Notes on the Iliad and the Odyssey
Dates and Cultural Background:
The Iliad and the Odyssey are two long poems we know Homer composed orally and recited aloud for largely male audiences. Homer could not write; his language had no written form during his lifetime. This is why the oral versions of the story long predate the first written one.  Homer probably composed 30 or 40 epics of anywhere from twenty thousand to sixty thousand lines each. All but these two are now lost. 
The first written versions of the Iliad and the Odyssey come from Athens.  They date to around 535 B.C.E.  (B.C.E. stands for "Before the Common Era.")  However, the poems were originally composed orally in the 8th or 9th century B.C.E.  The stories refer to events that would have happened in and around the Mediterranean Sea at around 1200 B.C.E.  (See below.)  The war against Troy, or Ilium, actually took place on the western coast of Turkey.  Some of the heroes are apparently real historical figures, as King Gilgamesh was.  For example, the expedition of Greeks against their Trojan cousins was led by a king named Agamemnon, whom we know to be real.  Moreover, the remains of the real Troy have been found; otherwise, we wouldn’t know that its precise location was the Turkish coast.
What was the culture that produced the sagas of the Trojan War (the Iliad; see below) and the nine-year-long voyage of Odysseus, an errant warrior-king who angers the gods and therefore gets lost trying to return home?  If you're familiar with the history of classical Greece, with its powerful, well-organized city states, written language, and high culture, this is not the world of the Iliad or the Odyssey.  Both the poems and the war that loosely inspired them predate classical Athens by hundreds of years.  The people in these stories lived in a more primitive world of nomadic sea-faring warriors, similar in many ways to the Vikings that terrorized northern Europe around two thousand years later (that is, around 1000 A.D. or C.E.).  The Trojan War itself was probably an intermittent series of Viking raids rather than a continuous decade-long siege.  To be sure, these raids were waged against a vital trading port located at a key geographic  location on the trade routes between the West and the East.  Troy was certainly a great city for its day.  But basically, these people—the Trojans and the Greeks—were glorified Vikings or pirates.
So what was the story, anyway?
The Iliad
The first of Homer's surviving epics, called the Iliad, is the story of the conquest of a famous city called Ilium, or Troy. In this poem, Homer organizes the narrative around the differing characters of several Greek warrior-kings. (The Greeks are also called Achians, Argives, and Danaans.) Don’t assume that all the Greek kings are heroes, though.  Many, especially the leader Agamemnon, are brutes who suffer a terrible fate after Troy is defeated.  In Homer’s Iliad, the defeated Trojans are actually more heroic than Homer’s Greeks, and most readers sympathize more with them.  In fact, this is one of the most extraordinary features of Homer’s literary achievement.  So far as we know, he was the first story-teller ever to compose an epic war story that was sympathetic to the enemy his people defeated.  The implications of this are enormous.  (See “The Nature of Greek Tragedy,” below.)
Legend explains the Trojan War as follows:  the Argive warrior-kings have constructed a loose alliance in pursuit of a Trojan prince, Paris Alexandros, who has seduced and abducted Helen, the wife of King Menelaos of Sparta. As the Greeks tell the story, the Greek goddess of love, Aphrodite, has compelled Helen to go with Paris because she’s the most beautiful woman in the world, and Aphrodite has promised Paris the most beautiful woman in the world as a prize for his having sided with her in an argument among the gods.   As the movie Troy tells it, Orlando Bloom is just so handsome that she can’t resist, especially since Menelaos, her husband, is a bit of a pig.
Argive warrior-kings allied against Troy include Menelaus and his older brother Agamemnon (together they are called the Atreidai, or the sons of Atreus). Other Argive warrior-kings include Akhilleus, the hero of the Iliad, and Odysseus, the hero of the Odyssey.  NOTE:  You’re probably used to the Roman spelling and pronunciation of the name Akhilleus.  That would be “Achilles,” pronounced, “Ah-kill-ease.”  I prefer the original Greek, more like “Ahk-ah-lee-ae-oos,” so indulge me.
However, not all Greek tribal chieftains are created equal.  Just as Homer was the first teller of war stories to portray the enemy sympathetically, he was also the first to openly show the vices and weaknesses of his own country’s leaders.  I’ve already mentioned that Agamemnon’s a brute, widely hated by his own men.  Menelaos isn’t as bad as his brother, but he’s not the heroic leader he should be.  In the movie Troy he’s killed in a duel with Paris Alexandros, but this doesn’t happen in the Iliad itself, which explains why the movie of the Odyssey presents him as still alive after the war.  (Don’t let this confuse you.)   By far the worthier tribal chieftains are Akhilleus and Odysseus.  Although of lesser rank than Agamemnon and Menelaos, they are both more heroic.  As I said, Akhilleus is the hero of the Iliad and Odysseus is the hero of the Odyssey.  
The Greeks are known for their unusually complex, flexible, and fluid understanding of what a hero could be.  It follows from this that when tribal chieftains oppose one another, both can sometimes be right, just as both can sometimes be wrong.  (See “The Nature of Greek Tragedy,” below.)  It also follows that they can fight side by side even while not liking each other.  Odysseus and Akhilleus both dislike Agamemnon, even though they’ve agreed to follow him to war with Troy to honor a previous treaty.  You won’t be surprised to hear this.  But you might be surprised to learn that they also don’t like each other.  Akhilleus views Odysseus as a liar and a tool of Agamemnon, while Odysseus views Akhilleus as a man who places his personal honor above the welfare of his troops.  Nevertheless, they’ve all come together to fight in defense of Menelaos’s honor, which has been stained by Helen’s adultery with the Trojan prince Paris Alexandros.  
However, the alliance falls apart—and this is the real subject matter of Homer’s story.  Readers who expect Homer to tell the story of the conquest of Troy will be disappointed by the written text of the Iliad (though not by the movie Troy).  Although he praises and sympathizes with the Trojans, Homer’s main interest isn’t in them.  Their defeat is preordained because of their moral transgression.  The two main Trojan heroes, Prince Hektor and his father King Priam, are deeply tragic because they’re men of much better character than the younger brother, Prince Paris, whose moral transgression they’re forced by family loyalty to defend.  What mainly interests Homer, though, is not the war with Troy.   Homer cares most about the quarrels among the Greeks that almost cause their own downfall.  Thus, the focus of most of the Iliad is the bickering between Agamemnon and Akhilleus, which almost leads to the burning of the entire Greek fleet.  
The outlines of this quarrel are as follows:  Akhilleus challenges the authority of Agamemnon by telling him to give up one of his captive war brides, a daughter of a priest of Apollo.  According to Akhilleus, the father of this concubine has prayed to Apollo to curse the Greeks with the plague until Agamemnon gives her back.  Agamemnon is enraged at the insubordination of Akhilleus. He gives back the priest’s daughter, but demands that Akhilleus’s own war bride, Briseis, be taken from Akhilleus and sent to his bed instead.  Akhilleus actually loves Briseis and won’t tolerate this outrage.  (Probably he wouldn’t tolerate it even if he didn’t love her; he’s not the kind of guy who tolerates a lot.)  As a result, Akhilleus withdraws from the war, taking his entire army, the Myrmidons, with him.  Without them Agamemnon can’t win, so he’s in big trouble.    
The deadlock between the two men is broken when the younger cousin of Akhilleus, a fifteen-year-old named Patroklos, goes into battle impersonating Akhilleus and wearing his armor.  Thinking that Patroklos is Akhilleus, the Myrmidons follow.  But Patroklos can’t live up to his older cousin’s reputation as a warrior, and in trying to do so, he’s killed.  This obligates Akhilleus to return to the battle in order to kill Prince Hektor, not because of Agamemnon’s quarrel with Hektor and the Trojans, but because Akhilleus himself now has a personal quarrel with them.  To honor Patroklos, he has to kill the man who killed him.  (That’s Hektor.)  In the process, Akhilleus knows he’ll be killed himself, but that’s less important to him than the honor of the cousin he loved.
Partly because of the endless bickering between Agamemnon and Akhilleus, the war has gone on longer than it should.   It continues even after both the Trojan Prince Hektor and the Greek champion Akhilleus are dead.  No one is able to conquer Troy until at last, after ten years of fighting, Odysseus comes up with a plan to conquer the city. Odysseus's plan displays, at one and the same time, his great intelligence and the character liability attached to this gift. Realizing that the Trojans are a naturally superstitious people, and that they're desperate after this ten-year war, Odysseus decides to see if he can get them to fall for a ruse that exploits these weaknesses.   These events are shown both in the movie Troy and in the movie of the Odyssey, although they don’t actually happen in either poem.  The story goes like this:
Odysseus and a platoon of soldiers climb into a giant, hollow wooden horse constructed on the beach. The rest of the Argives pretend to set sail for home, although actually they're only hiding in their ships on the other side of a cape that borders the Trojan bay. One Argive soldier is left on the beach as a plant. His job is to tell the Trojans the horse is a peace offering to Athena, left by the Greeks who have given up their assault on Troy. The soldier instructs the gullible Trojans to take the horse into the city so it can be offered to Athena at their temple. They do so. Later at night, Odysseus and his platoon creep out of the belly of the horse and open the gates of Troy for the rest of the Argive army. This famous story is alluded to in Book 4 of the Odyssey, but not mentioned at all in the Iliad, which concludes before the sack of Troy takes place.  (For the record, the last line of the Iliad is something like “Thus ended the funeral of Hektor, the tamer of horses.”)
Who’s real and who’s not:  King Agamemnon is widely regarded as a real king.  The reality of most of the other characters is less certain, but only Patroklos is not mentioned by any other source.  Akhilleus was believed to be a real historical figure, and in fact was worshipped in some areas of Greece in the way Hercules was worshipped, as one of only a handful of men to have become immortal gods.  Homer himself didn’t believe in the divinity of Akhilleus, and made it one of the central themes of the Iliad.  This story is tragic precisely because Akhilleus must forfeit his life to avenge the death of his beloved cousin Patroklos.  Without that, his heroism would be much less compelling.
The Odyssey
In the Odyssey, Odysseus's triumph at Troy is followed by a hard fate afterwards, which is to become lost at sea for nine years after leaving Troy. The immediate reason for his fate is a curse on his head put in effect by the sea god Poseidon, and the events that provoke the curse can be found in Book 9 of the Odyssey. Basically, Odysseus brags about having blinded Poseidon's son, the cyclops Polyphemos. This is intolerable to Poseidon. And what can I say? If you really anger the god of the ocean, and the only way you can get home is by boat, you're in trouble.
However, let me suggest to you that there's a reason for Odysseus's bragging in Book 9. To begin with, it's out of character. Odysseus at Troy is the most prudent and cautious of the Greek commanders. He’s also the least emotional man, the one with the most self-control. It could be, then, that his success at taking Troy by stealth has weakened his modesty and made him vulnerable to mistakes. Possibly the war has brutalized him and made him less civilized, too. However it happens, he messes up in a big way and pays for it in a big way, although he ultimately does get home. This journey is the subject matter of the Odyssey.
But the Odyssey isn’t just about Odysseus.  It’s also about other characters related to Odysseus who take mysterious journeys, overcome terrible odds, and ultimately grow and change enough to triumph over their enemies.
In class, you'll see a movie of the Odyssey. That movie tells the story of Odysseus's life and journey in strict chronological order. It begins with the birth of his son Telemachus, following with his departure for Troy, the war itself, his exploits on the journey home, his arrival home, and his conquest of rival suitors who have tried to force Odysseus's loyal wife Penelope to declare Odysseus dead and marry another man. 
But when you read the poem, don’t expect the events to happen in this order.  The poem, like all traditional epics, starts in the middle of the action. Chronologically it begins at the end of Odysseus's travels, not at the beginning. Moreover, the focus is not on Odysseus at all in the beginning. Rather it's on his wife Penelope and his son Telemachus, who are not important in the beginning of the movie.
In any case, both in the movie and in the written poem, the story is as much the story of Odysseus’s family as it is of Odysseus himself.  In particular, his son Telemachus is the focus. A boy who has grown up without a father, he's too weak to assume the throne he's set to inherit in a matter of weeks, on his 20th birthday. (He was an infant when Odysseus left for Troy.) A hundred rivals or "suitors" of his mother Penelope have therefore laid seige to his father's home. Moreover, they intend to kill Telemachus before his next birthday so that there's no longer a question of Penelope's staying unmarried and passing Odysseus's throne on to his son. Telemachus must learn more about his father so that he can prepare to defend his father's title and his own, alongside his father, when Odysseus returns. To that end, he eventually decides to make a journey to visit Menelaos to learn the truth about Troy and about his father from this man who was there.  
Therefore, the story of the Odyssey is simultaneously the story of Odysseus's homecoming and Telemachus's development (growth from boyhood to manhood). There's a natural connection between these two subplots of the story because one of the underlying assumptions of the text is that a son's character will mirror his father's. In both the book and the film, it’s clear that all who know Odysseus and meet Telemachus for the first time are struck by Telemachus's similiarity to his father. The similarity is intellectual and moral as well as physical. Homer suggests that the life of the father and the life of the son teach similar moral and intellectual lessons. 
For example, one of the main lessons illustrated both by the return of Odysseus and the maturing of Telemachus is that true intelligence is emotional as well as mental. Such intelligence is rooted first and foremost in an appreciation for the sufferings of others. Note that in the Odyssey, there are no unkind men who are intelligent and no kind men who are stupid. Unkindness and stupidity are always united in a man's character, as they are in the characters of the suitors. And kindness and intelligence are always united in the characters of their superiors, as they are in the characters of Telemachus, Athena when she's in human disguise, Nestor, and Menelaos. 
It's therefore fitting that both the film and the book involve two parallel plots happening simultaneously, one the story of Telemachus and the other the story of Odysseus. Both stories are richer because they reflect each other.
In order to get home, Odysseus must battle a host of witches, giants, watersprites, demigods, and demons.  For the record, they weren’t regarded by Greek listeners as real.  Instead, Homer used common regional folktales to represent struggles within Odysseus’s mind.  According to Freud, this makes Homer the world’s first psychologist.  He’s also sometimes called the world’s first modern novelist.  This isn’t just because Odysseus battles symbolic monsters.   It’s also because Odysseus must return to his house disguised as a beggar to defeat his enemies.  This symbolic humbling of the king is very important.  Odysseus’s willingness to endure suffering rather than simply inflict it on others is the reason why he represents the new “real man” Homer hoped the Greek tribal chiefs would become.
The conclusion of the Odyssey is never really in doubt.  Odysseus will make it home because the gods decree it and because his character warrants it.   To the Greeks, these two statements really say the same thing.  For that same reason, Telemachus and Penelope will survive and the family will be reunited.  They, like King Odysseus, are deserving.  They’ve earned the right to the greatest of all earthly rewards, a happy family.  (After all, it was an unhappy family that started the Trojan War in the first place.)  Homer is so preoccupied with this idea that he takes pains to make the ending look happier than it is.  As he tells it, the story leads us to believe the reunion is permanent and the family stays together, though Greek legend says otherwise.
CHARACTERS
While the Odyssey is full of characters, there aren't many whose names you need to know. 
Gods:
Zeus, the king of the gods. He's represented in nature by thunder and lightning, and in the minds of men by kingliness, or, in a negative sense, by arrogance. He resolves all disputes among the gods and often among men as well.
Athena, the only daugher of Zeus by his first wife Metis, who was the goddess of Prudence. Since Zeus ate Metis, she sits in his head, guiding his decisions. That's where she gave birth to Athena, who sprang straight from her father's forehead. Athena is the goddess of common sense or cleverness, and a champion of the intelligent Argive warriors, especially Odysseus.
Poseidon, god of the ocean and of natural disaster, also god of neurosis and psychosis. He usually wages war against people he doesn't like either by wrecking them at sea, making them lose their wits, or both, as he does to Odysseus. Think of Poseidon as Zeus's somewhat dim-witted and resentful older brother.
In terms of the plot of the Odyssey, Athena and Poseidon are at war with one another for the fate of Odysseus's soul.
Demi-gods:
These include many of the characters of books 9-12, at least the ones who are magical but not monsters. The most important three are two witches, Circe and Calypso, and a one-eyed giant named Polyphemos. (See more detailed notes on the readings.)
Mortals (men & women):
These can be further subdivided into the dead and the living. The living include Odysseus himself and his family (chiefly his wife Penelope and his son Telemachus). They include the suitors who besiege Odysseus's house. They also include various servants of Odysseus, notably Eurykleia (the old nurse) and Eumaeus (the pig herder), who are loyal, and Melanthos the serving girl, who is not. (She's having an affair with Eurymachus, the self-appointed head of the suitors.) Two other living men of note are Nestor and Menelaus, the two Trojan heroes Telemachus visits in Books 3 & 4 (and of course Menelaus's famous wife Helen, who started it all).
The dead are described at length in the notes on Book 11. Most notable are Odysseus's mother Antiklyeia, a prophet named Tereisias, and three dead heroes of Troy, Agamemnon, Ajax, and Akhilleus.
ALLEGORICAL NAMES:
In the Odyssey, several characters have symbolic names. If all the symbolic names are interpreted together, they suggest an allegorical component to this story. Here are the ones I remember:
Odysseus comes from the same root word as "odor" and "odorous." Literally, then, Odysseus is named "Stinky." The usual translation is "Trouble."
The name of his mother, Antiklyeia, means "Against Glory." Its meaning is curiously paired with that of the cyclops Polyphemos, which means "Many Fames."
Odysseus's criminal grandfather, who named him, is called Autolycus. This means "Lone Wolf."
The blind prophet who tells Odysseus's fortune in hell is named Tereisias, and his name means "Exhaustion" and/or "Rowing."
The witch who hold Odysseus captive until his return is named Calypso, and her name means "Oblivion."
By the way, I apologize for my not-always-consistent spellings of the Greek names. These are spelled somewhat differently in different translations, and after a few years, the spellings scrambled together in my mind. If there's ever a time when you don't know whom I mean, ask me.
The Nature of Greek Tragedy
In the ethically ambiguous world of Greek epic saga and tragedy, a man can be right and still incur the wrath of the gods. He can also do the right thing and pay for it with death, even though the gods sympathize and would rather see him live.  The greatness of Greek literature can largely be attributed to the Greek ability to see both right and wrong in all directions and on all sides of a quarrel. The Greeks saw nothing illogical in the fact that even though their ancestors, the Argives, fought a just war for a just cause at Troy, they still set themselves up for divine retribution for causing so much horror and for destroying a city so loved by the gods.  
The Greeks had a uniquely powerful view of the tragedy of the human condition.  They’re known for this as much as they’re known for any other intellectual achievement.  To appreciate their view, consider the following tragic conflicts.
From the Iliad:
· By pursuing the woman he loved, Paris Alexandros destroyed the people and city he loved.

· By defending his brother Paris, Hekor got himself and the rest of his family killed.

· Hektor could have run from the conflict, saving his life and the lives and freedom of his wife and son.  But by doing so, he would have betrayed his honor, and would thus have become hateful to them even though he’d saved their lives.

· In the pursuit of love, Helen has made herself the most hated woman on earth.

· By refusing to fight for Agamemnon, Akhilleus saves his own honor but destroys the life and honor of his beloved Patroklos.

· By fighting to honor Patroklos, Akhilleus assures his own doom, which is the last thing Patroklos would have wanted.  

· Briseis must choose between love of Akhilleus and love of her uncle, her cousins, and her country.  She can’t have both.  (This is mainly in the film, but is consistent with many other Greek myths about the tragic fates of women caught up in the wars of men.  See book 11 of the Odyssey.)

· King Priam enters the Greek camp in secret after Hektor is killed, not in order to sabotage the Greek army, as we might expect, but in order to kiss the hands of Akhilleus and beg for the return of the body of his son Hektor, which Akhilleus has desecrated.  Rather than spearing Priam, as we might expect, Akhilleus greets him with honor, praises him, gives him everything he wants, and says, in effect, “I wish the man I fight for was half the king you are.”  This is the climactic scene of the written Iliad, clearly more important to Homer than the sack of Troy itself.  It’s one of the most powerful tragic scenes in all western literature, and is even more poignant in the Iliad than in the movie Troy.  For example, in the Iliad, Akhilleus only agrees to release the body of Hektor to Priam after demanding that Priam first feast with him and essentially pretend to be his father while he essentially pretends to be Hektor, Priam’s son.  After all, Akhilleus argues, this must be the will of the gods, or they would never have parted me from my real father and you from your real son only to bring us together this way in death.  Trust me, it works, and leaves every reader of the Iliad stunned.  

· During the siege of Troy, only the bullies and cowards are left alive to witness the outcome (with the exception of Odysseus, of course).  For example, the sleazy King Agamemnon has the “honor” of killing the great Priam (at least in the film), and the cowardly prince Paris has the “honor” of killing Akhilleus (again, in the film).  This may not be the opposite of what we expect, but it’s surely the opposite of what SHOULD happen.  While the movie bends the plot of the Iliad a little to make this happen, it’s consistent with Homer’s themes and with the Greek view of the tragedy of war.

From the Odyssey:

· To return home to Penelope, Odysseus must make love to other women.

· To have any chance of seeing Odysseus again, Penelope must pretend to entertain other suitors.

· To reclaim his throne, Odysseus must pretend to be a beggar instead of a king.

· To teach his son honor, Odysseus must teach him to accept defeat.  (This is only in the film, but it’s still a great scene and is consistent with Homer’s values.)

· To grow strong, Telemachus must pretend to be weak.

· Before the gods will allow him to kill the suitors, Odysseus must try to win them over to his side.  (This is only in the book, but maybe you can get some sense of it from the film.)

These paradoxes are more tragic in the Iliad and more ironic in the Odyssey, but both stories show the Greeks’ profound sense that the human condition is always much more ambiguous and complicated than it seems.  This is why Sigmund Freud claims that the Greeks understood human nature better than any people who’ve ever lived, before or since.
