Study Guide – The Odyssey, Book I: Introductions

More background info that you need:

· Vocabulary: 

      Achaeans, Argives = Greeks

Atrides = Agamemnon (also could be Menelaus). Name for any son of Atreus (who was the father of Menelaus + Agamemnon

Agamemnon and His Family 

When Agamemnon left Troy after the war,  he had one extra passenger on his trip home—Priam’s prophetic daughter and Apollo’s crush, Cassandra! (Yes,  Agamemnon took Cassandra as his concubine.) Agamemnon probably had a stressful journey home because,  in addition to the storm sent by Poseidon, he had to deal with Cassandra’s screams about how death awaited them when they arrived back in Greece. Of course, Cassandra knew that Clytemnestra had been waiting for more than 10 years to get her revenge on Agamemnon for killing their daughter Iphigenia. (Question( Why did Agamemnon kill Iphigenia?). 

Don’t feel too sorry for Clytemnestra because she had some help in getting through those 10 years. She took a lover named Aegisthus, who joined in her plot to kill Agamemnon. Aegisthus saw an opportunity to become official king himself if Agamemnon was “eliminated”! Aegisthus was warned by the gods not to get involved with Clytemnestra, but this warning  only made Clytemnestra  more desirable to Aegisthus. (The Greeks understood that we often crave that which we are told we can’t have.)

When Agamemnon arrived home at his palace gates, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus were waiting.  Agamemnon laughed off Cassandra’s warnings and walked in, shouting, “Honey, I’m home” (in ancient Greek, of course). Agamemnon was promptly and brutally stabbed by Aegisthus, and Cassandra was murdered by Clytemnestra. 

The tragedy and suffering didn’t end there.  Before he left for Troy, Agamemnon had a son named Orestes. When Agamemnon arrived home, Orestes was in his 20’s, and  under the moral duties imposed on sons by Greek religious beliefs,  Orestes was obligated to avenge his father’s murder. (There weren’t any police, so the oldest male became “the enforcer” of the family.) The problem was that Orestes had to kill his mother if he was to avenge his father. (Tough choice, huh?) In the end, Orestes showed  his sense of duty by killing his mother. To the Greeks this was a sign of Orestes’s toughness and manliness because he didn’t back down from his duty as the surviving “man of the family”!

Athena will hold Orestes up as a model to Telemachus when she visits Telemachus and tells him to grow up and act like a man. Times haven’t changed –even back then  adults were getting on the nerves of the younger generation by asking “Why can’t you be more like [insert name “perfect child” here]?

The cast (at least the first round…) – Identify who each is and a connection with Book 1

“the man of twists and turns”=

Poseidon *

Calypso *

Athena

Mentes

Nestor *

Menelaus *

Telemachus

Penelope 

Laertes *

Eurycleia

Eurymachus

Antinous

Bonus: Can you figure out what an * signifies after a character’s name?

Watch out for Agamemnon + his family—they are used as foils 

Orestes

Agamemnon

Aegisthus

The setting(s) (also see customs for a sense of the settings)

Where is Odysseus?

Where is Poseidon?

Where are the gods?

Where does Athena go to meet w/ Telemachus?

The plot: This chapter sets up a lot of tasks  that set the plot in motion:

What does the poet ask the Muse to do?

What does Athena want Zeus to do?

What does Athena assign to herself to do?

What does Athena say that Hermes should do?

What does Telemachus wish his father would do?

What does Athena/ Mentes tell Telemachus to do? (Be accurate-there are 2 tasks and one thing to “think about.”See lines 311- 350)

The themes (just the first few—there are many more!) 

It is a religious duty to be a good host. Re-read lines 144-168; 355-360. What actions does Telemachus indicate he should do for his guest?

Lies, deception, and craftiness are okay sometimes; anyway, it’s just part of the human (and divine) condition. Who engages in deception in this chapter? How many examples of lies and/or deception can you spot? 

Language and style: Read/ review the handout on epic style. 

What and where is the Invocation of the Muse?

What is an epithet? Can you find one?

Something to consider (This means I’ll probably ask this on a test): Books I- IV are sometimes referred to as the “Telemachy,” the story of Telemachus, son of Odysseus. What possible reasons would Homer have to begin with a focus on Telemachus, rather than on Odysseus himself?

Ancient Greek Customs to note: 

· gods (esp. Athena) turning into birds

· using a father’s name + -ides as a type of nickname. (This is called a patronymic.) 

 
So what would your patronymic be?  ________________________________

· The Greeks had a thing for hair. Find at least one reference to hair & cite it by line number. ___

· Xenia- what’s that?

SUMMING UP:

1. What  have you learned about Odysseus?

· What do you predict will happen next to Odysseus?

2. What have you learned about Telemachus?

· What do you predict will happen next to Telemachus?

3. What have you learned about epics?

4. What have you learned about ancient Greece?

Bridge to Book 5 

In Books 2-4, Telemachus follows Athena’s advice and calls a council meeting. It is a disaster: he is insulted by the suitors and ends up crying and throwing his staff on the ground in frustration. Athena (still in disguise) helps him to borrow a ship and crew,  and she sails with him and his crew to visit Nestor. Nestor has no news of Odysseus, but Nestor suggests that Telemachus visit Menelaus. This would involve a trip over land, so Nestor lends Telemachus  his best chariot (host-guest duties!)  Nestor also sends his own son (Pisistratus) to keep Telemachus company and show him how a prince acts. Telemachus and Pisistratus take off in Nestor’s awesome chariot on the first “excellent” road trip in literature—two  20-year -old guys in a king’s chariot with a set of fast horses headed for the ancient Greek version of Manhattan ( Sparta!

In Sparta,  Menelaus and the fair Helen entertain  Telemachus  and Pisistratus in style. Helen and Menelaus exchange passive aggressive nasty remarks with each other.  Helen calls herself “a shameless whore,” and then gives everyone drugs to forget his or her problems. Menelaus does have some news of Odysseus—he knows that 7 years after Troy fell, Odysseus was alive and held captive on Calypso’s island. (He was told this by a deity .) He’s not sure  if Odysseus is still alive, but this is the first news that Telemachus has heard that Odysseus survived for at least 7 years after Troy fell.)
Meanwhile, back in Ithaca, the suitors realize that Telemachus has gone. They fear he is raising an army, so they borrow a boat and go out in the bay to wait for him, planning to kill him before he returns to Ithaca.  THIS IS THE LAST WE WILL SEE OF TELEMACHUS UNTIL BOOK 15, BECAUSE THE SCENE NOW SHIFTS TO ODYSSEUS AND HIS ISSUES ON CALYPSO’S ISLAND.  

