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A Note on the Text

Numbers cf excellent +translations make Homer’'s work
available in modzrn English. The proses version by E.V.Riau,
published by Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1946, is the most
gapular, and enables us tc read the work much like a modern

novel. Howevar; verse translations give a better idea of
the tone and rnythm of a work intendad to be heard. All
guotations hare are +4rom the translations by Robert

Fitzgerald, published by Doubleday Anchor, New York: The
Iliad, 1975 [1974]1 and The 0Odvssey, 1963 [19611. It is
worth camparing passages +rom thess versions with any
translation vou may be using: the differences often h2lp us
come claoser to the ariginal. I have used Fitzgerald’s
transliterations of the spelling of Greek names in the
quotation, but have follcwed traditional English spelling in
Ty cwn text.)

Homer’s 2dvsszy cpens with a brief invecation to the Mus=, as the
po2t asks faor her aid to help him tell the tale of a hero, a man
"skillad in all ways of contanding”, who has been "harrisd for
Years on 2nhd"” as he has vainly tried tc bkring his shipmatas home
after the ;ack cf Troy. In a f2w lines the author provides tha
context of the story, explaining the recklessness of the men who
docred thamsalves by killing the cattle gf the zZun-acd, the
charmz of the nymph Calypso who has continued to delay GCdysseus,
and the wrath of Pnoseidon, the sea-go0d, which is the basic cause

of Odvsseus’s troubkles. We ar= then whipped off to Olympus,

where the other gods are assembled, and start a discussizn of the

fate of another ot the Greek lesaders, Aoamemnon., This opening
da==s not, however, merely remind us of the story so far. 2y
reminding his lizlener= of the story cf Trocy and ths fate of

and metaphvysical framewcrk
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Agamemnhon, Homer establishes th
withiin which they must judge th=2 sctiocnzs the pozm describes.

Ninlik= Cdysseus, Agamamnon raturn2d swiftly and safely with
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his bosty to his home, only to be killed there by his wife’s
lever, Aegisthus. References to this episcde recur through the
Ndyssey as a counterpoint to the main theme of loyalty and
endurance. The sequence of murder and revenge which commenced
with the slaying of Agamemnon formed one of the gﬁeat cycles af
GreekAlegend, which in turn the dramatist Aeschylus was to shape
into the tragic series culminating in the establishment in the
Acropolis of Athens of the Erinyes, the avenging Fates, as
agents aof justice . Far Homer the story of Agamemnon 1Is an
example of cf both fate and justice. Death comes to Agamemnhon in
the moment of his triumph and security:
He went ashore and kissed the earth in joy,

hot tzars kElinding his eyes at sight of home,

the tyrant

- - - led him to the banguet, all serene,

and killad him like an aox felled at the trough. (1IV, 352Z2-36)
Agamemnon’'s fate reminds us that we can never know what lies
ahead, that nothing can warn us of the moment of death ar save us
fraom {ts stroke. Aegisthus’ deed warns us that within thé
limits aof life we make our cwn fate. He will die a shameful
death at the hands of Orestes, a just act of revenge for his
vinlaticn ©f the integrity of family and marriage. Homer’s
listeners would remembar alzso that Agamemnon had left heme and
led the Greeks in the Trojan war to avenge a similar violatian.
Troy fel! becauzz Pz3ris seduced Helen from Meneslaus. Yet

thizs saduzticn waz it==21+ fatad, a product of the madness induced
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by Aphroditz, gcdde=s of love. Homer knows that the gods who
dacree justice to humanz do not observe it themselves. His epic
is about how mortals can conduct themselves honourably in a
universe governed by random fate.

Despite the supernatural trappings of the gods, Homer places
us at once in a secular warld. The gods themselves are described
in human terms, enjoying greater powers than we do but driven by
the same feelings of lave, hate, campassion and anger. fhe blind
minstrel of the Phaeacians will tell the tale of Ares and
Aphrodite, and the laughter of the gods who find them ensnared on
their adulterous bed by the gclden net of Hephaestus, the lame
smith. Even Zeus, whose his strong sense of justice and his
position as "father of gods and men” sets him apart, has power
only to foresee and tc warn, not to control. He will instruct

the nymph Calypso to let Odysseus go, and Athena will continue to

watch cver him and his son, but finally both men are responsible
for themselves. The "steadfast man" will reach home, and his son
Talemachus will achieve renown through his sea voyage, but at

home they will settle their affairs only through their ouwn
effarts. Zeus even explains that Odysseus’'s trials are nat the
product of blind malice on the part of the gods, but are a just
retribution for Odysseus’ blinding of Paseidon’'s son, Cyclops.
Despite this emphasis on men’s control of their affairs, the
opaning of the bcok also reminds its listeners of a blindness of
fate that is beyond both gscds and men, but which constitutes the
difference beatween them. The gods are immortal, and live their
lives outszide moral considerations. Humans die, and are

therefcre responsible for the manner of their living. The
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treachercuse Aegicthus, and later the violent Ajax, provide the
contrast by which we measure Telemachus, Menelaus, arid Odysseus
himself.

We can contrast this opening with some modern rewritings of

the legend. James Joyce’s Ulysses begins with the scene of a man

shaving.
Stately, plump Buck Mulligan came Ffrom the stairhead,
bearing a bowl oflather on which a mirror and a razor lay
crossed. A yellow dressing-gown, urngirdled, was sustained
gnetly behind him by the mild morning air. He held the bowl
aloft and intoned:

-~ Introibpo ad altare Dei.

Unlilke Homer, who starts from the point of greatest generality,
Joyvce places his reader in a particular place ‘and time,
introducing a particular person engaged in a particular action.
Yet this specific detail produces a normal scene of everyday
life. The ﬁarticular day could also be any day.

The Latin phrase from the Mass sets this action, like
Homer’s, in the context of eternity, but the jocular, almast
blasphemous, use of the phrase puts in guestion all our efforts
at religion and metaphysical speculation. The attention of the
novel is thereafter concentrated not o much on what people do as
on their inner lives, they way they make sense of the world

around them. Paradoxically, this makes this explicitly secular

novel deeply religicus in its conzerns, whereas Hamer, confident

$

in ths existenze =z=f the gods, is free to concentrate on the

1

thirgs of this worle.

i
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We z—=an cznirast both of these works Nikos Kazantzakis’

daring poam, Thz Cdyvss=v: a modesrn sagusl, translated by Kimon

Friar. (Simon and Schuster, Mew York, 1738 [CGreek original,
19331). Kazantzakis begins his sequel by invoking, not a Muse,
but the physical world, to which he prays not for inspiration but
for delight:

0 Sun, great Oriental, my proud mind’s golden cap,

I Iové to wear you cocked askew, to play and burst

in song throughkout our lives, and so rejoice our hearts.

Good is this sarth, it suits us! Like the global grape

it hangs, dear God, in the blue air and sways in the gale,

nibbled by all the birds and spirits of the four winds.

Caome, lats start nikbbling too and so refresh our minds!

This pagan and rcmantic hymn to nature directs our attention not
to how wWe can live our lives, but how we can force the
circumstantial world to give of itsel+f. The author speaks in his
owh voice and beccmes his own subject. He speaks with the spirit
of the modern warld where psaple must create themselves.

In the same way, Odysseus in Kazantzakis’ work is nat just a
man struggling with the gods and fate, but a man trying to win
for himself the freedom of the gods. After the slaughtzr cf the
suitors and their waids, he wanders inland through Ithaca, not so
much to inspect his kingdom as to take possessicn of it. Tired,
ha comes to the hut cf an old man, who gives him bread and water.
Cdvysseus repavys the giftht with the news that tha king has
returned, but the ald man replies:

"lyo who must work day after day to =2at, dear Gaod,

*urn ar drown in exiia?

10
1]

what 40 we carz (f kings r

7
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We care about the rain, our veagetab!

the hkoly bread

the Immortsls fzcd as
kings are uncapturable birds, clouds

This

{Boak I,

e

plots, pour lambs,
with our own sweat;
blown bwv the winds.,”

O A e S0 )

is the voice of the peasant. the common man whose life
down throuah tha sges lias br-er boundsd by the resalities aof T
and rain, food and famire, ard firds that in the end
P = = i hgpe Dgine sresban good
than holy mute obedience tg mar-rFrating earth.”
42T T e S I (3 )

But Odysseuz refuses +toa be bmﬁnd bv this simple wisdom, and
challenges Lhe 30ds themselvesz.

"I’ve also taken count! ther=s iz no arester good

than when the sarth savs "Ve: and man with wrath shouts "No!’

Ard I’r scguzintzd witk ome =coul that never deigned

o stoen vnder the voke of Hemer, men, o ood,

but sailed and iravzided L1171 Uis hessrl bzcame a winezskin

for a'l four =oad and evil slgments, - - - °

{Beak I, 214-19)

The metaphor which changes hi=s heart into 3 wineskin which is alsao
the universe is an iwsae of his urags Yo travsfiogrr the world, B
contrast, Homer's Odysseus is boirnded by the same canditions as the
countryman. He is & hero becausc hz sndurezs more, not because of ariy
extraordinary status,

Homer's Qdyssevy iz cheraclerized b, nomels, countryman’z
_ : "
images, like <calves breaking cut of the pen to get o their
mothers, or the ficsherwar h3ulira marlkerel onto the shore, or men
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competing with the scythe and plough as well as with the sword
 ;lnd sﬁ;ar. Most moving is the simile which describes the wife
5 eslasping her husband’s dead body after the sack of the city, only
» fD feel 1in her back the bronze spear gf the congquerar and hear
| the harsh command to go with him into slavery. These images come
?. from a world in which all sharz the zsme conditions of life and
are bnqnd by the same vicissitudesz of fates.

Homer’s QOdyssey is divided ints three parts. The first,
Books I to IV, tells of the adventurez of Telawmachus as he goes

- in search of news of his father. The serond, Books V to XV,

© describes Odysseus’ wanderings on his veyage home from Tray. The

BRI . - s oo i e

third, Books XV1 tn the end, déa}s with his struggle to rid his
house of the suitors and to vre-establizh his rule in Ithaca. In
this last part, felemachus joins him in the battle, so completing
the unity aof the tale by taking +Lthe hercism into a new
generation.
These three stories are presented as hiistory, as an account
o o+ something which actqa}ly happaened within the wmewmory of the
‘paet. We know now that they must have been written some time in
the eighth century BC, about two hunidrzsd y=zars after they wvere
composed. This in tiarn may have bezn as laongas four centuries
after the time cf the events they describe,l wnich must have been
passed down to the time of the post through the recitations of
bards 1like the Phaeacian harper who sings tales of Troy to
Alcinpus.
Living in an age of print, we find it difficult to believe
that historic events could be passed or with any accuracy through

80 mwmany generations, and ars teumpled toc Selieve that the wnole

-
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"mnarrative is a fiction glorifying the Creeks but having no basis

in fact. However, during the last century archeologists have
excavated the ruins of not one bui some ten cities on  the
traditional site of Troy, scroses the Dardanelles from Gallipoli
and cowmmanding this narrocw strait joining the Mediterranean and
the B{ack Sea. The Zite has beer silted up and the sea is nhow
aistant, but evidently those arncient cities werea iﬁ a'positinn‘gi

amass great wealth from both trade and war. They would be the

target not only cf warrior bands in

i
)

arch of plunder, but of any
invading peoplec wishing tc secure their habitation alang the
easfern shores af the Mediterr;neaﬂ. We knaw that around the
twelfth centuries BC first the Myrenseans and then the Greeks
moved from central Asia to estaclisih their kingdoms in this area.
Homer's Trojan War could well have bsen one of the struggles that

occurred during thzse migrations, The v

(11]

z of the Odyssey

vl

record in legendary form the vovages of trade and settlement by

which they gradually established themselvas around the shores and

islands aof the Mediterranean fronr Tonia tn Sicily.

The Iliad and The Odysser ars among the oldest works of

.BEuropean litesrature, coming from an ovral tradition that goes back

before the development of writing. Yet.they are in no way
primitive works. They ars the product of an already highly
developed civilizatian. The Achaesans, the victors who raze the
clty of Troy, "high-towered Ilium", wers prcbably among the first

comers of the nomadic warriore from central Asia who some three
thousand years ago invaded the Mediitsiranean and overthrew the

older Cretan civilization. There ic still dehate whether tﬁe
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warriors of the poems were the Myceneans, the 1immediate

™
conguerors of the Cretans, or thesir Hellenic successors, in whose

R

language the poem is compased and whno ==tablished the city-states
L4

A

that comprised classical Grezce. Trow itgels, the Asiatic city
to which they tay siege, is pcrtraved as long-established and
f- wealthy, yet it is probable Lthat iiz -itizens belonged to the

game civilization and spoks the sam=2 language as {ts assaflants.

These assailants are rot called Gresl: or Hellenes by Homer, but

are khown as Achasgans nr Panaznc n-  Argives, the names aof
particular tribes. Evidently at the time thzy did not think of
themsslves as a single pecple.

The $zirm of Homer’s poems cowmes frow an earlier heroic age.

It belongs tec warrior tribes before they settle into cities and

PR

acquire the softer graces, including writing, This <form of

poetry probably arises in the first place from elegies chanted at

funeral cetremohies to recall the featz of the dead warrior.

£ T I

Later, professional singers wnuld weave these into tales of
heroism based on actual'events which would then become part of
the lore of the society in which they were told. Homer himse}f
g was probably one of the bards or minstrzls who in earlier Greek
¢ times, arcund seven centuries BC, vould wander from city to city
and household to household, reciling to the accompaniment of
music the tales aof past heroes. The=e bhards thus kept alive into
an age of settlement thes spirit a2ad szlucsz of an earlisr time.

Oral culturas have survived irtrn the twentieth century, and

it

scholars have been able to recoird shamgples of hercic narrvative
from wmany sources. These narratives differ from the earlier

shamanistic literature, which rzccrds the crigins of the world
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and the patterns which gnvern the relationships between humans

and nature, Heroie narratives are more concerned with
= - o 1 3 b
. relationships between man and man, or wccasionally bestween man

and woman, and with the way humans cnntrol nature for their own
ends, Such epics survive in poens 35 far ramcved in time as the
Anglo-Saxaon epic Beowulft, the earlis French Song of Roland, and
poems recarded in the twsntizth centiury from Serbia, _KazakhiStan
and northern Russia,

The datz of composition of ths two Homeric epics, The 1liad
and The Odvssey cannct be decided. It i most likely that the

original stories were compossd in thes tenth century 1€6¢ BC, and

put together in their present forms some 200 years later.

Controversy also remains about whether Honar, the unknown author
" of these works, wias ohe man or several, Each epic incorporates

stories from a number of sources, Thae framing story of The Ilisd
tells of the wrath cf Achill=zse and its effect on the battles for
Troy. Within this story however we have also the tales of Paris
and Helen which precipitatéd the war, and tales of varions heroes
who took part in it. he Qd,s=zy i= {frvrawmed by the story of
Odysseus’® return to Ithaca and his routing of the suitors, but it
incorporates =l=zo stariess of the vovsce nf Telemachus, the death
of Achille=, +fall cof Troy and retury. of Menelaus, the wanderings
0f Odysseus and the varions falss talee he tellz tpo conceal his
true identity, Bty while each of these tales may have a
different origin, the structural unitv each epic suggests that it

18 not merely a compilation by many bLards but is the work of a

single author, There g Ie

)]

= ¢certzinty sbout whether the two
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epics are the work of one man. They differ in theme and

'ﬁjptructﬁre, and, although the author of The 0Odyssey certainly

khows of the earlier Iliad, he could be writing a generation

s
later. Yet it seewms to we that thz tuo poems have a unity of

outlook which goes beyond what would be common to their time in

SRS VIR

history and suggests that traditicn iz right, and that we are

. "

listening even in translation to the nice of a single author,

There iz debate alsno about wieiher the work was first oral

|
=
L

and was only later recorded in writing, or was from the first in
written form. We know that writing btecame important in Greek
society at about this time, but we alsn know that the poems

continued to be recited by stbry tellers, so we cannot tell

2ntury BC. The division of each poem into separate books may be
L

18

q'-,;ia'te as the fourth century BC. (Finley, 19783 Grant, 1962.)

Modern readers, no longer understanding what it is like to

ive in a wholly oral culture, find it difficult to believe that
'uch complex works could be passed accurately from generation to
eneration. But people who depend entirely on the memory for
;uknuwledge of everything from their own family and kin to the lore
,n{ hunting, stock management, cultivation; and manufacture are

tomatically trained to retain every detail of what they hear.

‘alliteration and repetition, stock phrases and identifying
%:epithets, to ensure that the words remain in the memory. In the

:f‘28 98d lines of the two Homeric epics, thers are 25 G909 repeated

i
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and each of the 37 major characters has a stock epithet.,
:gaﬁant, 1962, p.3) Dawn {5 always "rmsy;+ingered",' Athena
. érey—eyed“, Achilles "fleet-footed". The narratives of such a
Fiéty are public events, and convey quité directly the shared

‘Ues of the saciety. Homer became the schoolmaster of the

éks because his work explicitly nffers models of conduct to

sprung, these narratives share similar characteristics.
are transmitted orally, they are nmrmélly recited over
days, they shape historical events into a traditional
form of the encounter between good and evil, they are concerne#
With the leaderé; not the faollowers, the magical or supernatural

~ events are subordinated to an interest in life as it is lived on

earth. The hercocic arientatizn is masculine, but the women who

Fppear are expected, like Penelope, to play an heroic role of
2€;eir own. They are not the product of primitive societies, but
- of societies which are emerging from the timeless world of ritual
gnd magic into the time of history, Whether among the Greeks of
tenth century BC or the Kazakhs cor Zarbs or Russians whose

have been recorded in this centﬁry, they represent
;b:ieties which are starting te make their own history. The
f;?heroes of the tales fashion their individuality through their
;;'deeds rather than merely play out the roles placed on  them by

tradition. This power to fachicon the world is, however, limited

to the leaders, those who by their cwn strength and inrheritanceN

.
i
7

. have the authority of rulers. This anthority they justify by the

e
<
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long genealogies which eventually link them to the gods, ho

- longer®actors in the human world but still providing the ultimate

ianction for differences of wealth and power.
in shamanistic poetry, humans carn bescomz as gods, escaping

';frum the waorld of time and avercoming death i{tself. The heroes

¥

nz;f Aboriginal Dreaming become the landscaps itself, the hills and
3?t}ees and rivers which create human life. In heroic poetry,
i huweve;, the hero remairns bound by the time he usés.' The ;iigg
becomes a tragedy as all the great deeds are shodwaed by death.
Achilles expresses this in the wcrds with which he rejects a plea
f:fur mercy by Priam’s san, Lycaan:

"~ - - Come, friend, face ybur death, you too.

And why are you so pitecus about i1t?

Patroklos aied, and he was a finar man

i il SR R St

by far than you. You see, don’t you, how large

o~

I am, and how well-made? My father is noble,
a goddess bore me. Yet death wsits for me,
for me as well, in a{} the power nf fate.

A morning comes or evening or high noan

when somepne takes my life away in war,

a spear-cast, or an arrow from a bowstring.*

(Iliad, Book XXI,118-119)

with equally

w

his ward

ul

So Achilles in life, and he fallow

piteous action. The poet describes this dispassicnately, giving

£,

. equal weight to Lycaon’s terror and Achilles’® rage!

.: .'{|

At this the young man’s kneesz failed, and his heart:
he lost his grip upon the spear

and sank down, opening his arms. Akhilleus

d ;
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dmew his sword and thrust between his neck

and cellarbone so the two-sdged blade went in

up to the hilt. Now face down on the ground

he lay stretched cut, as dark binod flowed from him,
snaking the earth. Akhilleus picked him up

by one foot, wheeled, and slung him in ths river

to be swept off downstream. then he exulted:”

"Mose down there with fishes. In cold blood
they’1]l kiss your wound and nip your blood away . . . "
(Il}}ad, Book XXI, 129-31)
The wrath of Achilles had originally been turned against
Agamemqon, and "had jeopardized the whole Gresk campaighn against
Traoy. However, after the de=ath of his comrade, Patroclus,

chilles rejoins the battle and rages against the Trojans,

béving the way for the Greel: victory and the destruction of the

’s

Troy. Achilles himself does not i1ive to see this victory. On
the point of his own death, Hector foretells Achilles’ fate at
the hands of Apolla and Paris, and % i= described more fully in
_ng Odyssey, when, in a passage which wmzy be a later additian to
the original work, the shades of the zuitors meet him in  the
'underwnrld. (Boak XXIV, 35-95) Achilles however speaks his own
epitaph when Odysseus meets him awmong the cshades of the dead and
greets him as one who is still honoured with roayl power "among
the dead men’s shades" and therefore "nesd not be so pained by N

death.” Achilles sets him right:
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"Let me haar no smaoth talk

ot death from you, Odysseus, light of councils.
Better, I say, to break scd as a farm hénd
for spme poor countryman, on iron rations,
than lord it over all the exhausted dead.”

(Ddyssey, Book X1, 4946-98)
Aéhilles is the supreme heroc of the Homeric world, but the
quaiit; of his heroism comes from the courage he.brings to iife
in the face of his knowledge c©f immirnent death. His treatment of
‘Lycaun is justified only by the fact that he expects no wore
himself. Yet Lycaon’s fate is an image of the same tragedy aof
life curtailed {n youth which awaits Achilles, and the splendid
'113games with which the Greeks mourn *the loss of their hero are no
¥ compensation S A e N Sy T AU T P e
;?5111*e is both splendid gnd unjust .
- In Odysseus, we have Aa hero who challznges this concepticn
of life. Although a skilled and doughty warrior -- his finatl
victory aver the suitor;'Js as great an zchievement as any feat
of Achilles -- his central gualiti=s are his endurance and his
- cunning. He battles wheii he must, b.t ism gen=2ral he tries to
",nutwlt hiz foes. This represent=s = later stage of scciety than
':J'Achilles’ desperate perzonal wvalour. whizé Achilles, supported
by Athena 35 a warrior goddess, Anfing fate, Odysseus, alded by
the grey-esyed Athsna az counszilor ratiies than warrior, learns to
?  circumvent it by planning and forsthought. Achilles is said ta
come from Thessaly, in the north, but his character suggests the
'5i_earller ancestors of the Greeks, tha warrior society of horse-

“J'breeders and nomadic herders ot the Azizan sieppes, whase life is
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bdunded; by the unchanging cycle of the seasons and the

Ithaca, an island which, however poocr it may be, has a

harbaur, craops and vineyards, It is » snciety in which peaple
are exercising control over their livez, and sz the simpler
no  longer sufficient. Cdy=saus, in learning trom  Athena to
exercise control cver himself, iz lzarning also how to control
nature.

Significantly, The Odyssey begins not with Odysseus himsel¥,

.=but with Telemachus’® first steps ,intc adulihoccd. These provide
us with a picture of the society of the poem. Telemachus first

calls an assembly of his people, befcre whom he states his case.

=5

This assembly is not a'body exsrcicing demncratic authority, but

an audience beforz whom the zpezakars wust srave themselves.

lLleaders lile Telzmachus, Eurynomis =nd Antinous cannot ignore it
' as a place where public opirnion iz formed, but finally they make

- their own decisions and succeed 5+ f3i! by their own actions,

iﬁcluding Lheir ability to attract support for voyaging or
battle. The assembly makes no derisinns, although several
speakers express sympathy for Telemachus, and he enlists his own
crew to sail off in search of news of hic father. This voyage
shows us life in other swmall city states like Ithaca, and
the story he hears of Menelaus’ return from Troy places these
;‘states in the context of their wider warld,.

Menelaus’ voyage tao Cyprus, Phoenicia, Egypt, "and still

tfarther among the sun-burnt racecs" of Sidon, Arabia and Libya
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him bevond the limits of the iMMycenaean world ta the main
'Frading' centres of the middle east. (Bonk IV, 77ff.) Yet his
.Itirst mention of this voyage is usad tao pain£ cut to Telemachus
qﬁhe vanity of wealth, itz inability ftc compensate for the loss of
f'irlends and relations. The community, and the home at its

centre, is presented as the source of human values, Menelaus’
,f;&bsequent detailed account of his enccunter with the sea-god
irnteu; reinforces this centrality. (Book IV, 340ff.) . Proteué is
nelnf the older gods of nature, an image of the natural fore;;
'wﬁich controlled human life and wHich man must placate in arder

to prosper. But Menelaus, rather than placating him, actively

wrestles with him until he makas the s0d obey the will of the

o

human and show him how to get honme. mather than living in
b timeless world of nature, Menelsus centrnls nature and makes his
own destiny.
.5mP After hearing what he himselt must do, Menelaus guestions
%flthe god abaout the fate of his casmpanions. While Menelaus
.:‘cnntends with the gods, ejgx has detied them and been destroyed:
though first Poseidmn‘landed him on Gyratl
promontory, and saved him {rom the ocean.
Despite Athenas’s hate, he hsd lived on,
but the grgat sinner in his insblence
velled that the gods?’ will and the sea were beaten,
and this loud brag cawe tc Poseidon’s ears.
He swung the tridentin hi= massiv® hands
and in one shock ftrom top to bottom split

that promontory, toppling into thz =zzs

the fragment where the great fonl sat.

g .
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;} Sqﬁthe vast ocean had its will with Aias,

| drunk in the end on salt spume as he drowned.

- (Book IV, S5@@-11)

?’Humans may learn to work with nature and control it to their
%’ends; but when they forget the finite conditions of life, the

ERLE -

1limits of their power, they ars dectroved. Just as Ajax

represents the uncontrollable forcz of human pride and passion,
Paseidon represents the indamitable farce nf nature which wilT
destroy it. This episode is an exanple of what the later Greeks

were to call hubris, the zource of human tragedy in the pride

which makes a man go beyond what is humanly possible. This

quality is, by contrast, what Kazantzakis prizes as the supreme

~ human virtue.

In recounting the :.contrasting fates of Agamemnon, killed by
his wife’s lover aé he steps across his threshold, and Odysseus,
stilil seekirng the home wheré hiz feitnifu) wite continues to ward
off the suitors, Mznelsus r=2turns us *o the main action of the
epic, which enlarges Dn-h{s themes of the reccvery of socisty by
the man whoc tames the gods and lives within his own powers. But
before 0Odysseus can fulfil his sccial destiny he must create
himself as an individual. He ©an cnly . accomplish this by

descending within himnselt until h

n

confronts death itselsf.

The journeyings of 0Odysseus, which he describes to the
Phaeacians in Books IX to XII, tall intc four parts balanced
about the journey to the underworid. Each part comprises three

adventures, of which two are sketched brisfly and the third

described at langth. The first two parts represent his descent
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Jh}uugh different eras of saciety to the existential encounter

1 {F

J?dhnt nature turns from destroyer to nurturer, and Odysseus rises
combatting sexuality and the lust to dastroy, tirst in
B8N 17

reaches the ideal land of Phacacia. This land is, howver, no
”?mure than a resting place, which he must leave in aorder to
‘. 13

B

. restare.- himsel+ in his fulness st houne i Ithaca. We wmay

E'Fepresent thiswhole praocess diagrammatically:

PhnTUT

d 4
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PHAEACIA Civilization

Ciconians wWar

Lotos eaters nirvana
CYCLOPS savagervy/monsters

Aeglus nature

Lastrygonians barbarity s
CIRCE natura goddes=z/destiroyer
Elpenocr

E EXISTENTIAL . UNTERWORLD Achilles

=1

Elpenor

CERCE nature goddess/nurturer
Sirens - csevuality - outwitted
NATURE '
’ Scylla and Charibdics raztural destruction -
cutwitted
CATTLE OF THE ZSUN human destruction
gcylla and, Charibkdis natural destruction - resisted
INDIVIDUAL
Calypso sexuality - resisted
PHAEACTIA

ITHACA

8 o4
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. Phaeacia of course lies outside the narrative, for which

lit te both starting and finishing point. However, whan Odysseus
has caompleted his narrative and put himself in possession of the
?gfvents he has described, hz is ready to 2wbark on the next and
_-:lhal stage of his journeying. Only in this stage does he as an
individual make his cwn history by reccvzring his kingdom.

The zuccessian of Odyuszeus adventiure= are history that he
experiences, ot  kRistary that he makes. His only role is 'to9
endure, but in doing sc.he eryneriesnces “he stages of civilization
up toc his time. The encounter with the Ciconians is just a
ﬁ_pirate raid of the kind that must have bzen taken for granted in
the Mycensan and early Greeslk world. The lcotos eaters offer the
drug-ind&ced calm which is 2n escape from the demands aof life,
both +;Dm the effort of enduring tha natural world and the task
of engaging with human historw. The Cvclop=. monsters who have
r:;nnt yet emerged into history, threatzn to destroy the men who,
.5f trusting 1{n the rules of hospitality, try to impose culture on
Qf;,nature. Yet, in escapiﬁ; from them, Odysseus himself violates
the law of hospitality, and must venture further back towards the

origins of humanity before he can sscape from the law of

necessity.

Aeolus represents a benzficsznt nature which is
incompatible with the human desirezs which have been awakened in
Odysseus’ crewmen. They are therefociz driven back to the
Lastryganians, a race ven wmiore barbarcus, closer to the

:{:unthinking primeval nature from which humanity emerged. The

E;@ncuunter with Circe at first reduces the crew to this level of

e
© ' brutality. Circe represents nature zz iLhe destraoyer, the farce

>

-
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:;ggdch removes all illusions of culture. But Cdysseus, with the
'hEIp Rf a god, resists her and asserts his inherent humanity,
Hen is thus able to gnjoy her other aspect; as nurtufer, but
‘%éﬁgore this guality can be fully realized she sends him on the
.)*QJQmate journey to the underworld. This journey itselt is
framed by the death and burial of Elpenor, the companiaon who is
Sacrificed for the enlightenment of the others, but who must be
appeased before they can by enjoy it.

”;Jgrui After leaving Circe, Odysseus begins the journey upwaﬁ&g
i?;gafhe full realization of his humanity. On his first encounters
Wwith. the Sirens and with Scylla and Charibdis he is able tao
outwit their =exual attraction.and dazstructive force, and so
enable his expedition to procesd to its timely objective frée
from their timeless necessity, By killing the cattle of the sun,
however, his men admit their own destructivenass and so put
themselves back in the power of necessity, which destroys them.
E:Qdysseus is left to camplete the journay alone. This time, he isg
unable: to outwit the monsters, and escapes them only by

resistance. Even Calypso, who like Circe represents the farce of

sexuality, is unable to win his 3

1]

sent to his captivity, and is

~eventually forced to 1zt him $0. He thus srrives in Phazcia at
the end of his narrative in full posssssion '0f himself. He now

has the strength to destroy the suiitorz wheose conduct

threatens

the civilized order of Ithacs,
L
“Mei

ap d

~
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* When we look at the structure of ODdysseus’ voyaging we
can see an underlying symbolic significance, These episodes are

4

1ihuwever presented to the audience as a straightforward tale of
lﬂ'actual adventures which repressnt their knowledge of the
Mediterranesan. Unlike Menelaus, Ddysseus sailed beyond the knouwn
bbundaries of the Mycennean world, and onh these travels
%hcuuniered the kind of wonders which have provided subject
Jm&fter for sailors tales since men first ventured forth beyﬁga
Eigﬁt of land. The gods and wmonsters represent stages through
which Odysseus must grow befeorz he can attain his own freedom,
but they are bhkased o©n misunderstandirgs of the strange and
:'primitive societies which the voyagers of Greece would encounter
I%f?n:e they left the safe canfines nf their known world. The
-”bfutality af the entountehs is thes price paid tao maove from
.”péture to history.

This price becomes clearer in the final stage ot the poem,

" when we follow Ddysseus an his return to Ithaca. Hizs first

_ ancounters with the herdsmen Eumaeus and Philoetius, and with
’yTelemachus, establish the value of laovalty. Simpler human values

are evident in the recognition given hiw by his old dog, Argus,
 who wags his tail and dies, and by *the nurse Eurycleia. These
simp]e scenes are cohtrasted with the boccrish behaviour of the
beggar Trus, and with the .treachery of Melantho and
M;Ianthius. This clear distincticn between the human and
Qirtuous on the aone hand and the brutal! on the otherdistracts our
attention from the brutality with which 0Odysseus  himself

3 ~®ventually routs and exterminates the suitors, The individusals

.
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*
i ‘
.

who made their own history sstablished their power ruthlessly.
This paower 1is also exclusively masculine. The earlier
natural economies had been based an fertility rites gave a

central role to women in the form of goddesses like Circe and
J:';?“- .
T . .
~their priests. In the Howmeric world, however, the role of women

is only to be loyal to their mastars. Penelope resists the
: !

suitors but sxercises indepandent authority only over her maids.
Helen  is a treasureé possessiaon, first of Menelaus, then t5¥
;aris, -and then again of Menslaus. The taithless maids are
ﬁlslaughtered, while and after raids like that on the Cicones even
ziihennblest of wamen are taken off intc slavery in which they are
}vexpected to serve the economic and sexual needs of their lords.
 The rgle of reason and justice which Sdysseus establishes has
clear limits,

If we turn from the tales of Y“owesr to the Bible, an evehn
older work which has served to educate the western world, we
enter into a totally different conception of the mode by which
ihUmans,mnve from nature fd'cu!ture, from a world ruled by natural

‘spirits to one which allows freedom of choice. While for the

Gfeeks the agency of this move was reasan, for the Hebrews it was

God.



