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The Power of Change


In Stanley Lombardo’s translation of The E
ssential Odyssey, the main character, Odysseus, rarely shows that his journey is life-changing. Although he undergoes a great deal of adversity throughout his journey, nothing about Odysseus’ personality or morals changed at the end of the story. The only way Odysseus is a different person at the end of the story is that he is now considered a hero by his fellow Greeks. His exp
erience of being away for so long forced his son, Telemachus, to change more so than he did. Odysseus was very attention-seeking and selfish around his army for the duration of the story, and seemed to only care about getting home to his family. It is resp
ectable what he fought through in the n
ovel to get back to his wife, Penelope, and Telemachus, but one would think that he would be a changed man after enduring such an endless journey. Surprisingly, Odysseus is the same person he is at the beginning of the story than when he returns home from Troy. 


From beginning to end Odysseus is egotistical and arrogant, despite going through what some would call life-changing events. He continuously belittles his men for things that are not really that proble
matic. In Book 9 he ordered his men to cut the anchor of the ship, “but the fools wouldn’t listen. They drank a lot of wine and slaughtered a lot of sheep and cattle on the shore” (47-49). Odysseus blames his men’s laziness on the amount of work they have done for him, but sarcastically contradicts himself in an annoyed manner. This behavior continues until the end of the story. After disguising himself as a beggar and shooting the arrow through twelve axes to be back with Penelope, Odysseus brags to Telemachus, “the guest in your hall has not disgraced you. I did not miss my target nor did I take all day in stringing the bow” (Book 21, 451-453). After accomplishing a seemingly impossible task, Odysseus does not just hum
bly return to his family. He has to rub it in that he really didn’t even put that much effort into shooting the arrow.  Clearly Odysseus is the same self-centered guy after all he experienced on his way back to Ithaca. 


Although Odysseus was not changed by his journey, the change Telemachus goes through is very important to the story. Telemachus is forced to become a man sooner than most, and he does it without a father figure in his life. This is important to the story because Odysseus feels that he needs to see the man his son has become, and Telemachus wants the satisfaction of knowing that his father is alive after battling for years. In Book 4, Telemachus asks the Gods for help, crying, “My land is in ruin. I’m being eaten out of my house and home by hostile men who constantly throng my halls slaughtering my sheep and horned cattle in their arrogant courtship of my mother” (339-343). This is the beginning of Telemachus trying to figure out what to do with the suitors who are always bothering him and his mother. The sui
tors never really stop until Odysseus returns home, but this is part of what makes Telemachus the man that he is. When his father comes home, we notice he has gained maturity and wisdom when he admits to leaving the door of the chamber open, allowing the suitors to get their weapons back. While Odysseus is trying to figure out who took the armor and weapons, Telemachus admits, “No, it’s my fault, Father, and no one else’s. I must have left the storeroom door open” (Book 159-161). This is an important quote because we can see that Telemachus is willing to take the blame, as Odysseus probably would have blamed his m
en. Telemachus eventually gains the courage to speak up to the suitors in the end of the story without the Gods’ help also. The important change to note in The Essential Odyssey is not that of Odysseus, but rather the change of Telemachus.


The reason it seems that Odysseus has changed when he returns from Troy is because of all the battles he won. He is now a hero to the people of Ithaca, but still has not changed. The narrator calls Odysseus “god
ly” (Book 24, 354), after it is finally recognized that he actually is Odysseus. It is part of the ancient Greek culture to notice such a leader who wins a war and defeats a Cyclopes as a godlike figure. The narrator also refers to him as “glorious Odysseus” (Book 24, 423), showing how the Greek culture views Odysseus after making it home after leading a victory in the Trojan War. Part of the ancient Greek culture was to respect leaders like Odysseus no matter what type of person they were. It is understandable during that time period, given how important fighting was, but Odysseus is still the same person he was at the beginning of the novel. The only difference in the end is that he is recognized as a hero.


In conclusion, the change that should be accounted for in the story is that of Telemachus. He puts up with a lot to become a man, despite not having a father around. Odysseus probably has the harder struggle, but surprisingly does not change because of it. It is due to Greek belief that it seems like Odysseus has changed. What could have been a humbling experience for Odysseus, only revealed that he was the same narcissistic person when he returned home as he was when he left for Troy.

�Careful – the work is the Odyssey.  ``The Essential Odyssey” is the name of the particular edition we are reading.  


�How did Odysseus's experience of being away for so long force Telemachus to change?  


�I'm not sure what you mean by “respectable” here.  


�The Odyssey is not a novel.  It is an epic poem.


�This is the episode of the Cicones right after leaving Troy.  It would be good to identify what's going on at that point when you introduce the quote.  Also, “not really that problematic” doesn't seem to fit the facts that well here.  Odysseus' men are taking time to drink and slaughter the sheep and cattle when he has told them they need to clear out fast.  Meanwhile the surviving inhabitants of the town are rounding up allies to attack the Greeks.  As a result a lot of them will be killed.  Isn't taking the time to eat and get drunk pretty foolish in those circumstances? 


�Agreed – humbleness is just not an aspect of Odysseus's personality in most circumstances.  But do you think we should expect him to be humble when he returns?  Why?  Through his strength and cleverness, and with only minimal help, he has rid his house of the suitors and regained his former place as king.   That's something to be proud of, at least from a certain point of view.  


�Do you mean that it's the experience of dealing with the suitors that makes Telemachus grow up?  This is not very clear.


�I think I know what you are trying to say, but don't forget that Odysseus has returned alone – all of his men are dead by this point. 


It's not clear who Odysseus could blame for this at this point.   


 


�This discussion is rather superficial and repetitive.  There is a lot more going on with the epithet “godlike Odysseus” than you are getting at here.  





Jack, 





   You have shown pretty well that Odysseus's arrogance and lack of humility are constant throughout the story.  But there are many other aspects of his personality that are important for the story too and you have not really addressed them at all.  So the claim that Odysseus has not changed at all is not all that well supported.  You focus on Telemachus as a character who has changed is good, but there too, you have not really addressed how Telemachus's  travels in the first 4 books figure in his growth into manhood.  
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