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To Martin West


ξε[image: img]ν’, [image: img] τοι μὲν τα[image: img]τα φίλα φρονέων ἀγορεύεις


‘Stranger, you have spoken to me with great kindness’





Introduction



‘Sing to me, Muse’


If it had been practicable, I would have omitted the name ‘Homer’ from the cover of this book. That’s because, as most modern scholars think, the Odyssey was probably composed by a different poet from the poet of the Iliad. He was someone who knew the Iliad very well and copied many lines and passages from it, and while it is conceivable that both masterpieces could have been composed by the same person, the many important differences of vocabulary, grammar, geographical perspective, theology, and moral values make that unlikely. Since ‘Homer’ is the name that I use for the poet of the Iliad (he was almost certainly not named Homer), I shall call the Odyssey poet ‘the Odyssey poet’.


We know almost nothing about the Trojan War, which is the theme or the background of the two poems and seems to have taken place around 1200 BCE. We know even less about the poets. There is no consensus about their dates, but there are good reasons to believe the eminent scholar Martin West, who places the Iliad somewhere between 670 and 640 BCE and the Odyssey between 620 and 600. It is remarkable that two geniuses flourished so close to each other in time, but no more remarkable than Aeschylus and Sophocles, Mozart and Beethoven, or Matisse and Picasso. Like Homer, the Odyssey poet was trained in the ancient tradition of oral poetry, and he used a language that had evolved over centuries, bearing signs of its history in its many archaic features and its mixed dialect. He went from town to town, or from noble house to noble house, to find new audiences and sang his poems to them in partly extemporaneous performance, accompanying himself on the phorminx (a four-stringed lyre), like the blind Demodocus in Book 8:


The herald approached then, leading the honoured poet


whom the Muse loved beyond all others, granting him both


good and evil: She stripped him of sight but gave him


the gift of sweet song. The herald, Pontónoüs,


set out for him a large chair, studded with silver,


in the midst of the banquet and leant it against a tall pillar,


and he hung the beautiful clear-toned lyre on a peg


a little above the singer’s head, and he showed him


how to reach up and take hold of it in his hands.


And he put on a table beside him a basket of food


and a cup of wine to drink when he felt the urge to.


And they helped themselves to the food that was set before them.


And when they had eaten and drunk as much as they wanted,


the Muse moved the poet to sing of the glorious deeds






	of heroes.

	(8.58–72)








At some point the Odyssey poet wrote down or dictated his material, and in the course of many years he composed a poem far longer than anything that could be sung in a few hours or days. Sometimes he spliced passages from one place in the poem to another or added passages to an earlier draft, without covering his traces; in addition, many lines were later added by the professional rhapsodes who recited the poem to an avid public. But compared to epics in other traditions, the Odyssey, like the Iliad, has come down to us amazingly intact, over more than two and a half millennia.


‘Sing to me, Muse,’ the Odyssey poet says in the first words of the poem. That is how he expressed what seems like the miracle of inspiration. Yet he wasn’t merely waiting passively, as if he were taking dictation. He had at his command a large stock of traditional phrases, and even whole prefabricated scenes, which could be inserted into his poem; these allowed him to feel his way forwards as he sang and gave him time to anticipate his next moves. It took a great deal of training to become a voice for the god, but beyond what he had learned, there was something new and exciting that happened each time he sang, and he believed that he was a vessel for the divine, a medium through whom a vaster, clearer intelligence was able to speak. So it isn’t surprising that Odysseus says, in perhaps the earliest blurb on record, that there is no man on earth he admires more than the poet Demodocus (this from a man who was a comrade-in-arms of the great Achilles). The Odyssey poet saw no contradiction between his own masterful autonomy and the impersonality, the transpersonality, of his song, as he shows us in the Phaeacian king’s praise of Demodocus:


    ‘To him beyond any other


the god has given the gift of song, to delight us






	in whatever way his spirit moves him to sing.’

	(8.41–43)








The song is god-given, yet what the poet follows is his own spirit. His own spirit is the voice of the god, for as long as he is singing. The greater the poet, the more individual his song, the more distinguished from the run-of-the-mill performer who simply strings together traditional phrases, and thus the more inspired it is. In the same way, Phemius, the Ithacan poet, says,


‘I am self-taught; in my mind the god has implanted






	songs of all kinds.’

	(22.310–11)








In the Odyssey the audience always responds to ‘the god-inspired poet’ with intense emotion. As Odysseus listens to the tale of his own exploits at Troy, he can barely contain his sobbing. Penelope too, hearing a poet sing of Troy, is so powerfully disturbed that she begs him to stop. But for everyone else who hears them, the poems are an experience of unalloyed delight. The Greek word is terpein, ‘to have pleasure or joy, to delight in’, and it is the same word that is used in describing life on Olympus, where the gods ‘spend their long days in pleasure’. The Odyssey poet couldn’t imagine a greater human happiness than being at a dinner party where a gifted poet is performing. ‘It is a fine thing,’ Odysseus says,


    ‘to be listening to a poet


such as this, who is like the immortals in speech.


For I think that there is no more complete fulfilment


than when joy takes over an audience in the great hall,


and the banqueters are sitting next to each other


listening to the poet, and beside them the tables


are loaded with bread and meat, and the steward carries


the drawn wine around and fills their cups to the brim.






	This seems to me the most beautiful thing in the world.’

	(9.2–10)








There are two other Greek words that the poet uses to describe the effect of poetry; both come from verbs that mean ‘to enchant, bewitch, put a spell on’. The Phaeacian king compares Odysseus’s eloquence to a poet’s, and when Odysseus pauses during the long account of his wanderings, ‘throughout the shadowy palace / all who had listened were silent, seized by enchantment’. The nightmare version of this power to spellbind is the Sirens:


‘Anyone who in ignorance hears their alluring


voices is doomed; he never goes home to find


his wife and beloved children rejoicing to see him,


for the Sirens bewitch him with their exquisite music


as they sit in a meadow, surrounded by massive heaps






	of dead men’s bones with the flesh still rotting upon them.’

	(12.40–45)








Only a people who were entirely susceptible to the beauty of words would think of projecting poetry’s negative image in such a hair-raising way.


Most of us read the Odyssey because we have to, as a school assignment, or because we think we should. (It is, after all, one of the foundational works of Western literature; Goethe called it and the Iliad ‘the two most important books in the world’.) What surprises many readers is that it still has the power to enchant. I discovered it as a ten-year-old, after my teacher had us trace Flaxman’s spear-carrying, helmet-and-negligee-clad Athena on to drawing paper. Athena was the goddess of wisdom, she told us, and while ‘wisdom’ meant nothing to me at the time, I was impressed that the goddess had popped straight out of Zeus’s head, in a reversed form of the virgin birth that I had first heard about the Christmas before. The Odyssey wasn’t on our sixth-grade reading list, but I found a children’s version in the library and plunged right in. One-eyed man-eating ogres, self-navigating ships, ghosts sipping blood at the entrance to the underworld, shipwrecks, nymphs, princesses, witches, disguises, recognitions, and, to top it all off, a wholesale slaughter of bad guys at the end! What could be more exciting?


Reading the Odyssey, we enter a world infused by the imagination, ‘cleared of its stiff and stubborn, man-locked set’. Everything becomes fresh and new; familiar objects light up with an inner radiance, as if we were seeing the sky or smelling the grass for the first time. And we are always carried along by the steady yet constantly varying rhythms of the metre, which serves as a counterpoint to even the most horrific events, so that everything we read is lifted up into the realm of the beautiful.


No detail is too small to escape the poet’s attentive gaze, no dream image too fantastic to be made humanly accessible. The six-headed, razor-toothed, tentacled monster Scylla, for example, might easily have seemed cartoonish in the hands of a lesser poet, but she is presented to us so clearly, and her murderous attack described with such elegant precision, that she bursts into existence, as appalling as we could wish:


‘At that very moment Scylla rushed out and snatched


six of my comrades – beautiful, strong young men.


I looked up and saw their arms and legs thrashing above me,


and they shouted to me and called out my name for the last time.


And as a fisherman stands on a jutting rock


and casts the bait with his rod, and the bronze hook sinks


into the water, sheathed in an ox-horn tube,


and he catches a fish and reels it in quickly and flings it,


writhing, on to the shore: just so were my comrades,


writhing, pulled up towards the cliffs, and at the cave entrance


she ate them. They screamed and kept stretching their hands out towards me


in their hideous final agony. That was the most






	sickening thing I ever saw on my travels.’

	(12.229–41)








And here is a picture of the Phaeacian princess Nausicäa and her handmaids washing the royal laundry. (It’s a passage that shocked the sniffy classicists of later ages, who thought that doing laundry was beneath the dignity of a princess.)


They came at last to the banks of a beautiful stream,


where the washing basins were always filled with clear water


welling up through them, to clean the dirtiest clothes.


Here they unyoked the mules from the wagon and sent them


along the stream to graze on the rich, sweet clover,


then lifted the clothes from the wagon and carried them down


into the basins, and each girl began to tread them,


making a game to see who could finish first.


And when they had washed off the dirt and the clothes were spotless,


they spread them neatly along the shore, where the sea


lapped at the land and washed all the pebbles clean.


After a swim, they rubbed themselves with the oil


and had their lunch on the bank of the eddying river


and waited there for the clothing to dry in the sun.


And when they had finished the meal, they took off their headscarves


and played a ball game, tossing the ball and dancing






	to the rhythm, while Nausícäa led them in song.

	(6.87–103)








One more example. After ten years of war at Troy and ten years of further hardships, Odysseus is finally given voyage home in one of the magical Phaeacian ships.


And he went aboard, and at once he lay down in silence,


and the crew took their places along the ship by the rowlocks


and untied the mooring cable from the pierced stone.


And as soon as they leant back and churned up the sea with their oar blades,


a profound sleep fell on his eyelids, sweet and unbroken,


the image of death. As when a team of four stallions


leap forwards together, feeling the lash of the whip


and lifting their hooves up high as they race down the track:


just so did the stern of the ship keep leaping and plunging,


and the dark blue waves surged thunderously in her wake


as she hurried to finish the journey. Not even a falcon,


the fastest of wingèd creatures, could have kept up,


so lightly did she run on and cut through the waves,


bearing a man whose wisdom was like the gods’ wisdom,


who for twenty years had suffered so many hardships


as he passed through the wars of men and the bitter sea.






	But now he was sleeping peacefully, free from all troubles.

	(13.79–95)








Like the Scylla passage, these lines contain one of those extended similes that are among the glories of the Iliad. (The Odyssey poet uses them much less often.) The compliment about Odysseus’s wisdom is a formulaic one, like the embroidered phrases that a courtier might address to a king. We aren’t meant to press the phrase too closely but to enter the sense of temporary fulfilment that the poet has kindly given his main character in an ‘infinite sleep’ that ends the first half of the poem. This is a coda that brings us back to the tonic chord, and its combination of speed and deep calm is a marvel.


Longing for Home


Though the architecture of the Odyssey is subtle and elegant, its plot couldn’t be simpler. Here is how Aristotle describes it:


A man has been away from his country for many years; he is harassed by Poseidon and left desolate. Meanwhile his home is in danger – suitors are consuming his property and plotting to kill his son. Finally, battered by the elements, he comes home, reveals his identity to certain people, attacks the suitors and kills them, and comes through safe himself. That is the essence; the rest is episodes.


Folklorists call this type of story ‘The Return of the Husband’ or ‘The Return of the Rightful King’ and find it in many different cultures, from different ages, all over the world.


Odysseus is the hero, and we are on his side not only because the story is structured for that, but because in many ways he is really admirable. We are told by Penelope that before he left home he was an exemplary king:


‘Didn’t they [the suitors] hear from their fathers when they were children


how splendid a king Odysseus was, how he treated


everyone in this country? Never, in word






	or in deed, did he act with injustice towards any man.’

	(4.636–39)








This matters for everyone in Ithaca, because the welfare of a whole country depends on the righteousness of its king:


    ‘. . . some virtuous king


who acts with justice and reverence for the gods,


and in his kingdom the soil yields wheat and barley,


and the trees are always heavy with fruit, and the flocks


bear young without fail, and the deep sea abounds with fish,






	and the people flourish, because he knows how to lead.’

	(19.113–18)








He has also been a good husband, if we judge by Penelope’s twenty-years-long devotion to him and by his own heartfelt experience of marriage, as expressed to Nausicäa:


‘I pray that the gods will grant you your heart’s desire,


a good home and a good husband, and harmony


between the two of you. Nothing is sweeter than that,


when a man and a woman can live together as one,






	with one mind and heart.’

	(6.184–88)








But he isn’t a hero in the Iliad’s sense of the word. His main virtues are cunning and self-control, a genius for survival, an uncanny ability to get out of a tight spot through his quick-wittedness. Many of the formulaic adjectives that the poet attaches to his name emphasize these qualities and mean more or less the same thing: polutropos, in the first line of the poem, literally means ‘many-turning, versatile, wily, ingenious’ (I have translated it as ‘infinitely cunning’); polumētis means ‘many-counselled, crafty, shrewd’; and polumēchanos, ‘many-deviced, resourceful, inventive, never at a loss’. In the Iliad, Odysseus’s gift for stratagems is what distinguishes him from the rest of the warriors. Though the Trojan Horse, his invention, isn’t mentioned in the earlier epic, it appears twice in the Odyssey and is even held up to him by Athena as a source of encouragement. Yet for some of the warriors rooted in the aristocratic code of honour, conquering Troy by subterfuge and not by valour would have been shameful, just as using a bow and not engaging the enemy with sword or spear was considered unmanly. The archers in the Iliad are mainly Trojans: Pandarus, who with a bowshot breaks the truce that would have honourably ended the Trojan War, and Paris, who is hated by all his people and considered by the Achaeans a weakling and a perfumed sissy. In the Odyssey, though, Odysseus is portrayed as a master bowman, probably because the poet has adapted a pre-existing folktale in which the test of the bow is crucial.


There are a few other discordant notes in the poet’s portrayal of Odysseus as a great warrior and king. The Cyclops episode, the most famous example of his survival by the use of cunning, also shows his weaknesses as a leader; he takes a foolish risk in exploring the monster’s cave, and when he finally escapes he insists upon shouting out his real name, an imprudence that leads to Poseidon’s anger and many years of misery and delay. Later, after he is given the bag of winds by Aeolus, he falls asleep just as his ship is arriving home, with chaotic results. In the land of the Laestrygonians he moors outside the harbour but lets the rest of his fleet moor inside it, a decision that results in the destruction of eleven ships. He lets Eurylochus override his command to sail past the isle of Thrinacia, where the crew kill the sun god’s cattle and doom themselves to destruction. All these disasters happen because of his poor judgement. Or are the lapses inevitable in the world that Odysseus inhabits? You might say that this isn’t a question of character at all; it is a question of fate, and fate is the story that the poet had to tell. Odysseus loses all his men because he has to lose all his men in order to arrive in Ithaca alone on a foreign ship, as the ancient story required.


In the Iliad, Odysseus is a respected warrior, but people remember him more for his power of persuasion, a politician’s skill, not the eloquence of a man of honour. Achilles answers a long speech of his by saying,


‘I am going to speak plain words and tell you exactly


what I am thinking and what I am going to do,


so that you won’t sit here cooing and trying to coax me


into agreement. I hate like the gates of Hades


the man who says one thing and hides another inside him.’


(Iliad 9.307–11)


But in the Odyssey we aren’t meant to react to Odysseus’s cunning with this kind of heroic disdain and revulsion. We are meant to feel delight, and we do. We are seduced by his charm. He is a world-class liar, and the bravura of his invention is difficult to resist. Yes, he is lying for the sake of his own survival, but also because it gives him pleasure; he is lying spontaneously, heartfully, exuberantly, spinning out all the outrageous, how-can-you-doubt-me details under the inspiration of the muse of deceit, like another tactical and irresistibly charming liar, Huckleberry Finn. Odysseus’s most discerning listener, the goddess Athena, responds to him with the appreciation of a connoisseur. Wisdom, for her, means practical intelligence, and it is deeply amoral. (Later in the poem, she commands Odysseus to kill all the suitors, whether they have shown themselves to be lawless or decent men.) She couldn’t be more pleased with his blatant lies to her. She recognises herself in a mortal who is ‘so superbly crooked’:


‘Cunning, subtle, and tricky beyond all bounds


would a man have to be who hoped to outwit you; even


a god couldn’t do it. Swindler, daredevil, cheat,


king of the liars, remorseless in your deceptions –


even in your own country you are unwilling


to drop the tricks and tales that you love from the bottom


of your treacherous heart. But no more of this for now.


We are both clever enough – you are the greatest


of mortals in judgement and eloquence, and among gods






	I am renowned for my subtlety and my wisdom.’

	(13.282–91)








If we didn’t know it was Athena speaking here, we might think it was Hermes, the ultimate trickster, the seductive, devil-may-care god of liars and thieves. (In fact Odysseus has inherited the trickster gene from his maternal grandfather, Autolycus, ‘who was the most accomplished liar and thief / in all the world, for he had been given these talents / by Hermes himself’.) Penelope, by the way, is just as tricky. With her subterfuge of the web and her alternately stern and coy attitude towards the suitors, she too survives as a faithful wife because of her cunning. She actually proves more cunning than Odysseus himself in one of the last scenes in the poem, in which she uses the secret of their marriage bed to confirm his true identity.


It has even occurred to some readers that the whole long account of Odysseus’s adventures during the ten years after Troy may be a lie. Most of us read the story naively, like ten-year-olds, enjoying the venture into the world of folklore, which is so unlike the relatively realistic main tale of the Odyssey. But from the Cretan stories that Odysseus tells after his return to Ithaca, we know what a convincing liar he can be. What if the entire content of Books 9 to 12 is an elabourate, spur-of-the moment ‘stretcher’, as Huck Finn would have said – Lotus-eaters, Cyclops, Aeolia, Laestrygonians, Circe, underworld, Sirens, Scylla and Charybdis, the whole marvellous tale? After all, the only corroboration we have from the narrator of the poem is that Poseidon hates Odysseus for blinding the eye of his son Polyphemus. Might this one incident be true and the rest merely ‘outrageous lies [that] seem like the truth’? Perhaps the character Odysseus is one of the great poets of the world, nestled like a matryoshka doll inside the tale told by one of the great poets of the world. Indeed the poem does have a ‘tendency to incorporate itself, to reflect itself as in a mirror . . . especially at banquets when the bards sing’, as Italo Calvino has written. Calvino even imagines that the song of the Sirens ‘is nothing more or less than the Odyssey . . . Who better than the Sirens could endow their own song with this function of magic looking glass?’ Since the Sirens exist only within Odysseus’s story, this would be yet a third level of Russian dolls, a mirror reflecting a mirror reflecting a mirror.


But however true or untrue his tales, beneath all Odysseus’s duplicity and cunning there is a desperate homesickness. This theme of going home is one reason the story of the Odyssey has such a universal appeal. ‘I know no place that is sweeter than my own country,’ Odysseus says, and that is a feeling we can all recognise. He is ‘constantly yearning for home while Zeus and the other / immortals kept me away and steeped me in sorrow’, and the thought of returning dominates his days and nights – with a couple of exceptions. Rather than sailing straight back from Troy, he stops to practise a bit of piracy on the Cicones. Later he spends a year feasting and making love with Circe, who, being a ‘cunning witch’, may have bound him with some kind of spell; in any case, he has to be reminded by his crew that it’s time to leave. (Both these diversions may originate in previously existing stories that the poet has adapted for his epic.) But throughout the rest of the poem, in spite of a flickering interest in exploration, he feels burdened by his wandering, and he keeps a single-minded focus on returning home, not only to his wife, family, and estate but also to his proper place in the world as king of Ithaca.


Odysseus has been gone for almost half his life, and at the beginning of the poem, after ten years of the Trojan War, three years of misadventures in the dream- and nightmare-world of the voyage home, and seven years as captive on the island of the nymph Calypso, he is at a dead end. Calypso (her name comes from kalyptō, the Greek word meaning ‘to hide’) is in love with him and wants to make him her husband:


ceaselessly, with her soft, insidious words,


she tries to entice him and make him forget his homeland,


Ithaca; but Odysseus, heartsick to glimpse


even a wisp of smoke from his own chimneys,






	longs to die.

	(1.58–62)








Can homesickness be expressed more poignantly than this? Odysseus yearns for the bare minimum: not his house, not his wife or father or son, but a single wisp of smoke from his own chimneys. He could die in peace if he saw it, he thinks, because he would be in his beloved country at last.


When we first meet him, he is on the seashore of Calypso’s island,


sitting and watching the sea, as he often did,






	racking his heart with groans and with bitter weeping.

	(5.72–73)








He is depressed to the point of desperation, a helpless prisoner, though his prison is an earthly paradise. Our poet describes it, in loving detail, as a place so beautiful that even a visiting god has to gaze in wonder. Not only is Odysseus surrounded by a dream-lush landscape and given all the physical comforts that a human being could hope for – superb meals, vintage wine, and the hot baths that were so dear to ancient Greek heroes – but he is also passionately loved by a beautiful goddess. Calypso is not shy about her good looks:


    ‘it would be unimaginable for a mere






	woman to come even close to a goddess in beauty.’

	(5.186–87)








The gods of the Odyssey emit a radiance too intense for ordinary mortals; that’s why they usually disguise themselves as humans when they visit their favourites. But Calypso doesn’t hide herself by taking a human form, and Odysseus is allowed to enjoy the full force of her beauty every day and every night.


Not only is he offered this life of ease, luxury, and lust; Calypso even promises him eternal life. She wants to keep him as her husband forever, and she has thought it out carefully, unlike the goddess Dawn, who asked Zeus to make her Trojan lover Tithonus immortal but forgot to ask for eternal youth as well, so that after a hundred years he withered into a squeaking mummy. Odysseus, on the contrary, will remain ‘unageing and deathless’, she says.


But he has refused her offer. He longs for his home and his wife more than he cares about immortality. This is not a case of nostalgia, which is a longing for a past that can never be and perhaps never has been, and therefore necessarily ends in disappointment. He is longing not for a past but for a future, in a place that is beloved beyond all others on earth or in heaven. Penelope was twenty when he sailed for Troy; she is forty now, and whether or not she has kept her physical beauty is beside the point. She may be ‘only a woman’, but she is the one he loves. Odysseus’s refusal of immortality is ‘surely the greatest and most moving tribute that any marriage has ever received in literature’. It is like Adam’s refusal in Paradise Lost: when Eve offers him the fruit, Adam bites into it, fully aware of the consequences, because he loves her so deeply that he can’t bear to remain in Eden without her.


There are other reasons that Odysseus is less than thrilled at Calypso’s offer. For one thing, he no longer finds her sexually appealing. Sitting across the breakfast, lunch, and dinner table from her every day of every year, he has grown used to her beauty, then indifferent to it, and it has been a long time since the novelty of making love with a goddess has worn off. Now he is just going through the motions:


    No longer did the nymph please him.


At night, it is true, he slept with her in her cave,






	but there was no choice; she was passionate, and he had to.

	(5.132–34)








He can satisfy Calypso’s desires, but the whole thing has become a chore and only deepens his depression:


. . . by day he would sit on the rocky beach and look out






	over the restless sea and shed bitter tears.

	(5.135–36)








Then, at last, after seven years, Calypso is ordered by Zeus to let her prisoner go. She is not happy about it, but she acquiesces, first with petulance, then with a truly admirable grace. After dinner she warns Odysseus of the almost insuperable hardships of his voyage home, and he answers,


    ‘And if some god does


wreck me during the voyage, I shall endure it.


My heart knows how to endure great hardships. Before now


I have suffered many, both on the sea and in war,


and if I must suffer another hardship, so be it.’


Our poet continues:


As they were speaking, the sun set and darkness came on.


And they moved farther into the cave, and they made love






	with great pleasure, and then they slept in each other’s arms.

	(5.193–200)








Suddenly he is no longer a prisoner. He is on his way home. The veils of powerlessness and resentment have been lifted from his heart. He is grateful, and she is beautiful. This meeting of mortality and immortality is one of the most poignant moments in the poem.


However grief-laden it may be, memory is Odysseus’s lifeline, his connection to a life that he aches to retrieve. The poet who sings the past doesn’t need to remember it, since it is the Muse, daughter of Mnemosyne, who sings through him; he is able to tell the story of Troy as if he had been there himself. But Odysseus must keep remembering. Long after his visit to the land of the Lotus-eaters, he must be careful not to become one of them. These Lotus-eaters, he says,


‘who had no intention of harming my comrades but gave them


the honey-sweet fruit of the lotus to eat. And those


who ate of the fruit lost all desire to come back;


the only thing that they wanted now was to stay


with the Lotus-eaters and feed on the fruit and never


go home again. So I had to drag these men back,






	and they wept as I forced them to go.’

	(9.90–96)








There is something to be said for mindless, bovine contentedness; it isn’t for nothing that the cow is worshiped in India. Odysseus’s men have to be dragged back into the pain of awareness, and we can easily understand why they weep. Yet ultimately there is no way out but through.


Odysseus is someone who can’t afford even temporary forgetting. For him, memory is the umbilical cord, the signpost to the future, the bread-crumbs scattered along the ground of the dreadful forest. Throughout the poem he must struggle against the seductions of oblivion. If he were to forget the past by listening too well to the Sirens or staying on Ogygia or Scheria, he would forget himself. He would lose everything dear to him, and however well the Phaeacians might treat him, he would still be a suppliant in a country somewhere at the edge of the world, alone, totally dependent on his host, and, for all he knows, stuck there forever in yet another version of paradise. He would delete the possibility of his return, the possibility of the Odyssey itself, and in its place his exploits at Troy would be followed by the looming question mark that has haunted the mind of Penelope for twenty years. His loss would be our loss as well.



Among the Shadowy Dead


Of all the detours taken by Odysseus on his long voyage home, none goes farther off the map than his voyage to the underworld. This descent, which was imitated in the Aeneid and from there formed the basis for Dante’s Inferno, is a mini-epic in itself, a tragedy placed within a comedy, brilliant and separable. Its ostensible purpose is to have Odysseus seek a prophecy from the blind Theban sage Tiresias, but it would have been easy for the poet to put the instructions into the mouth of Circe, who later tells Odysseus how to navigate through the many dangers of his return. The episode, in all its splendid superfluousness, must have been as compelling to the poet who created it as it was to the spellbound audience listening to Odysseus at the Phaeacian court, and as it is to us.


When Odysseus hears that he has to make this journey, he bursts into tears. The whole thing seems impossible and pointless. But, as in life, what seems to be a detour turns out to be the journey itself. The way down is the way up; the roundabout route is the only direct one, though you didn’t realize that at the time. Odysseus may groan at the prospect, but unless he first descends to the realm of the dead, he won’t be able to return to his own life. ‘Other men die just once,’ Circe tells him later, praising his boldness, ‘but you will meet death two times.’ Without this twice-born quality, who is to say that he would be able to survive the obstacles that lie ahead of him?


He and his crew sail to the shore of Hades ‘weeping and sick with dread’, beach their ship, and take out a black ram and ewe for sacrifice. (Odysseus is the narrator here and throughout Book 11.)


‘Perimédes and Eurýlochus held the victims,


while, drawing my sword from my thigh-sheath, I dug a pit


a foot or so square. Around it I poured a libation


to all the dead, with a mixture of milk and honey,


and then with wine, and finally with clear water,


and I sprinkled white barley meal over it, and with earnest


prayers to the shadowy dead, I vowed that as soon


as I came home to Ithaca I would slaughter for them


my best yearling cow, and that I would heap the pyre


with rich gifts and for Tirésias I would offer


an all-black ram, the handsomest one in my flocks.


And when I had finished my prayers and invocations


to the countless dead, I took the two sheep and cut


their throats and let the dark blood drain into the pit.


Immediately the ghosts came swarming around me


up out of Érebus – brides and unmarried youths,


old men worn out by suffering, tender young girls


with grief still fresh in their hearts, and a host of spirits


whose flesh had been mangled by bronze-tipped spears, men killed


in the crush of battle, still wearing their bloodstained armour.


From all directions they crowded around the pit






	with unearthly shrieks that made me turn pale with terror.’

	(11.19–40)








These ghosts aren’t vague unearthly creatures, though; from the outside they still retain their human identity as the tender young girls or the mangled warriors they had been when they died. They swarm around the pit of blood because they are desperate to regain their minds for a moment. Without drinking, they cannot think, cannot talk or make contact; they have to keep flitting ‘back and forth / aimlessly, mere shadows of what they were’.


Odysseus first speaks with his foolish young shipmate Elpenor, who got drunk the night before their departure from Circe’s island, climbed on to the roof, and fell off in the morning, breaking his neck. Next he receives his prophecy from Tiresias, and only then does he allow his mother’s ghost to sip the blood and tell him news about Ithaca. When she finishes, three times he reaches out to embrace her, and three times, poignantly, ‘she slip[s] through [his] arms like a shadow, a dream’. This encounter is followed by a hair-raising conversation with the bitter ghost of King Agamemnon, who tells Odysseus how his cousin Aegisthus murdered him at his homecoming, cutting him down ‘as a man fells an ox at its manger’.


Then comes the most deeply moving dialogue of all, with Achilles, the greatest hero of the Trojan War. After answering Achilles’ question about what he is doing in the land of the dead, Odysseus, the great tactician, the charmer of men and ghosts, says,


    ‘“But you, Achilles –


no man on earth has ever been more blessed than you are,


nor ever will be. Before, when you were alive,


we honoured you equally with the immortal gods,


and down here, you are a great prince among the dead.


Therefore you shouldn’t be sad about dying, Achilles.”’


Here is Achilles’ famous answer:


‘And he said, “Don’t try to smooth-talk me into accepting


death, Odysseus. I would much rather be


above ground as the most destitute serf, hired out


to some tenant farmer with hardly enough to live on,






	than to be king over all the shadowy dead.”’

	(11.335–45)








It is hard to overstate the force of this statement, especially for a reader who knows the Achilles of the Iliad. In that poem his whole life was about glory; he chose a short life with glory over a long, peaceful life without it. But now, he says, he would give anything to be alive again, even as a man without fame, honour, or the bare necessities – even as the lowest of the low. He can imagine nothing worse than being what he is now: one of the shadowy dead.


The dead don’t seem to feel that way in the Iliad, where we hear from the ghost of Achilles’ beloved friend Patroclus when he returns to him in a dream:


    ‘Bury me quickly,


so I can pass through the gates of Hades. The spirits –


the phantoms of those who have died – are keeping me out;


they won’t allow me to cross the river and join them.’


(Iliad, 23.70–73)


This implies that the dead, once they cross the river Styx, have some kind of rest and fellowship. The Hades of the Odyssey, on the other hand, is more like the underworld in Gilgamesh, a dismal place where the stultified dead spend eternity eating dirt and squatting hopelessly in the darkness.


Achilles’ rebuke of Odysseus, in its pride and despair, resonates throughout the Odyssey. Yet rather than spreading a gloom over the rest of the poem, it is a constant background reminder. We are moved, as the poet describes them, by the simplest of things human life has to offer: a bath, a meal, a courteous welcome to a stranger, a conversation by the fire. There is a radiance that surrounds our brief human actions, a beauty that makes even the life of a beggar or a slave, from Achilles’ perspective, seem like a privilege. These simple things are the givens longed for by him and the other ghosts,


those that would have wept to step barefoot into reality,


That would have wept and been happy, have shivered in the frost


And cried out to feel it again, have run fingers over leaves


And against the most coiled thorn, have seized on what was ugly


And laughed . . .


The conversation goes on for a while longer, and once he hears the news about his son’s brave exploits during the war, Achilles too laughs, after a fashion:


‘When I had finished, the ghost of Achilles departed


with long strides across the meadows of asphodel,






	exulting in what I had said about his son’s glory.’

	(11.391–93)








But we know that this emotion will last only for a short while and that after the effect of the blood wears off, he will lapse back into an existence that is unworthy even of his contempt, in a world ‘where the dead live on as phantoms – bodiless, mindless’.


After a final encounter with the silent and unforgiving ghost of his comrade-in-arms Ajax, Odysseus is swarmed by shrieking multitudes of the dead and hurries off to his ship. Once he and his crew embark,


    ‘the current carried us down the vast stream of Ocean.






	We rowed at first, but before long we had a fine breeze.’

	(11.427–28)








With this simplest of details, a fine breeze, the poet brings Odysseus back to the land of the living and on his way.


A Deep-Founded Sheltering


‘Revenge is a kind of wild justice,’ Francis Bacon wrote. The whole shape of the story points towards a bloody solution. In spite of the sputtering finale of Book 24, our sense at the end of the poem is of wrongs redressed, confusion moving back into order, and the rightful master of the house returning to claim what is his. The story itself isn’t entirely finished, just as at the end of the Iliad the destruction of Troy looms in the near future, never happening, forever about to happen. Odysseus has to leave once more, soon after the end of the poem, on the mysterious journey prophesied by Tiresias, with an oar on his shoulder, and travel until he reaches


a country where people have never heard of the sea


and eat their food without salt and are unacquainted






	with sailing ships and don’t even know what an oar is.

	(23.227–29)








Once he has gone off and sacrificed to appease the anger of Poseidon, he can come home and rule his country, manage his farm, and delight in his wife and family. Unlike Dante’s damnably adventurous Ulisse, he has no desire to continue his wandering. He is happy to regain his everyday life, and he will end it old and full of days:


    ‘and later, an easy death


will come to me from the sea. It will take me gently


in my ripe old age, with my people dwelling around me






	in peace and prosperity.’

	(23.236–39)








The direction of the story keeps bringing Odysseus back to Penelope, whom he has never stopped loving. That is why the ancient Alexandrian scholars Aristophanes and Aristarchus thought that the telos of the Odyssey – its goal, end point, fulfilment, or, as some modern scholars think, its actual end – is the wonderful scene in Book 23 in which Penelope finally recognises Odysseus and throws her arms around him as passionately and gratefully as a shipwrecked sailor steps on to dry land. And even though it is satisfying to have some of the loose ends of the story resolved in Odysseus’s meeting with his father, Laertes, and the squaring of the vicious circle of retribution, we may find ourselves, as we finish the book, returning to the scene of the great reunion, when Odysseus and Penelope lie in each other’s arms in the prolonged night that Athena has arranged for them, ‘two in a deep-founded sheltering, friend and dear friend’.





About the Greek Text



Twentieth-century translators of the Odyssey worked from a Greek text (the old Oxford edition, first published in 1908) that was inadequate even in its own day. I have used the edition by Peter Von der Mühll, which is an improvement. I have also consulted the editions and studies of Ameis, Ludwich, van Leeuwen-Mendes da Costa, Blass, van Thiel, and Dawe, as well as the admirable but bipolar Oxford commentary, of which Stephanie West’s Books 1–4 seem to me the most astute.


The text of the Odyssey has reached us in relatively good condition, but it was corrupted by the rhapsodes who transmitted it for centuries after it was first written down and who, according to an ancient scholiast, ‘themselves composed many verses and introduced them into the poetry of Homer’. In the matter of identifying these interpolations, all the above-mentioned editors resemble either the Great Huge Bear or the Middle Bear in ‘Goldilocks’: they bracket either too little or too much. No edition of the Odyssey can compare, in keenness of judgement, with M. L. West’s superb Iliad, and I have not been able to depend on any of them. I have omitted all verses bracketed by Von der Mühll, and also some verses viewed as probable interpolations by one or more, and often most, other editors.


Though usually the interpolation is of just a line or two, sometimes a fairly extended passage has been added, to the detriment of the music and the story. I have translated the longest of these, since they are interesting in themselves, but I have relegated them to appendices. The first two are catalogues that have been inserted into Odysseus’s visit to the underworld; both are poorly integrated and have no relevance to the story. The last one is the so-called second descent to Hades at the beginning of Book |24, which was obviously composed for another context. It breaks the continuity of the narrative and has many inconsistencies with the rest of the poem; the description of Achilles’ funeral is a huge irrelevance; Amphimedon’s long account of the suitors’ fate, mostly patched together from earlier passages, is at best unnecessary; and the whole episode can be excised without leaving a trace.


There are more than three hundred other interpolated lines, and the cumulative effect of omitting these passages is a dramatically sharper and leaner text. I am under no illusion that what I have translated is the authentic text of the Odyssey as written or dictated by the original poet. But it is a reasonable attempt and more accurate, I think, than the text that has been translated before.


Throughout my work on this book, I have had the privilege of being guided by Professor Martin West, the greatest Homeric scholar of our time, to whom this book is respectfully dedicated. His The Making of the Odyssey wasn’t ready before I had finished, but he sent me some of his unpublished notes, patiently answered two years’ worth of questions, and saved me from many mistakes. (In the few instances where I haven’t followed his advice, it was for literary rather than scholarly reasons.) If there were a Nobel Prize for sustained generosity to a stranger, I would nominate him. The word gratitude is a pale reflection of what I feel.





About This Translation



When I began to translate the Iliad, with the oceanic surge of the Greek in my inner ear, my first job was to find the appropriate metre in English. I knew that if I did, the right words would fall into place by themselves. In translating Homer, clarity and rhythm are everything.


A few things seemed obvious. Blank verse wouldn’t do; the line is too short. Nor would the hexameter, a notoriously unfortunate verse in English, which would have made Achilles sound like Hiawatha. I quickly discovered that the only line that could satisfy my inner ear was a pentameter with as few iambs as possible. As I found my way, I realized that the music was very familiar. I had heard it in Rilke’s Duino Elegies:


Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the angels’


hierarchies? and even if one of them pressed me


suddenly to his heart: I would be consumed


in that overwhelming existence . . .


and in the profound and beautiful late meditations of another poet I love, Wallace Stevens.


This is the line I have used for the Odyssey as well. The anapaests and dactyls make it longer than the pentameter of blank verse; it usually has from twelve to fourteen syllables, and occasionally eleven or fifteen. The extra syllables give it something of the sound of Greek verse, while the five-beat limit respects the tendency of English to break longer lines in two. I have worked hard to find a balance between end-stopping and enjambement. I have also worked at keeping the rhythms from becoming too regular and have varied them so that no two consecutive lines have the identical rhythm. ‘True musical delight,’ as Milton said, ‘consists only in apt numbers, fit quantity of syllables, and the sense variously drawn out from one verse into another.’ With diction as with rhythm, I have tried to sound natural, to write in a language that felt genuine to me, neither too formal nor too colloquial. My intention throughout has been to re-create the ancient epic as a contemporary poem in the parallel universe of the English language.


Matthew Arnold’s famous advice has been my guide: ‘The translator of Homer should above all be penetrated by a sense of four qualities of his author: – that he is eminently rapid; that he is eminently plain and direct both in the evolution of his thought and in the expression of it, that is, both in his syntax and in his words; that he is eminently plain and direct in the substance of his thought, that is, in his matter and ideas; and, finally, that he is eminently noble.’ Faithfulness to the Homeric style thus, paradoxically, sometimes requires a good deal of freedom from the words of the Greek. What sounds rapid, direct, and noble in ancient Greek may very well sound cluttered, literary, or phoney in contemporary English. ‘So essentially characteristic of Homer is his plainness and naturalness of thought,’ Arnold wrote, ‘that to the preservation of this in his own version the translator must without scruple sacrifice, where it is necessary, verbal fidelity to his original, rather than run any risk of producing, by literalness, an odd and unnatural effect.’


As in my translation of the Iliad, I have been quite sparing with one of the characteristic features of Homer’s oral tradition, the fixed epithet: ‘much-enduring, noble Odysseus’s, ‘sensible Telemachus’, ‘the grey-eyed goddess Athena’, ‘hollow ships’, ‘sharp sword’, ‘sweet wine’, and so on. In Greek these epithets elevate the style; in English they are often merely tedious. Here again Arnold’s advice is helpful: ‘An improper share of the reader’s attention [should not be] diverted to [words] which [the epic poet] never intended should receive so much notice.’ ‘Hollow ships’, for example, means nothing more than ‘ships’; they are not being differentiated from any conceivable non-hollow ships. When the poet says ‘sharp swords’, he isn’t calling our attention to how well-honed a blade is; all swords, for him, are ‘sharp swords’. And he would refer to even the driest, flattest varieties of wine as ‘sweet wine’ or ‘sparkling wine’; we aren’t meant to think of Manischewitz or Veuve Clicquot.


Throughout Homeric poetry the fixed epithet simply fills out the metre and is irrelevant to the context, and sometimes inappropriate to it. (When Telemachus returns to Eumaeus’s hut, for example, the Greek says, literally, ‘the loud-barking dogs did not bark’.) Occasionally the epithet does have meaning, as in the deeply moving lines at the end of the Iliad when Achilles is astounded at seeing ‘god-like Priam’. But usually, as the scholar Milman Parry said, they are best left untranslated, because the reader ‘soon ceases . . . to seek for any active force in such single words, they too finally become for him simply epic words with no more meaning than the usual term would have’. So I have omitted most of them. To my ear these omissions make the English sound more natural and rapid, without any sacrifice of nobility.


Translation is the art of listening. In one ear is the sound of the original text, and in the other is a rhythm, wordless, waiting to find its voice. Somehow, eventually, the right words rise into the rhythm and become it, as if the listening created what one wanted to hear. At that point the work is essentially done, however many drafts may follow. Something mysterious happens in the not-doing of it, and the translator is a privileged, fascinated witness.





On the Pronunciation of Greek Names



For the pronunciation of the names of major and secondary characters, peoples, and places, see the Pronouncing Glossary (pp. 369–73). Here are a few helpful rules: The consonant ch is pronounced like k. The consonants c and g are hard before a, o, u, and other consonants, and soft before e, i, and y. Initial Eu- is pronounced yoo, final -cia is pronounced sha, -gia is pronounced ja, -cius and -tius are pronounced shus unless otherwise marked, and -eus is pronounced yoos unless otherwise marked.


To make scansion easier in the text, I have marked the principal accents of all secondary and minor and some major characters, peoples, and places, except for two-syllable names, which are always accented on the first syllable. (The following names are so well known that they don’t need an accent: Achǽans – the usual name for Greeks; ‘Argives’ and ‘Dánäans’ are synonyms – Achílles, Agamémnon, Aphrodítē, Apóllo, Athéna, Calýpso, Ílion, Íthaca, Meneláüs, Odýsseus, Olýmpus, Penélopē, Pos[image: img]don, and Telémachus.)
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The Odyssey




Book 1


Sing to me, Muse, of that endlessly cunning man


who was blown off course to the ends of the earth, in the years


after he plundered Troy. He passed through the cities


of many people and learned how they thought, and he suffered


many bitter hardships upon the high seas


as he tried to save his own life and bring his companions


back to their home. But however bravely he struggled,


he could not rescue them, fools that they were – their own


recklessness brought disaster upon them all;






	they slaughtered and ate the cattle of Hélios,

	10








so the sun god destroyed them and blotted out their homecoming.


Goddess, daughter of Zeus, begin now, wherever


you wish to, and tell the story again, for us.


All the Achaeans who had survived the war


and the voyage home had long since returned to their houses.


That man alone still longed for his land and his wife;


the beautiful nymph Calypso was keeping him


inside her cavern, wanting to make him her husband.


But when the revolving seasons at last brought round






	the year that the gods had appointed for his homecoming

	20








to Ithaca, not even then was he free of troubles


and among his own people. All the gods pitied him


except for Poseidon, who worked with relentless malice


against him, until the day when he reached his own country.


But that god had gone to visit the distant race


of the Ethiopians, out at the edge of the world


(they live in two different regions: half of them where


the sun god sets, and half of them where he rises);


they had sacrificed hundreds of bulls and rams, and he sat






	at the banquet, delighted. Meanwhile the other immortals

	30








were assembled in Zeus’s palace on Mount Olympus,


and the father of men and gods was the first to speak.


He felt troubled because he was thinking now of Ægísthus,


whom Oréstes, Agamemnon’s son, had just killed.


Thinking of him, he spoke out to the assembly:


‘How ready these mortals are to accuse the gods!


They say that all evils come from us, though their own


recklessness brings them grief beyond what is fated:


Beyond his fair share Ægísthus slept with the wife






	of Agamemnon, then murdered him when he came home.

	40








He knew this would end in disaster; we ourselves told him


when we sent down Hermes to caution him not to kill


that man or to touch his wife, since vengeance would come


from Oréstes once he reached manhood and longed for his country.


That is what Hermes said, but his kind words didn’t


convince Ægísthus, and now he has paid for his crimes.’


To this, the grey-eyed goddess Athena answered,


‘Father of us, sovereign above all rulers,


clearly Ægísthus deserved to be killed, and so does






	anyone else who commits such crimes. But my heart

	50








aches for Odysseus, that ill-fated man, who for so long


has been pining away, far from his friends and family,


upon a remote island, imprisoned there


by Calypso, the daughter of Atlas, that brutal Titan


whose sight can pierce to the depths of the sea and who guards


the lofty pillars that separate Earth from heaven.


She is the one who detains that unfortunate man;


ceaselessly, with her soft, insidious words,


she tries to entice him and make him forget his homeland,






	Ithaca; but Odysseus, heartsick to glimpse

	60








even a wisp of smoke from his own chimneys,


longs to die. Yet you are untouched by his sorrow.


Didn’t his many sacrifices at Troy


win your approval? What do you have against him,


Father, that you have made him suffer this way?’


Zeus responded, ‘How can you say such a thing,


my dear child? I could never forget Odysseus,


that excellent man, who surpasses all mortals in wisdom


and has sacrificed to the gods more than all others.






	The truth is that Poseidon the Earthshaker holds

	70








a grudge against him: He hates him for blinding the eye


of Polyphémus the Cyclops, who is his son,


conceived by the nymph Thöósa, daughter of Phorcys,


the Old Man of the Sea, when she made love with Poseidon


in her ocean cave. And my brother, ever since then,


has relentlessly stood in Odysseus’s way; he stops


short of killing him, but he torments his heart


by keeping him stranded, far from his own dear country.


But now it is time. Let all of us who are here






	think of a way to bring him back home. Poseidon

	80








will have to swallow his anger; he won’t be able


to resist the will of all the immortal gods.’


To this, the grey-eyed goddess Athena answered,


‘Father of us, sovereign above all rulers,


if it is acceptable now to the blessèd gods


that Odysseus at last should return to his own dear country,


let us send Hermes the Messenger to Ogýgia


to tell that beautiful nymph of our firm decision


to let Odysseus go home. In the meantime I






	myself will go down to Ithaca and put courage

	90








into the heart of his son and urge him to call


a great assembly and speak out in front of the suitors,


who, every day, kill more of his sheep and cattle.


And then I shall send him to Sparta and sand-swept Pylos;


perhaps he will hear some news of his father’s return


and will win the praise of mankind for his exertions.’


When she finished, she tied on a pair of beautiful sandals,


and down to Earth she flew from the heights of Olympus


to the isle of Ithaca, and at Odysseus’s gateway






	she landed, in front of his house, at the courtyard’s entrance.

	100








Holding a heavy bronze spear in her hand, she appeared


in the form of a stranger: Mentes, the Táphians’ king.


She found the suitors sitting outside the door


on hides of Odysseus’s oxen that they themselves


had slaughtered; they were taking their ease and playing


at backgammon. Heralds and servants bustled around,


some mixing wine and water for them in large bowls,


others carving them lavish portions of meat


or wiping the tables with sponges and setting the food out.






	Telemachus was the first of the men to see her.

	110








He was sitting among the suitors, troubled at heart,


daydreaming that his great father had come back home


from wherever he was and had driven the suitors out headlong


and regained his honours and ruled his house once again.


As he imagined all this, he caught sight of Athena,


and he hurried straight to the entrance, ashamed that a guest


had been waiting, neglected, at the front door. He went up,


clasped her right hand and took her spear, and he said,


‘Welcome, sir. You will find me a courteous host.






	Have something to eat, then tell me why you have come here.’

	120








With these words he led the way, and Athena followed.


And when they entered the palace, he placed her spear


upright inside the spear rack, against a tall pillar,


along with the many spears that belonged to Odysseus.


He led her to a magnificent chair, and upon it


he spread a fine linen cloth and had her sit down,


and he pulled out a stool for her feet. Then he drew up


a smaller chair for himself, apart from the suitors,


so his guest would not be disturbed by their noise, their rudeness,






	and their insolence, and turn with disgust from the meal;

	130








besides, he wanted to ask some questions about


his absent father. Soon a handmaid came up


with a beautiful golden jug, and she poured clear water


over their hands as they rinsed them, catching it in


a silver basin, and then she placed by their side


a table of polished wood. And a carver served them


with platters of all kinds of meats, and two golden cups,


which a herald kept coming back to refill with wine.


Then all the suitors entered and took their places






	on benches and chairs throughout the hall. Their attendants

	140








poured water over their hands, and the serving women


brought out large wicker baskets piled high with bread,


and they helped themselves to the food that was set before them.


And when they had eaten and drunk as much as they wanted,


the suitors turned their attention to other matters,


to singing and dancing, which are the crown of a feast.


A herald brought out a beautiful lyre and gave it


to Phémius the poet, who sang for the suitors


against his will; they forced him to entertain them.






	So, sweeping the strings, he struck the first chords of the prelude.

	150








As Phémius played, Telemachus said to Athena,


with his head bent close so that nobody else would hear him:


‘Dear stranger, I hope that you will not be offended


if I speak my mind. Those men over there – it is easy


for them to think of nothing but singing and dancing;


they are spongers, consuming someone else’s estate


without paying for it – someone whose white bones lie


out in the rain, washed up on some distant shore,


or tumble about in the pounding waves of the sea.






	If he ever returned to Ithaca, you can be certain

	160








that each one of them would pray to be faster, not richer.


But that man has certainly died by now. It is hopeless,


and we have no consolation, even if someone


came to assure us that someday he will return.


He never will. But tell me, and tell me truly:


Who are you and who are your parents? Where do you come from?


And tell me also – I really would like to know –


if this is your first time here. Or are you a friend


of my father’s? He used to entertain many guests






	in the old days, and used to visit a lot as well.’

	170








Athena answered, ‘Certainly I shall tell you.


I am Mentes, son of Anchíalus, and I am king


of the seafaring Táphians. I and my crew have put in here


on our voyage to foreign lands. We are bound for Cyprus,


bringing a cargo of iron to trade for copper.


I am indeed a friend of your father’s, and have been


for a very long time. Just go and ask Lord Laértes.


I hear he no longer comes to the town but stays


out on his farm and lives a hard life, with only






	one old woman as his attendant, who serves him

	180








with food and drink when exhaustion takes hold of his limbs


as he trudges back home across the slopes of his vineyard.


I have come here because men said that he had appeared –


your father. But now I can see they were wrong; the gods


are still delaying his journey. He isn’t dead, though;


I am sure of that. He must be alive still, somewhere,


on some desolate island, far out at sea, a captive


of savage tribesmen, who keep him against his will.


I am no seer or soothsayer, but the immortals






	have put a prophecy into my mind; I am certain

	190








that it will come true. And this is what I foresee:


Odysseus will soon return to his own dear country.


Even if he is bound up in iron chains,


he will find some way to escape – he is a man


of infinite cunning. But tell me now: Are you really


his son? You must be. You certainly look like him;


with your face and your handsome eyes, it is really quite


an amazing resemblance. Oh, I remember him well.


We spent a great deal of time together before






	he sailed to Troy with the rest of the Argive commanders,

	200








though since that day we have never set eyes on each other.’


Telemachus, that sensible young man, said,


‘Friend, I shall speak as frankly as you have spoken.


My mother says that I am his son, though of course


I cannot know that; no man can ever be sure


who his own father is. But I wish that I were


the son of some man who was blessed to attain old age


at home with his family, enjoying his own possessions.


As it is, the one who everyone says is my father






	must be the most unfortunate of all men.’

	210








Athena answered, ‘Yet surely the gods have apportioned


great honour to you and your line, since Penelope


gave birth to such an excellent son. But tell me:


Who are these fellows? What are they doing here


carrying on like this? I have never seen such


a rowdy, insolent crowd of gluttons, carousing


in every room of your palace. Any good man


would be disgusted at such indecent behaviour.’


Telemachus said, ‘You may well ask me, my friend.






	This house was once rich and orderly, when the man
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we are speaking of lived here. Since then, the gods in their malice


have changed their plans and have made him vanish from sight


as no other man has. I wouldn’t have grieved so much


if he had been cut down among his comrades at Troy,


for then the Achaean commanders would have built him


a funeral mound, and he would have won lasting fame


for his son as well. But the storm winds have swept him away


without a trace; he has gone and left me with nothing


but sorrow and tears. Nor do I mourn just for him,






	since the gods have brought down other troubles upon me.
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All the princes who rule the neighbouring islands


of Dulíchion, Samē, and forest-covered Zacýnthus,


and the noblemen who have power in Ithaca – all


these men are courting my mother, and as they do


they devour my possessions. And though she hates the idea


of remarrying, she can neither reject it outright


nor can she choose. Meanwhile these men are destroying


my inheritance, and soon they will bring me to ruin.’


Deeply indignant, Pallas Athena answered,






	‘What gall! If only Odysseus could be here now
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to wipe out this arrogant mob, and stood at the door


with his helmet and shield, and spears in his hands, as strong


and vigourous as he was the first time I saw him


in our palace, taking his pleasure in wine and food.


He was travelling back from Éphyra, after a visit


to Ilus, the son of Mérmerus; he had sailed there


in search of a deadly poison to spread on the bronze


tips of his arrows. Ilus refused to supply it,


in reverence for the eternal gods. But my father,






	who was very fond of Odysseus, gave it to him.
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If he still is the man he was at that time, and came


to confront these fellows, they would all meet with a swift


death and a bitter marriage. But such things lie


in the hands of the gods, of course, whether or not


he returns to take vengeance upon them in his own house.


    Meanwhile you need to act and come up with a way


to get rid of the suitors. Early tomorrow morning


call an assembly; invite the lords of this island


and lay out your case before them. Call on the gods






	as your witnesses, and command the suitors to leave.
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And here is some further advice; I hope you will listen.


Take your best ship and man it with twenty oarsmen,


and set out to look for your father, who has been gone


for so long. Maybe someone has seen him, or maybe


you will hear some rumour of him that turns out to be true.


First go to Pylos and interview Nestor; from there


go on to Sparta, to Menelaus, since he was


the last to return of all the Achaean commanders.


And if you hear that your father is still alive






	and on his way home, just grit your teeth and hold out
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for one more year. But if you should learn of his death,


come back at once, build him a tomb, and perform


all the funeral honours that are his due,


then give your mother in marriage to a new husband.


And when you return, start thinking of how to kill


these insolent suitors, whether you do it by stealth


or attack them openly. It is no longer fitting


for you to act like a child, since you are a man now.


Haven’t you heard what fame Oréstes has won






	all over the world because he cut down Ægísthus,
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the treacherous man who murdered his father? You too –


and I see what a tall and well-built young fellow you are –


must act boldly, so that men of the future will praise you.


But now I have to go back to my ship and comrades,


who are probably growing impatient at this delay.


I leave the matter to you. Think my words over.’


Telemachus said, ‘Friend, you have spoken to me


with great kindness, as a father would speak to his son,


and I shall not forget your words. But though you are eager






	to go to your ship, stay here with me in the palace
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until you have taken a bath and refreshed yourself.


Then you can leave with a beautiful gift, the kind


of precious thing that a host gives an honoured guest.’


Athena answered, ‘Don’t keep me here any longer;


I need to be on my way now. As for your gift,


choose some treasure, and hold it for me until


I stop here on my way back. And I assure you


you won’t lose in the exchange when you visit my house.’


Then, in an instant, Athena disappeared, flying






	up through the air like a bird. And she filled his heart
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with strength and courage, and brought his father to mind


more vividly than ever. He felt the change


and was wonder-struck; he knew that a god had been with him.


And at once he rejoined the suitors, god-like himself.


The famous poet was singing for them, and they sat


and listened to him in silence. He sang the bitter


tale of the Achaeans’ homecoming from Troy


and the misery that Athena caused them. Upstairs,


Penelope, Icárius’s wise daughter,






	heard his inspired singing, and from her room
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in the women’s quarters she walked down the great staircase,


and two of her handmaids followed closely behind her.


And when she came near the suitors, she stopped and stood


by one of the roof-bearing pillars, holding her veil


across her face, and a handmaid stood on each side.


And as tears filled her eyes, she spoke to the god-touched poet:


‘Phémius, you have other tales to enchant us –


marvellous tales that you might choose, of the doings


of men and gods, which our poets have celebrated.






	Sing one of these to the company as they listen
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in silence and drink their wine. But sing us no more


of this dismal tale, which always harrows my heart,


since beyond all other women I have been pierced


by unassuageable sorrow as I remember


and ceaselessly mourn my beloved husband, a man


whose glory has spread throughout all Hellas and Argos.’


Telemachus said to her, ‘Mother, why this request?


Would you really deny our poet the right to please us


however the spirit moves him? It isn’t the poets






	who are to blame for what happens, but Zeus himself;
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he deals with each of us mortals as he sees fit.


We shouldn’t criticize Phémius when he sings


of the Danäans’ wretched fate, since men always give


their highest praise to the newest song they have heard.


So don’t be upset. Have courage, Mother, and listen.


Odysseus isn’t the only hero who died


at Troy; there were many other good men who were killed there.’


In astonishment at his strong words, she went upstairs


to her private quarters, pondering what he had said.






	She went to her bedroom, accompanied by her maids,
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and there she mourned and wept for her husband until


Athena closed her eyelids in lovely sleep.


Meanwhile the suitors were making a huge commotion,


each man longing to take her to bed. In the midst


of all that noise, Telemachus shouted out:


‘Be quiet, all of you! Stop this disgraceful uproar!


Let us enjoy the banquet with dignity,


for it is a fine thing to listen to such a poet


as the one we have here, whose singing is like a god’s.






	And tomorrow morning, let us all take our seats
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in the meeting place. I want to announce in plain words
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