ODYSSEY LECTURE NOTES
Homer - lived between 900 and 600 BC (although this is a matter of debate). Around 700 BC when 'he' wrote Illiad and Odyssey (another matter of debate).

· was said to be blind.

· was Homer a man or a woman? (http://www.salon.com/books/review/2006/07/27/dalby/index_np.html)

Epic Poem - a long narrative poem telling of a hero's deeds; retells in a continuous narrative the life and works of a heroic or mythological person or group.

Characteristics of Epic Poetry 

· long narrative recounting heroic deeds

· includes traits of the 'oral character'

· stirs 'warrior spirit': assuring fame, supplying models of behavior

· uses traditional verbal formulas (often repetitive)

· educational rather than 'historical'

· characters transformed into 'ideal heroes' and deeds conform to mythological or ideological patterns.

· Union between mortal and divine

· Fight a (metaphorical) dragon

· Die young in fabulous circumstances

What is a myth?

A story. Myths were told or written to answer some of the biggest questions a person could ask - Who are we? Why are we here? Where did we come from? A myth is often a story of gods and goddesses, heroes, great deeds, and supernatural powers. It may explain things that are mysterious or unknowable to us. In ancient times, myths sometimes explained things that we now understand through science, like earthquakes (Poseidon), lightning (Zeus) and the changing of the seasons (Demeter/Persephone).

Oral Tradition - The Odyssey and other epic poems and myths were originally told in an oral fashion, often by traveling singing poets, bards, who would entertain with the stories. As stories evolved, they changed, often becoming more spectacular and dramatic. Heroes grew larger, stronger, more brilliant; goddesses and mortal women became more beautiful; monsters became more frightful and dangerous. This can be compared to our childhood game of 'telephone,' or even our modern gossip.

The Odyssey was written down by this mysterious figure we call 'Homer,' but it's not altogether clear who Homer really was. Also, the poem did not derive from one mind, but instead was the compilation of a looming story, spread from town to town, which grew as anything in the oral tradition does. The first version was written on stretched goatskins, the only medium available at the time.

Allegory - A form of imaginative literature (spoken or written) constructed in a way that encourages readers to look for meaning. Hidden beneath the literal surface of the fiction may involve creative or interpretive processes: either the act of building up the allegorical structure and giving 'body' to the surface narrative or the act of breaking down this structure to see what themes or ideas run parallel to it.

Allegory not a genre of work, but instead a mode of controlled indirectness and double-meaning. From the Greek meaning 'other speaking.' In early Greek, meaning 'underthought.'

Odyssey is an allegory for heroic perfection. Only under most incredible hardship - taking body through as near death as can be possible, for as long as possible - can you have the perfect hero ("the smartest man alive").

Allusions - An allusion is a reference to a person, place, event, artistic work, or universal theme - often from literature, history, scripture, or mythology - that the author expects the reader to recognize.

Some examples of allusions in The Odyssey 

Ithaca - alludes to (a metaphor for) a fixed point during a long journey; an end goal.

Lestrygonians - represents self-destructive tendencies

Cyclopes - arrogance
Poseidon - anger, revenge

The ideal hero 

Odysseus is the perfect hero. All that happens in the poem 'must' happen. 

- All his crew must die (so he can be the only one to live, the only perfect hero); 

- he must be gone for twenty years (so his will can be tested to the limit); 

- he must have the 'perfect' loyal and faithful wife and son (every hero needs those he loves behind him, making him center); 

- Ithaca must be largely ignored in the story while Odysseus is gone (creating a whole story there without him would make him, on some level, not center); 

- all the suitors must die at Odysseus's hand (the hero's ultimate revenge, gloriously reclaiming what is his); 

- he must have faithful servants to return to (great heroes are admired and respected by all, loved ones and servants); 

- Odysseus must beat Poseidon in their 'game' at sea (fully justifying Odysseus's bragging throughout the novel - most notably in the "Cyclops" chapter).

[To name a few, but not all, 'musts']

Epic poetry should not be read like a modern piece of fiction (or even an old piece of fiction). The goal of the epic poem is to celebrate the hero and the hero spirit. Unlike fiction, characters and plot are not center. The adventures of a hero are.

Penelope is not a full-blown, multi-layered character. She is the loyal and virtuous wife of the hero.
Telemachus, too. He is the loyal son of Odysseus. Strong and brave, in his own way, but certainly not of the same status as his father.

Odysseus's crew - only there to serve Odysseus, then their deaths make the point that Odysseus is the only perfect hero (the only one to survive).

Goddesses - There to serve Odysseus, fall in love with him. The perfect hero, of course, must also be sexually desirable.

Monsters, other dangers, and Suitors - Only there to prove Odysseus can conquer 'all.'

Even Odysseus not a fully-developed character, but a caricature of the ideal hero.

Sides of the Gods/Goddesses in the Trojan War
Trojans: Apollo, Aphrodite, Ares, Artemis

Greeks: Athena, Hera, Poseidon, Hermes

Zeus was neutral.

