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Classical Mythology has been one of the most successful 
Humanities courses in academic curriculum, not because 
it teaches myths, but first of all it dispels myths, 
demystifies them, and corrects misconceptions while 
opening new paths of thought, inspiring creativity and 
imagination. 

 JOURNEY- External _ Internal 

ODYSSEUS (Lonely Hero)- JASON (Team)- 

OEDIPUS (internal journey)- PERSEUS- Anthropological 
Readings 

MYTH number 1: What is myth? 



  Basic Terminology 
 Myth from ancient Greek mythos =utterance, speech.  A myth involves a story 

that is told and heard by people, product of a storyteller or singer transmitted 
by tradition from person to person.  The stories are primarily concerned with 
gods and mortals. 

 Myth (a story about gods/goddesses and mortals) cognate with the word mythos 
in ancient Greek.  The word mythos synonymous with logos, and epos.  Yet, not 
exactly so.  If there are more words in a language to signify the same things, 
then these things are not exactly the same, or else there wouldn‟t be a need for 
a different word.  A mythologos was a storyteller.  Already in classical Greece, in 
Herodotos, we see the use of the word mythos in a sense closer to our notion of 
myth.  But what about earlier uses of the word? MYTHOS and HOMER 

 Myth as speech, myth and narrative.  Myth and storytelling.  Myth as marked 
speech,  

 Richard Martin‟s work using speech-act theory.  How a perspective from 
linguistics illuminates our own understanding of the words and their functions. 
MYTHOS not just any speech, but AUTHORITATIVE SPEECH.  Explain how.  



Where does myth come from? 

 Origins of Greek Mythology in oral tradition.  Influence by 

other traditions of the East (Egypt, Mesopotamia etc). 

 The oldest surviving myths as they appear in the narrative of 

Homer and Hesiod, epics in a crystallized form that spring 

from a rich oral tradition. 

 Contextualizing Greek Myths. 



Traditional character of myth 
 Traditional character of myth.  Case of the myth of Atlantis in 

Plato (heard it from Critias, his uncle, who heard it from his 

grandfather, from his father, from Solon, from Egypt, and 

intended this to be the subject matter for a poem that was 

either never composed or lost for ever as Atlantis (Plato, 

Timaeus 20e-21e) 



Myth and Literature 
  Literature the most important source of myth.  A myth 

transcends literature.  It does not coincide with a 

particular text or literary genre.   

 We will often investigate the same myth through a 

variety of sources, looking at different versions due to 

the traditional character in the transmission of myth, and 

the absence of an apocalyptic religion. 



MYTH and HISTORY 
 If this relationship had a facebook status, it would be 

“complicated.”  By the way, my program underlined the word 
facebook as wrong, which means I need to seriously update my 
computer programs. 

Let us now focus on what makes a hero heroic? Etymology of the 
word does not help much  here.  

 In my readings of ancient literature, it‟s not good and how it 
overcomes evil, nor always justice.  Several Greek heroes have 
been quite naughty by different standards, and not always just.  
But they have something compelling, something that has made 
their lifetime last until today.  I am not going to argue about the 
inherent beauty of stories or any other romantic view.  Instead, I 
will propose that Greek heroes were famous, because they had 
fame and glory, a word that in Homeric greek is “KLEOS” 



HEROES- GLORY- JOURNEY 

 How do heroes acquire their glory, or else their “KLEOS” 

 Analyze the root of the word KLEOS and its COGNATE 

GLORY 

 KLEOS comes from a verb “kluo” which means to hear. 

 So, glory is what is heard about, or else, it is the stories that 

go around you that make you famous.   

 Let‟s start with Odysseus.  The Best of the Achaeans.  The one 

who achieved his return home (safe and sound), but also the 

one who made his own story, his own glory.   



What makes good story telling  

 Now we come to my main point:  

 A JOURNEY, pivotal idea. 

 Old views that wanted journey to reflect an early era of 

colonization (roughly 8th c BC) of small Greek city states that 

sought to expand physically by colonizing other cities, and 

thus, solve economic issues. 



Books 1-6 

Homer’s Odyssey 



 

 

 
The ‘Telemachy’ (Books 1-4) 

red-figured vase-TELEMACHUS talking to his mother PENELOPE 



The first part of the ODYSSEY 
 At the time when the poem begins, Odysseus is in the middle of 

his adventures 

 The poem begins with the scene of ITHACA, Odysseus‟ 
homeland. 

 The beginning of the Odyssey (books 1-4) is about TELEMACHUS, 
son of Odysseus, looking for his father. 

 PENELOPE, the wife of ODYSSEUS, is besiged by suitors who 
want to marry her and get the kingdom. 

 Political reading of the ODYSSEY.   



BEGINNING OF THE POEM 

ODYSSEY, book 1, lines 1-10 
“Of the man tell me, O Muse, the man of many ways, who traveled 

afar after he had sacked the holy city of Troy.  He experienced the 
cities and the thoughts of many men, and his spirit suffered many 
sorrows on the sea, as he labored for his own life and for the 
homecoming of his companions.  Yet even so he could not protect 
his companions, much though he wished it, for they perished by 
their own folly, when thoughtlessly they had eaten the cattle of 
Helius, Hyperion, the sun-god.  And the god took away the day of 
their homecoming.  From some point in these things, O goddess, 
daughter of Zeus, begin to tell me also the tale.” 



The “Telemachy” as Bildungsroman 
 A young fatherless man finds the courage to assert himself.  

Explain the etymology and meaning of name Telemachus. 
 He leaves home, visits two powerful kingdoms, and comes back a 

man 
 Other examples of Bildungsromane: Mark Twain, The Adventures of 

Hucklberry Finn; Charles Dickens, Great Expectations; Philip Roth, 
Portnoy’s Complaint, Rowlings Harry Potter  

 Book 1 begins with an Invocation to the Muse, the presentation of 
the gods and their intervention, especially Athena and Zeus, 
Athena‟s disguise as Mentes 

 The epic is around Ithaca and the palace of Odysseus, where there 
is a banquet of the suitors. 

 Phemius‟s song and Penelope‟s reaction 
 Telemachus and Penelope 
 The arrogance of the suitors 

 



Book 2 

 Telemachus calls an 
assembly 

 Penelope‟s „trick‟ and its 
importance for poetics.  
Weaving threads, weaving 
thoughts, weaving poems. 

 Telemachus announces his 
intention to leave 

 The departure 



Book 3 

 Telemachus at Pylos 

 Nestor arrived at PYLOS safely.  He narrates 

the events of the war at Troy and the returns 

of the Achaeans.  He tells Telemachus how 

Menelaus lost all his fleet except for 5 ships 

in a storm off Crete, and reached EGYPT.  

After seven years, he and Helen returned to 

Sparta, home, where they resumed their 

rule. 

 NOSTOI: stories about returns home (NOSTOS-

return home) 

 Telemachus‟s departure for Sparta 



Book 4 
 

 Menelaus‟s hospitality 

 Menelaus and Helen recognize Telemachus due to 

resemblance to his father. 

 They all cry in grief over old memories, and Helen puts a 

soothing drug in their wine  

 The tale of Menelaus‟s journey home 

 Menelaus recalled that while stranded in Egypt, he was 

forced to capture Proteus, who told him news of Odysseus, 

and how he was still alive but was imprisoned by Calypso on 

her island.  

 Meanwhile, back in Ithaca… 



(Bks 5-6) 

Odysseus, Calypso, and Nausicaa 



Book 5 

 Odysseus on the island of OGYGIA 

 We first meet ODYSSEUS here 

 Calypso = goddess and queen of the 
island. 

 Importance of name 

 She kept Odysseus for seven years 

 She offers Odysseus immortality 

 Odysseus‟s choice 

 CALYPSO lets go of ODYSSEUS with 
the demand of HERMES  



Odysseus and Calypsο- 

Detail of a Vase painting from the 400s BC 

 



Jan Brueghel the Elder, A Fantastic cave with Odysseus and Calypso, ca. 

1616. Oil on canvas. Johnny van Haeften Gallery, London, UK.  

 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c0/Odysseus_and_Calypso.jpg


Book 6 

The shipwreck on the island of 
the Phaeacians, SCHERIA 

Odysseus meets NAUSICAA 
at the river where she went to 
wash the clothes with her 
maids after ATHENA had put 
this idea in her mind (through 
a dream) plotting that 
Odysseus would be met. 

Odysseus helped by female 
figures. 

Odysseus at the palace 

 

 
Rubens Painting 



Munich 2322- Red-figure Amphora-Nausicaa Painter -440 

B.C 



The other side of the above- Odysseus (naked on the lefet) 

Athena, the protectng goddess, and then NAUSICAA right 

of Athena, one of her maids on the other side 

 



 

http://www.calliope.free-online.co.uk/odyssey/od7.htm


Munich 2322- Red-figure Amphora-Nausicaa Painter -440 

B.C.  



Nausicaa and Odysseus-Boston, MFA 04.18-Pyxis 

lid 430 B.C. 







H. Matisse   Odysseus and Nausicaa Original soft-ground 

etching, 1935 (of a series of Odyssey inspired themes) 



WHY THE PHAECIAN EpiSODE SO 

CENTRAL 

THIS IS WHERE the stories about Odysseus‟ journey are told. 

Odysseus as the maker of his own story.  It‟s a story about the self 

defeating the other. 

Also, a story of the „biggest loser‟ who wanted to achieve his 

NOSTOS, his return home, after he had lost everything and 

everyone. 

Emphasis in ancient sources (both text and visual) on the naked 

ODYSSEUS. 

Ultimately, Karanika‟s reading.  The journey of Odysseus is this 

fantastic journey because it is the journey of a mature re-inventing  

yourself. 

 



THE “REAL” ODYSSEY 
 Begins with the scene at the island of the PHAECIANS, which was called 

“SCHERIA.”  

 Odysseus‟ adventures will be narrated by ODYSSEUS himself as a gift to the 
PHAEACIANS.  His storytelling will be his gift to the people who offer him 
hospitality, to the king and queen of the Phaecians. It‟s a first person narration 
which will begins from book 9-12. 

 HERO=Performer of oral traditional storytelling. 

 ODYSSEUS is the paradigmatic hero, the paradigmatic performer. 

 ODYSSEUS- HERO-PERFORMER-POET. 

 Poet/Poetry relate to a verb in Greek (poio) that means “to make” 

 Odysseus is the hero who is a performer.  He is also a poet in the true sense of 
the word, he is the “MAKER” of his own adventures 

 He is the one who presents his adventures. 

 

 



ODYSEUS’ ADVENTURES 
 The Cicones and the Lotus Eaters 
  Cicones at the Thracian city of Ismarus sacked by Odysseus 
  Odysseus and his comrades received gift of wine for sparing Maron, priest of 

Apollo 
  Lotus Eaters - Fruit of the lotus, which blots out the desire to return home  -

friendly reception, yet dangerous because of danger to forget. 
 Themes of eating-drinking 
 The Cyclopes (One-Eyed Giants) 
  Polyphemus, son of Poseidon 
  Polyphemus‟ cave- Structuralist approach –Nature vs Culture 
  Polyphemus got drunk with Maron‟s wife that Od. Gave him.  Odysseus as 

Nobody (Outis) 
  Blinding of the Polyphemus- He was crying “Nobody is killing me”>the other 

Cyclopes did no help thinking that everything was fine. 
  Escape on the underside of a ram 
  Disclosure of Odysseus‟ name as he was sailing away 

  Polyphemus‟ curse “Grant that Odysseus may not return home, but if it is fated 
for him once more to see those who loves and reach his home and country, then let him 
arrive after many years in distress, without his companions, upon another‟s ship, and may 
he find trouble in his house” 

      From  book 9.        His wish was granted. 

 



Aeolus and the Laestrygonians - CIRCE 
 Aeolus and the Laestrygonians 

 Aeolus, keeper of the winds 

 Gift to Odysseus: bag of winds 

 Stupidity of Odysseus‟ men (they thought the bad had gold and opened it) 

  Aeolus‟ refusal of additional aid 

  Laestrygonians: sinking of all of Odysseus‟ ships but his own 

 

 Circe 

  Island of Aeaea 

  Sorceress, daughter of the Sun (HELIUS) 

  Men transformed into swine 

  Hermes‟ aid: “moly” an antidote, magic herb, to counter Circe‟s charms – 
Odysseus remains unharmed 

  Odysseus spends one year with Circe; birth of Telegonus 

  Circe counsels journey to Underworld 

 



The Nekuia (Book of the Dead) 

Odyssey, Book 11 

 

  Seer Tiresias foretold the disaster that would await Odysseus on his 
journey.  He would reach home but alone after many years. 

  Meeting with old comrades (Stories of return- NOSTOI 

 Agamemnon 

  Achilles tells Odysseus that he would rather be a slave to a poor man on 
earth than be king over all the sould of the dead-  Reconsideration on the 
Iliadic world 

  Ajax 

 Last hero that Odysseus in the Underworld sees is the phantom of 
HERACLES.  The real Heracles is on Mount OLYMPUS, but his PHANTOM 
is in the UNDERWORLD, in Hades. 

 



The Sirens, the Planctae, Charybdis, 

and Scylla 
- In Homer the Sirens are human in form. 

  In the later tradition they become birdlike, with women‟s heads (see classical iconography) 

  The song of the Sirens- Odyssey book 12 

 “Come hither Odysseus, great glory of the Achaeans! Halt your ship so that you may hear our 
voice.  For no one yet has sailed past this place in a black ship before hearing our sweet song.  
Then he sails on joyfully and endowed with greater knowledge.  For we know all that the 
Argives and the Trojans endured in the broad plain of Troy through the will of the gods.  And we 
know everything that happens upon the fertile earth” 

 Song of Sirens- Epic POETRY- FEMALE POETRY (feminist approach) in competition with 
Odyssean View.  The SIRENS competitors to ODYSSEUS.  An alternate tradition- same material 
about the Trojan war. 

 

  Odysseus lashed to the mast; crew‟s ears stopped up with wax 

  Next adventure “The Wandering Rocks” (Planctae) 

  Scylla, monster with girdle of six dogs‟ heads 

  Charybdis, a whirlpool 

 

 

 



1-Mt. Olympus 2. TROY 3. CICONES 4. LOTUS EATERS  5. CYCLOPS6-

Aeolia's Island 7. Laestrygonians  8. Circe’s AEA 9. Land of the Dead – 

10. Sirens 11-Scylla & Charybdis 12-Calypso 13-Ithaca 
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Another map trying to locate 

“legendary” places of the Odyssean 

journey 

http://summit.k12.co.us/schools/shs/computer/lfrykholm/bigmap.html


Odysseus’ Return to ITHACA 
  Suitors courting Penelope 

  Penelope‟s ruse of the loom 

  Telemachus, growing to manhood, but still too young to succeed his 
father 

  Odysseus, recognized by Eumaeus and Telemachus 

  Odysseus‟ entrance into the palace in the guise of a beggar 

  Ill treatment by Melanthius, a hanger-on 

  Argus, Odysseus‟ old dog, recognizes his master and dies 

  Odysseus receives insults from the suitors and another beggar, Irus 

  Euryclea, Odysseus‟ old nurse 

  The contest of the bow 

 



Odysseus and Polyphemus 

Black figure vase 6th century BC 

 



Odysseus and his companions blinding the Cyclops 

Laconian black figure cup 

560 BC 

 


