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Notes for The Odyssey 

 

1. Who was Homer? 

 

Little is actually known about Homer. It is thought that he lived some time in the 8
th

 or 9
th

 

centuries BCE and likely came form the island of Chinos on the western coast of Asia Minor and 

that his dialect was that of the Ionian (Asian) Greeks. 

 

Traditionally, Homer was thought to have been blind. However, there is no definite evidence to 

substantiate this. This idea of Homer’s blindness developed from two sources: a) the portrayal of 

Demodocus, the blind minstrel in the Odyssey, who sings a poem about the fall of Troy, and b) 

the idea that Phemius, the bard in the palace of Ithaca, is Homer’s self-portrait. There is no 

autobiographical information in either the Illiad or Odyssey and no other literature of the period 

describing Homer exists.  

 

2. What has been the influence of Homer? 

 

Homer’s poems were known throughout Asia Minor, Greece, and the Greek colonies in the 

western Mediterranean. They were carried to these different lands by the rhapsodoi, professional 

reciters who supported themselves by presenting poetry at religious festivals and public 

celebrations. Demodocus and Phemius are two characters in the Odyssey who chant sagas as 

they play their lyres and are thus representative of these rhapsodoi. The poems are thought to 

have been first written down in 535 B. C. E. by a committee of rhapsodists.  

 

These two poems presented the common heritage of all Greeks in ancient times and thus served 

as a means of social solidarity among them. One might see these poems functioning for the 

ancient Greeks in much the way that the Bible does in modern Christian cultures for the Greeks 

accepted these poems as authority regarding questions of morality, history, and Olympian 

theology. With the onset of Christianity, the poems were no longer considered sacred but 

continued to be held in high literary esteem. 

 

During the medieval period, the poems were basically lost to the west but were studied in 

Byzantium. In the 15
th

 century, manuscripts of these poems were brought to Italy from 

Constantinople. This played a part in the emergence of humanism during the Renaissance. Since 

then, these Homeric poems have been considered important classical literature. Homer’s 

Odyssey has been influential in the work of many well known authors including Dante, Lord 

Tennyson, Ezra Pound and James Joyce.  

 

Poetry of Homer 

 

It is important to remember that the Greeks of the Homeric period were a preliterate society. 

Hence, it is useful to read the Odyssey aloud. The repetition of similes, speeches, and episodes 

that is found was a means of permitting easier memorization of the saga. Such repetition also 



Served to refresh the memories of the listeners and assisted them in recognizing characters and 

anticipating certain developments within the story. 

 

Book One: Athene Advises Telemachus 

 

The Odyssey begins with Homer’s invocation of to the muse of poetry in which he delineates the 

theme of this saga and requests divine assistance in relating the story. Two of the major themes 

in this poem are: 1) the wanderings of Odysseus, including his return home and 2) the 

development of Telemachus into an adult male. 

 

Book Two: Meeting of Assembly of Ithaca 

 

This book concerns the meeting of the assembly of Ithaca. It is important to recognize that at that 

time the kings were not absolute rulers. Major changes in governmental policy had to be 

presented to an assembly of the male citizens for their approval. The assembly did not have the 

power to convene itself. However, it did have the right to approve or disapprove suggested 

changes. Thus, rulers had to consider the needs and desires of the male citizens and conversely 

the citizens were bound to the authority of the king.  

 

Book Five: Odysseus leaves Calypso 

 

This is the first time Odysseus appears in this poem. We are given insight into Odysseus’ heroic 

characteristics that separate him from the traditional heroic figure. He fits the traditional heroic 

type in his physical prowess as well as his wit, intelligence and self-discipline. He differs, 

however, in not rigidly adhering to the heroic code of conduct and he adapts his behavior to the 

circumstances while maintaining a focus on self-interest and his own goals. These behaviors may 

assist us in seeing Odysseus as developing into a modern man, That is, Odysseus can be seen as 

having two contradictory sets of attitudes, behaviors, and goals. On the one hand, we see him as 

homesick, tired, longing for his loving wife and on the other, he is driven by curiosity for more 

experiences, adventures, and knowledge. Thus, this one character is portrayed as multifaceted 

and this assists readers/listeners in identifying with Odysseus and his plight as a symbol of the 

journey we all take in becoming fully human.  

 

Assistance from my colleagues regarding Book Two of the Odyssey: 

 

Why didn’t Telemachus become king of Ithaca when Odysseus had been gone for so long?  

Or, why didn’t Laertes, the father of Odysseus come out of retirement and resume control of the 

government and save Penelope from the difficulties with the suitors? 

 

The two possible explanations that I have been able to find are: 

 

1.) Telemachus would have to have been elected by the Assembly and the Assembly did not 

have the authority to convene itself. 

 

2.) Ithaca was once a matriarchal society and descent was determined through the female and 

not male line. In this case, Odysseus is king because he married Penelope, the hereditary 



queen, and not because he inherited the kingdom from his father. If this were true, then 

neither Telemachus not Laertes (husband of dead former queen) had any claim to the 

throne. While Greece didn’t have a matriarchal system, many old pre-Indo-European 

customs and traditions were still practiced.  

 

Should this information be shared with students to assist them in better analyzing the role and 

actions of Penelope in this saga? 

 

Suggestions for Book Five 

 

Students could benefit from information on archetypes. Introduction to the work of Jungian 

psychology (Carol Pearson’s The Hero Within) and Joseph Campbell’s work on mythology (see 

The Hero with a Thousand Faces or The Power of Myth) can further assist students in 

interpreting the “mythic truths” that are contained in this poem. 

 

 


