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The Novel Club has ventured, and not for the first time, into foreign territory.  The Odyssey cannot be called a novel, and because its authorship is up for grabs we can't indulge in our customary speculation about the autobiographical nature of the story.  Homer is beyond the reach of DNA testing, so we'll never know if he dallied with a nymph and fathered an illegitimate child.  The territory may be outside our usual scope, but it has been well explored.  All I can offer is a personal comment ─ nothing new, nothing definitive, and certainly not the last word.

The Odyssey is not a novel because it is an epic poem, originally produced as a song, which would have been performed for the entertainment of a group of people.  In its original form it was certainly not written; it was not, like the versions we are familiar with, an object which might be picked up and read, privately.  It is history, legend, mythology, travelogue and folklore.  We are accustomed to its form, familiar with its stories; we treat it respectfully, as a foundation piece of Western literature. If it is true that what we call The Odyssey is at least four stories woven into one, we don't hold the author to account for giving us a less than coherent plot.  The work has been imitated more often than criticized. 

Like most legends, it contains a kernel of historical truth.  As fabulous as some of the episodes are, we know from archaeological evidence that the basic story was not concocted from thin air.  It has been known for more than 100 years that the city of Troy existed, and the wine-dark Homeric sea can be explored in the Mediterranean of today. 

In one of the most thorough attempts to trace the path of the Odyssey, Tim Severin and a small group of adventuresome sailors recreated Odysseus' journey from Troy to Ithaca in a vessel custom-built to match the Greek galleys of the Bronze Age.  The constraints of the equipment made it possible for Severin and his crew to understand the effects of the currents and the prevailing winds on a boat that could not hold its course in a gale stronger than force four.  Theirs was a deliberate effort to connect the fiction of The Odyssey with fact, and to demonstrate that what seems like aimlessness is not at all.  Odysseus' journey was thoroughly purposeful, but was blown off course.

Accounts like Severin's convince us of the plausibility that The Odyssey might be more fact than fiction, but there are other features which distinguish it from our typical novels.  The principal characters, including the gods, don't develop because they already have personalities when the story begins, and the narrator assumes we know them.  But to make sure we don't forget, attributes are repeated often: the wily Odysseus, clear-eyed Athena. Hosts ask their guests to tell their stories: who are you, where did you come from, you surely didn't walk.  Homer is a more intrusive author than the typical modern fiction writer; he guides our assessment of who's bad and who's good, steering us to cheer for Eumaeus, to despise the suitors. 

Structurally, The Odyssey is a series of stories, making it a sourcebook for mythology.  When modern writers nest stories within stories, they have to be careful to glue everything together or they're criticized for having produced a mishmash.  We like finely wrought structure in a work of fiction, and we like to discover it, like a puzzle to be solved.  But The Odyssey is comparatively haphazard, blown off course like Odysseus himself; the main narrative line as well as the subplots are full of non-sequitur twists and turns. Impasses are resolved through the intervention of supernatural powers, and there is little of the naturalism or realism that we associate with the genre of the novel. 

Daniel Defoe and Samuel Richardson, whose works we consider progenitors of the modern novel, objected strongly to Homer and to classical literature in general.  Defoe liked facts, and disliked Homer's fantastic manipulation of the history of the Trojan War.  He called it "a Ballad-Singer's Fable to get a Penny."  The war itself, in his opinion, was all about the rescue of a whore ─ hardly a noble cause.  He denigrated the pagan credulity of Homer's characters, those superstitious Greeks who treated phantoms with as much respect as real people.  The protagonists of the novel form should be real people.  (Our definition of "real" is a major issue in itself.)

In The Rise of the Novel, Ian Watt detects middle-class morality in Defoe's reductive dismissal of the Homeric Trojan War and in Richardson's objections to Homer's fascination with the flagrant but customary cheating between men and women.  The glorification of bloody cruelty was anathema to the author of Clarissa, who wanted to replace aristocratic warrior virtues with a peace-loving, domestic Christian ethos.  The novel, in its early days at least, had a narrower field of vision than the heroic epics which preceded it.

But the fact that Defoe and Richardson were compelled to object to Homer's work is just one indication of how much like a novel The Odyssey is, and how biased were those objections to its moral implications. Henry Fielding, as self-conscious as any of the early novelists about fashioning a new genre, was steeped in classical literature, according to Watt, and took pains to assert a link between the classics and his own writing.  As a positive or negative influence, The Odyssey endures; we might call it an honorary novel, and I would like to think of it as a novel for our purposes this evening. The elements we discuss when we focus on typical modern novels ─ character, plot, motivation, theme, setting ─ are all here.

Consider the characters, despite what I said about their relative lack of development.  The protagonist is the center of a small and close-knit family: loyal wife, dutiful son, wise old father, an old mother who makes sure he knows how much she has suffered on his account.  The circumstances for this conversation between mother and son are unusual, but the sentiment is familiar.  The hero's family has plenty of advantages ─ wealth, beauty, physical and social power ─ but is also plagued by severe difficulty, which it endures and eventually overcomes.

By way of contrast, another wealthy and powerful family is pulled apart by troubles.  Agamemnon's cousin seduces his wife, the lovers kill him and are killed in turn by his son.  The house of Atreus is a prototypical dysfunctional family, whereas Penelope is the model of wifely virtue.  The comparison of the two houses is made explicit at several points in The Odyssey, when Agamemnon's unfortunate family is held up as an example of how everything can go wrong.  In case you missed it in earlier chapters, the ultimate comparison comes in the closing book with Agamemnon's praise of fine, faithful, self-possessed Penelope, a far cry, he says, from his own treacherous Clytemnestra.  Do you detect an author's prejudicial commentary here?

In addition to these mortal, fallible families there is a parallel universe of gods, also linked by familial relationships, and also prone to human-like weaknesses.  Thematically, the relationship between gods and men is the cornerstone of The Odyssey.  There is a hierarchy of power, with Zeus at the top, but the relative weights are not absolutely fixed, and the balance is constantly changing.  Jealousy is a factor, just as it is with mortals, and so is pride. Gods show favoritism to particular mortals, and they interfere in human affairs.  Interference?   At times it looks more like micromanagement. 

The Olympian balance of power can leave mortals literally stranded, as in the case of Odysseus' helplessness against Poseidon, who was furious with him for blinding the Cyclops.  And in a variation on the free will or predestination theme, Zeus grouses that mortals blame the gods for all their miseries.  Shameless, he says.  It is their own reckless, foolhardy behavior that gets them into trouble.  They should take responsibility for their own lives, he seems to say, implying that they know the difference between the prudent and the rash and are not constrained in any way by the will of the gods.  There are devils in the pantheon, forcing mortals do one thing or another, but Zeus is not willing to admit it.

At the end of Book Five, after Odysseus has left Calypso, he is shipwrecked and swims to safety, landing on the beach where Nausicaa will find him.  This stormy passage illustrates the interplay of divine will and human effort: Poseidon stirs up the deadly surf, Leucothea provides Odysseus with a life-saving scarf, and Athena inspires him to keep swimming through the breakers.  Homer tells the story from two sides, showing both the gods' intentions and Odysseus' thoughts as he fights for his life.  "But battle-weary Odysseus weighed two courses, deeply torn, probing his fighting spirit" ─ should he abandon ship so far from shore, or stay with it "as long as the timbers cling and joints stand fast ... no better plan for now."  Poseidon forces a decision by launching another colossal wave, and Odysseus jumps, but grabs hold of a long timber which he rides until he can tie the life-saving scarf around his waist.  He reaches land, finally, and in a scene reminiscent of so many Homeric descriptions of beds being made up for visitors, Odysseus makes his own bed of dry leaves.  What do you make of this?   Whose victory was it, Athena's or Odysseus'?   Was it her protection, the magic scarf from Leucothea, or the hero's prodigious swimming effort?

I do not share Defoe's disdain for the superstitious Greeks, but rather think of them as great inventors, describing the attributes of the gods and constructing their stories to explain the vicissitudes of life and death on earth. I imagine they must have begun with a simple pantheon, a straightforward group of sun, moon and weather gods, adding on and making it more complicated as human life developed and got more complicated. 

In this highly personalized universe, gods and mortals not only conversed directly, face to face, as when Athena appears to advise and lead Odysseus, but their intercourse was sexual as well as social.  Many of the characters in these ancient dramas were halfbreeds, blurring the lines between immortality and the human condition.  Calypso, having kept her lover/hero for seven years, is indignant with the double standard she detects in Zeus' decree that Odysseus must be allowed to leave.  "Hard-hearted you are, you gods!  You unrivaled lords of jealousy, scandalized when goddesses sleep with mortals, openly, even when one has made the man her husband."  When they told stories about the gods they were telling stories about themselves, not merely in metaphorical terms but set in the intermediate zone where mortal and immortal overlapped.

Homer puts words in the gods' mouths; they converse with mortals and with each other, plotting the course of human events.  Rather than dismissing this intimacy as the sort of thing only a primitive pagan could believe, we might think of it as another manifestation of a great gift for making stories. How much is metaphor, and how much is a projection of human psychology onto inanimate forces which are not completely understood, like the capricious winds and swirling currents of the Aegean?  How much is embellishment of a raw circumstance, like looking much more presentable after taking a bath, washing your hair and putting on a fresh set of clothing? It makes the story more interesting to have Athena help out, so that in addition to cleaning up well you also look taller, stronger and younger.

Many of the episodes in The Odyssey are amenable to this approach.  If you think of the book as a catalogue of internal and external impediments which make it difficult for the hero to reach his goal, you will read the Lotus Eaters as a metaphor for one kind of human weakness, the Calypso story as another.  Odysseus' contest with Polyphemus demonstrates great resourcefulness but also a weakness for boasting, a weakness which is nearly fatal.  The sailors' irrepressible curiosity impels them to open the bag of winds, but also at work is a very human reluctance to obey.  Think of Eve, of Pandora.  Poseidon is a personification of an elemental force, an external impediment.  Hosts who keep their guests too long are social impediments.

The Odyssey begins to look more like a novel when we make these translations from myth to metaphor, but then we come up against Tiresias and the Hades episode.  This is the most difficult passage to interpret in modern terms, dealing as it does with a literal journey to the land of the dead, an encounter with a blind seer whose prophecy is specific in its details, and with the most arcane rituals found in the entire epic.  Odysseus' dialogues with the ghosts of his mother and Elpenor are the easiest for me to comprehend, because those conversations are the kind that people often imagine having with an absent, even dead, relative or friend.  That's mysticism, and it is more or less familiar, like magic realism.  But Tiresias, after telling Odysseus that Poseidon is angry with him for blinding the Cyclops, tells the future, and as we read on, the prophecy proves true in the oxen of the sun debacle.  It is a chronicle of a disaster foretold. 

Why Tiresias, who is blind?  There is so much else in this episode that is literal ─ the geography of the land of the dead, the specific instructions about the blood, the meeting with the sailor who had recently fallen from Circe's roof ─ that there doesn't seem to be a justification for questioning the prophet's blindness.  But like the blind bard, whose musical gifts compensated for his lack of vision, Tiresias' extraordinary mental acuity must be a compensation for his lack of the sensory power so commonly associated with knowledge.  He is the first of a long line of blind prophets in our literature, the commonly accepted balance for our confidence that seeing is believing, the antidote to our reliance on eyewitness testimony.

But Tiresias still confounds me.  Here's another stab at interpretation: the trip to Hades falls almost exactly in the middle of the book.  Literally and figuratively the Hades episode is the furthest removed from the domestic scenes which frame the action: the father-daughter conversation between Zeus and Athena, followed by her visit to Telemachus in his father's palace, and the great homecoming at the end of the book.  Home is the goal.  Home is life, the furthest point of "adventure" is death.  We commonly use the word "odyssey" for an adventure, with emphasis on the outward bound orientation, but the story is all about Odysseus' struggle to return home.  Tim Severin's 20th century experiment proved how difficult that journey would have been, given the wind and current patterns of the eastern Mediterranean and the technological limitations of a Bronze Age galley.  In the fictionalized version, the epic poem, those difficulties are explained in terms of an angry sea god's malicious use of his power to prevent Odysseus from reaching his native land and his family. 

In the course of his "adventures" he visits a number of homes ─ Nestor's, Menelaus' palace, Calypso's island, Circe's place, the Cyclops' cave, the Phaeacians' ─ but none are as unheimlich as the kingdom of the dead. Unlike the other "homes" he encounters along the way, where he stumbles in unannounced and is treated more and less graciously, he receives precise instructions for his trip to the underworld.  And unlike the advice he gets from various hosts, advice and help that usually relates to the next part of his journey, what he hears from Tiresias is an unequivocal prediction of the future, including a description of the end of his life.  Odysseus must to go down to the underworld and back in time, back to the past to speak to those already dead, to learn what will happen in the future. 

I told you earlier that I wanted to consider The Odyssey an honorary novel for the evening, and I justified the approach by calling attention to the features it shares with modern novels. Of course it was never intended to be a novel, in the same way as Great Expectations, for instance, and Homer was not self-consciously following modern criteria, but I think we've read enough 20th century fiction to realize that the term "novel" is a big tent, with room inside for a variety of strange creatures.  Its age disqualifies The Odyssey, not its form.  Along with age comes its special status: that is, our reverence and a recognition of its enduring influence in our culture, not just our literature.

Its special status immunizes The Odyssey from certain lines of criticism.  We forgive Homer for authorial lapses, and we make allowances for supernatural powers, being more tolerant but not much more comprehending than Defoe.  We look for truth but not verisimilitude in Calypso, in the Cyclops, in Circe.  But have we ever successfully defined what makes a character or a situation "real" in literature?  For Homer and his contemporaries, the gods were as real as the sun, wind and rain.  Their stories, inextricably mixed up with the stories of mortals, were more real to them than modern realism is to us.  I suspect that when we read The Odyssey, we read it as if it were the best sort of novel, with "real" characters, a riveting plot, great action sequences, and marvelous settings.

