
Homer, Odyssey Reading 
 
Introduction to the Text 
 
The translation I have provided is by Emily Wilson, the first woman to translate Homer’s 
Odyssey into English. The translation came out in 2017. 
 
The sections that I have provided in this document focus on ideas of community and kingship, 
and I ask that you read the text with this theme in mind. I have also scanned more of the text than 
you are required to read (if you feel ambitious, feel free to read the entirety of what I scanned). 
Here is an outline of the required sections along with questions for you to consider: 
 
Book 1.1-96 (pp. 105-108) 
 
This is the very beginning of the Odyssey, in which we hear about which gods are helpful or 
harmful to Odysseus.  
 
What ideas about kingship and community does it show? Does Zeus, king of the gods, have 
absolute power to do whatever he wants? 
 
Book 1.325-444 (pp. 115-119) 
 
This offers a glimpse of how the suitors behave at Odysseus’ house. Odysseus’ son Telemachus 
tells the suitors that he is going to have a meeting the next day and tell them that they have to 
leave. Homer uses two different words for ‘king’ in this passage: anax (a little more like ‘high 
king’) and basileus (a little more like ‘community leader’). 
 
What ideas about kingship and community does the discussion explore? 
 
Book 6.248-331 (pp. 205-207) 
 
In Book 6, Athena helps Odysseus as he is washed up after the wreck of his raft on the island of 
Scheria and meets the Phaeacian princess Nausicaa. In this section from the end of Book 6, 
Nausicaa is cautious about how to get Odysseus to meet her parents, the king and queen of 
Phaeacia, Alcinoos and Arete.  
 
What is Nausicaa worried about, and what does that tell you about society among the 
Phaeacians? What is Athena worried about, and what does that tell you about kingship and 
society among the gods? 
 
Book 8.265-368 (pp. 229-232) 
 
In Book 8, while Odysseus is staying with the Phaeacians, the poet Demodocus sings a song 
about the time when the war god Ares slept with the love goddess Aphrodite. Aphrodite's 
husband Hephaestus, god of the forge and toolmaking, caught them with a gold net that he made.  
 



What does the story show about the way the gods relate to each other as a society? 
 
Book 9.106-150 (pp. 243-244) 
 
Odysseus tells the Phaeacians all of the adventures he has had on his way home from the Trojan 
war (during which time all of the other men in his ships died). One of these adventures was with 
Polyphemos, the one-eyed cyclops who lived on an island.  
 
What kinds of ideas about communities and societies emerge in the description of Polyphemos’ 
island and what happens there? 
 
Book 9.194-306 (pp. 246-249) 
 
Eventually Odysseus selects several of his men to explore the area with him. How does the 
Cyclops’ way of life and values differ from Odysseus’? What kind of leader do these events 
show Odysseus to be? 
 
Book 12.260-453 (pp. 309-315) 
 
In Book 12, Odysseus hears from the goddess Circe that he will arrive at Thrinacia, the island 
where Helios (also called Hyperion), god of the sun, keeps his cattle.  Circe explains that it is 
very important that Odysseus prevent his men from touching the cattle. 
 
Book 24.1-16, 99-205, 346-548 (pp. 507, 510-513, 518-525) 
 
 The story so far ... Odysseus returned to Ithaca in disguise and observed the suitors behaving 
badly. Penelope arranged an archery contest, with Odysseus’ old, huge bow and arrows. 
Odysseus won, and killed the suitors. He also executed enslaved women in the household 
because the suitors had been taking advantage of them (Odysseus sees the women’s dealings 
with the suitors as a betrayal of his household). As the book opens, Hermes brings the souls (can 
be translated as ‘ghosts’ -- the Greek word is psychai or psukhai) of the suitors to the 
underworld. 
 
What makes the conflict in Ithaca stop? How aware are the characters of the role played by the 
gods in these events?  
 
We know that the Homeric Odyssey was a central part of education in antiquity for centuries. 
What kind of a lesson might this resolution of conflict be trying to teach leaders and 
communities?   


















































































