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      Context

      
      Nearly three thousand years after
         they were composed, the Iliad and the Odyssey remain
         two of the most celebrated and widely read stories ever told, yet next
         to nothing is known about their author. He was certainly an accomplished
         Greek bard, and he probably lived in the late eighth and early seventh
         centuries b.c.e. Authorship is traditionally ascribed to a blind poet
         named Homer, and it is under this name that the works are still
         published. Greeks of the third and second centuries b.c.e., however,
         already questioned whether Homer existed and whether the two epics
         were even written by a single individual.
      

      
      Most modern scholars believe that even if a single person
         wrote the epics, his work owed a tremendous debt to a long tradition
         of unwritten, oral poetry. Stories of a glorious expedition to the
         East and of its leaders’ fateful journeys home had been circulating
         in Greece for hundreds of years before the Iliad and Odyssey were composed.
         Casual storytellers and semiprofessional minstrels passed these
         stories down through generations, with each artist developing and
         polishing the story as he told it. According to this theory, one
         poet, multiple poets working in collaboration, or perhaps even a
         series of poets handing down their work in succession finally turned
         these stories into written works, again with each adding his own
         touch and expanding or contracting certain episodes in the overall
         narrative to fit his taste.
      

      
      Although historical, archaeological, and linguistic evidence
         suggests that the epics were composed between 750 and 650 b.c.e.,
         they are set in Mycenaean Greece in about the twelfth century b.c.e.,
         during the Bronze Age. This earlier period, the Greeks believed,
         was a more glorious and sublime age, when gods still frequented
         the earth and heroic, godlike mortals with superhuman attributes
         populated Greece. Because the two epics strive to evoke this pristine
         age, they are written in a high style and generally depict life
         as it was believed to have been led in the great kingdoms of the
         Bronze Age. The Greeks are often referred to as “Achaeans,” the
         name of a large tribe occupying Greece during the Bronze Age.
      

      
      But Homer’s reconstruction often yields to the realities
         of eighth- and seventh-century b.c.e. Greece. The feudal social structure
         apparent in the background of the Odyssey seems
         more akin to Homer’s Greece than to Odysseus’s, and Homer
         substitutes the pantheon of deities of his own day for the related
         but different gods whom Mycenaean Greeks worshipped. Many other
         minor but obvious anachronisms—such as references to iron tools
         and to tribes that had not yet migrated to Greece by the Bronze
         Age—betray the poem’s later, Iron Age origins.
      

      
      Of the two epics, the Odyssey is the
         later both in setting and, probably, date of composition. The Iliad tells
         the story of the Greek struggle to rescue Helen, a Greek queen,
         from her Trojan captors. The Odyssey takes the
         fall of the city of Troy as its starting point and crafts a new
         epic around the struggle of one of those Greek warriors, the hero
         Odysseus. It tells the story of his nostos, or
         journey home, to northwest Greece during the ten-year period after
         the Greek victory over the Trojans. A tale of wandering, it takes
         place not on a field of battle but on fantastic islands and foreign
         lands. After the unrelenting tragedy and carnage of the Iliad, the Odyssey often strikes
         readers as comic or surreal at times. This quality has led some scholars
         to conclude that Homer wrote the Odyssey at a later
         time of his life, when he showed less interest in struggles at arms
         and was more receptive to a storyline that focused on the fortunes
         and misadventures of a single man. Others argue that someone else
         must have composed the Odyssey, one who wished
         to provide a companion work to the Iliad but had
         different interests from those of the earlier epic’s author.
      

      
      Like the Iliad, the Odyssey was
         composed primarily in the Ionic dialect of Ancient Greek, which
         was spoken on the Aegean islands and in the coastal settlements
         of Asia Minor, now modern Turkey. Some scholars thus conclude that
         the poet hailed from somewhere in the eastern Greek world. More
         likely, however, the poet chose the Ionic dialect because he felt
         it to be more appropriate for the high style and grand scope of
         his work. Slightly later Greek literature suggests that poets varied
         the dialects of their poems according to the themes that they were
         treating and might write in dialects that they didn’t actually speak.
         Homer’s epics, moreover, are Panhellenic (encompassing all of Greece)
         in spirit and, in fact, use forms from several other dialects, suggesting
         that Homer didn’t simply fall back on his native tongue but rather
         suited his poems to the dialect that would best complement his ideas.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Ten years have passed since
         the fall of Troy, and the Greek hero Odysseus still has not returned
         to his kingdom in Ithaca. A large and rowdy mob of suitors who have
         overrun Odysseus’s palace and pillaged his land continue to court
         his wife, Penelope. She has remained faithful to Odysseus. Prince
         Telemachus, Odysseus’s son, wants desperately to throw them out
         but does not have the confidence or experience to fight them. One
         of the suitors, Antinous, plans to assassinate the young prince,
         eliminating the only opposition to their dominion over the palace.
      

      
      Unknown to the suitors, Odysseus is still alive. The beautiful nymph
         Calypso, possessed by love for him, has imprisoned him on her island,
         Ogygia. He longs to return to his wife and son, but he has no ship
         or crew to help him escape. While the gods and goddesses of Mount
         Olympus debate Odysseus’s future, Athena, Odysseus’s strongest supporter
         among the gods, resolves to help Telemachus. Disguised as a friend
         of the prince’s grandfather, Laertes, she convinces the prince to
         call a meeting of the assembly at which he reproaches the suitors.
         Athena also prepares him for a great journey to Pylos and Sparta,
         where the kings Nestor and Menelaus, Odysseus’s companions during
         the war, inform him that Odysseus is alive and trapped on Calypso’s
         island. Telemachus makes plans to return home, while, back in Ithaca,
         Antinous and the other suitors prepare an ambush to kill him when
         he reaches port.
      

      
      On Mount Olympus, Zeus sends Hermes to rescue Odysseus from
         Calypso. Hermes persuades Calypso to let Odysseus build a ship and
         leave. The homesick hero sets sail, but when Poseidon, god of the
         sea, finds him sailing home, he sends a storm to wreck Odysseus’s
         ship. Poseidon has harbored a bitter grudge against Odysseus since
         the hero blinded his son, the Cyclops Polyphemus, earlier in his
         travels. Athena intervenes to save Odysseus from Poseidon’s
         wrath, and the beleaguered king lands at Scheria, home of the Phaeacians. Nausicaa,
         the Phaeacian princess, shows him to the royal palace, and Odysseus
         receives a warm welcome from the king and queen. When he identifies
         himself as Odysseus, his hosts, who have heard of his exploits at
         Troy, are stunned. They promise to give him safe passage to Ithaca, but
         first they beg to hear the story of his adventures.
      

      
      Odysseus spends the night describing the fantastic chain
         of events leading up to his arrival on Calypso’s island. He recounts
         his trip to the Land of the Lotus Eaters, his battle with Polyphemus
         the Cyclops, his love affair with the witch-goddess Circe, his temptation by
         the deadly Sirens, his journey into Hades to consult the prophet Tiresias,
         and his fight with the sea monster Scylla. When he finishes his
         story, the Phaeacians return Odysseus to Ithaca, where he seeks out
         the hut of his faithful swineherd, Eumaeus. Though Athena has disguised
         Odysseus as a beggar, Eumaeus warmly receives and nourishes him
         in the hut. He soon encounters Telemachus, who has returned from
         Pylos and Sparta despite the suitors’ ambush, and reveals to him
         his true identity. Odysseus and Telemachus devise a plan to massacre
         the suitors and regain control of Ithaca.
      

      
      When Odysseus arrives at the palace the next day, still
         disguised as a beggar, he endures abuse and insults from the suitors.
         The only person who recognizes him is his old nurse, Eurycleia,
         but she swears not to disclose his secret. Penelope takes an interest
         in this strange beggar, suspecting that he might be her long-lost
         husband. Quite crafty herself, Penelope organizes an archery contest
         the following day and promises to marry any man who can string Odysseus’s
         great bow and fire an arrow through a row of twelve axes—a feat
         that only Odysseus has ever been able to accomplish. At the contest,
         each suitor tries to string the bow and fails. Odysseus steps up
         to the bow and, with little effort, fires an arrow through all twelve
         axes. He then turns the bow on the suitors. He and Telemachus, assisted
         by a few faithful servants, kill every last suitor.
      

      
      Odysseus reveals himself to the entire palace
         and reunites with his loving Penelope. He travels to the outskirts
         of Ithaca to see his aging father, Laertes. They come under attack
         from the vengeful family members of the dead suitors, but Laertes,
         reinvigorated by his son’s return, successfully kills Antinous’s
         father and puts a stop to the attack. Zeus dispatches Athena to
         restore peace. With his power secure and his family reunited, Odysseus’s
         long ordeal comes to an end.
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