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Suggestions for Teaching the Middle and End of The Odyssey 

 
Names to know for The Odyssey: 

 

The Gods: 

 

Zeus: king of the gods 

Hera: his sister and wife 

Poseidon: his brother, god of the sea and earthquakes 

Athena: his daughter, goddess of war, wisdom, and handicrafts 

Aphrodite: his daughter, goddess of love and seduction 

Apollo: his son, god of music, prophecy 

Hermes: messenger god and trickster god 

Ares: god of war 

 

The Greeks of Troy: 

 

Agamemnon: commander of the Greek forces, from Mycenae 

Menelaus: his brother, from Sparta: husband of Helen 

Achilles: greatest Greek warrior 

 

Odysseus’ Wanderings 

 

Kalypso: a nymph (minor goddess) on the isle of Ogygia 

Nausikaa: princess of the Phaiakians on the island of Scheria 

Alkinoos: king of the Phaiakians, father of Nausicaa 

Arete: wife of Alkinoos 

Kirke: a sorceress-nymph who turns men into animals 

 

Read sections of the poem aloud! Remember, why didn’t the Greeks have a word for literature? 

Also, it might be good to discuss in greater depth than I had time for in the lecture some of 

Odysseus’ heroic traits: a great fighter and a great talker; his sense of restraint; his cleverness and 

resourcefulness; his determination and endurance. Students could bring in some other examples 

of these or other heroic traits and be ready to discuss them. 

 

1. In the syllabus: Check out the questions on individual books and the “Suggestions for 

Discussion.” Questions that will follow up well on the plenary lecture include: 

 

a. How does the society of the Cyclopes contrast with that of the Phaiakians? 

 

b. Why do you think hospitality was a touchstone of the society depicted in the 

Odyssey? 

 

c. Compare and contrast the various portrayals of wives, husbands, and sons. 



 

d. Why do you think so many of the monsters in the poem are female? 

 

e. Odysseus’ warning to the suitors in book 18, p. 340 (beginning with “Of mortal 

creatures, all that breathe and move, earth bears none frailer than mankind”) is 

great for discussing the theme of suffering, hubris, and the human condition. 

 

2. Other questions: 

 

a. What are some key characteristics of civilized life and behavior in the poem? 

 

b. One scholar argues that the moral of the poem is “Only by self-control and 

moderation can mankind achieve victory in life.” Do you agree or disagree that 

this is the moral? Does this moral apply to your own life? 

 

c. A watchword of early Greek morality was to “do good to your friends and bad to 

your enemies.” How does the epic exemplify this watchword? (This morality will 

be challenged by Socrates in Plato’s Republic) 

 

d. Examine more carefully an epic simile from the reading. Two examples offered 

already were Hermes’ descent from Olympus (pp. 82083) and the blinding of the 

Cyclops (p. 156). What is being compared to what? How is the simile apt? What 

is the effect of the simile on your understanding of the action being described? 

Another key simile you could discuss at the end of the poem compares 

Odysseus’ stringing of his poem to a harper’s stringing a lyre (p. 404). This could 

be related back to the portrayal of Odysseus as a complete hero, and also to the 

portrayal of him as a “singer of tales” himself. Or you could ask the students to 

bring in their favorite simile to discuss. Read them aloud! 

 

e. Compare and contrast the challenges Odysseus faces at home with the challenges 

he faced on his Wanderings. 

 

f. Discuss the justice of the Slaughter of the Suitors and the aftermath in Book 24. Is 

it a simple case of “villainy punished and justice served?” How does the conflict 

between restraint and war-lust come up in Book 24, when the suitors’ relative 

story to avenge their deaths? (It takes the intervention of Athena and Zeus to put a 

halt to the bloodshed). 

 

g. Book 11, the visit to the underworld, the land “from which no one returns,” may 

be the ultimate heroic accomplishment, performed by only a few other Greek 

heroes. How is the underworld portrayed? Discuss the conversation between the 

great hero of the Iliad, Achilles, and Odysseus. Also discuss Odysseus’ encounter 

with Agamemnon and Agamemnon’s warning to Odysseus.  

 

Note: As we move to Plato’s Republic (”Myth of Er”), Virgil’s Aeneid, 

and Dante’s Inferno, portrayals of the afterlife will become more complex and 



moralistic: they will stress more and more the connection between one’s behavior 

in life with a system of rewards and punishments in the afterlife. 

 

Making the connections to Exodus: 

 

1. In What sense could the book be considered the “national epic” of Israel? 

2. Compare and contrast the portrayal of deity in Odyssey and Exodus. 

3. Compare and contrast the view of human nature and the importance of 

struggle and endurance in the two texts. 

4. Compare and contrast the roles of women in the two texts. 


