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The Odyssey

Throughout many literary works, the main character endures a long and dangerous journey that occasionally results in his or her growth as a person.  He or she experiences some type of transformative moment that results in a different outlook on life.  In Homer’s The Odyssey, Odysseus experiences a journey only a god-like man could survive.  It was a grueling physical journey that pushed Odysseus to his limits and resulted in massive amounts of dest
ruction to many of the people he encountered.  Contrary to the many other works of fiction in which the protagonist grows as a person, Odysseus did not change.  He had a primarily physical journey in which he maintained his proud ego.  With a journey partially focused on pride and essentially given to him by the gods, Odysseus did not change in any appreciable way; on the other hand, his son Telemachus experienced growth in the fo
rm of his journey to adulthood.  


In a journey to make it home to his wife, Odysseus had another less pron
ounced goal in mind: making a name for himself.  This goal, however subtle, was apparent in many of the challenges Odysseus faced along his journey.  It was part of his goal from the beginning of the journey, the Trojan War, and stayed with him to the end of the epic.  With his mind set on pride, Odysseus took every opportunity available to increase his status above everyone else.  When speaking of his encounter with Polyphemus, Odysseus stated he returned to the island to boast to the cyclops.  Odysseus, recalling how his crew responded to this, said “they tried, but didn’t persuade my hero’s heart” implying that he put his pride above the safety of the crew (Book 9, 498).  In his later encounter with the sirens, Odysseus prides himself on being one of the few people to live after hearing them.  Circe informed Odysseus that the sirens “loll in a meadow, and around them are piled the bones of shriveled and moldering bodies,” meaning that the majo
rity of people who hear their songs are killed (Book 12, 47-48).  In terms of pride, Odysseus didn’t changed from his journey; at the start and end of his epic quest, Odysseus was further enhancing people’s god
like opinions of him.  A major influence on his journey home was to once again rule his kingdom of Ithaca, further enhancing his nam
e among people.  


A major part of the story often overl
ooked was the role the gods played in Odysseus’s journey; Athena was frequently present on the way home and essential led the way for him.  When the situation grew difficult, one of the gods interjected on his path and instructed him how to continue his jour
ney.  With such regular involvement of gods in the story, the idea of free will versus fate was ra
ised.  It seemed like Odysseus’s journey was basically handed to him by the gods; in the beginning of the epic, Athena and Zeus were discussing whether or not they should help save him and ultimately decide to interject.  They recognized the difficulties he went through and Athena even referred to Odysseus as “that discerning, ill-fated man” implying that he went through enough struggle and deserved to be home (Book 1, 53).  There wasn’t much room on a journey that was led by the gods for Odysseus to change; he stayed relatively the same person with a little more physical experience than before.  Odysseus was given little free will; often times the only way he could survive was by listening to what the gods told him to do.  In a conversation between the Olympians, Zeus summarized Odysseus’s trip and states “that’s how he’s destined to see his dear ones again and return to his high-gabled Ithacan home” (Book 5, 43-44).  Zeus doesn’t merely predict this journey for Odysseus, he had the journey set in stone for h
im.  In such a physical journey with little personal decisions to be made, Odysseus did not grow as a character.  


True growth 
in this epic tale can be seen in Telemachus’s journey to adulthood.  Athena believed it was time for him to grow up, so she sparked the fire, “put some spirit into [Odysseus’s] son,” and helped him “win for himself a name among men” (Book 1, 96-102).  Athena essentially started Telemachus on a path that would enable him to grow into a dominant male figure in Ithaca and learn how to lead people similarly to how his father led.  While Odysseus is a static character who goes on a predominantly physical journey, Telemachus had an internal journey that led him to be a dynamic character.  True change in Telemachus was seen when he asked Menelaus “and do not, out of pity, spare me the truth, but tell me whatever you have seen, whatever you k
now” about his father (Book 4, 349-351).  This was the moment Telemachus realized he needed to know about his father, and in turn took the next step to manhood.  His journey continued when Odysseus and Telemachus successfully claimed their home from the suiters.

Contrary to most other characters in fiction, Odysseus was stationary and doesn’t experience any appreciable growth as a person.  He was focused on his pride throughout the entire story, and continued this mindset to the end of his journey.  Also, his journey was essentially handed to him on a silver plat
ter by the gods.  He had minimal free will in his journey, leaving Telemachus to be the character that experienced change.  Telemachus’s part of the story was about his growth as a character, while Odysseus’s story was more about the physicality of the journey.  

�Word choices:  “massive amounts of destruction” might be OK in everyday speech.  But it's too colloquial for this type of writing.     


�You don't want to throw in Telemachus here as a afterthought this way.   He's much more important for what you say later than this indicates.  Give him his own sentence (at least) here! 


�I don't think either “less pronounced” or “subtle” fits here.  It's much stronger than that.   In fact, this sort of desire for fame is a constant in Odysseus makeup and more generally in ancient Greek culture because gaining fame is the way that individuals demonstrate their worth and accomplishments.  


�“majority” – in fact,  before Odysseus, everyone who heard the Sirens' song was killed. 


�“godlike opinions” is not clear.  Do you mean opinions that Odysseus was godlike?  Or that the others' opinions were like the gods' opinions?


�This last sentence is not very clear either.   Returning to Ithaca and resuming his role as king is certainly Odysseus's goal.  But how is that an influence on his journey?


�Overlooked by whom?  The Greeks who heard or read this tale certainly didn't overlook the role of the gods.  


�This is pretty vague.  To which episode are you refering?  Or are you saying this happened all the time?  


�Raised by whom?  


�Isn't that much too strong? Aren't there things Odysseus does or doesn't do along the way that change the course of the journey?  How would you square what you are saying here with episodes like the winds of the Aeolians, or the Cyclops?


�You're shifting to considering a different character now.  Be more explicit with the transition.


�I don't see how Telemachus saying this shows that he has changed.  Do you want to say he was unwilling to know about his father or that he didn't realize he needed to know about his father before this?  What is your evidence for saying that?


�Alex, 


�I think you have an arguable thesis here.  But the evidence you give is not as strong as it could be and there are aspects of what you are saying that are questionable.  I'm thinking mainly of the way you seem to be saying that nothing that happened to Odysseus on his journey home was the result of choices he made because it was all preordained by the gods.  If that were so, then where would the opportunity for individual fame come from?  Your writing is generally good but there are times when the way you say things makes what you mean to say somewhat unclear.
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