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     CHAPTER 2.  Homer’s Musings and the Divine Muse

          Preamble:  Epic Song as Invention and Revelation

      The idea of revelation is generally recognized as belonging more to the study of the Bible than of Homer.  The Bible uses genres such as myth (especially in Genesis, with its stories of Creation, Fall, Flood, and so forth) and epic history (Exodus), as well as prophecy (Isaiah, etc.), in order to communicate what it proposes as a revelation of God and his providential acts on behalf of his chosen people and, eventually, of all humankind.  Of these genres used in the study of the Bible, it is immediately evident that the mythic and epic forms apply equally to the Odyssey.  For, on the one hand, the Homeric poems are the primary thesaurus of Hellenic myth.
  And, on the other, the Greeks identified with the Homeric tales and found in them their own heroic origins as an historical people:  in this sense the poems are epic history.

      Furthermore, although it may be somewhat less obvious, the Homeric poems are also prophetic.  While they are not exactly prophecy in the biblical sense of the term, in their own way they are interpretation of the history (or at least the story) of the Trojan War and its aftermath in the light of a divine revelation:  everything in them is seen from the perspective of the divine Muse.  The very first words of the Odyssey—“Tell me, Muse, of the man . . .” (=Andra moi ‘nnepe, Mo†sa)—invoke divine assistance in retelling the story of Odysseus.
  The bard, in Homer’s representation, is a “divine singer” (ue¡oq ΩoidØq, IV, 17), one “inspired by the god” (∏rmhueÁq ueo†, VIII, 499).  In these terms, Homer himself, at the dawn of Greek literature, presents his poetic vision as divinely inspired.
  

      The Muses can be read as a kind of shorthand for the divine knowledge of truth claimed by the poet, a godly power of being present to all times and places, particularly to the heavenly and historical events recounted in the poem.
  One of the clearest statements of this is found in the Iliad, Book II, lines 484-493, where, in introducing the catalogue of ships, the Muses are invoked because they are present to and know all, unlike mortals, who only hear reports or rumor.  Hence George Dimock can state that, “through them [the Muses] he [the poet] has direct access to everything just as it happened, whereas human tradition is indirect, scant, and fast fading . . . .”
   And yet this higher power is nevertheless continuous with human faculties.  There is typically an ambiguity in bardic singing between its actually being of divine origin or inspiration and its merely resembling a work of the gods.  This comes out in the praise Odysseus lavishes on Demodocos, Homer’s alter-ego among the Phaeacians:

     
“Indeed it is pleasant to listen to such a singer

      
As this one is, who resembles the gods in his voice”





(ueo¡q ®nalºgkioq aªd¸n, IX, 3-4).
      It may be possible to detect in the relative autonomy of the bard as represented in the Odyssey a degree of emancipation from the total dependence of the poet on the inspiring deity found in the Iliad.  This new orientation emerges also in the increased attention paid to the poet’s individuality.
  In the Odyssey, the alternatives of human versus divine creation are felt to be not mutually exclusive but rather different degrees of the same thing.  The difference between human and divine agency may sometimes not even be discernible.  The poet himself, inspired by the Muse, is also “self-taught” (aªtodºdaktoq).  Another Homeric bard, Phemios of Ithaca, states both the human and divine provenance of his singing in the very same breath:




“I am self-taught, and a god has planted all kinds 




Of lays in my mind.”







(Odyssey XXII. 347-48)

      The same ambiguity is hinted at also in the way Odysseus gives “praise above all mortal men” to the bard Demodocos.  He says that Demodocos sings of the war in Troy and of all that the Achaeans acted and endured and suffered, “As though you had somehow been there yourself or heard one who was” (VIII. 491).  This exceptional narrative capacity and authenticity compels Odysseus to infer that, “Either a Muse, a child of Zeus, has taught you, or Apollo” (VIII. 488).  To his mind, this uncanny human capability of making poetry cannot but be explained as a divine gift—though the language of “teaching” (®didaje) also implies a degree of participative assimilation at the receiving end.
     The inspiration of the Muses is the most obvious point at which Homer presupposes something of the order of revelation and prophecy.  At the same time as it is an invention by the poet, such inspired discourse is understood to be interpretation of history from a privileged point of view—that of the gods.  Dimock cogently elucidates this overlapping of divine and human agency in miraculous creations like poetry:  “Given the idea that the remarkable in human life, including brilliant or crucial or otherwise impressive language or speech, often comes from the gods, it is utterly natural that a culture like the Greeks’ should hypostatize the Muses or some similar divine agent as the source both of the power and of the content of its poetry” (p. 7).
      Dimock explains, furthermore, that what Homer feels to be his Muses is essentially what we would understand to be his own imagination:  “the Muse, in our terms, sets him free to compose fiction; but we must not forget that both he and his audience considered this fiction to proceed from the very mouth of Truth” (p. 8).  This intimation of the immanence of divinity in the creation of fiction is a powerful way of experiencing the human potentiality and openness for revelation of the divine as constitutive of the human poetic imagination.  Dimock thus suggests how, in the specific case of Homer, human interpretation, even in the highly spontaneous, inventive forms of poetic imagination, can serve as the necessary channel for what is understood to be, in effect, divine revelation, even if it does not reproduce historical fact in a documentary sense:  “If the largest part of the re-creation is, from our point of view, unhistorical, it is nonetheless what a great mind—Homer’s—passionately believes to have happened, controlled by his sense of the way the world actually works” (p. 8). 

      The Muses stand for the revelation of divinity that lies at the origin of humanities tradition generally:  in some sense, their “message is equated with that of creative tradition.”
  In this way, it becomes possible to read biblical and pagan texts together in a perspective of literature—and particularly of poetry—as revelation.
       Our reading of selections from the Bible as a prophetic work has already brought out the extent to which revelation of the divine is mediated by poetic forms and human performances.  The discovery of humanity in these texts takes place in a light which is at the same time revelatory of an otherness—of what we do not know how to name except as “divine.”  Humanity is understood in this tradition as made “in God’s image.”  But we have been especially interested in the ways in which not just the specific religious content of biblical faith, but the forms of poetic interpretation themselves, entail this co-implication of the human and the divine.  The disclosure inherent in the interpretive process itself, especially in its linguistic and textual incarnation, embodies essential structures and dynamics of revelation.
  Certain “transcendental” aspects of the event of understanding in language motivate and even necessitate the sort of theological interpretation of this occurrence of disclosure that is represented directly and explicitly in mythic and imaginative forms in the Bible and in Homer alike.
      For alongside biblical revelation, a widely divergent and yet strangely similar testimony to the intimate closeness and indeed coincidence of religious revelation and poiesis or human “making” can be gathered from Homer at the other source-spring of Western humanities, the Greco-Roman tradition.  All life is represented in Homer as, at least covertly, invested with an aura of divinity.  At any moment, this higher world can shine forth and penetrate so as to appear in and through nature and events in the human world.  These events then suddenly turn into theophany—a manifestation of the immortal world become momentarily visible within the terrestrial sphere.  Homer’s world generally is touched and illumined by just such an aura of enchantment. 

      Homer is indeed an indispensable source for Greek religion, which is understood, accordingly, as an aesthetic religion.  It is born with and as poetry.  The implications of this were suggested by Hegel already in his Phenomenology of Spirit.
  Divinity is represented as immediate and objective.  Rather than clouded intimations of the divine transcendence, with its mysterious inwardness as conveyed by the biblical sublime, we have fully externalized, objectified representations of divine beings.
  The dominant Western spirit of secularism—privileging an objective, outer world that will eventually be investigated by science— can already be discerned as present in embryo and as a destiny in the Homeric poems, particularly in the Odyssey.  Apprehending theological revelation as inherently poetic— as accessible to human making in objective form by the instrumentality of language—leads ineluctably in the direction of discovering and affirming human autonomy and a secular world-view.    
      David Bouvier maintains that the Odyssey brings about a “relativization” of the divine inspiration of the singer by human tradition and technique.  The bard’s song no longer figures as an absolute given (“donnée absolue”) of the Muses:  “divine inspiration cannot be systematically recognized; it is no longer an absolute given, but can be judged by technical criteria—perhaps even be confounded with the simple human knowing of a witness well-informed about the facts.”
  Bouvier suggests that Homer identifies not with the traditional aoidos as represented by Phemios, Demodocos, and Clytemnestra’s singer, who is banished to a deserted island to perish (III. 267ff), but with Odysseus, who is said to be like a singer.  The Odyssey’s claim to divine inspiration is projected accordingly onto the human ingenuity and invention embodied in Odysseus himself.  Odysseus does not invoke the Muses:  he is rather the champion of a verbal mastery and technical knowledge of arranging words poetically, a “combinatory intelligence” in the art of ordering language.  
      Bouvier argues, in effect, that the Odyssey achieves what I will call a secularization of the divine inspiration of the singer.  In this new form of poetic inspiration—new especially with respect to the Iliad—the technical aspects of singing are foregrounded.  Much the same thing is argued also by Herwig Maehler.  Maehler emphasizes in addition, however, that in the Odyssey the singer—and Odysseus himself, when he becomes a tale-teller—can “enchant” (u™lgein).  This is a capacity reserved for the gods in the Iliad, where bards’ songs induce merely to “enjoyment” (t™lpein).
  In gaining a measure of autonomy from the gods in the Odyssey, the bards become more recognizably “divine”—ue¡on, used of Demodocos (VIII. 43) and Phemios (XVI. 252, XXIII. 133, 143) and the singer at the wedding of Menelaos’s children (IV. 17)—now in the sense more of their own free, creative self-expression and its unaccountably astonishing power. 
      The force of song to hold spell-bound and move to tears and even to bewitch is not diminished.  It is rather augmented, but it is now no longer a work wrought exclusively by the gods.  The bard attracts attention in his own right and becomes more than an instrument or mouthpiece:  “he presents what matters to him personally,” and “he is evidently proud of his own creative power.”
  Song can be shaped by human beings and be exercised in relation to interests that are more commonly human—like desire for accurate knowledge of current news.  Even the Sirens’ Song entices not by means of magic or miracles but simply with complete information concerning what happens on earth (XII. 184-91).  Song thus realizes its divine powers more completely in becoming more human.  The Odyssey proposes a new, more human model of poetry as no longer turned toward the past and death, as are the Muses of the Iliad.
  To the extent that the inhuman Sirens still echo and emulate the Iliad’s Muses, Odysseus must escape from their uncanny and paralyzing incantation.  Of course, it is thanks to the goddess Circe’s warning that he is able to do so—hence, again, the double (seemingly contradictory) message concerning human autonomy and divine action as mutually enabling dimensions of reality that reciprocally call on one another.
       Thematically, the Odyssey is about a struggle to liberate an autonomous human sphere from domination by the gods.  Odysseus asserts his human independence, developing resources of his own through techne—art—and he adheres with tenacity to his own will to live his mortal life for its own sake.  This decisive secularization of the ends and means of earthly existence itself represents a revelation and metamorphosis of the divine light animating human life.  It is by secularization—by human power or autonomy coming into conscious possession of itself—that divinity is revealed in the world of the Odyssey.  This freedom that spontaneously arises in humanity is given us from we know not where, and unfathomable, infinite powers are objectified by Homer as gods.
      Homer seems unable even to conceive of gods and mortals except as in relation to each other and as revealed in the inspired perspective of poetry.  He, of course, stages the inveterate conflict between divine sovereignty and human autonomy as epitomized in Odysseus’s struggle against Poseidon.  Yet the influence of divinities, considered in its effects as poetic event and performance rather than just at the level of the plot, so far from constraining human agency, frees this agency to come into its own.  Odysseus’s striving against the gods more than anything else makes him godlike.  Generally the superhuman force attained by a man or woman is what manifests divine presence and activity in human affairs.

       The Odyssey thus reveals not so much the loss of the divine, or of a metaphysical dimension of existence, as this higher reality’s being recognized as present and operative in certain exceptional registers of human activity and awareness.  Seen thus, divine agency can become ambiguously identified with human actions rather than only standing outside and in opposition to them.  Indeed, the secularization of revelation—or taking humanity as the locus of revelation—is already implicit in the idea that the divine Muses should be daughters of Mnemosyne, Memory—a human faculty crucial to poetic invention.  So Odysseus’s memory of the prophetic revelations of Circe counts as divinely inspired (“a god himself shall remind you,” she says in XII. 38).  It seems that memory, the mind, such as humans experience it in their peculiarly temporal and synthetic experience of the world, has something in and of itself divine:  it is the source of an epiphany of divinity within the world.  
       Religious myth is the vocabulary Homer possesses for attempting to understand the mystery experienced in being human.  Other languages, including that of science, can be invented, but myth is the language that has been found and used more or less spontaneously in virtually the whole range of primordial cultures to probe and articulate the horizon of human existence as it is first experienced.  Much argument about religion runs dry if it assumes that the question is whether God or the gods objectively exist.  The gods have always been a way of expressing a transcendent mystery about human life that as such is unobjectifiable, and their expression in the objectifications of poetry is neither true nor false in any sense decidable in abstraction from the language of their appearance itself:  the objectifications of myth are a necessity of representation in language of a transcendent reality.
 
      Revelation is shown in the Odyssey to be something very human in a way different from but uncannily similar to the disclosure of the Bible.  The divine reveals itself in the Odyssey always ambiguously.  This leaves a space for human beings to make their own decisions and appropriate their experience rather than simply submitting to the divine decree and dispensation of things.  The divine is no longer left as unrepresentable in its sheer transcendence.  Revelation entails a necessary mediation on the part of human beings.  This means also that revelation is actualized in new ways concretely in the human situations in which it is interpreted by human beings attempting to see their lives and history through it.

      What has always been so remarkable to moderns about the Greeks—especially the archaic Greeks as reflected in the works of Homer—is first and foremost this seeing of the gods as present in all things, together with the visionary freshness and splendor that this divine vision makes manifest.  Precisely this has been celebrated by hosts of Hellenic scholars and interpreters from Winckelmann to Goethe, Hölderlin, and Hegel—to mention only some high points leading up to German Romantic Hellenism—and still by Nietzsche.  In Homer, countless scholars and poets have rediscovered a pre-modern world that is not yet disenchanted, one where all nature is revealed as alive with a divine life.  This has been analyzed as “mythic thought” and been brought suggestively into relation with metaphorical language.
  It has been continually rediscovered in perennial revivals of Homer, especially in the wake of Giambattista Vico (1668-1744).  
      Vico dedicated the entire third book of La scienza nuova (1744), his revolutionary new philosophy of cultural history, to the “Homeric question.”  Homer represented for him a primitive, pre-rational stage of human thought and culture.  It was therefore a stage peculiarly apt to show the powers of imagination, as well as of uninhibited sensation and feeling.  Vico argued that Homer’s knowledge is of a primordial, unreflective kind and that precisely this enables it to be universal and original.  In this special sense, poetry embraces all knowledge before it becomes highly differentiated and abstract, and Vico understood such poetry to be the language of the gods.
  Following him, Herder and the German Romantics found Homer’s attunement to a transcendent dimension of existence, which he objectified metaphorically as the gods, to be the key to an inimitable religious “revelation” (“Offenbarung”) in his works.
  This idea is actually a very old one that had been developed especially within the ambit of Neoplatonic allegorical interpretations of Homer as theologian, for example, by Porphyry in his Homeric Questions and The Cave of the Nymphs (De antro nympharum).

       As the earliest Greek literature, and because of their own intrinsic quality, the Homeric poems have always represented in Western tradition the purity and infancy of poetic vision—the iuventus mundi.  For Schiller, Homer was the archetype of naive as opposed to sentimental poetry:  the objectivity of the world is presented in its overwhelming fascination, without the inward-directed reflections of the self-conscious poet, such as become the norm among the Romantics.
  Sharing something of the same vision of Homer, Goethe famously commented, “I confess it no longer seems a poem but Nature itself.”

     Yet we should not forget that Homer himself is undoubtedly the heir of a long tradition.  What is first about “Homer,” or more precisely the Iliad and the Odyssey, is that they count, with certain qualifications, as the first (Greek) poetry to be written down and so preserved.  The formulaic language, as a hint of an originally oral form of the poem, alludes manifestly to an extended period of incubation during which the linguistic materials of the epics were being elaborated and refined.  The idealized past studded with the heroes of the Trojan War may be placed in the 12 Century B.C. in the Mycenaean period of the Bronze Age of Greece.  “Homer,” then, names the bard, or possibly group of bards, responsible for the final crafting of pre-existing oral traditions into the poems in their present written shape, which dates from closer to the 8th Century B.C.

     The formulaic language of the poems is itself an immediately palpable index of orality, suggesting oral recitation as the original medium in which the poems were composed.
  Formulas were necessary for mnemonic purposes, since the bard composed extemporaneously before a live public.  Certain fixed units, for example, proper names joined with stereotyped epithets, were metrically the right fit in certain positions in the dactylic hexameter verse, and so tended to be used, sometimes with indifference to their thematic appropriateness.  Antinoos, the most insolent among the suitors, might happen to be called “godlike,” even when he least deserves it.  Formulaic technique could thus result in what Milman Parry called “illogical use of epithets.”
  This gives the poem a character of naïveté:  it seems not always to be aware of what it is saying.  Nevertheless, for all its direct simplicity and ingenuousness, the poem is constructed with consummate artfulness.  The artistry simply is not all at the level of the poet’s self-conscious control of meaning in the service of surface coherence.  It evidently exceeds the measure of any one mind.  Conscious artistry and its unpredictable inventiveness, moreover, become crucial themes within the story.  Odysseus’s self-consciousness of his creative powers is vital to his success and very survival.  

      This is something that the ensuing detailed readings of the work will attempt to show.  But so far, anticipating and reaching beyond all such thematic leads, it has been opportune to suggest how the revelation of a transcendent order in the world belongs to human excellence and poetic prowess and even to the very discursive fabric of the Odyssey:  revelation, even divine revelation, is achieved by eminently human and poetic means.  The Homeric poems were the revelation of a visionary perception of life and nature—indeed they still are that, or claim to be, for every new audience:  “speak to us too, Muse” (eʺp‚ kaÁ Ôm¡n, I. 10).  And vital to this quality of enchantment is the fact that the gods have not yet fled from the midst of human existence.  And yet, precisely a struggle to escape the constant manipulations of the gods and to live human life on its own terms emerges as a central theme of the poem.  The Odyssey shows us the mythic world in crisis vis-à-vis the new and emergent powers of individual ingenuity and self-shaping.  It charts the development of new forms of human empowerment such as the arts and especially technology.  But it shows the new human powers as themselves once again a revelation of divinity in human form—and not simply the banishment of divinity from the human universe.
      Odysseus takes on value as an exemplar with remarkably long historical reach of the struggle towards an autonomous human consciousness choosing its own destiny and yet choosing from destinies allotted by the Fates.
  As Zeruneith recalls, at the end of Plato’s Republic (620 c-d), Odysseus’s soul’s free choice of a lot for the next life is also a choice of a divine principle or daimon.  Socrates, too, was represented by Plato as inhabited and frequently prompted to action by his daimon.  Odysseus’s divinely human freedom thus establishes an archetype of human autonomy that is still valid for Socratic free self-reflection, which accordingly still acknowledges the gods.  “And in this respect, Socrates becomes a completely developed model for the internalization and spiritualization that Odysseus anticipates” (Zeruneith, p. 561).  Divine power is internalized and spiritualized in and as human freedom.  In these terms, the secularizing development of Greek thought and culture can be traced from early epic to classical philosophy.
      The secular is sometimes defined as a neutral realm between the sacred and the profane.
  Such a realm is important for societies that are religiously pluralistic:  they require a rule of law that can be binding for all, independently of the binding claims of individual religions.  This situation clearly obtains in Saint Augustine’s world under the Roman Empire, but it is not yet the case in the world of the Odyssey.  “Secularization” in Homer’s context means rather that the divine is manifest in the worldly.  The paradox I am pointing to is that as the human becomes more independent of the divine, it realizes itself in forms that make it less distinguishable from the divine.  There is not the breach between two worlds, human and divine, that will come about later and create the zone of the secular in between.  There is rather a unity of vision that embraces both human and divine dimensions—that envisions the human as reaching to the divine.  The assertion of the autonomy of the human is well underway, but without the cleavage that ruptures the unified plane of action between gods and mortals.  Instead, both categories of beings are distilled from the same imaginative ether.
         I. The Telemachy:  Growing up and Growing with the Gods (Books I-IV) 

      The question of the relation of gods and mortals is placed center stage from the poem’s beginning, in the prologue and in the Council in Heaven.  Both highlight the relation between supernatural fate and human responsibility as an overarching issue of the epic.  The argument of the Odyssey embraces what is logically a kind of contradiction:  we are completely at the mercy of higher powers, and at the same time we choose our actions and are therefore responsible for them.  The Council of the gods in the proem in Book I affirms human responsibility, even in contriving to manipulate human actions and events.  The gods spin the thread for Odysseus to return to his home.  Zeus commands:  “let all of us here carefully devise his return so he may arrive” (I. 76-77).  And yet Odysseus still has to achieve it by nearly superhuman exertions of his own.  When Zeus insists that humans are responsible for their own wretchedness, Athena suggests that this may not be so in Odysseus’s case.  Zeus replies that he has not forgotten Odysseus and brings up past god-offending deeds by the hero as the cause of his misfortune.  Nevertheless, he begins devising plans for enabling Odysseus to return home.

     The struggle to carve out one’s human identity, which is central to the whole epic, is resolved not on the plane of human action alone, but only at a level where human agency is intersected by divine.  In general in Homer, it is only when the god or demon arouses him to action that the hero is able to act decisively and win the day.  Human life is constantly envisioned by Homer as negotiated with the higher powers that integrate all its forces.  If in the Bible we see how knowledge of the divine is inextricably bound up with forms of human self-knowledge, conversely in Homer we see how genuine self-knowledge is mediated by divine revelation.  We begin to see this in the Odyssey with Telemachos, the son in quest of his father and his own manhood.

      The first four books of the Odyssey, known as “The Telemachy,” defer the introduction of the epic’s protagonist by beginning the story with his son.  Yet they also project the end that is to be realized, specifically the war at the end of the epic, as this very name suggests:  telos—“end” and machy—“combat” (cf. III. 215ff).  These books prefigure the main issue in microcosm, moreover, also at the narrative level, for Telemachos’s search for his father, which is also a search for his own identity and self-knowledge, mirrors Odysseus’s journey of self-discovery in order to come home to himself.  In particular, Telemachos must learn the implications of human mortality that so dominate the understanding that Odysseus comes to have of himself.  

      Telemachos’s problem of identity is caused first and foremost by the disappearance of his father.  In his own words:


“As it is, the storm winds have snatched him off without glory.

 

He is gone, vanished and unperceived, and has left me




Pains and laments.”








(I. 241-43)

This uncertainty caused by Odysseus’s being neither certifiably dead nor alive seems to open Telemachos to a dimension of experience higher than that of objective empirical fact, for it makes him sensitive rather to unseen presences and even to the presence of the gods.  

      The way that human awareness at the limit of its own potential approaches divinity in its powers of apprehension is eminently illustrated by the encounter between Telemachos and Athena in Book I.  Athena arouses Telemachos to consciousness:  her divine power frees him from his paralysis and melancholy.  After her disguised intervention, he shows himself to be empowered vis-à-vis the suitors and Penelope.  Athena has revived the image of Odysseus in him, and he begins to identify with it, whereas previously his image of his father had been dead and occulted.  Indeed, his father is literally “hidden” by “Calypso” (from kal¥cein—to cover over or hide).  Athena reassures him that his race will not be “nameless” (223) and exhorts him to earn the praise of posterity, like Orestes, who avenged his father’s murder (297-302).  Only after this is Telemachos able to say his father’s name—the significance of which the whole epic will gradually unfold—in telling his mother that she should not forbid Phemios to sing and celebrate her husband:  “Odysseus is not alone to have lost his day of return / in Troy” (I. 354).  Letting Odysseus come back celebrated in song is a first step to his being reborn in the minds and hearts of his own family.  Telemachos must first choose to be Odysseus’s son, to embrace his father’s legend, in order to accept reports that Odysseus lives and receive them as divine oracles of a truly live possibility.
      The miracle of Athena coming to him is revealed in Telemachos primarily as a sudden accession of amazing strength in his own heart.  As soon as she is done,



She flew upward like a bird.  Into his spirit



She had put strength and courage.  She put him in mind



Of his father more than before.  When he thought it over,



He was amazed in his spirit; he thought she was a god.









(I. 320-23)

This sets up a correlation between the outward miracle and the inner state that demands it.  In fact, the psychological logic of the scene strongly insinuates that he saw her because he needed and wanted to see his father.  Telemachos is the first to see Athena come to the palace in the guise of Mentes; indeed, he is practically the only one to take notice:



Godlike Telemachos was by far the first to see her



For he sat among the suitors, crushed in his own heart,



Seeing his noble father in his mind, if from somewhere



He would come and make those suitors scatter through the halls,



So that he himself might have honor and command his own goods.



Thinking this over while seated with the suitors, he sighted Athena.









(I. 113-118)

     Telemachos’s acute attunement to the goddess’s appearing is an extension of his psychological need to recover a living image of his father in order to grow into his own stature as a man.  This could explain why Athena’s prophecy of Odysseus’s immanent return is deliberately spoken as a kind of wild hypothesis rather than as assured by the indubitable authority of the gods:



“Well, I will now tell you a prophecy, how the immortals



Cast it in my heart, and how I think it will end,



Though I am not a prophet, and have no clear skill with birds.”






(I. 200-202)  

This message is meant to awaken Telemachos, to catapult him into active seeking after his father:  uncertainty is an enabling condition of such search.  

      Telemachos must search for his identity and discover his father inwardly, since there is no outward surety.  All supposed facts in this matter are equivocal:



“My mother calls me the son of the man. But I myself



Do not know. No one has ever been certain of his father.”








(I. 215-16)

This doubt and heartache opens an inward space of imagination, which is also the space where divinity operates in the midst of the human.  It is the uncertainty and necessity of the search that launch Telemachos on the voyage that will introduce him to his father’s world, where he is to recover his own identity.  

       The continuity between the human and the divine is underscored by the fact that instead of giving authoritative, divinely guaranteed revelations, Athena orders Telemachos:


“To fit out the ship that is best with twenty oarsmen


And go in search of your father who has been gone so long,


On the chance some mortal may tell you of him, or you hear from Zeus


The voice that best of all brings report to men.”






(I. 280-83)

      This is to open an adventure of discovery rather than to close it off by categorically declaring the facts about the father flat out through divine revelation.  Athena works by instilling in Telemachos a certain image of his father as an inflictor of pain and punishment:  he is depicted “Seeking a man-killing drug” (I. 261).  For this is the key to Telemachos’s finding the spirit of the father whom he has lost not only physically but also in his own mind—by forgetting or being unable to accept the reality that Odysseus represents.  She evokes Odysseus specifically in the guise of a warrior, a predator, an avenger:



“Would that he came now to the outer doors of the house



And stood there with a helmet and a shield and two spears . . . .”







(I. 255-56)

     Since she works in ways conforming always to Telemachos’s own interior needs and predispositions, it is appropriate that he be able to recognize Athena as the goddess she is, yet he does so only thanks to the transformation she succeeds in working within him.  This ambiguity between the human and the divine is then mirrored in Telemachos’s actions, as is underscored later by the herald Medon, speaking to Penelope:



“I do not know whether some god incited him



Or his own spirit roused him to go to Pylos to learn



If his father will return or has met his fate.”







(IV. 712-15)

      It is possible to interpret Athena as wholly immanent to Telemachos’s psyche.  Of course, she is represented externally to him as an objective entity, yet all she does works strictly in coordination with his own psychological states and their intrinsic propensities.  The divine is understood as an inner dimension of human consciousness and at the same time is represented on an outward, objective plane.  This overlap and continuity is pointed out explicitly by Athena herself: 



“Telemachos, some thoughts you will have in your mind,



And a god will suggest others.”








(III. 26-28)
      The same applies to human actions and events generally.  A certain powerful kind of rumor (kl™oq) can be a message from Zeus.  News without any identifiable human source counts as coming from heaven, especially if it comes from unaccountably far and comes very fast (I. 282-83).  Similarly, a particularly potent thought is liable to being a thought from God (III. 26-27; I. 200-201).  This is recorded as quite a common assumption of people generally, as is suggested even by Antinoos’s sarcastic, yet ironically true remark:  “Well, Telemachos, the gods themselves must be teaching you / To be presumptuous and speak courageously” (I. 384-85).

     This kind of superimposition of human agency upon divine—the divine being a heightened degree of the human—enables human will to be really free (or first freed) in relation to the gods’ action, for example, Athena’s action in the guise of Mentes.  There is no conflict or even divergence between divine initiatives and human motives and agency, when they interpenetrate in this way.  Acting under divine influence frees the human agent to realize all of his own powers to the full and even to exceed what would normally be considered his human limits.  Telemachos responds to what could have been the advice of any friend.  It is the extraordinary significance of his resolution that justifies conviction that indeed a god has intervened.  A superhuman force attained by a man actually constitutes divine presence and activity in human affairs.

      Athena instigates his plans, but Telemachos acts freely—he becomes free through acting.  After the departure of Athena, who has imparted into his spirit strength and courage, Telemachos is empowered to use an authoritative tone that amazes his mother:  “‘. . . the power in the house is mine.’ / She was amazed at him, and back into the house she went” (I. 359-60).  Next, calling for an assembly, Telemachos threatens the suitors, who are similarly astonished:  “they all set their teeth on their lips / And wondered at Telemachos that he spoke so courageously” (I. 381-82).  He even begins, true son of his father, dissembling—not letting on that his visitor was a god and had announced the immanent return of Odysseus.  He repeats to them Athena’s cover story of being one Mentes, ruler of the Taphians:  “So Telemachos said, but in his mind knew the immortal god” (I. 420).  Thus the stage has been set for Book II, where Telemachos, with scepter in hand and taking his father’s place at the assembly, acts decisively to resolve the dilemma caused by the uncertainty as to whether Odysseus lives or not. 

      In Books III and IV, the pathos of the journeys Telemachos makes to Pylos and Sparta depends on his discovery there of images of his father and on how he appropriates them:  they enable him to grow up into a man of the world, the world that they imply and project.  From Nestor he hears that, “All men have need of the gods” (III. 48).  He thus learns of a crucial aspect of his father’s world, and the visit climaxes in a sacrifice to his father’s divine patroness, Athena (III. 380-473).  Yet Nestor represents a merely conventional and pious relation to the gods:  he is introduced doing obeisance to the god whom Odysseus defies, namely, Poseidon (III. 1-341).  Moreover, having arrived home as quickly as possible, he is not experienced and open to experience like Odysseus:  “So I arrived, dear child, with no news. I know nothing . . .” (III. 184).  Nevertheless, Telemachos is able to learn from him the details of Orestes’s revenge upon Aigisthos for the murder of his father, Agamemnon, and this is transparently a model for him in his present plight.

     Menelaos, on the other hand, has wandered much (IV. 81) and suffered much (IV. 95).  His own self-descriptions echo, often verbatim, those we have already heard concerning Odysseus.  His men, too, hungering like Odysseus’s men when they killed the cattle of the sun god, think first of their stomachs (IV. 369).  Yet the result of all his vicissitudes is anti-heroic.  He remains disappointed and passive, and his suffering is deadened by Helen’s drug which dehumanizes a man to the point that 



. . . whoever swallowed it down when it was mixed in the bowl 



Would not shed a tear down his cheeks the whole day long,



Not if his mother and his father were both to die,



Not if right in front of him his brother or his dear son



Were slaughtered with a sword, and he see it with his own eyes.







(IV. 222-26)

      Indeed the treachery described here fits all too closely the fate of Agamemnon, Menelaos’s brother.  Menelaos suffers, but he does not triumph in suffering the way Odysseus does:  he rather deadens it, and for this purpose Helen herself is his drug.  Her beauty kills pain and makes men forget themselves.  Menelaos will inherit immortality through his marriage to Helen, daughter of Zeus, thus escaping the pains of mortal existence (IV. 561ff).  He is only waiting for release rather than living the mortal life to its limit, as Odysseus does.  As a foil for Odysseus, he is as hollow as “hollow Lacedaemon,” where he sits in his shiny palace with its “well-polished bathtubs.” 

     The twin pieties of sacrifice and hospitality to guests are harped upon over and over again in the visits to Pylos and Sparta, yet this submissive attitude towards the gods is not all that Telemachos has occasion to learn.  His potential for growing into the role of his father’s son is dangled in front of him as comparisons are made and his likeness to Odysseus is observed, for example, by Nestor in III. 120-25 and by Helen in IV. 141ff.  Most importantly, he encounters, even if he is not yet prepared to understand and accept it, the image of his father as inflictor of pain.  This comes across most pertinently in Menelaos’s description of Odysseus:



“As when a deer in the thicket of a mighty lion



Has put her newborn milk-sucking fawn to sleep,



And goes questing over the spurs and the grassy gorges



For grazing, and just then he comes into his own lair



And upon the two of them brings a wretched fate;

So upon these men will Odysseus bring a wretched fate.”









(IV. 335-340)

       The prophecies of Odysseus’s return always leave much room for doubt, with the result that it is the Odysseus that they can imagine and desire that his loved ones retain.  Ipthime, a dream figment inspired by Athena in the shape of Penelope’s sister, answers Penelope’s pleas, saying,



“About that man I shall not tell you in full detail



Whether he is dead or alive.  It is bad to utter windy things.”






(IV. 836-837)

This repeats the evasions offered to Telemachos by the Old Man of the Sea (IV. 497), Menelaos (IV. 390), and Nestor (III. 216).  Revelations from the other world concerning this world are consistently ambiguous, and precisely this ambiguity is what opens a space for human engagement—not just with facts but also with possibilities, values, and ideals—and consequently for human reflection and growth.  Penelope is constrained to live from her own inner faith in Odysseus and to sustain her faithfulness without external support.  This knowledge of Odysseus from within her may open vistas that otherwise would remain undiscovered.  It may reveal possibilities of being for Odysseus that she would never have dreamt of and otherwise could not accept.

     The unceasing predictions and prophecies precede and condition Odysseus’s actual, miraculous reappearance.  The psychological conditioning of all that can be revealed from the gods is thus fore-grounded by Homer, and this in fact opens insight into the human reality undergirding divine revelation.  The psychological dimension so startling and remarkable in the highly individualized protagonist of this second of the Homeric epics is the sign of a greater awareness of the psychological dimension of all reality and in particular of that which is communicated from the gods.  The psychological (from psyche, “soul”) bases of religious revelation are in this manner wondrously illuminated by the superimposition of divine upon human agency from the poem’s beginning.

       The first four books taken together have been a deferral of Odysseus’s own story, which is nevertheless indicated as central from the very title of the work.  This deferral of the main action and protagonist turns out to reflect the structure of the poem as a whole— and of romance narrative in general—as turning on strategies of deferral designed to augment suspense.  But it is also a technique for stretching out a space in mind and spirit, a space of waiting and expectation.  This is the dimension in which the gods are active, a dimension of attention to what is not fully actual and objective but rather springs from latencies of mind and creative memory, where the gods invisibly are astir and the muses murmur.

       Accordingly, an underlying inspiration of Western literature, as we move from the Bible to Homer, continues to be the idea of poetry as revelation.  The Odyssey as a whole is about revealing the divinity that dwells in human life, especially at its most sublimely heroic and most intimately human.  Conversely, the fact that the gods are portrayed so anthropomorphically casts divine life in a human light.  In both of these ways, mortals and immortals are seen to mirror each other:  their poetic representation in objective forms serves to reveal a theological dimension at the invisible heart of human life.

     II. The Struggle for Autonomy against Invasive Divinity (Books V-VIII)

      The ambiguity between human motivations and divine interventions is further illustrated by the pliant, young character of Nausicaa.  All that is supernaturally suggested to her is just what she is coming to realize herself in the natural growth of her years and inclinations.  She serves as an open vessel for divine promptings and puts up no resistance.  Her people as a whole, the Phaeacians, are analogous to her in this respect.  Close to the gods, they are maximally receptive.  Yet they can also come off as less humanly concrete and vital for that very reason.  Odysseus strives against the gods in order to hew out a sphere of human autonomy.  This makes him a first great hero of secular humanism, although he still eminently embodies the divinely inspired world from which a break is just beginning to be made at this stage.



     We observed how, in the first four books, divine agency is superimposed upon the human in such a way as to suggest a continuity and synergism, or even confusion, between the two.
  In Books V-VIII, the lack of an absolute abyss between gods and mortals comparable to the divine transcendence in the Bible results in a struggle for freedom within the phenomenal sphere of action that gods and mortals share in common.  This struggle is carried out paradigmatically by Odysseus, and it makes him into the prototype of the Enlightenment hero that Adorno and Horkheimer have so suggestively analyzed in Dialectic of Enlightenment.
   

     Horkheimer and Adorno were able to discern in Odysseus the lineaments of a bourgeois individual emerging from the mythic sphere of universal archetypes.  In this perspective, the Odyssey is about “secularization”—about making a realm free from constant, direct manipulation by the gods, whose presence and influence invades all the earth.  This newly secularized world is a place where a man can freely act and reap the natural fruits of his own actions.  But the will to secular, worldly life also means acceptance of mortality.  And precisely this consequence is accepted by Odysseus without flinching, thanks to his characteristically remorseless courage.  Yet even in portraying the unrelenting striving of Odysseus to escape the higher powers, so as to be able to live his human life on its own human terms, the Odyssey nevertheless shows how pervasive the presence of the higher powers is:  they operate within human agency itself and are often practically indistinguishable from it.  

      This epic is about the struggle for human autonomy, yet portraying this struggle reveals precisely the ineluctable influence of the gods.  The gods are revealed everywhere that something extraordinary is achieved in human action and experience.  Of course, it is the specific virtue of tale and song—or epos and poetry—to make manifest just this quality of the marvelous.  And therefore the revelation of divinity is once again inextricably bound up with literature and its capacities of disclosure—just as in the Bible.  Paralleling the biblical doctrine of the Creator Word is the notion of the inspiration of the poet by the divine Muses:  thanks to their inspiration, he is the revealer of the world and its deeper truth.
  This understanding of revelation in literature is expressed in the legend of the blind seer:  the poet receives the gift of song, including a sort of extrasensory perception, in compensation for his lacking the physical sense of sight.  Thus Homer is traditionally represented as blind.  This marks him as possessed also of extraordinary, prophetic, inspired insight.  He embodies this condition within his poem in the figure of the “singer” Demodocos:  



Then a herald came near, leading the trusty singer

Whom the Muse loved dearly and gave both good and ill.

She blinded him in the eyes but gave him a sweet song.







(VIII. 62-64)

     Human autonomy has to be won by revolt and resistance—past all common endurance—against the gods.  But it must also be granted by the gods.  The whole story of Odysseus’s coming home to himself begins with the decision of Zeus, procured by Athena, to allow him to return.  Strikingly, when Odysseus builds the raft on which his return is to begin, demonstrating his demiurgic power to shape and guide his own life by the skill of his own hands, we are nonetheless never allowed to forget that even this means of autonomy is granted him by the gods.  It is the goddess Calypso who gives him all the necessary tools, as the text points out with unmistakable insistence:


Then she took thought about sending great-hearted Odysseus away;


She gave him a great ax fitted to the palms,


. . . 


Then she gave him a well-polished adz and led the way 


To the verge of the island where the tall trees were growing,


. . .



Meanwhile, the divine goddess Calypso brought along augers,


And he then bored them all and fitted them to one another.








(V. 233-247)

      This demonstrates concretely how the cooperation of the gods is necessary even in engendering human autonomy.  It also turns out, conversely, that once this autonomy is granted, the opposition to the gods loses its edge—as can be seen in the case of Odysseus and Calypso.  Once it is decided that he will be set free, Odysseus literally loves this goddess, whom he has been resisting.  Up to this moment, he has been “an unwilling man with a willing woman” (V. 155).  Before Hermes’s intervention, he is described as being in a state of despair, and he is unable to enjoy Calypso, but as soon as he knows that he is going to set sail for home, his autonomous, human identity revives, and he can engage in sexual enjoyment with her:  


The two of them went into a nook of the hollow cave 


And took pleasure of love, abiding with one another.








(V. 226-27)

Previously she had robbed him of his identity as a mortal man, bound as this identity is to his wife and home.  But with his eventual homecoming secured, the divine nymph again becomes for him an enticing erotic adventure. 

       Odysseus’s human identity is secured especially through techne—the arts and techniques that are characteristic of human beings and distinguish them from brutes.
  This is true also of Homer’s artistry, which is based on imitation and is not without parallels to Odysseus’s famous talent for simulation.  A particular technique displaying the artifice that becomes a conspicuous hallmark of Odysseus’s and Homer’s humanism alike in Book V is that of the simile.  The similes do not just present the nearest or most obvious likeness.  They are deliberately calculated to remove one from the literal intensity of the action.  They introduce a distanced perspective upon the narrative and offer a moment of relief from its overpowering immediacy.  They also suggest the coherence of the cosmos, for they indicate how all things, however far removed from one another, share common principles and can be brought together into relation so as to illuminate one another.  Yet this work of synthesis and comparison, as a work of art, introduces a human factor into the order of things.  This can be illustrated by assembling and comparing some of the remarkable similes in which Book V in particular abounds, taking generally scenes on land and at home as foils for Odysseus’s struggle to survive on storm-tossed seas:



As when a blustering wind shakes up a heap



Of dry husks, and scatters them in all directions,



So it scattered the raft’s long beams.






(V. 368-370)



As when it appears delightful to sons if their father



Lives, who lies in sickness and undergoes strong pains,



Long wasting away, and some dread god has assailed him,



Whom now the gods have delightfully freed from misfortune;



So delightful did land and forest appear to Odysseus.







(V. 394-398)



As when an octopus is pulled out of its den,



Numerous pebbles are caught in its suckers,



So against the rocks the skin from his stout hands



Was stripped off.

(V. 432-435)



As a man may cover a torch with black embers



At the edge of a field, where no neighbors may be by



And save the fire’s seed, so he need not light it from elsewhere.



So Odysseus covered himself with leaves.







(V. 488-491)

The intricate artistry of these similes, with their calculated contrasts reaching to registers removed from the immediate action, is symptomatic of an at least implicit new awareness of human autonomy, particularly vis-à-vis the gods, that appears in the Odyssey.  Of this, Odysseus becomes a veritable emblem.  Paradoxically, however, what is most characteristically human is nevertheless still made in the image of the gods.  Techne itself, after all, is particularly associated with the artisan god, Hephaestus, in VIII. 286, 327, 332.  
     Odysseus attempts to carve out a space for autonomous action in order to be human in the midst of the gods.  And yet to do so he still needs the help and cooperation of several goddesses.  All that happens to him in his life is potentially a revelation of the doings of the gods, and the latter can reduce his own efforts to naught.  Nevertheless, the world is revealed to him as a field in which his own action can be continuous with that of the gods and can prosper as well as be annulled thereby.  The ambiguity of this help from the immortals registers when Odysseus’s raft is swamped and he is half under water for a long time:  “For the clothes weighed him down that divine Calypso gave him” (V. 321).  Odysseus knows that help from anyone besides himself, including especially the gods, may be rather a hindrance, and he is at first suspicious of the aid Leucothea offers him, even though she was once Ino, daughter of Cadmos, and thus “earlier had a mortal voice” (V. 334).  She instructs him to abandon the gifts of the immortals—


“Take off these clothes and leave the raft for the winds


To carry; and swim with your hands, and strive . . .”








 (V. 343-44)

But at the same time she gives him a veil to tie on his chest, instructing him to discard it as soon as he is on land again (348-50).  Leucothea herself then plunges back into the sea like a wave.  Against the divine rage of the sea, divine protection is necessary—though it comes, in this instance, with a bond of human sympathy from this former mortal.  Yet still Odysseus is striving to gain the ground where he can stand on his own two feet.  He chooses to calculate the chances, relying as long as he can on himself, nevertheless knowing that he is ultimately at the gods’ mercy.  His characteristically tenacious and vigilant “presence of mind” (®pifros¥nhn), which enables him to land in the river, escaping being crushed on the rocks, is also Athena’s doing: 



Then surely wretched Odysseus would have died in excess of fate



If bright-eyed Athena had not given him presence of mind. 










(V. 437)

Thus even his own consciousness is not really sealed off from divine intervention.  He then prays to the river as a god and is heard and rescued.  
      The same direct dependency of human initiative on divine instigation—or perhaps rather the complete coincidence of the two, particularly when human beings act beyond any calculable powers of their own—registers likewise in Nausicaa as she faces Odysseus in the next book:  “Athena / Had put courage in her mind and taken fear from her limbs” (VI. 139-140).

     Book VI moves from open strife on the sea—and against the sea, a hostile divinity—to the atmosphere of an intimate encounter, beginning with Nausicaa.  Odysseus finds himself in a place apparently free of all conflict, though we hear that it has been displaced from original proximity with violent Cyclopes (whom Odysseus has had to confront) to Scheria, “far from haunts of men,” with a wall around it.  This land is (now, at least) a kind of civic idyll, a civilized paradise without enemies.  Remote on the sea, dear to the gods, it is isolated from men.



“There is no man so vigorous and no mortal born



Who would come to the land of the Phaeacian men 



Bringing hostility. For they are very dear to the gods.



And we dwell far away in the much-surging ocean,



The remotest of men. And no other mortal has congress with us.”







(VI. 201-205)

Thus, curiously, Odysseus’s finding refuge and escaping persecution by an enemy god brings him to a place that is peculiarly protected by the gods:  it seems there is just no escaping them.  Of course, this protectedness implies also a certain effeminacy.  The queen, “Arete” (her name means “best”), rules here.  It entails, furthermore, a peculiar kind of self-enclosure:  the royal couple is itself incestuous (VII. 54-66).

     Norms of civility, and the evocation of Artemis rather than Aphrodite, govern Odysseus’s exchanges with Nausicaa, even though the situation suggests some more wild, passionate possibilities for a sexually awakening girl outside the city and left alone by her maidservants in the presence of a rough-looking, desperate man who fascinates her.  Odysseus decides not to grasp her knees and shows delicacy in dealing with her and her maidens, who balk from bathing him, prompting him to say that he would be embarrassed not to bathe himself alone.  In this encounter between the battered, fully experienced hero and the fragile, innocent young girl, Odysseus is the one in need of help.  His speech is a model of tact and craft, for example, in reassuring the girl by evoking her father and kinsmen as a psychological shield set up to secure the danger zone of their dialogue.

     For exactly similar reasons, Odysseus also invokes on this occasion the image of conjugal happiness and domestic harmony, but, tellingly, he seems able to conceive happiness only together with the pain it causes to the envious, its damage to the feelings or fame of others:  Odysseus describes the highest happiness to Nausicaa as a domestic bliss that—for all its peaceful amity—entails necessarily also pain for one’s enemies.  



Nothing is better or higher than that,



When a man and wife have a home who are sympathetic



In their thoughts. It gives many pains to their enemies



And joys to their friends. And they know it best themselves.








(VI. 183-85)

We learn later from his mother in Hades, and from those who live still in Ithaca, that even at home every one suffers for Odysseus.  This strikingly negative method of establishing all positive values evidently reflects the mortal lot of suffering.  All human value is created in and by suffering.  This is indeed the meaning of Odysseus’s name, as we shall see, and even more broadly his “vocation.”
    

     The Phaeacians, by contrast, are exempt from pain:  they promise also to spare Odysseus further pains on his journey home:  




. . . then let us take thought 



For a convoy, so this stranger without pain or distress



Under our convoy may arrive at his fatherland,



And speedily rejoice, even if he is from very far away.



May he undergo no evil or suffering in mid-passage



Before coming upon his land; but then he will suffer



Whatever his fate and the grave Spinners have spun for him



With his birth thread at the time when his mother bore him.







(VII. 191-198)

      The Phaeacians represent a temporary suspension of the harsh laws of mortal existence.  That it be temporary is necessary, unless Odysseus’s firm election of mortality is to be abandoned.  The Phaeacians are shown in many respects to be too civilized—they are an inversion of the Cyclopes, who are subhuman and bestial.  Odysseus’s human identity is chiseled out in a space of relative and circumscribed autonomy that is won from the gods and their sphere of overpowering action.  Accordingly, as a mortal identity, it must necessarily be compounded of suffering.  This is the distinctive mark of the truly human as against the divine.  But the Phaeacians’s “ships are as swift as any wing or thought” (VII. 36), without the weight of the world, just as Alcinoos “had his thought from the gods” (VI. 12 and IV. 712).  The Phaeacians are indeed close to the gods, as Alcinoos explains—



Always before have the gods appeared to us plainly




. . . . .



Even if some wayfarer meets them when he is alone



They conceal it not at all, since we are close to them. . . .








(VII. 201-205)

They are too close to be mortally real or at least self-aware, and therefore Odysseus must escape them.  Odysseus retorts with the certainty of his own mortality:



Alcinoos, concern yourself with something else.  As for me,



I am not like the immortals who possess broad heaven,



Either in body or form, but am like mortal men.







(VII. 208-210)

      Odysseus needs to escape from this enchanted isle, where all are held spellbound by the gods, in order to take charge of his autonomous mortal life.  The human dimension here opens up a space of heartfelt sentiment and sustained attachment over time that is a stranger to the immediacy of the gods acting always in the passion of the moment—of their eternal present.  Stronger than erotic passion for mortals, as it turns out, is the motive of remembrance.  This is the dimension of the truly human.  The immortal gods are often highly erotic, but time and remembrance—the substance of Odysseus’s relationship with Penelope in particular—construct a newly and uniquely human sphere.  Not the reckless immediacy of divine exploits but patience and suffering endured construct the significance of a human life.  This is demonstrated also by Nausicaa’s and Odysseus’s farewell from each other with vows of remembrance.  Tellingly, however, in creating this human reality, Odysseus turns it back right away into an image of being divine:  asked by Nausicaa bidding him farewell to “remember me,” Odysseus prays to Zeus that “I may pray to you as to a god / Forever all my days” (VIII. 462-368).  Human remembrance, it seems, leads to thoughts of the divine—and perhaps the gods, too, at some level, emerge out of human remembrance.   
       This same quintessentially human element of remembrance may be felt also in Odysseus’s weeping over the past recalled by the songs of Demodocos.  Odysseus requests that the bard recite the story of the wooden horse rather than the fiction of Aphrodite and Mars.  He cannot but remember who he is.  That is why, in Book VIII, Odysseus’s honor can be outraged and his anger aroused by Euryalos’s taunts about his supposed weakness.  Thus provoked, Odysseus shows himself willing to make trial and to face all dangers in order that the Phaeacians experience something of who he truly is.  

       Indeed the Phaeacians represent the counter-image to the manly autonomy that Odysseus so strenuously asserts.  We have already seen that they are portrayed as an effeminate society where the queen bee rules and that they live in the lap of the gods.  They do not normally even have to mess with a recalcitrant material world:  their ships glide across the sea like thoughts guided by the gods.  Yet their privileged status stands under the threat, indeed the prophecy, of its being revoked.  Concerning his convoy ships, which are steered by thought without rudders, Alcinoos says:





“There is no fear 




At all for them that they suffer harm or be lost.



But once I heard my father Nausithoos



Say this: he asserted that Poseidon bore a grudge



Against us, because our convoys are safe for all men.



He said a well-made ship of the Phaeacian men



Coming back sometime from an escort on the murky ocean


   
Would be dashed, and a great mountain would hide our city 




round.”










(VIII. 562-569)

      The Phaeacians prefer hearing about life to actually living it as Odysseus does, for that would mean also facing death.  Alcinoos says of the Trojan war: 



“That did the gods fashion, and they spun the thread of death



For men, so that it would be a song for those to come.”






(VIII. 579-580)

Indeed life is reduced to a song among the Phaeacians, a dream which Odysseus, the heroic bearer of human woes, cannot but escape—and even break up and destroy.  Thus he makes his mark in human history.  The Phaeacians, in contrast, incur the fate of oblivion, of erasure from human history.  
III. Narrative Identity and the Revelation of the End (Books IX-XII)

     Books IX through XII are a mise en abyme, a narrative within the narrative:  Odysseus himself becomes like a singer (˜q Œt| ΩoidØq, XI. 368), as he narrates his adventures, his story of woes both suffered and inflicted, by which he has come to be what his name says he is— Odysseus or “sufferer and inflictor of pain.”  The nexus between human and divine agency is negotiated in these books still in terms of the creation of poetry, but the human invention of the poet supplants the divine revelation of the Muses, who are not invoked.  The poem thereby asserts most audaciously the encroachment of human skill upon divine power in the making of poetic song.  A clever stage director as well, Odysseus has waited for this strategic moment in which to divulge his identity to the Phaeacians so as to do it with maximum effect.  In declaring his name only now, he is able to amplify its impact.  He symbolically embodies its greatness in the image of the imposing landscape of his home:



“I am Odysseus, son of Laertes, who for my wiles



Am of note among all men, and my fame reaches heaven.



I dwell in sunny Ithaca.  A mountain is on it,



Neritos, with trembling leaves, conspicuous.”








 (IX. 19-22)

      In thus stating his name and recounting his journey, Odysseus convincingly establishes his identity—as based both on action and on his telling about it.  His name—implying suffering and inflicting of pain—gives the keynote for both.  For it is in discourse that fate, “fatum,” which means literally “the spoken,” and freedom, particularly that of the tale-teller, fully coincide.  But they are in any case inseparable, to the extent that the way history happens and how it is told cannot be completely separated.  The emotional participation in an event through its retelling opens the past to being realized in its full significance, as if for the first time, in being recounted.  Odysseus uses a rhetorical technique destined to become a model for Aeneas and Dante, and even for Dante’s Francesca, of declaring how it grieves him to retell his grievous tale, since it entails reliving his misadventures right before his audience’s eyes: 



“But your heart turns toward me to ask of my woeful cares,



So that I may grieve still further as I lament.”








(IX. 12-13)

      This narrative account, in which Odysseus freely invents himself in the telling of his tale, is an exercise that prepares him for re-establishing his identity in Ithaca.  His self-definition as sufferer and survivor, as experienced in woe and yet finally triumphant, will be definitively accomplished only with his homecoming.  He remakes himself in narrating his story, and this verbal inventiveness is integral to his being able to reclaim himself and his own in life as well.  To make his life’s reality coincide with the tale, with what has been spoken, becomes his task after this narrative interlude concludes. 

     Odysseus’s answers to Alcinoos’s questions about his name and about where he comes from also strike the note of his nostalgia for home—than which “nothing is sweeter” to a man.  Still, this tenderness is hemmed in by a fierceness that is even more fundamental to defining who Odysseus is.  That he is defined by the pain he inflicts is patent from the first adventure he recounts with unvarnished brutality.  The sacking of the city of the Cicones, in its condensed form, reads as an accelerated repetition of the siege of Troy, where Odysseus, in fact, first made his name:  




“There I sacked the city and killed its men.



From the city we took the wives and many possessions



And divided them so none for my sake would lack an equal share.”









(IX. 40-42)

After sacking the city of the Cicones, however, many of Odysseus’s men delay escaping and are killed, when allies from the neighboring cities supervene:



“Then I gave the order for us to take rapid flight,



But the men, great fools as they were, did not obey . . . .”








(IX. 43-44)

      This emphasis on human responsibility for disaster and one’s own demise is constant right from the proem and throughout the whole epic.  Yet what mortals do has typically been predicted already by prophecy.  Alcinoos recalls the prophecy that Poseidon would isolate his city round with a mountain, turning his ships to stone (VIII. 567-569), which is exactly what happens to the returning ships of the Phaeacians, after they have given safe convoy to Odysseus.  Polyphemus has already heard that a man by the name of Odysseus would come to deprive him of his sight (IX. 507-512).  Circe, too, recognizes Odysseus as the one about whose coming she has heard time and again in prophecy (X. 330-332).
      This lends a kind of necessity or fatality to the results of events, even when they are achieved only through the exceptionally heroic action of individuals or are brought on by human faults and are justified by their guilt.  Indeed the trajectory for Odysseus’s remaining life is foretold him by Tiresias.  This interview is even supposed to be necessary for him to find his way home.  We have, then, a model of predestination and prophecy at work in tandem with the strongest efforts of the individual to achieve autonomy and become the master of his own fate.  The two are not conceived of as incompatible:  there is not even any particular accentuation of the tension between them.  Rather, the revelation of fate serves as a means of freeing the hero to take up his task and achieve it—to succeed in actually going home.  Prophecy reveals what happens because of, rather than in spite of, human action and effort.
      Odysseus’s “striving for his life” enters into crisis many times over in the course of his wanderings.  He is tempted repeatedly to renounce life.  His triumph over this temptation is, in the end, his greatest claim to heroism.  He comes to represent life against death, in spite of the fact that his living encroaches on the domain of some of the gods, particularly Poseidon and Helios.  The claims of the human are asserted and themselves reveal a vitality of their own, of course, only in this antagonistic relationship with the gods, but nevertheless as distinguishing and separating itself from the regime of total subordination to the will of divinities.  It is in this agonistic relationship that divinity—including the divinity of life in this world as immanent within human living—is most originally disclosed.  The human wrestles with the divine and reveals itself thereby as mantled with a world-transcending worth of its own.  
     The final challenge to identity is death, for in death identity is apparently extinguished.  Yet death is actually also the final way of defining and establishing identity.  Death’s kingdom is where Odysseus must go.  He is sent to the kingdom of death by Circe in order to find his way “home”—to himself.  This is where he is able to come into possession of his life—through looking death in the face.  To come home to oneself is to grasp one’s life and identity, and to do this a mortal must confront death.  In Phaeacia, the painful realities of death and even adultery are confronted only as amusing tales, “a song,” but Odysseus will disturb the Phaeacians’ suspension of reality.  As foretold by the prophecy (VIII. 567-72), he will establish his identity among them, just as he does elsewhere, by inflicting pain.

     The constant danger to identity is that of oblivion.  This is clear again with the Lotus eaters, who are totally peaceable and unthreatening, and yet eating the lotus makes men “forget about a return” (IX. 97).  The risk here is that of forgetting who they are and where they are from, and thereby of obliterating their identity.  This theme is demonstrated dramatically in relation to the Cyclops, to which the long story in Book IX is dedicated, following the two brief episodes of the Cycones and the Lotus eaters.  This establishes a pattern of two short narratives and a long one that will be repeated four times in the course of the books devoted to Odysseus’s tale of himself.

     In his duel with the Cyclops, Polyphemus, son of Poseidon, Odysseus is locked in mortal combat with primitive forces that destroy identity as a distinctively human characteristic.  The story illustrates the superiority of the human, with its technologies and definitions, to brute nature and its raw, immediate, unmastered impulses.  The Cyclopes are sub-human, as is underscored by the negative rhetoric used for describing everything about their life and land—or rather everything that they lack.  They are a



“lawless people, who, trusting in the immortal gods,



Do not sow plants with their hands and do not plow



But everything grows for them unplowed and unsown, . . . .



They have neither assemblies for holding council nor laws . . . .”








(IX. 107-12)

      Tools and human industry, the arts of civilization, as well as artful manipulation of speech, such as Cyclopes lack, are the means by which Odysseus triumphs.  Even the fertile, wooded island, “Not near and not far away,” where Odysseus harbors his ships, is described in purely privative terms which continue the intensive rhetoric of negation that qualifies everything having to do with the Cyclopes:



“And it is not held, either, with flocks or with plowed lands,



But it lies unsown and unplowed day after day



Bereft of men, and it nourishes bleating goats.



There are no vermilion-prowed ships for the Cyclopes,



As there are no shipwrights among them who might work . . . .”








(IX. 122-26)
This is no man’s land, and the Cyclopes themselves are conceived of negatively as not-human:  “The wild man who had clear in his mind neither justice nor laws” (214).  Although conspicuous and obviously a formidable opponent, the “monstrous man” is described in terms closer to those for inorganic elements:








“He looked



Not like a grain-eating man but like a wooded crest



On lofty mountains that appears singled out from the others.”








(IX. 190-92)

Whereas men eat grain, the Cyclopes live in isolation from one another, pasturing sheep but without the arts of agriculture.  All this constitutes an essential contrast to Odysseus’s human identity.
      Yet Odysseus’s all-too-human curiosity and desire to experience everything becomes his nemesis here.  His companions beseech him to escape with the stolen cheeses to no avail:



“But I did not listen—that would have been far better—



So I might see the man and he give me the gifts of a guest.”








(IX. 228-29)

Odysseus vainly appeals to human customs, such as gift-giving and hospitality towards guests and piety towards the gods.  The Cyclops threatens him and stupidly asks where his ships are harbored, giving the lame reason “so I may know” (280), and forthwith devours two of Odysseus’s companions.
      Odysseus has to exercise self-control (“another spirit restrained me,” 302) not to strike back immediately and thereby condemn himself and his men to die within the cave, since they would never have been able to remove the huge stone blocking its entrance.  He has rather carefully to craft his revenge, which he does by converting the Cyclops’s massive club into a weapon “as large as the mast” of a twenty-oar ship refined, as by a shipwright’s art, for intelligent use.  These technological metaphors then become crucial to the scene of the blinding of the Cyclops:





“I myself, leaning on it from above,


Twirled it around as a man would drill the wood of a ship


With an auger, and others would keep spinning with a strap beneath . . . .”









(IX. 383-85)

The tools Odysseus had used to make his raft (V. 234-37, 46) are taken up again in simile:  “As when a smith plunges a great ax or an adz . . .” (391), emphasizing how he triumphs over brute force and stupidity by his human industry and technique.  But the supreme human technology is language, and hence the stratagem of the name, “my faultless device” (414), as Odysseus gloats in recounting the Cyclops’s vain, self-defeating appeal, “Friends, Noman [ou tis (oª tiq), literally “no one”] is murdering me by craft, not by force” (407).
     The triumphant blazoning of Odysseus’s real name comes in the taunts with which he jeers at the Cyclops, telling him to say that he was blinded by “Odysseus sacker of cities.”  Odysseus thereby jeopardizes his own life again and those of his companions.  Not only does this boast enable the blind Cyclops to take aim with a boulder that nearly crushes the ships; it also provokes the curse heard and heeded by the Cyclops’s father, Poseidon, a curse that dogs Odysseus ever afterwards all across the sea, so that he finally arrives home on strangers’ ships only after untold troubles, having lost all his men, and only to face still more trouble there.  Narrowly considered, this is very stupid of Odysseus, and we might judge that he loses control of himself at least in this instance.  Yet it is also only by enduring the full extent of the wrath of Poseidon that he becomes truly “Odysseus.”  The measure of rashness that he displays here may also be indispensable to his identity as Odysseus.

     Odysseus, in fact, comes extremely close to regaining hearth and home immediately after this episode, but he is overcome by sleep just as the shore of his fatherland appears on the horizon (X. 29)—almost as if he were suddenly bored and longed for yet more adventure.  This is what gives occasion to his envious companions to open the bag of the winds given him by Aeolos, which results in their being blown way off course again.  This brings him incalculable chagrin, and Odysseus at this point entertains suicidal thoughts:







“And I,



As I awoke, wondered in my own blameless heart



Whether I should drop from the ship and perish in the ocean



Or endure silently and stay among the living still.



But I endured and waited, and lay with head covered



In my ship.”












(X. 49-54)

      The covering of the head (kalycåmenoq) becomes a symbol for eclipsed identity, such as is the immediate consequence of his crushing defeats.  He is spurned by Aeolos upon arriving back at Aeolia (“Go quickly from the island, most shameful of living men,” 72) and falls next into the hands of the man-eating giants, the Lestrygonians.  Their ruler is named “Antiphates,” anti-fame or anti-renown (106), and this name indeed expresses the balance of what happens in this disastrous encounter, where no one hears the name of Odysseus.  He loses all of his ships except the one he is himself on, which he had taken the precaution of anchoring outside the “famous harbor” (X. 87).   

     This is truly the nadir of Odysseus’s identity in its widely oscillating vicissitudes.  The men sail on “grieving in their hearts” (133), a line that frequently recurs as a refrain.  The recovery begins only when one of the gods pities Odysseus and sends a stag in his path.  Odysseus fells it, reasserting his identity as inflictor of pain by assuming the posture of a predator.  He employs once again his technological expertise to twine a rope, in order to haul the meat back to his men and offer them a meal around which they are able to restore their spirits and re-constitute their community.  He then addresses them with words hopeful of life:



“My friends, though we are grieving, we shall not yet go down



To the halls of Hades before the fated day arrives.”









(174-75)

“Uncovering their heads” (179), the men gaze in joy on the stag and set upon the “glorious feast.”

     Thus they are readied for the main adventure of Book X, the meeting and competing in craft and cleverness with Circe.  Although it is another triumph for his autonomy, Odysseus needs the help of the gods in order to prevail.  Hermes gives him the drug that enables him to withstand Circe’s enchantments.  



“The gods call it moly. It is difficult to dig



For mortal men.  But gods are able to do all things.”









(X. 305-306)

When Circe attempts to cast her spell on Odysseus, it is by assuming the threatening posture of the aggressor again that he successfully resists her and asserts himself:



“So she said, but I drew the sharp sword from along my thigh



And rushed on Circe as if intending to kill her, 



She gave a great shout, ran up under and took my knees . . . .”







(X. 321-23)

This gesture divulges him to Circe as the Odysseus whose name indeed has preceded him by prophecy:



“Surely you are the Odysseus of many turns, who,



The gold-wanded slayer of Argos always told me



Would come on his way out of Troy in a swift black ship.”









(X. 330-32)

Odysseus wins back their humanity for all his men who had shown themselves perilously close to permanently losing their human identity and regressing to the state of brute animals.  Eurylochus, however, revolts.  Not all men are willing to follow Odysseus through the pains incumbent upon living as fully human.  This revolt foreshadows Eurylochus’s destiny to prove a life-denying renegade in the end, when he stirs up the others to eat the cattle of the sun god. 

      Indeed more seems to be demanded of the men than can be comprehended without blind faith in their leader:  they must descend into the regions of the dead.  Circe outlines the visit to Hades that Odysseus is going to have to make in order to find out the way home by consulting Tiresias.  Odysseus is shattered at this disclosure and for a second time expresses suicidal thoughts:



“So she said, and my own heart was shattered within me.



Seated on the bed, I lamented, nor did my heart



Wish still to live and to see the light of the sun.”








(X. 497-99)

Here he sinks to the level of Menelaos, the one who actually does forsake mortal life and who expresses himself very similarly in Book IV:  “And I wept as I sat on the sand, and wished in my heart / Not to live any longer and see the light of the sun” (539-540).  Odysseus’s men, too, lament and tear their hair, when they hear this news.  And yet the revelation of the visit to Hades will deliver up the definitive answer to the recurrent impulse to forsake this life.  Life and identity in this world are revealed there as the only values worth cherishing and striving after.  




Visit to the Underworld (Nekuia)
     The Odyssey, as a romance of exotic wanderings and an intricate textual maze full of disguises and plot redoublings and circlings back to go, is not a very likely candidate for apocalyptic revelations.  Yet something like that is what we have, at least incipiently, at the center of this work in the descent to the underworld.  The moment of apocalypse that is so vital for defining the whole drift of Western humanities tradition receives here a rendition that will remain paradigmatic throughout subsequent epic literature in the West, thanks especially to Virgil and Dante.  The apocalyptic revelation in question here is centrally that of Odysseus’s mortality.  Tiresias’s prophecy culminates in a description of Odysseus’s future death.  It is this anticipatory vision of his death that enables Odysseus to see the final meaning and purpose of his life and to know definitively who he is.   However, the Odyssey’s disclosure of the end of human life and even of the world to come momentously emphasizes the realization of the value of existence immanently within mortal human life itself rather than in any transcendent realm beyond.
     The focus on Odysseus’s end is all concentrated on the significance it lends to his life. This life is revealed as significant in and of itself and by its own making.  The adventures he recounts in Books IX through XII turn on the vicissitudes of his quest for affirmation of his autonomous human identity.  The tale itself in its well-craftedness is a masterful construction of identity.  His host Alcinoos acknowledges this skill:  



As a singer would, you have skillfully [®pistam™nvq] told the tale



Of all the Argives’ sad troubles and of your own.

(XI. 368-69)




      What Odysseus’s tale shows is how suffering and inflicting pain on others is essential to establishing a human identity that is fixed in its lineaments finally by death.  This is an identity that reveals humanity in its distinctness from divinity and in particular from divine immunity to suffering and death.  The descent to death is itself, first, a revelation of what it means to live life as a mortal.  To embrace one’s mortal existence as a human being, one needs autonomy, yet such autonomous existence is not without relation to the gods:  it is, on the contrary, a further revelation of divinity in the human sphere.  It is precisely in this mortal sphere that the divinity and holiness and lasting worth of life can be realized and made manifest in and to humans.

      Vital to the significance of a human life is its being remembered after death.  This is explicit in the request—backed up by threats of bringing down the wrath of the gods—made by Elpenor’s ghost for burial and a tomb on the strand.


“Hapless man that I am, so that those to come learn of me



Do this for me, and set my oar fast on the mound 



With which when alive I rowed among my companions.”







(XI. 76-78)

The token of Elpenor’s toil in life becomes the sign of his life’s meaning, even in death.  It is his own doing, the work of his hands, as emblematized by the oar, which constitutes his life’s significance in the end.  His case may be unheroic:  certainly his falling drunk out of bed is a ridiculous more than a tragic end.  Nevertheless, even he is to be heard of among men, and to this extent he is only a more mediocre version of Odysseus, who establishes by autonomous action a human meaning for his life.  In either case, we create the significance of our lives by our own actions:  it is not simply foreordained by the Fates.  It is not granted by the gods so much as achieved by acting godlike and so distinguishing oneself as much as possible in one’s mortal life on earth.  For this purpose, one’s actions have value directly in proportion to their effects and the impression they make upon others, so that they are remembered.  Value in human life is experienced in terms of pleasures—and especially of pains—for others.  This is indeed how Odysseus’s significance registers, beginning with his effects on his own parents, one of whom has already died out of longing for him (XI. 202).  The other lies at home in great sorrow, grieving and longing for his son’s return (XI. 195-96), a report that is later corroborated by Eumaeos (XV. 353-360), who adds in his own inconsolable grieving for his master.

     It is from the end-point that the final significance of a life, as of any temporal sequence, can be understood.  The Odyssey is perhaps the earliest extant articulation of the idea that no man can know whether he is really happy before knowing the end of his life.
  This is what Odysseus is given to know by his visit to the underworld:




“Far from the sea will death come,


Ever so gently to your person and slay you


When you are worn out with sleek old age.  And the people about you


Will be happy.  I tell you this unerringly.”









(XI. 134-37)

This is evidently a happy ending to Odysseus’s story and a happy conclusion to his life.  As he leaves the scene, Odysseus leaves happiness as a heritage to those around him.  
      It is striking that from this point of view outside of and beyond life, it is enough to affirm the happiness of one’s own people and no longer necessary also to stress symmetrically the pain imparted to others.  Moreover, Odysseus is instructed to travel inland until he is among people who do not recognize his oar and take it rather for a winnowing fan.  There he is to sacrifice hecatombs.  This results in a complete metaphorical transformation of his life and in distancing it from its literal meaning—which is bound up with hardships at sea, hence the oar.  By means of this metaphorical displacement, he is to become able to reconcile himself to the gods and to give his life finally a happy significance.  By contrast, in actual living, significance and even bliss prove always inextricable from pain and conflict.

       Odysseus sees his own end and knows from Tiresias that he is truly blessed—even in his hardships.  He sees, moreover, the souls of a great number of women and men whose stories are complete and can therefore be assessed as to their final significance.  He is led to understand that all of the individual souls who come forward for interviews with him are not nearly as happy as he.  He, the man of pains, paradoxically attains the height of human happiness possible on earth.
      The express motivation on the narrative level for his visit is to hear from Tiresias how he may return home, but this purpose is not very precisely realized in the actual encounter with the prophet.  He receives no definite information with regard to the route he must take.  Tiresias’s words are a strange mix of claims to authority, to “speak unerringly” (XI. 96), on the one hand, and on the other rather vague uncertainty:







“I do not think



You will elude the earth-shaker . . . .



You may get there yet, even so, though you suffer ills;



If you are willing to check your spirit and your companions. . . .






And even if you escape yourself



You will return late and ill . . . .’”








(XI. 101-105; 113-14)

       The deeper psychological motivations for the descent concern the need to see beyond the veil of time, in order to know quite generally whether and why one should go on in life:  this is achieved presumably by gaining some sense of where it is all going.  Yet the answer Odysseus receives to these questions is not the assurance that the end will justify the means because the pains of mortal existence will be compensated for and his efforts be rewarded in some glorious afterlife.  Rather, he hears earthly life commended for just the opposite reason, namely, that it is itself all that is worth living for.  Hence his mother’s urging him to get back to the world of the living, to “be eager to go to the light as fast as you can” (XI. 223).  The same message is implicit in Tiresias’s greeting him with the words:



“Zeus-born son of Laertes, Odysseus of many devices,



Why, hapless man, have you left the light of the sun



And come here to see the dead and a joyless place?”








(XI. 92-94)

        Already before the descent, stripped of his possessions and of his train of men, Odysseus had almost renounced life.  Here, in the underworld, he is given the elements that enable him eventually to learn to love it again fully.  What Odysseus still has to learn has already been learned by each of the souls of the dead whom he encounters.  Elpenor wants a monument in order to be remembered among living men.  Agamemnon and Ajax, too, are completely concentrated on earthly existence.  But it is Achilles who most poignantly expresses this nostalgia of the dead for earthly life, notwithstanding its most terrible pains, as we shall see shortly.  
      Odysseus’s death is described explicitly by Tiresias, though Tiresias’s prophetic revelation is couched, as prophecy frequently is, in the dark language of enigma.  What is most fascinating is that Tiresias reveals Odysseus’s end in such a way as leaves it completely open to interpretation.  Even the end in some sense is to be Odysseus’s own doing.  The symbol of it—his oar (as already for Elpenor)—is the human tool by means of which he travels, accumulating his world-famous adventures and making a name for himself.  This tool, moreover, as a result of how it is seen by mortals, is susceptible of metaphorical transfiguration into another instrument for quintessentially human work—the winnowing fan, a tool for reaping what we sow.  The apocalypse here is very much do-it-yourself.  It reveals not the gods breaking in form above to assign human life a meaning so much as a secular sphere for human self-determination.  This, nevertheless, is a revelation of the divine—or rather of the divinity of human life in its essential freedom.  Odysseus must consult Tiresias in order to know his way home.  But what the prophet reveals to him is, above all, the divine creativity invested in human activities of self-shaping and world-making.  This, precisely, is what Odysseus becomes the hero of, most of all in his role as poet:  at the center of this disclosure is the divine revelation that by confronting and comprehending his own death he can grasp his life as a whole and become truly free.  His life thereby may assume infinite or divine significance.  Such is the revelation of fate, his own fate or portion—moira—as the Odyssey presents it.
      Tiresias discloses to Odysseus not so much how he is to get home as how he is to die.  Deeply considered, maybe it is knowing that he will die that brings Odysseus “home” to himself and his mortal condition.  For any mortal, to be at home in life is to know and accept death as a fundamental fact of existence.  This knowledge also opens a space for human autonomy independent of the rule of fate.  By learning to accept the necessity of death for the meaning of his life, Odysseus acquires his motive for turning down Calypso’s offer of immortality.  The significance of human life is revealed paradoxically in mortality, in dying, not in the mythical existence of the immortals.  Human freedom, in its very finitude, realizes the infinite significance of existence, its “divinity.”  The gospels ultimately bear a hauntingly similar message.  Jesus is revealed as God on the Cross:  his divinity is revealed in dying freely out of love without limit for humankind. 

       Secularization in the Odyssey is not the rejection of the world of the gods, which is so vividly related in myth, but its fuller revelation in the very concreteness of human existence, which includes an interior, psychological dimension.  The full meaning and relevance of the gods as revealing a transcendent dimension to human life and creativity is brought into the open in a way that makes divinity no longer merely myth but rather the very substance of human self-fashioning and creation:  they are not apprehended as self-contained but as a privileged way of participating in the creative life of the gods.  Secularization in this case reveals itself to be an interpretation and transposition of theological revelation.  In this regard, it is possible to discern here a development in some sense parallel to that realized in Christianity with the doctrine of the Incarnation—of God becoming man.

       Odysseus passes from the colloquy with Tiresias and the revelation of his end to an encounter with the mother who gave him birth.  Her name, Anticlea, means anti-fame, and she stands, in some way, for the womb from which he must emerge in order to make his name.  He originates in his separate and incomparable identity by causing pain to his mother:  indeed she tells how her sorrow over his apparent loss, while he was on the odyssey of adventures that would make his name renowned forever, is what dragged her down to the grave.  The catalogue of famous women that follows suggests many more instances of how the lasting significance of human lives is established through pain and violence.  The fame of violated virgins is secured by what happens to them in becoming lovers of gods and mothers of heroes who emerge violently from the obscurity and protective enclosure of the womb.

     An intermezzo shows how much Odysseus has gained in esteem among the Phaeacians by the telling of his tale.  He is loaded down now with gifts.  Queen Arete had previously urged that Odysseus’s gift-box be lashed down quickly (VIII. 443-45), but now she exhorts her fellow Phaeacians to lavish gifts upon him and not to stint (XI. 339), declaring that he is her guest (XI. 338).  Moreover, the delight of the Phaeacians (and of the reader) in this marvelous tale of adventures has a certain capacity to transcend the ordinary constraints of time.  Alcinoos exclaims:  “This night is prodigiously long. It is not yet time / To sleep in the hall. Do tell me your wondrous deeds” (XI. 373-74).  Time is suspended and indeed dilated by song.  By this means, the art of narrative crafts a world all its own.  This, too, is a measure of its vital, revelatory power, as it flows from a human creativity that has become autonomous.

      After the intermezzo, Odysseus takes up the fates of men, starting with Agamemnon, the unhappiest of all, slaughtered like an ox at the trough by his treacherous wife and her lover.  Agamemnon’s bitter fate represents the worst death for a man, and he warns Odysseus that “there is no longer any trust in women” (XI. 455).  Odysseus’s ultimately happy fate can be perceived only by contrast with the unhappy fate of others.  Indeed even those fates reputed to be happy seem to pale in comparison with his.  Achilles is hailed by Odysseus as the happiest of men:  “Achilles, / No man in the past or hereafter is more blessed than you” (XI. 481-82).  While alive, he was given more honor than all other men; now among the dead, he rules as a king.  In contrast to Agamemnon, Achilles represents the best death, that of a hero with highest honors.  The supposition, however, that he is therefore happy Achilles himself rejects: 




“Noble Odysseus, do not commend death to me.



I would rather serve on the land of another man



Who had no portion and not a great livelihood 



Than to rule over all the shades of those who are dead.”









(XI. 488-91)

       It is only in relation to and on account of the living—namely, his son Neoptolemus, praised as illustrious by Odysseus—that Achilles is able to stride off in pride and joy over the asphodel meadow.  And this only makes Odysseus’s superior happiness the more evident, for he is on his way home to see his living son and comfort his aging father.  Achilles’s father, Peleus, in contrast, is neglected.  It is rather Odysseus, even with his life of pain, who emerges as the happiest of all mortals.  That is the testament of Achilles.  Ajax, next, is still sulking inconsolably over having lost in the contest with Odysseus for the armor of Achilles, and this fixation of his serves to confirm again that earthly life is the only one that counts for good or for ill.  Such valorization of earthly life and of Odysseus’s tenacious choice of it represents a tremendous affirmation of mortal existence in the midst of all the pains that it entails.  Against all mythical states of supposed immortal fame or of peace and repose after death, this life with its trials is praised as the only true happiness.  Such is the Odyssey’s radically secular vision of the ends of humankind.

      Following these three featured heroes, the catalogue of men, running from Minos to Orion, Tytyus, Tantalas, and Sysiphus, covers a moral spectrum from justice to predation to senseless violence.  It climaxes in the image of Hercules.  He is only a phantom here, “For he himself with the immortal gods / Enjoys abundance and has Hebe of the fair ankles” (XI. 602-03).  Might Odysseus, too, as one who is allowed to leave Hades once, likewise enjoy some such freedom even from death’s changeless kingdom?  Like Hercules, Odysseus has endured many sufferings and gone to the underworld under the protection of Hermes and Athena (XI. 626), and then, exceptionally, has succeeded in leaving again (XI. 625).  Furthermore, the image of Hercules is that of a predator and, as such, an alter-ego for Odysseus.  



There was shrieking about him of the dead as of birds



Terrified on all sides.  And he like the gloomy night



Held his bare bow with an arrow on the string,



Peering dreadfully like one who is ever about to shoot.



Terrible was the sword strap circling him round the chest,



A golden belt on which wonderful things were fashioned,



Bears and savage boars and lions with glaring eyes,



Battles and combats and slaughters and murders of men.








(XI. 605-612)

      The recognition between Hercules and Odysseus is immediate:  “He knew me at once when he saw me with his eyes” (XI. 615).  Hercules points out that Odysseus, like him, is burdened by hard fate and “boundless woe,” but in both cases this turns out to be an exceptional privilege.  Even in the underworld, Hercules retains his character as a man of action, poised between life and death.  He does not pass beyond the crucible of decision between life and death, but dwells eternally in the tension between them.  Hercules thereby limns in perpetuity the violence and death that are crucial to life and to the very meaning of mortal existence, which is thereby infinitely affirmed.  Hercules, free from death, nevertheless abides forever freely in face of it.  Analogously, Odysseus, by facing death in life, gains a certain kind of freedom vis-à-vis death.  Whether or not Odysseus might share such privileges in the afterlife, what he shares with Hercules is principally an unlimited passion for earthly life in all its fierceness.  

      Indeed the afterlife here appears as an alter-imago of this life—as an image by which this life is haunted.  The souls (c¥xh) or ghosts are like mental images of the living:  the underworld as a whole obeys the laws of mental experience.  Odysseus controls the coming of the ghosts, who remain passive, until he gives them attention.  They appear as if in the theatre of Odysseus’s mind, welling up from unconscious motives and becoming a nightmare over which he loses control
:



But first numberless bands of the dead came on



With a tremendous shout, and sallow fear seized me



Lest noble Persephone send the Gorgon head 



Of the dread monster from the hall of Hades against me.







(XI. 632-635)

There is a limit to how much vision beyond the veil of death and the threshold of consciousness Odysseus can endure.  So, at this point, he must wake up and go back above ground.  But, from now on, for him the meaning of his life is essentially determined by this disclosure of death.  

       Although the Odyssey is not a text explicitly about transcendence and apocalypse, yet it exposes an underlying reality of divine activity operating interactively in mortal life.  Book XI transcends ordinary mortal vision in the most thematically explicit way in order to suggest how even this otherworldly vision belongs to the human capacity for self-transcendence.  Such transcendence of the ordinary, given, finite world is integral to fully human choosing.  Even after the revelation of his fate, Odysseus is nonetheless called upon and challenged to be the forger of his future.  In outlining the future course of his trials after his re-emergence from Hades, Circe emphasizes to Odysseus that he is solely responsible.  His fate is not merely imposed, but must be freely chosen:


“At that point I shall no longer tell you in full detail



Which one of the two ways will be yours, but you yourself



Must decide in your heart. I will tell you the alternatives. . . .”







(XII. 56-58)

The stories she tells do not determine his fate but rather place the fully conscious hero before his choices:  even after the otherworldly revelations, he still must choose, yet now he chooses cognizant of the ultimate value of his life.  
       Book XII comprises another series of stories consisting in two shorter adventures (Scylla/Charybdis and the Sirens) followed by a longer one (the cattle of the Sun), repeating the structure we discerned in Books IX (Cicones, Lotus Eaters, and Cyclops) and X (Aeolos, Lestrygonians, and Circe).  But this structure in Book XII is doubled by each story’s being told twice—once by Circe in a prophetic forecast and forewarning of what he will encounter (lines 21-141) and then by Odysseus himself, as he relates what he actually experienced to the Phaeacians.  Thus a certain symmetry is built up around the pivotal disclosure of Book XI.  This contributes to giving the climactic visit to the underworld a central position as enclosed by two series of tales, before and after the descent.
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      In Book XII, all the perils involve knowledge of life and death.  Indeed Odysseus’s visit to the underworld has been a symbolic death, as Circe’s greeting suggests:



‘Rash you are, who have gone alive into the hall of Hades,



Dying twice, when other men die a single time . . . .’







(XII. 21-22)

Accordingly, on his return to Aiaia, it has become an isle of the “risings of the sun” (XII. 4), which is another way of symbolizing the motif of resurrection to life that Odysseus now embodies.  This resurrection is first and foremost of the will and resolve to live.  Odysseus must summon up all his courage to choose life, since despair and wishing rather for death repeatedly threaten him and his men, who, as a group, succumb.                               
     Ability to resist the temptation to give up on life comes to Odysseus in the wake of the revelations of the end of life in his visit to the underworld.  It comes to him, as also to us, his readers, in the retrospective reflection of his narrative in Books IX-XII.  These books narrate events chronologically prior to those related in Books V-VIII, yet they are revisited here in the mirror of poetic tale-telling, which becomes a revelatory medium.  The tale is provoked by Demodocos’s song about Troy, which moves Odysseus to tears.  Out of this emotional catharsis comes the re-visioning in which he puts his story together as a whole.  Centered on the visit to the world of the dead, this re-experiencing through retelling enables Odysseus to realize an overall significance for his life.  This disclosure eventually enables him to hold out in enduring pain and to persevere in choosing life over death, even through dire adversity.  In contrast, Eurylochus, the mutinous rebel who leads and abets the hungry crew in their fatal eating of the sun god’s cattle, in effect incites the men to choose death, for he is concerned only to choose the least painful among alternative deaths:



“Hear my speech, companions, though you have suffered ills.



There are all kinds of hateful deaths for wretched mortals,



But most piteous is to die and meet one’s fate by hunger.



. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .



I would rather gasp once into a wave and lose my life



Than to be starved a long time on a desert island.”









(XII. 340-51)

The reaction of the sun god, Helios, to the outrage committed against him parallels precisely this choice of death over life.  The god threatens to choose the realm of the dead over that of the living and to shine in Hades:



“If they do not pay fitting recompense for the cattle,



I will go down to the place of Hades and shine among the dead.”








(XII. 382-83)

And this, of course, would be disaster for the whole earth:  it would mean the death of the planet.
      The choice of death over life is perhaps the only really unforgivable sin that can be committed in the world of the Odyssey (paralleling the sin against the Holy Spirit in Matthew 12:32)—not stealing another’s property or disobeying the gods:  such lawlessness belongs fully to that world and characterizes even its most esteemed heroes.  It is a far greater offense that Odysseus’s men prefer death to discomfort and suffering:  they thereby become deserving of it.  Like Aigisthos, who murdered Agamemnon, “knowing he would be destroyed, since we told him beforehand” (I. 36-37), Eurylochus and those who follow him choose death over life at all costs.  They thereby make themselves worthy of it and unworthy of Odysseus.  Odysseus is himself no stranger to this temptation in extremes, but he heroically resists it and always rises to the challenge of fighting for his life and for those of his companions.

     When the ship is thunder-bolted in order that the day of return for these men be taken away, Odysseus, on a raft made out of the ruins by binding mast and keel together, is swept back to Charybdis:



“And she sucked back the salty water of the sea,



But I raised myself high up against the tall wild fig tree



And held myself fastened to it like a bat.”








(XII. 431-433)

This image of Odysseus clinging to the fig tree for dear life symbolizes his desperate yet unrelenting struggle to survive.  He is here the epitome of human striving for life, whereas his foolish companions throw life willfully away.  

      The Odyssey is a call to consciousness of a new order in which human existence realizes its inestimable value.  Odysseus’s men, like the suitors after them, are lost because they are deficient in the consciousness that rises above their physical needs and greed.  They lack the capacity of self-abnegation, of becoming “no man,” by virtue of which, paradoxically, Odysseus becomes fully human and even godlike.  By this negative capability, the human is realized in the image of the divine, which is capable of being everything—and nothing.   

      After his tale is complete, Odysseus’s last words to Arete emphasize the end of mortal existence in decrepitude and death, which he has seen and accepted:



“May you constantly fare well, my queen, till old age



And death come upon you, which do exist for men.”








(XII. 59-60)

This acknowledgment seems to be missing from the rather mythic existence of the Phaeacians, and for this they pay a price.  Following hard upon the end of Odysseus’s narrative—and because of the escort they accord him—the prophecy against them is fulfilled (III. 178).  The ship returning from Ithaca to the Phaeacian port is turned to stone (stone is at least perpetually safe), and Poseidon also buries the Phaeacians’ city beneath a mountain.  They are, in effect, swallowed up by oblivion in the same way that Odysseus had seemed to be, even though by fighting for his life he is able rather to re-emerge into prominence and glory—like the massive mountain Neritos that conspicuously marks his place of origin, his beloved Ithaca (IX. 22). 

IV. Gods and Guidance:  Freedom and Slavery of Mind (Book XIII-XVI)

      Book XIII begins the second part of the Odyssey.  Odysseus has won his life for himself, having snatched it from the clutches of death, and he has blazoned his fame abroad in autobiographical narration to the Phaeacians, but he is still far from being recognized and received by his own people.  He is thought dead and is therefore going to have to be resurrected in the minds of all who knew him before he will be able to reassume his place at the head of his household and kingdom.  He himself does not even recognize Ithaca, when he first awakes upon his native soil:  “But godly Odysseus woke up / From sleeping on his fatherland soil and did not recognize it, / For he had been gone a long time” (XIII. 187-89).  Now that he is home, a new struggle begins, a struggle for recognition.  

      Odysseus’s return must be prepared for psychologically within him and within his people before it can be accomplished in deed, and this proves to be as challenging in its own way as the voyage home over hostile seas.  It is this inward, psychological odyssey of reestablishing his identity in the minds of his household and people that now becomes the theatre of divine interventions.  This mental dimension has always been near to the nexus with divinity, even when the role of the gods was described in purely physical terms of external space.  The inner, psychological space that opens up in the Odyssey as such a distinctive part of its new outlook foregrounds human freedom and motivations, but at the same time it manifests their dependency on an intelligence and drama beyond themselves and figured as that of the gods.  The self-transcending and even “divine” character of human existence is at the psychological level thereby made fully concrete in terms of the narrative.

       In particular, after his visit to the transcendent realm of the underworld, Odysseus’s death has become part of his life and mind.  It inhabits his sleep, as he is ferried to Ithaca by the Phaeacians (“a balmy sleep, / Unwaking, most sweet, nearest in semblance to death,” 79-80), so that he can now for once forget his pains (“. . . at this time he slept without a tremor, forgetting what he had suffered,” 92).  He need no longer be conscious of them, for they are built into what he is.  They make him fully human and thereby also ambiguously divine as he, figuratively, comes back from the dead in order to begin a new life, as if resurrected in his own old land and body politic.  He is placed on Ithaca, in the cave of the Naiades in the harbor of Phorcys, as in a tomb from which his new life will emerge:



First they raised Odysseus out of the hollow ship,



The linen sheet and the glistening blanket and all . . . .”








(XIII. 117-18)

      The initial description of the cave of the Naiades in the harbor of Phorcys, where Odysseus lands in Ithaca, maintains an exquisite ambiguity between the natural and the supernatural:  the looms of the Naiades are described in such a way that natural formations of the rock are transparent beneath them.  A superimposition of imagined divine activities on the natural rock formations of stalactites and stalagmites makes this womb in the earth of Ithaca wonderfully equivocal:

   

And in it there are mixing bowls and two-handled jars



Of stone. And the bees store up their honey in them.



There are very long stone looms in it, where the nymphs



Weave sea purple mantles, a wonder to behold,



And ever-flowing waters are there.







(XIII. 105-109)

Not without reason, the scene has been read since ancient times as an allegory for the rebirth of the soul as it is reincarnated in a new body.

      All the scenes involving the gods are described as if they could also concern only nature and mortals—yet mortals grasped in their capacity to overreach themselves and mere nature and so attain to something inexplicable, godlike.  As at the beginning with Telemachos, so in this second beginning with Odysseus, Athena acts in ways that make her, in effect, the exact objectification of his own deepest mind, the part of his psyche beyond that which can be publicly and consciously  represented.  Even when Athena is in front of him in disguise, Odysseus is right to be mistrustful, just as he was all through his wanderings, and not to rely blindly on the help of the gods (which could be an equivalence for good luck) or of concerned sea nymphs, for all this has no certain value—except in relation to what he can do for himself.  As Dimock puts it, “in the Odyssey, the gods help those who are capable of helping themselves and in just those ways in which they are most capable” (p. 8).  No wonder the action and assistance of the gods reads so naturally as a figure for extraordinary human effort and achievement.

      Odysseus has even become in some respects the equal of Athena:  his own initiatives now coincide with hers, and he can therefore presume to point out where she has perhaps been remiss.  He invents a story about himself as a Cretan fugitive, having killed the son of Idomeneus “because he wanted to deprive me of all my booty” (XIII. 262), implicitly warning the young shepherd (actually Athena in disguise), lest he set greedy eyes on the tempting treasure piled high on the beach.  By such ruses, Odysseus proves himself Athena’s match in craft and in the use of disguises.  He is not her pawn but rather begins working with the goddess as a peer.  He collaborates with her, and she accepts him as co-conspirator:



“Come, let us say no more of this, as both of us are skilled



In shrewdness, since you are by far the best of mortals



In plans and in stories, and I among all the gods



Am famed for planning and shrewdness . . . .



And now I have come here so I may weave a plot with you . . . .”







(XIII. 294-303)

      The plan that Odysseus and Athena together hatch is exactly what he himself, at his best, would have resolved upon:  it expresses in every way his character and approach to matters, and it is based on exactly such facts as he already knows, or at least suspects.  As Dimock remarks, “Athena’s telling Odysseus face to face about the suitors is simply an extreme case of what her help to him usually is anyway, a heightened version of what he would naturally have done himself” (p. 187).  Yet he attributes the knowledge all to her, perhaps out of his careful tact, as calculated flattery, or perhaps as a figurative way of expressing his own heightened human intelligence and resolve that acknowledges its divine provenance:



“Well now, I might surely have perished in my halls



By the evil fate of Agamemnon, son of Atreus,



If you, goddess, had not duly told me the details.



Come, devise a plan, that I may do vengeance on them.



Stand beside me yourself, putting in me such courageous might



As we had when we undid Troy’s shining diadems.”







(XIII. 383-388)

      Still, all of Athena’s help has not sufficed to remove risk or to spare him pains.  Even with her help and vigilance, Odysseus has had to fight with all his human strength at every step of the way.  He even sounds sarcastic in reproaching Athena for not sparing Telemachos the journey in search of news concerning his father, since the suitors attempt to take advantage of it in order to ambush him:



“Why did you, who know all in your mind, not tell him?



So that he too might wander and undergo pains




On the barren sea and others eat his livelihood?”







(XIII. 417-419)

     He questions her as he would an equal.  Such presumed partnership between man and god is revealing of the whole secular thrust of the Odyssey, for it reveals not the disappearing or banishing of the gods (as has often been assumed to be the case from a narrowly modern perspective), but rather the opposite.  The secular world is discovered in cooperation, and sometimes even in competition, with the gods—rather than in their denial.  This is a kind of humanism that recognizes the place of the human within a larger scheme of things reaching beyond its own power and control.

     The human stories of Odysseus’s relations with each individual of his household are in various ways revealing of some sacred bond of relation that transcends the purely human sphere and makes “superhuman” actions possible.  But such actions are always also eminently human efforts.  Odysseus’s encounter in Book XIV with Eumaeos, his slave, features tales showing that we are all slaves but can all achieve mastery.  In fact, even Eumaeos has bought himself a slave (450).  We are all in subjection to the gods, but we can still define free human identities for ourselves, particularly through enduring and mastering the power of pain.  Precisely this lesson needs to be imparted and accepted in order for Odysseus to win Eumaeos as an ally in his homecoming.

      Odysseus, is frankly cruel to his enemies, and Eumaeos’s conventional piety condemns this kind of behavior:


“For the blessed gods are not fond of cruel deeds;



No, they reward justice and the righteous deeds of men.”






(XIV. 83-84)

Eumaeos is accordingly convinced that “the gods have hindered the return of the man” (60).  Indeed, for Eumaeos, the Odysseus who challenged the gods is quite dead, and although he is the loyal slave of his master, Eumaeos will have nothing to do with any reports that Odysseus is near (XIV. 122-30).  He “wholly denies” the possibility of his master’s return and even confesses, “I am in awe to speak his name” (145).  This indicates why it is not possible for Odysseus to be received back home immediately as himself.  He is forced to gain support for himself in the guise of someone else.  His tale of himself as a Cretan—hinting at the truth of its own falsehood, since Cretans were proverbially liars—is craftily adapted in the version he tells Eumaeos (XIV. 191-359) to gain the understanding and support of his despairing servant, for it resembles Eumaeos’s own life-story.  Both Eumaeos and the invented Cretan were sons of wealthy noblemen and were kidnapped by Phoenicians and reduced to rags and slavery. 

     Yet Odysseus also strategically insinuates into his tale elements of dissimilarity aimed at converting Eumaeos from his pacifist piety, for very different virtues are going to be called on for the task at hand.  The Cretan persona is also a conqueror and a city-sacker.  He is, in fact, made in the image of Odysseus as predator:



“Such was I in war. Labor was not dear to me



Or household-tending, that raises glorious children.



No, ships with good oars were always dear to me



And battles, and well-made javelins and arrows,



Woeful things, that for others are to be shuddered at.



But to me things are precious, I think, that a god put in my mind,



For one man delights in one task, one man in another.”







(XIV. 222-28)

One of the main lessons for Eumaeos in the tale Odysseus tells is that the gods, and in particular Zeus, are the friend even of a very violent man.  Against Eumaeos’s conviction that his master “has been very much hated / By all the gods” (366-67), the stranger’s tale emphasizes the favor of Zeus and the gods at each critical juncture, saving him finally in the shipwreck in which his Phoenician captors all perish:  








“. . . Zeus himself



Put the enormous mast of the dark blue-prowed ship



Into my hands so I might still escape from distress.”







(XIV. 310-12)

When bound in slavery by the treacherous Thesprotian sailors, the “stranger” relates, “the gods themselves bent the bonds back for me” (348), and during the ensuing man-hunt again “the gods themselves concealed me” (457).  

     Eumaeos, in fact, responds very positively to Odysseus’s tale:  the “unbelieving spirit” in his breast (391) has been moved, and he has been made receptive to marvels that he previously would not have believed.  This change is registered by his open, enthusiastic hospitality and his more open mind about the inscrutable will of the gods: 

 
“Eat, marvelous stranger, and enjoy these things

That are here. A god gives one thing and lets another go



As he wishes in his heart. For he can do all things.”





(XIV. 443-445). 

As they sacrifice and feast together, Eumaeos no longer seems so sure that city-sackers are automatically punished by the gods.

       The story of Eumaeos’s hosting of Odysseus resumes, after the scene of Telamachos’s departure from Sparta, in Book XV. 301ff.  This is when we hear Eumaeos’s own story of being kidnapped from his father’s royal house by a Phoenician servant seduced by sailors from her own country, and of how he eventually was sold as a slave to Laertes (XV. 403-84).  By dint of being repeated in various forms, this story of noble origins and of being sold into slavery becomes an allegory of the universal human condition:  indeed the Phoenician servant in Eumaeos’s story has herself been kidnapped from a wealthy father and sold into slavery.  We are all called to return home to our native freedom out of the inevitable entrapments and enslavements of the world.    

       This type-story of wanderings and concomitant pains matches Odysseus’s story, which is reflected and enhanced by each new version that he fabricates.  This fertile inventiveness also provides another occasion to eulogize the magic dilation of time by narrative:  “These nights are immense” (XV. 392), marvels Eumaeos.  And this creative, transforming power of narrative is constantly exploited as Odysseus reconstructs and reinvents himself in the minds of others by the stories he tells.  Indeed, as a result of these inventions of narration, Odysseus has begun to be recognized again, and in Book XVI he discloses himself to and is accepted by Telemachos.



“But I am your father for whose sake you are grieving



And suffer many pains, receiving the assaults of men.”








(XVI. 187-88)

Tellingly, when they recognize each other, their reunion is placed under the aegis of predatory animals, fierce birds of prey.







Telemachos


Embraced his noble father and moaned, shedding tears.



In both of them there arose a longing for lamentation.



They wailed piercingly and more incessantly than birds.



Sea eagles or falcons with hooked claws whose children



Farmers have snatched off before they were fully fledged.








(XVI. 213-18)

This fierceness focuses Odysseus’s identity at this threshold in particular, where ruthless violence will be necessary for him to reestablish himself in his own household as lord and master.

       V. From Disguise to Identity:  Return and New Beginning (XVII-XIX)

     Why are eight more books necessary after Odysseus has returned home and been recognized by his son?  What remains is the climax of Odysseus’s “striving for his life”:  for this means not just his struggle for survival but also re-establishing his identity and winning back the respect, recognition, and authority due to him both as a private individual and as king.  What happens on Ithaca is a much more elaborate and definitive version of the scenario already played out more briefly with the Cyclops and the Phaeacians.  In each case, the protagonist starts from the non-identity or anonymity of No-man in order to emerge resoundingly as “Odysseus,” the sufferer and inflictor of pains.  

      Odysseus goes through a series of recognition scenes that start with his own recognition of Ithaca, his home, and converge upon his being recognized by his own household in the culminating scenes.  This restoration of identity requires of Odysseus an inner transformation and conversion, beyond the physical fact of being back on his native soil.  This inner, psychological dimension is interpreted as embodying and manifesting the power of the gods:  whatever cannot be accounted for by external circumstances, but only in terms of Odysseus’s miraculous inner strength and resources, suggests divine intervention.

     We have already observed how each time he tells his Cretan story it is different, depending on his auditor.  It is calculated to conceal—and at the same time reveal—him in the most strategic way in each different circumstance:  in Book XIII, to Athena disguised as a shepherd who might be inclined to contemplate stealing some loot, he emphasizes that he has killed to defend his treasure; in XIV, to Eumaeos, who thinks him dead by divine judgment as punishment for his violent deeds, he portrays sacking cities as something acceptable to the gods; in XVII, to Antinoos, he emphasizes change of fortune, alluding to the retribution in store as this suitor’s immanent fate; in XIX, to a despairing Penelope, he presents forcefully an image of her husband as presently home and plotting revenge.

      Odysseus uses fiction and disguise in order to re-establish himself as a real presence in Ithaca.  His identity has to be regained via use of disguises not only for pragmatic, logistical reasons but also because of a sort of ethical requirement that he first experience pain from the position of the underdog.  His heroism is one of bearing pains, not of being above them.  He is, in this, strikingly like the man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief, of biblical tradition (Isaiah 53).  He alternates and unites this figure of the sacrificial victim with a predator identity that is its diametrical but complementary opposite.  

      Paradoxically, Odysseus’s human essence as sufferer is revealed only by disguising his exterior social identity as king.  The same goes for Christ the king revealed as divine through kenotic self-emptying even unto the death on the Cross (Philippians 2).
It is ironic that dissembling his identity is precisely the means whereby Odysseus establishes it, just as living out a destiny of pain is shown to be the only way to attain to genuine human happiness.  From the lowly non-identity of a beggar, Odysseus gradually rises, by means of suffering and inflicting suffering, towards the revelation of his identity and restitution of his authority at the head of his household.  These books (XVII-XIX) portray Odysseus continuing to suffer and cause pain and to be recognized for it in his conflicts with Melanthios, Antinoos, Iros, Melantho, and Eurymachos.  From Melanthios he receives insults and a kick in a typical instance of an underling taking cruel advantage of whomever he deems to be lower even than he.  Odysseus considers whether to kill him immediately, “But he braced himself and checked his mind” (XVII. 238).  He fulfills his essential role, as he himself describes it, by accepting pain and hostility:



“For I am not unacquainted with tosses or with blows.



My heart is enduring, since I have suffered many ills



On the waves and in war. Let this one be added to them.



There is no way of concealing an eager stomach,



The accursèd thing that gives many evils to men,



On whose account also well-rigged ships set out



Over the barren ocean, carrying evils for enemies.”






(XVII. 281-289)

     This constitutes acceptance of the human condition, even in its wretched dependence, bound by material needs, and even with the implication of inevitable aggression against other people.  Odysseus recognizes that he, too, is conditioned by this economy of pain and accepts and even affirms it.  It enables him to share something in common with even the humblest inhabitant of all at his home in Ithaca, namely, his dog, Argos.  In the very moment in which he recognizes his master as having returned home after twenty years, the old hound expires pathetically on a dunghill, but with the dignity of undying faithfulness (XVII. 301-304).  In this way, recognition of Odysseus begins with and proceeds from the lowliest member of his household, for that is where his own sympathies also remain rooted. 

      But apart from such rare and touching moments of sympathy, mainly what Odysseus has to confront is hostility.  The insults and injuries that he will be forced to endure are anticipated emblematically by his scuffle with Iros in XVIII.  The offense is at bottom a denial of identity to the other as a person instead of recognizing him either as friend or as foe.  For having attempted to obliterate Odysseus’s identity, Iros loses his own, as is pointed out by the suitors:  “Soon Iros, un-Irosed, shall have an ill he brought on himself” (XVIII. 73), and Antinoos says, “You ought not to exist now, ox-braggart, or have been born” (XVIII. 79).  Antinoos himself hits Odysseus with a stool.  Such injuries are, he says, dealt him “on account of my woeful belly” (XVII. 473) or again “my criminal belly” which “Urges me on” (XVIII. 53).  Someone points out that the guest may be “some heavenly god” and that Antinoos’s act is sacrilegious (XVII. 483-87).  Indeed it is the judgment of the gods that is being secretly prepared in Odysseus’s return incognito.  Odysseus’s avowal at least recognizes human life as needy and vulnerable, whereas denying the beggar food is to refuse recognition of this meanest level of need in human beings.  That is an offense against the gods.  
       As night draws on, Odysseus offers himself symbolically to enlighten others—“I myself shall furnish light to all these people” (XVIII. 318).  Even Eurymachos’s attempt to tweak Odysseus for being bald ironically alludes to his giving off light:



“Indeed, the light of the torches seems to me to be his own,



From his head, since there are no hairs on it in the least.”








(XVIII. 355-56)

He names himself “Aithon” (“red”) to Penelope and melts her to tears by vivid evocation of the memory of her husband.



Tears flowed from her as she listened and her flesh melted.



Just as snow melts down upon the peaks of the mountains . . . .










(XIX. 203-204)

But the fierce and menacing side of his personality is at least as necessary, especially at this point in the story, on the threshold of the battle against the suitors, and so he also takes a step toward emerging as himself when he ferociously threatens the maid-servant Melantho (XVIII. 337-41), though without yet divulging who he is.

      The process of recognition and of reinstating his identity before his loved ones and particularly before his wife necessarily takes an indirect course.  Disguised, he tells Penelope of an article of dress worn by Odysseus upon his mantel, which proves that he has indeed seen her husband.  Bearing an image of predation—a dog throttling a fawn—it is an emblem of the man.  The testimony of this “stranger” is thus authenticated by his description of the brooch that accurately characterizes Odysseus, depicting the decisive thing about him in this dangerous world.  This image is then immediately qualified by another, that of a soft onion skin, suggesting the other, complementary side of Odysseus’s character as it manifests itself to his own people and appeals particularly to women:




“And the brooch upon it was made of gold,



With twin sockets.  And on its face it was skillfully wrought:



In his front paws a dog was holding a dappled fawn



And gazed at it while it writhed.  All men marveled to see



How the one, being of gold, gazed at the fawn he throttled, 



And the other strove to get away as he writhed with his feet.



I noticed the tunic over his flesh glistening



The way the husk does on an onion that is dried,



So soft it was, and it was shining like the sun.



Many women indeed looked with wonder upon him.”








(XIX. 225-234)

       The other key mark of recognition, of course, is Odysseus’s scar.  The recognition of the scar by Eurycleia has been immortalized as one of the great moments in the Odyssey and in world literature.
  It is a poignant climax of the drama of recognition that occupies the whole second half of the poem, and it concerns the disclosure not only of the fact of Odysseus’s return but of his deepest personal identity, his essential significance as a human being.  This epiphany is preceded by a flashback opening upon a memorable scene in Odysseus’s youth that marks his coming of age.  A parenthesis opens as Eurycleia, while washing Odysseus’s feet, notices the scar on his leg:


The scar which once a boar dealt him with its shining tusk



When he had come to Parnassos to see Autolycos and his sons,



His mother’s noble father who excelled among men



In trickery and oath making.  








(XIX. 393-396)

A scene of hunting—and, in the event, being hunted—scars Odysseus for life.  The maternal grandfather’s name, Autolycos, means “himself a wolf,” and he is a model of the predatory nature which Odysseus himself must assume.  Well-endowed by the god Hermes, the man excels literally at “theiving” (kleptos¥nh).  It is he who gives Odysseus his name:


“My son-in-law and daughter, give him the name I say.


I myself come here as one who has been enraged [πdysseÂq] at many,


At men and at women, throughout the much-nourishing earth,


And let him be named Man of Wrath:  Odysseus.”  








(XIX. 406-409)

The exact meaning of this name is elucidated by verbs with which it is cognate, particularly πd¥ssomai, meaning to be wroth against or to hate another.
  The word can take on various meanings, including to be angry, to hate, to vex, to trouble or to offend.  According to Jenny Strauss Clay, “Autolycos derives the name Odysseus from the verb odysasthai, which means ‘to have hostile feelings or enmity toward someone.’”
  

     Odysseus manifestly fulfills his name when he grows up and returns to Parnassus to take part in the hunt.  He shows himself eager to inflict pain on the wild boar and consequently suffers the pain of being gashed by the boar, which he nevertheless kills.  This incident is the epitome and the prefiguration of all the exploits that are inextricably associated with the name of Odysseus, notably the wooden horse at Troy, the maiming of Polyphemus by “No-Man,” and the final bloody victory over the one hundred and eight suitors.  Dimock suggests that this is “the wry solution which the Odyssey offers to the problem of evil:  Pain creates value.  Odysseus is the living embodiment of that solution” (p. 223).  
      We might amplify this by remembering that being remembered is the ultimate goal of the hero, the source of value for his life and for his society.  Pain should be viewed in this context as a mnemonic instrument.  Social cohesion and the whole ethical system depend on heroes who are remembered after their deaths for their glorious acts.  They become models of civic virtue, and certainly their having caused pain to some contributes to their being memorable.  This trait is crucial to the portrait of Odysseus, man of pains, as he lives eternally in the memory of his people through epic song.

      After the inset story illuminating the meaning of his name, Odysseus is shown threatening Eurycleia:  “Odysseus groped for her / With his hands and took her by the throat with his right hand” (XIX. 480-81).  This act shows us his nature in action.  He threatens her even with her life.  Although his intentions are obviously benevolent, they are inseparable from his assuming hostile postures and being ready to unleash savage violence.  Such is the reality of the world that is here revealed, and Odysseus unflinchingly faces it and accepts all the consequences.

       In the world of the Odyssey, we are made to face pain and to endure it, if we wish to be born, to emerge into the world, rather than be swallowed up by the sea or smothered in the womb-like caves of Calypso.  To be eaten alive, even if last, as “no man” by the Cyclops, is another version of the same fate of anonymity, of falling victim to the brute force of nature that obliterates human identity.  Odysseus’s mission, consonant with his name, is to make us recognize this pain or trouble at the root of human value
:  that is why he must carry his oar far from the sea, even to where it will be misrecognized as a winnowing fan by men ignorant of the sea and the salt of life.  Thus he bears the emblem of struggle and conflict and pain as sources of human value all through his life and escapes its rigorous exactions only in death.

     Techne is the characteristically human way of triumphing over the threat of amorphous non-entity, of being engulfed by the formless flux of nature.  By technical devices and especially by language and names, humans establish themselves and their culture enduringly.  Odysseus masters a variety of techniques, all of them leveraged fundamentally from language as the master techne that enables and accesses all the others.  Technology in this sense is revealed as the motor of the secularizing trend followed by human culture, perhaps universally.  And yet the power of techne leaves unanswered the questions of ethics that the Odyssey raises.  Odysseus’s prodigious empowerment cannot but be admired.  However, can it be justified and embraced in its ultimate consequences?


VI. Human Vengeance and the Signs of Divine Justice (XX-XXIV)

        Toward the end of the Odyssey, the crucial scenes all turn on the reading of signs.  Odysseus’s identity is deciphered repeatedly only with the help of signs.  Reading signs reestablishes Odysseus as husband and king, and finally as son, and such deciphering is instrumental to reestablishing the peace, when certain manifestations are read as the gods’ will and express command.  Knowing that the merciless, unsparing slaughter of the suitors is just likewise requires signs from the gods.
  In some sense, signification as such constitutes the presence of a higher or even a divine meaning in human existence.
      Significance, as an effect of signs, might be seen as the basic unit or medium of any secular manifestation of divinity in human consciousness and experience.  Interpreting signs is based on a certain givenness of things and claims to interpret what things signify of themselves.  Yet significance, at least as it is apprehended in language, is not simply given in the nature of things; it must rather be attributed to them by interpretation and therefore as supervening upon them from some other, intelligible, arguably higher sphere or agency.  This event of interpretation may be viewed as a purely subjective act, but it also lends itself to being construed as a sort of divine revelation.  We have observed such ambiguity between the divine and the human throughout the Odyssey.
      Signs may be considered the first and the most universal of human technologies and even as coinciding with language itself, but at the same time they must perhaps always be recognized also at some level as given by the gods.  Reading signs is the job especially of divines and augurs.  Interpreting signs is also one of the original functions of poetry as a making of sense and, simultaneously, an interpretation of the significance of all things and their relatedness together.  To this extent, poetry functions as a sort of theological hermeneutic.  Poetry, as an art of making signs, marks the intersection of divine revelation with human art or techne.  The thematics of the sign accordingly extends what has been treated here as the secularizing movement of the poem as a whole.
      Book XX develops the sequence of omens foreboding the suitors’ demise and Odysseus’s revenge.  This development has been anticipated by Penelope’s dream, at the end of Book XIX, of an eagle from the mountains breaking the necks of twenty geese feeding at her house and then identifying himself to her as her “husband” (536-55).  This is one indication of how the actual event of meeting and recognizing Odysseus must be carefully prepared for by an inward readiness to receive and recognize him.  Affected by the dream, Penelope begins to metamorphose inwardly in anticipation of the unveiling of Odysseus.  She is stirred to take the initiative, as she sets up the contest of the axes, assuming a more active posture vis-à-vis her pain than she has previously done.  She does, nevertheless, express—one last time—her death-wish, praying to Artemis to take her life away on the streams of Oceanus (XX. 62-68), since this she presumes has been Odysseus’s fate.       

     At the beginning of Book XX, on the threshold of his terrible revenge, Odysseus, who is wakeful in the night, needs assurance that the gods are on his side.  He prays to Zeus to give him an omen both outside and inside the house.  The skies’ thundering and a serving woman who sees it as a portent of his revenge (XV. 97ff) presently oblige.  He also picks up another needed ally in Philoitios, the cowherd, who recognizes Odysseus, even in his beggar’s rags, as king-like.  Unlike Eumaeos, Philoitios interprets the misfortunes of “blameless Odysseus” as injustice, thereby proving himself a worthy and reliable ally for the terrible (and perhaps not so obvious) justice that Odysseus is preparing.  He shows that he is fully prepared mentally for what is about to happen:  



“But still I think of that hapless man, if from somewhere



He may come and make the suitors scatter through the halls.”








(XX. 224-25)

The immanence of this event heightens the dramatic irony as Philoitios says of Odysseus unwittingly to the man himself, “I believe he too / Wanders among men wearing such tatters as these” (XX. 205-206).  

     The insults and violence of the suitors against Odysseus continue to crescendo as Ktesippos throws an ox foot at Odysseus.  The gods seem to be setting up Odysseus’s revenge in such a way that it may explode onto the scene out of the full measure of his pain and outrage:



And Athene by no means allowed the bold suitors



To refrain from grievous outrage, so that still more pain



Might enter the heart of Odysseus, son of Laertes.






(XX. 284-286)

     The sense of foreboding becomes eerily intense as the suitors are spooked in a surreal scene, revealing imminent death, engineered again by Athene:





But Pallas Athene aroused



Quenchless laughter in the suitors and set their wits astray.



They were already laughing with the jaws of other men,



And they were eating meat spattered with blood. Their eyes



Filled up with tears and their hearts sensed an anguish coming.






(XX. 345-349)

At this point, Theoclymenous, whose name means “called by the god,” declares his apocalyptic vision interpreting the signs of impending doom:



“Wretched men! What evil is this you suffer? Your heads 



And faces are shrouded in night, and your knees beneath;



Wailing blazes up, and your cheeks are covered with tears,



The walls and the lovely pedestals are sprinkled with blood.



The porch is full of phantoms; the courtyard is also full 



Of those eager for Erebos under the dusk. The sun



Has perished out of heaven, and an evil mist has rushed in.”






(XX. 351-357)

       The suitors continue to laugh and mock and prepare a sumptuous dinner despite such ominous warnings.  Their comportment is an evasion, a choosing of illusory comforts over real life, a choice comparable to that of Odysseus’s men, who also died for eating someone else’s cattle.  The suitors’ behavior represents a refusal to accept life with all its pains by responsibly participating in giving and taking them and attempting rather to profiteer from an ambiguous situation and go “scot free.”  They do not take a stance as mortal men pitted in hostility against another mortal.  Instead they exploit the absence of Odysseus, as if they were his guests, while actually taking advantage of his property.  They shirk assuming clear signification, but just that is demanded by the order of signs and its divine sanctions. 
     This fundamental evasiveness of the suitors’ behavior, whereby they avoid taking a clear position as friends or enemies, misrecognizes the nature also of mortal life.   Odysseus realizes that he must choose one or the other attitude.  The suitors pretend to honor and court Penelope, though really they devour her husband and son’s estate.  They pretend to be friends in order to act like enemies.  Nor is this a wily device on their part, an adroit exploitation of ambiguous signs, but rather a failure to recognize reality and a shirking of responsibility for one’s role in it—for good and for ill.  As a result of their denial of it and shrinking before it, the reality of individual responsibility rears up before them and becomes a fateful destiny.

     The evasive mind-set of the suitors, blurring the difference between friend and foe, avoiding and deferring such fateful choice as mortal existence and the gods demand, manifests itself further in the instance of the bow-stringing contest.  Antinoos invents a face-saving fiction to avoid the painful reality that none of them can string Odysseus’s bow:  he announces that it is a “feast day of that god, / The holy one” XXI. 258-59) and so not a time when anyone would be capable of bending bows.  So they put it off till the morrow and return to their carousing.  However, when Odysseus makes a bid to try stringing the bow, they are hostile and afraid, showing that they do not really believe Antinoos’s explanation and excuse.  It is a false manipulation of signs designed to dissemble reality rather than reveal it.

     Telemachos has to intervene, asserting his authority (“For the power in the house is mine,” XXI. 353) and threatening even Eumaeos, after the suitors protest against his bringing the bow to Odysseus. 



“Uncle, bring the bow out. You will soon not do well to heed all,



Lest, though younger than you, I drive you to the fields



And throw stones at you. I am mightier than you in strength.”







(XXI. 369-71)

This aggressive, threatening posture portrays Telemachos, at last, living up to the model of his father, whom he is coming to resemble more and more.  

     Odysseus’s actual stringing of the bow is presented as an apocalyptic event marked by thunderings from the sky and cosmic showing of signs (XXI. 413), for the bow is going to separate the saved from the damned:  it is the instrument of heaven’s wrath and vengeance.  


As when a man skilled at the lyre and at singing



Easily stretches a string over a new peg,



Tying at both ends the flexible gut of the sheep—



So without effort did Odysseus string the great bow.






(XXI. 406-409)

The bow is, metaphorically, a musical instrument, a lyre.  The lyre is itself a metaphor for such technical means as Odysseus has used to reveal his identity in his tale, for which he is praised by Alcinoos:  “As a singer would, you have skillfully told the tale” (XI. 368).  It now becomes the instrument of a universal revelation.  Based on universal harmonies, music embodies the principles of justice in the universe.  The lyre of dancing and feasting, moreover—especially when it is feasting on the guts of another man’s sheep—turns suddenly and appallingly into a weapon of death.  It invites the suitors to act like suitors indeed and dance:  it makes them dance the dance of death, the death that they deserve.

     Symbolically, it is Odysseus’s bow that discriminates between the doomed and the justified, between illusion and reality.  Athena puts it into the head of Penelope (heightening what could also be a human stroke of genius) to set up its stringing as a contest among the suitors for selecting one worthy to become Odysseus’s successor.  The various suitors range in culpability from the violent Antinoos to the soft Leonides, who sincerely loves Penelope and wants to have her rather than to exploit the situation on the pretext of suing for her hand in marriage.  Still, “both share in the suitors’ prime fault, an irresponsible attitude toward reality” (Dimock, p. 283).  
      What is important here is not any conventional morality of rights and wrongs, since the worst atrocities are committed also by the greatest heroes, but an attitude that either recognizes and confronts or else distorts and evades reality—reality as more than material, as significant and therefore as entailing obligations to men and gods.  Leodes is “son of Oinops,” (XXI. 144), that is, “wine eye,” and though he is gentle and sensitive, not violent, he colludes in the suitors’ fatal misprision of reality.  The ethics of the Odyssey are founded on the value of life, on its acceptance and affirmation.  This affirmation is inclusive of and is even based on life’s mortality and pain.  Life involves predation and war and raids and slaughter.  Simply life itself, particularly in its boundedness by death, is the only—or at least the supreme—value:  everything, including sacking cities and inflicting pain on enemies, is condoned on the condition that it belong to life as Homer knows it.  But the suitors are in a position that dissembles and confounds all clear definition of mortal existence and its constitutive pains and hostilities.  
     The suitors are in fact like Odysseus in “hostile-mindedness,” as the name of their leader, Antinoos, hints.  This belongs, tragically, to the human condition.  They fail, however, to realize the deathly struggle they are engaged in, living in the ambiguity of their position as guests/profiteers, exploiting the ambiguity of Odysseus’s life/death.  They fail to accept and face the consequences of the hostility they themselves live by.  Odysseus is not necessarily an essentially better or more moral character, but he lucidly realizes what it is to be a mortal man, to give and take pain, and he embraces this human identity fully and achieves the human excellence that it represents.  The hostility that this entails is at the same time the condition of his mildness and generosity. 

     The ethics of the Odyssey are thus centered very much on the sense of personal identity, of the individual life that Odysseus is striving to preserve all along—both his own and those of his companions—as signaled from the opening sentence (I. 5).  The suitors’ non-recognition of Odysseus either as dead or alive is worse than any open offense towards an acknowledged enemy.  As Odysseus himself fulminates just before opening fire on them: 


“Dogs, you thought I would no longer come home in return



From the land of the Trojans; and so you wore my house away



And slept alongside my serving women by force



And underhandedly courted my wife while I was myself alive,



And you did not fear the gods who possess broad heaven,



Or that there would be any vengeance of men in time to come.



Now the bonds of destruction are fastened on you all.”







(XXII. 35-41)

After Eurymachos’s attempt to pin all the blame on Antinoos, Odysseus adds:



“And now it lies with you either to fight face to face



Or to flee, whoever would avoid death and destiny.”







(XXII. 65-66)

This is not a moral condemnation so much as a clear recognition and announcement of the fight to the death in which the enemy parties are now engaged.  Ironically, it is Odysseus who ends up enacting, against Melanthios, the equivalent of the horrible threats of Antinoos to send Iros to King Echetas for unconscionably cruel punishments and maiming (XXII. 474-478).  He is certainly no less ruthless than his antagonists.  The maids, too, are hung by Telemachos in another act of calculated cruelty—in order that their deaths not be “clean” (XXII. 462-73).  Only Phemios and Medon are spared—because they recognized all along without fail the place of Odysseus. 

     This criterion of recognizing human, mortal reality and especially of recognizing Odysseus, dead or alive, and his rights, is presented very much in material terms.  As mortal and physical beings, we are constituted by our material needs, and thus we are responsible for what we eat because this has implications for others and even for the whole of society.  The neediness of the stomach is immediately connected with the exercise of power in the world at large.  Odysseus realizes and reveals this in and from his role as beggar.  He is, in fact, privileged in insight by this lowly station, not unlike the fool in Elizabethan drama.  To Eumaeos’s warnings about others likely to take advantage of the beggar, he replies:

“I know, I see. You say this to an understanding man.


Go forward now, and I shall remain here behind,


For I am not unacquainted with tosses or with blows.


My heart is enduring, since I have suffered many ills


On the waves and in war. Let this one be added to them.


There is no way of concealing an eager stomach,


The accursèd thing that gives many evils to men,


On whose account also well-rigged ships set out


Over the barren ocean, carrying evils for enemies.”







(XVII. 281-289)

       Odysseus makes a similar avowal concerning his mortality and the “hateful belly” to the Phaeacians in VII. 208-24.  For finite, mortal beings, eating is an act with social implications.  Appropriating anything for ourselves to relieve our physical neediness involves relations to others.  Conflicts and hostility will inevitably arise.  We have to recognize and accept all this, if we want to affirm mortal life for what it is.  

     These values are shown, moreover, to be divinely sanctioned.  Such is the business of the theodicy at the end of the Odyssey.  The similes for the slaughter present it as a kind of natural justice.  The images of birds of prey that have been used all along, especially in omens and dreams, as likenesses for Odysseus in his coming wrath and predictable vengeance, recur again in the representations of Odysseus and Telemachos accomplishing their savagely natural revenge:



. . . as falcons with bent claws and hooked beaks



Come down from the mountains and dash upon the birds . . . .







(XXII. 302-303)

So also the image of the lion for Odysseus returning home:



Bespattered over with blood and gore like a lion



Who goes along when he has eaten from an ox of the field . . . .






(XXII. 402-403; cf. IV. 335-340)

But it is especially the image of the sun of justice shining in full strength over the suitors lying slaughtered in the halls that conveys, poignantly, this impression:



. . . like fish that the fishermen



Have drawn up on the curved beach out of the hoary sea



In a net that has many meshes; and all of them



Are heaped up on the sands longing for the waves of the sea;



But the sun in his shining is taking away their life;



So then the suitors were heaped up on one another.







(XXII. 383-389)

      The divine sanction for slaughter operates then also as a curb on human gloating.  Odysseus, though victorious, is not exultant over the “huge deed.”  He acts to restrain Eurycleia’s exultation, for it is to be seen not as a deed of human self-glorification and triumph but as a work of the gods necessary to reestablish a moral equilibrium:



“Old woman, rejoice in your heart; hold back and do not exult.



It is not holy to boast over men who have been slain.



The gods’ fate has worsted these men, and their cruel deeds,



For they honored no one of the men upon the earth,



Either evil or noble, whoever encountered them.







(XXII. 411-415)

      Penelope’s disbelief at the news of the slaughter, and her statement that “Some one of the immortals has killed the bold suitors, / Offended at their heart-hurting insolence and evil deeds” (XXIII. 63-64), confirms the sense that so huge a deed can only be the doing of the gods.  Accordingly, her recognition of Odysseus as a mortal man and her husband is still delayed, even after justice has been dealt out to the suitors.

      The reunion of Odysseus with Penelope in Book XXIII presents still more obstacles and yet another recognition scene.  Even so intimate a knowledge as that between husband and wife must be mediated and proved by signs.  Human identity itself is a construction depending on an art of interpretation of signs.  And then, even after being recognized objectively, Odysseus is still not immediately accepted by her.  She must first pain him and make him angry in order that he return to being truly “Odysseus,” and so become able to reclaim her emotionally.  When “testing her husband,” she proposes that Odysseus’s bed be prepared for him outside the bedroom, and at that suggestion “Odysseus / Grew angry” (XXIII. 181-82).  It is his anger that reveals him to her as fully himself and without disguises, as well as laying bare his love for her, deep-rooted like the immovable olive tree that is their bed.  The description of Odysseus’s construction of their bedroom around the olive tree taken as bedpost again shows how skill in crafts or techne adapted to nature is vital to defining human identity.  Odysseus’s comment that the bed could not have been moved unless a god had done it evokes once again the mysterious threshold connecting what humans can achieve by their own utmost endeavors to what must be attributed to the gods.

     After lovemaking, the couple take delight in telling stories to one another. Odysseus tells of “the many cares he had brought / Upon men, and the many he had suffered himself in his woe” (XXIII. 306-607).  They reap pleasure from this pain viewed in retrospect (see also XV. 400), while the night is prolonged by narrative, suggesting a suspension of time (Athena actually keeps the dawn from appearing, XXIII. 244-245)—just as when Odysseus told his tale to the Phaeacians.  Narration is another—and a fundamental—human techne attaining to god-like powers.
      Odysseus’s struggle for his life and his quest for identity end only with the recognition by his father in Book XXIV.  It is a painful recognition scene, made deliberately so by Odysseus and his narrative feints:  he presents himself as a guest-friend of Odysseus named “Eperitos” (from “to test”).  As heartless as it seems, he resists the impulse to pity his old father that overtakes him for a moment under a pear tree (234).  Odysseus apparently aims to call the pain to mind in order to dramatically realize its meaning and thereby his own identity vis-à-vis his father as the source of his own being.  In this manner, he brings the pain round to a happy result rather than just canceling it out, as if it should never have been at all.  The greatest danger from the beginning of the epic and throughout is that his disappearance should simply cancel his identity, whether as dead or alive.  The despair Laertes struggles against expresses itself pathetically in his reference to “Your hapless guest, my son, if he ever existed” (XXIV. 289).  The worst, once again, is that Odysseus’s presumed death is nameless and unknown, so that he could not be properly mourned by his kin and his identity be at least fixed secure and ineffaceable in death (XXIV. 291-96).  When the pain reaches its limits—a “piercing throb had already / Struck through his nostrils” (318-19)—Odysseus finally relents and reveals himself.  

       After incredulity, signs, solace, and joy, Laertes exultantly praises the justice of the gods.  As if in answer to Eurycleia’s (XIX. 363-369) and Philoitios’s (XX. 201-203) earlier impugning of the justice of Zeus, he exclaims:



“Father Zeus, you gods are still on tall Olympus, if truly



The suitors have paid for their reckless insolence.”







(XXIV. 351-252)

Later, in the assembly of the Ithacans, Medon testifies that “Odysseus has not / Planned these deeds against the will of the deathless gods” (XXIV. 443-44).
      Indeed direct glimpses of the deliberations of the gods both at the beginning and the end of Book XXIV show them behind the events that have transpired at Odysseus’s hands.  The council in heaven decides to restore order.  There is here, of course, again a superimposition of divine upon human action.  The spearing of Eupeithes by Laertes, spurred by Athena, is also stirred on the natural level by his pride at seeing his son and grandson “contending over excellence” (XXIV. 515).  In this way, once again, Athena’s intervention is superimposed upon and seconds already existing human motivations, as has been observable in the relation between gods and men constantly from the beginning of the poem.  Zeus finally places a limit on the proliferation of vengeance and violence, demanding a cessation of hostilities signaled by a thunderbolt in the path of Athena, who in turn checks Odysseus.  Indeed this is what Odysseus himself wants:  “He obeyed, and rejoiced in his heart” (545).  For the action of the gods still represents his higher mind.  In general, in the Odyssey, human action has followed its own course, seconded by the gods who do, however, set a limit and impose peace at the end.  And yet the justice done is very personal on Odysseus’s part.  Not just generic “divine justice,” this is the full realization of Odysseus’s character as sufferer and inflictor of pain—the indispensable means of establishing human value and identity.  Our pain is what defines us as humans.  This suffering can itself become a sort of divine revelation:  in this respect, it is not so completely unlike the revelation of the Cross in biblical tradition.  Both are ultimately ethical, secular enactments of divine justice.

       The Odyssey is a revelation of human life as possessing value immanently within itself.  Finite, mortal existence is all that is worth living for.  This is secular, worldly revelation, but a revelation nonetheless:  it is not itself just the world as perceived on its surface, for it first emerges against the backdrop of the other world, that of the gods, and through the art of poetic imagination that they inspire.  The gods are present in and among human beings:  in fact, acts of these two kinds of beings are practically confounded with one another.  Yet revelation is not only from above but also from within.  Revelation at all levels of form and content, moreover, is mediated and constructed by signs, which open an order of significance beyond the world in its immediacy.  Stripped down to bare secular terms, this significant order is what poetry is apt to represent as divine.  Signification itself embodies a dimension of transcendence that lends itself to such representation.
      In the course of history, following the trajectory first traced by the Odyssey, the revelation of imagination becomes progressively secularized.  But already in this inaugural text, revelation is discovered as inherent in the immanent resources of language and art, as well as being accomplished in deeds of extraordinary prowess, where divine and human are not finally distinguishable.  Odysseus, himself a poet who no longer invokes the Muse, stands as an emblem of this process of secularization underway in the epic from its beginnings as irreducibly religious memory.
  
� “Myth” is being employed here, without prejudice as to its possible truth, in its Greek sense of “story” and specifically of story that represents essential conditions of human existence, particularly in its relation to the gods.  
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