios.







PHEMIOS (sings)


How many boats for Helen of Troy?


How many boats, how many boats,


How many trees were cut to their knees


to bring her back over the ocean?







How many weapons for Helen of Troy?


How many arrows, how many spears,


how many sorrows and how many tears


to bring her back over the ocean?







How many miles for Helen of Troy?


How many miles, how many miles,


how many days in the wild of the waves


to bring her back over the ocean?







How many soldiers for Helen of Troy?


How much force and how much blood,


how many foals from a horse made of wood


to bring her back over the ocean?







How many lives for Helen of Troy?


How many lives, how many lives,


how many husbands and how many wives


to bring her back over the ocean?





Penelope appears at the head of the stairs. The room falls silent. The minstrel’s song grinds to a halt. 




ANTINOUS


Penelope. You grace us with your presence.







EURYMACHUS


You honour us.







AMPHINOMUS


Here’s a seat by the fire, and a cloak for your shoulders.










PENELOPE


It was music that stirred me.







PHEMIOS


Thank you, my lady.







PENELOPE


Troubled me, I mean.


Roused me out of the comfort of sleep.


Have you only the one song?







PHEMIOS


No, lady. Thousands.







PENELOPE


Then sing another. Not the song of Troy.


It climbed my stairs, rising like smoke,


seeping under the door and bringing me to tears.


Let me sleep. I’m tired.





Penelope retires. The suitors mutter amongst themselves.




EURYMACHUS


She’s an icy one.







ANTINOUS


She’ll melt.







EURYMACHUS


I know what I’d be like after twenty years with my legs crossed.


I’d be at boiling point.







AMPHINOMUS


Beautiful, though. Standing there at the head of the stairs.


Against the evening light.










EURYMACHUS


She takes her wedding vows too seriously.


She takes her fidelity too far.







AMPHINOMUS


That’s why we want her, isn’t it?


That’s why we’re queuing up for her hand.


We want that faithfulness for ourselves.







EURYMACHUS


And everything that comes with it.







ANTINOUS


Property.







EURYMACHUS


Weaponry.







ANTINOUS


Lakes of wine.







EURYMACHUS


Herds of cattle.







ANTINOUS


Gold.







EURYMACHUS


Fame.







AMPHINOMUS


My intentions are entirely honourable.







EURYMACHUS


So are mine. It’s just that I’ve got some very big intentions!










ANTINOUS


It’s like a land of plenty waiting behind a locked gate.


One day she’ll say yes, and give one man amongst us the key.


The key to paradise.


When she stood there just now,


with the sun behind her, illuminated, the last rays of dusk


making a filament of her body beneath her dress,


which of us didn’t steal a glimpse of what lies ahead, on the other side …







TELEMACHUS (furiously)


You suitors, camped out at our expense,


gnawing your way like rats through our estate,


I’ll keep you fed and watered


for as long as you stay – it’s what society expects.


But if there were justice in this world,


Zeus would punish you for your gluttony,


he’d put an end to your infinite appetites,


and I for one would give him endless thanks.







EURYMACHUS (aside)


What’s that bed-wetter whining about now?







ANTINOUS


Telemachus, what’s got into you?


How dare you talk with such impertinence,


as if the Gods had given you leave to speak?







TELEMACHUS


For as long as my father Odysseus is away


I’ll be lord and master in this house,


I’ll be the owner of all his hard-won fortunes


and I’ll speak as I please.










EURYMACHUS


Say what you will,


the outcome of all this lies in the lap of the Gods,


and there’s nothing you can do to alter what they decide.







ANTINOUS


Correct.


Anyway, who was the visitor who arrived unannounced,


then vanished into thin air?


Another suitor, joining the long and winding queue,


or just a tinker pushing some second-rate goods?







TELEMACHUS


A friend of my father’s – a merchant trading shore to shore.


He stopped to pay his respects


but when he set his eyes on this vulgar scene


he made his excuses and ran to catch the wind.







ANTINOUS


That tone of voice again, Telemachus.


Well, let me say this, if we have become debased


there’s only your mother to blame.


There’s a name for people like her.


We could have been off in the wide world,


lying beside any woman who took our fancy –


but good Penelope keeps us hanging on.


For nearly four years we’ve dangled on a string


while she sends us encouraging nods and winks.


We’ve invested too much time to just walk away.







TELEMACHUS


She is a faithful mother and wife.







ANTINOUS


She’s a clever trickster as well. What was it she said to us?


‘All you who flatter me


and are eager for my hand,


let me first weave this shroud


for Laertes my father-in-law,


who is frail and old.’







EURYMACHUS


‘What will the womenfolk think of me


if he dies without a sheet


to wind his royal body in?’







ANTINOUS


‘When the weaving’s done,


when the shroud’s complete,


then I’ll choose a man.’







So we let her weave.


Season after season, year after year we let her weave,


until one of her maids whispered in my ear


that what she stitched by day she unpicked at night.


That’s the kind of devious mind we’re up against.







TELEMACHUS


She plays for time, holding out hope for my father’s return.


Who could blame her for that?







EURYMACHUS


She’s a vixen. Cunning and sly.







AMPHINOMUS


Telemachus, your mother is a prize worthy of any man …







ANTINOUS


Burn this into your brain, Telemachus:


we’ll not give up the chase,


so the quicker you cut the apron strings


and marry her off to whichever suitor she most deserves,


the better for everyone concerned.





The door bursts open. Halitherses staggers in, breathless. 




HALITHERSES


A sign in the sky.







EURYMACHUS


Who’s this old bag of bones?







TELEMACHUS


Halitherses. He has a knack for reading the flight of birds.


Tell us what you saw.







HALITHERSES


Two eagles soaring over the town.







ANTINOUS


It happens every day.







HALITHERSES


They glided side by side,


then suddenly turned on each other in mid-air,


lashing out with their fearful talons,


tearing feathers with their terrible beaks, making an ungodly din …


It spells disaster for you suitors.


It means bloody misfortune is being plotted somewhere overhead …







EURYMACHUS


That’s crap.


Someone take this coffin-dodger outside and leave him to rot.










HALITHERSES


It’s not crap. There’ll be ructions.







EURYMACHUS


You couldn’t predict your way out of your own hat!


Save your breath, incontinent old corpse.


And here’s a forecast for you: if you can find your way home,


tell your children what fate has in store for them


if their father keeps opening his trap.







HALITHERSES


I’m not wrong. You’ll see that I’m not.







AMPHINOMUS


I know something about this kind of thing.


He’s right when he says that two eagles mean trouble.







ANTINOUS


Birds do peculiar things every day of the week.


They’re just birds. It’s … ornithology.







HALITHERSES (rather pathetically)


I’ve predicted all kinds of things. I’m good at it.







ANTINOUS


You’re a shit-stirrer, that’s what you are.


Odysseus is as dead as stone and everyone knows it.


So why put ideas of vengeance in his son’s head?


Telemachus should be left to finish his grieving,


then his mother could be married off.







TELEMACHUS


I have a proposition for you men.







EURYMACHUS


You’re hardly in a position to bargain …










ANTINOUS


Let him speak.







TELEMACHUS


Allow me a ship and twenty men to row.


I’ll sail to Pylos, then on to Sparta,


and ask for hard news of my father,


find the man who last saw him alive


or the man who pronounced him dead.


If he lives, grant me another year,


twelve months for him to find Ithaca.


If he has perished, I’ll build a tomb


in his name, and make offerings


in his honour, in keeping with his fame.


Then one man here shall marry his widow.







EURYMACHUS (hushed, under the hubbub of voices)


It’s a trick. He’s plotting our murder.







AMPHINOUS


It seems a reasonable enough request.







EURYMACHUS


He’ll bring back an army


or recipes for poison to mix with our supper.


He’s as slippery as his mother.







ANTINOUS


Maybe.


But he’s young, inexperienced and full of idiot ideas.


More likely he’ll drown at sea.


Which will make our job here a whole lot smoother.


Whoever marries the mother could keep the house –


the family’s worldly goods we’ll split between us.


There’s nothing to lose. He’s played right into our hands.


(to Telemachus)


Very well.


Bon voyage, Telemachus:


we’ll scan the waves for your safe return.
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