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The Transformation of Odysseus

In anc
ient Greek literature, the reader meets a hero of some sort. Take for example, Oedipus, a play written by the ancient Greek tragedian, Sophocles. The story centers on the fall of the Theban king, Oedipus, who, for all his power and glory, succumbs to his tragic flaw of hubris. Despite the many physical obstacles Oedipus must overcome, he cannot overcome his own fatal flaw of excessive pride, leading to his eventual cataclysmic downfall. Fast forward in Greek literature to the eighth century BC
E and one can draw striking comparisons between Oedipus and the Homeric hero, Odysseus. Both display limitless pride and a daunting disr
egard for the gods. However, one key element that creates the gaping dichotomy between the fates of Odysseus and Oedipus is Odysseus’ transformation. Throughout Odysseus’ turbulent and seemingly interminable voyage, he is transformed from a rigid, brash and proud man to a more humble and empathetic leader.


One of the most prominent changes seen in Odysseus throughout the course of his journey is his transformation from an audacious, headstrong leader to a mor
e calculating and humble one. In book 9, Odysseus devises the cunning plan that allows him to free himself and his men from the cyclops, Polyphemus. When Odysseus and his crew safely return to the ship, Odysseus cannot help but call out to Polyphemus in mocking triumph, proudly stating his actual name. Polyphemus retorts by cursing him in the name of Poseidon, which then sets off a chain reaction of terrible events that Odysseus will have to overcome in order to return to Ithaca. By revealing his identity to the cyclops, Odysseus nearly destroys himself and his crew. However, when Eurycleia is washing Odysseus in book 19, she recognizes the scar on his leg and identifies him as Odysseus. Odysseus is seemingly terrified of having his true identity revealed, knowing that it would foil his plan concerning the suitors. At the start of his journey, Odysseus is keen on having all his victories celebrated, even if by doing so he is risking his life. By the end of the story, Odysseus is willing to disguise himself as a lowly beggar in order to ensure the safety and success of his plans. Evidently, this transformation of character signals Odysseus’ change into a more humble and calculating problem solv
er. 


Yet another internal transformation that Odysseus undergoes is a shift from an almost dictatorial, unfeeling ruler to an empathetic leader. At the start of the story, Odysseus and his men anger the goddess Athena by pillaging the city of Troy and committing atrocities in her temple. Odysseus is seen as headstrong and unfeeling, showing no genuine respect toward the gods or remorse for his transgressions. However, Odysseus is later seen weeping, both on the beach of Calypso’s
 island and in King Alcinous’ palace. He mourns in Alcinous’ palace after hearing about his misdeeds in Troy, showing his grief and regret. Odysseus’ cries are compared to
 a weeping woman, relating back to his men’s heinous deed of raping Cassandra in Athena’s temple. Even though the reader is not directly being informed on the inner thoughts and feelings of Odysseus, one can make inferences based on his mournful actions. Based on these inferences, one can see Odysseus’ vital transformation into a more humble and respectful le
ader. 


Odysseus has to overcome many daunting obstacles during his heart-wrenching voyage that transforms him from a headstrong and unfeeling person to a more understanding and humble leader. Even though the reader is not directly told what Odysseus is thinking and feeling, one can sense his transformation based on how he devises his plans differently at the end of the story, and how he shows more respect and remorse toward the gods. Odysseus’ transformation would not have happened without embarking on his epic journey, and his journey would have been insignificant if it were not for his transformation. Similar to all heroes, Odysseus embarks on a journey and has to overcome seemingly insuperable odds. However, in overcoming these odds, Odysseus becomes a more mature, capable leader, and is able to safely come home and reunite with his family. 

�Actually, some of Greek literature consists of comedies with no heroic characters.  So this should be qualified.  


�The “fast forward” here is not really correct because Sophocles lived several centuries after the supposed time of Homer in the 8th century BCE (!)


�Odysseus definitely has a “conflicted relationship” with some of the gods (especially Poseidon).  But I don't think you can say he has a disregard for all of them.  For instance, he and Athena are on very friendly terms.  


�This sentence is probably too similar to the one at the end of the first paragraph.  At this point, you should provide a tighter focus on the topic for this paragraph.   


�Maybe.  But what would you say about the way Odysseus uses the “Noman” alias with the Cyclops to start?  It's only after he's essentially escaped (but not as much so as he thinks) that he reveals his true identity and boasts about who he really is.  So couldn't you say that is similar to the way he disguises himself as a beggar when he first arrives at Ithaca and then reveals himself?  Also, I doubt that being humble was something the ancient Greeks would have thought of as a virtue in too many circumstances.   For example, this is why what Achilles says to Odysseus in Hades (“I would rather be a hired hand on a farm ...”) is so surprising and powerful.  





�You could give a specific reference to where this is found (and maybe a brief quotation) to back up what you are saying here.  


�Maybe to “those of a weeping woman”


�I agree that these episodes show that Odysseus experiences remorse for his actions.  How do they reflect on his qualities as a leader though?   Are there specific things that Odysseus does, or says to people under his command,  that show he is treating such people differently?


�Audrey, 





    I think there is a case to be made that Odysseus changes in the ways you are describing.  But I don't think the evidence you point to is all that strong.  The use of the disguise as a beggar when Odysseus arrives at Ithaca has parallels earlier in the story, for instance, when the transformation you are claiming would not have taken place yet.  So to make your point,  you have to show, somehow, that something is genuinely different about Odysseus' attitudes or behavior this time that was not true before.  I don't think you have really done that.
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