Odysseus the storyteller 
 
Within the Odyssey, most of the events are told by a nameless narrator or are from a third person perspective. However, many times throughout the epic, Odysseus himself tells his own story, becoming the narrator to an internal audience. During these instances, Odysseus has a clear reason for why he is telling these tales. Largely for his own gain, either to manipulate himself out of a harmful or unknown situation, surrounded by enemies, or to gain favour in his quest to return home to Ithaca as its king. 

The way Odysseus behaves is different than most epic heroes of the past; being celebrated by his cunning and guile in tough situations[footnoteRef:1] in contrast with the ostentatious attributes of others such as Achillies and Hercules. This cunning and wit is evident in his storytelling. Many times, Odysseus has been referred to as a bard, which although he didn’t sing songs, points to how skilled he was in the art of storytelling, and in the manipulation of his audiences through the stories he told. Although some of his accounts were ‘true’ within the Odyssey, several have been described as lying tales. Dozel (1980)[footnoteRef:2] defines a lying tale as a ‘statement that is false as it contradicts the narrative facts’- the facts that come from the narrator. Several of these tales follow similar archetypes including the thrice used pirate story which will be discussed in this essay. The series of lying tales are an integral part of the second half of the odyssey, creating a repeated sequence of stories which eventually lead to the recognition and reveal of Odysseus’ true persona[footnoteRef:3] . Odysseus lies many times for his own gain, the extent to his lie depends on the situation, but isn’t necessarily seen as a blight on his character. Oftentimes, these stories are told during a xenia, in which the truth may come second place compared with a good story[footnoteRef:4]. This idea of entertainment before the truth would serve Odysseus well on his quest back to and in Ithaca. This essay will explore and analyse the reasons for, how and why Odysseus uses his expert storytelling skills to manipulate his audiences to further his journey home and into his court through the giving of gifts, escort as well as shelter. [1:  West, 2014)]  [2:  Richardson, 1996)]  [3:  Carlisle and Levaniouk, 1999]  [4: Emlyn-Jones, 1986] 

 When trying to understand Odysseus as a storyteller and narrator it must be noted that the Odyssey is mostly told by an unknown narrator, who needs to be explored. While the narrator is presented as an all-knowing voice, there are many instances of misdirection to further the story including focusing on certain central problems. For Homer's audience to be pushed toward, desired feelings/ ideas i.e., the narrator or a character makes a prediction that either doesn’t occur or is different to the expected outcome[footnoteRef:5]. This strategy used by Homer is very deliberate, wanting his audience in a position that they needed to think or be on the edge of their seats wondering what is going to happen next. This also places the audience in a similar position to the internal audience and characters of the Odyssey.  [5: Richardson, 2006] 


The unknowingness of whether truths or falsehoods are occurring, mirrors the position of these characters creating a much more engaging environment, which is extremely important in the context of Homer's poems and epics as they would have been told within oral tradition[footnoteRef:6] .When writing and analysing the Odyssey and other epics and poems of the time, there must be an acknowledgement of the fact that they traditionally were told orally. Within the oral tradition, audiences would not be able to see the nuances that are accessible when reading the Odyssey. The push of the audience depended on the poet recounting these tales, and these telling’s would be different depending on the circumstances and what the reciting poet would want to emphasise[footnoteRef:7]. This certainly makes a difference in the way these tales were told, the fact that a poet or a bard had to remember vast amounts of information and verse meant that there were certain type casted scenes that could be repeated and changed depending on the scenario [footnoteRef:8] much like that of Odysseus. For example, in a great many poems, the Odyssey included, there could be a feast scene, as this was a common setting. A poet may have certain criteria they would include, which would slightly be modified depending on the part in the story, while what occurred at the feast would change. These criteria would be met, making it easier for the poet to recount. This also makes the reuse of certain tales told by Odysseus useful for the poet. Baring this in mind when researching the Odyssey, it has to be acknowledged that some of the nuances that would be seen in oral retellings of the time could be missed in analysis.  [6:  Currie, 2006]  [7:  Olson, 1995]  [8:  Edwards, 1974] 

 
Generally, the story of the Odyssey is told by the narrator, but some sections are told from Odysseus himself, including the recounting of his journey. Although the largest bulk of this occurring is within books 9-12, when he is retelling his tale to the Phaeacians[footnoteRef:9], the ‘Catalogue of Women’ in the Nekyia[footnoteRef:10] and the continuation of his story. These are full of manipulatory tactics or at least are persuasive enough to push this internal audience into Odysseus’ way of thinking. This doesn’t seem to be the case in many other epics and the Odyssey as a whole, – the way Odysseus changes his story to suit his audience- which usually aims to be as universal as possible in their appeal[footnoteRef:11] is an important plot device made by Homer, and a testament to Odysseus’ well know cunning and intelligence. This sets him apart from many other heroes making him more of a well-rounded character who doesn’t just live for the battle but can eventually adapt into a post war world[footnoteRef:12].  [9:  Beginning in Homer. Od. 9.1 ]  [10:  Homer. Od. 11. 1]  [11:  Carlisle and Levaniouk, 1999 ]  [12:  Rinon, 2007] 



One of the most important practices used in both the Iliad and Odyssey is the ancient custom of xenia. Xenia is the relationship between the guest (usually a traveller) and host, the idea of a hospitable reception at the command of Zeus Xenios[footnoteRef:13]. The guest is generally invited in, given time to clean up, invited to sit and dine with the hosts with entertainment. Only after the guest is fully looked after and provided for is the stranger questioned, these are generally about who the guest is and where they came from and purpose of their journey, after that they are provided with a bed[footnoteRef:14]. Xenia is frequently seen within the Odyssey, with the consequences of unobserved or failed use of the custom occurring time and time again. Some examples include in the home of the cyclops Polyphemus, in book 9 where Odysseus wrongfully assumes a xenia will take place, stealing food and resources from the cyclops [footnoteRef:15] and leading to the catastrophic loss many of his crewmates. There are successful times of xenia for Odysseus, and these are generally where he thrives as a storyteller, when questioned as per the custom, Odysseus uses his skills to his full advantage. Our best example of a successful xenia for Odysseus is the feast scene with the Phaeacians [footnoteRef:16]. In this case the Odyssey presents the idea that the truth is less important than entertainment, unless the lie was about life-or-death situations leading to awful consequences for the deceived[footnoteRef:17]. Xenia as a plot device is useful to Homer providing his traditional audience with a baseline which they likely experienced in real life situations. This allows the nuances and differences of each experience whether it be successful or not to shine[footnoteRef:18]. [13:  Benhaïm, 2015]  [14:  Johnston, 2018]  [15:  In Homer. Od. 9. 269-280]  [16:  Homer Od. 7. 173-76]  [17:  Emlyn-Jones, 1986 ]  [18:  Reece, 1992] 

  
During the xenia of book 7 eventually leading to the telling the Phaeacians of his tales from book 9 through to book 12(after the Phaeacian games). In book 7 at the palace of Alcinous, Odysseus was given the pride of place at the feast table and being told that he would be provided with helpful means to return home[footnoteRef:19]. Arete, the queen, was the one to enquire of the origins and journey of Odysseus[footnoteRef:20] during the xenia. This leads to his recollection of the events with the cyclops through to Odysseus arriving on their shores. The 'catalogue of women' within book 11[footnoteRef:21] shows exactly how good Odysseus is at influencing his audience, following this tale which centres on women in a positive light. These are not women that Odysseus knows although they are famous throughout the Greek world, the only real links to him were his mother and Leda the mother of Helen (although there was no mention of Helen only her other children). However, he speaks of them with kindness and understanding, even when these women could be described by other men in a much crueller regard. Of these women some have misdeeds against their husbands, through cheating murder etc. However, Odysseus doesn’t focus on these misgivings almost downplaying their actions who he wishes to impress. In this case, Arete who asked the questions of xenia is likely his main for a better word target, as Athene when guiding him to the palace intended[footnoteRef:22] . His focus on these women serves an important purpose and highlights how Odysseus can manipulate his audience into giving him what he wants. We know that Odysseus is one of the most cunning of the heroes, we see this time and time again in his actions and this is likely one of the scenarios where he subtly uses his talents. In a way highlighting these women and their stories would likely appeal to Arete who herself is a strong woman and queen. This flattery lends itself to the idea that Odysseus thinks it would be better to cosy up to her in order to get a better outcome for himself in his return to Ithaca[footnoteRef:23].  [19:  Homer Od. 7. 159-181, Homer Od. 7. 5 ]  [20:  Homer Od. 7. 235-239 ]  [21:  Homer Od. 11. 225-332 ]  [22:  Homer Od.  6. 110-115]  [23:  Doherty, 1991] 


Within the Nekyia chapter of book 11 is also an ‘intermezzo’[footnoteRef:24] which is the divide between Odysseus’ the catalogue of women and before the conversations he had with past friends, this intermezzo serves as a plot device for Odysseus’ own story and one he takes to the full advantage. This gives him the chance to earn praise from Arete but to also invoke more curiosity to the rest of his internal audience who at this point were ‘spellbound by his words’[footnoteRef:25]. His continuation of his story into the second half of the Nekyia, only occurs at the request of Alicinous the King which would then give him more approval within the court. Having the queen express her ‘love’ for his story and promise of increase gifts, is all well and good; but the external audience is reminded of the hierarchy of the royals when the old courtier Echeneus reminds the internal audience that the final decision is up to the will of the King.[footnoteRef:26] This reminder aids the continuation of the story in which Odysseus doesn’t shy away from more misogynistic words, (although only as a quotation from Agammemnon) which may appeal more towards the king and the more general audience of the Phoenicians, which was said to be ‘the leaders and rulers of the Phaeacians and 52 young sailors all of whom were aristocrats or ‘higher’ class citizens, with no mention of if their wives were also in attendance[footnoteRef:27]. The fact that Alicinous has a direct impact on the continuation of Odysseus’ story is important as it helps Odysseus to pinpoint what his audience wants; the more appealing, the better his position[footnoteRef:28]. As mentioned previously Odysseus has already been praised by Arete and now has the means to impress the king who as pointed out has the real power in terms of providing Odysseus what he wants and needs. This works well for him as with the help of the Phaeacians he is able to return home to Ithaca with gifts and safety, meaning he is later able to make his way Eumaeus and the court where he tells more of his tales.  [24:  Homer Od. 11. 332-385]  [25:  Homer Od.  11. 335 ]  [26:  Homer Od.  11. 34-345]  [27:  Doherty, 1992]  [28:  Homer Od. 11. 370-385] 

 

One of the main stories in Odysseus’ arsenal is the story of the deceitful trader or pirate. This tale is used in three instances in the Odyssey but all for different purposes. These stories follow the same theme but with slight differences each time, depending on his audience and his needs. Following similarly to oral storytelling, using a framework for a scene and changing it depending on the other features within the story. The main story is that Odysseus is raiding a city with extreme violence against the locals, after sacking the city he is forced to flee or is captured. This is a very basic version of the events that are present within each story, each fixating on different ideas/ sympathies. The first two instances of this story are told in books 9 and 14 the first for the Phaeacians [footnoteRef:29] and the second for Eumaeus[footnoteRef:30]. These stories are useful as they are virtually the same with slight differences due to the status of his audience and how he frames the story, the third time this story is used is in book 17 however this story has a much different ending compared to the other occurrences and is completely outlined by violence.  [29:  Homer Od.  9. 39-61]  [30:  Homer Od.  14. 235-360] 


The first instance of the beggar pirate story takes place within the Phaeacians court which as described is filled with aristocrats and royals. This version of the story names the people they raided as the Cicones [footnoteRef:31] on their way back from Troy. In this form of the story there is not much emphasis on the destruction of the crew as pirates, but he laments on his ‘doomed companions’ that were killed by the locals, but the majority were able to get away. In this case the pirate story doesn’t serve much of a purpose other than setting up the fact that he was at Troy and gives an initial setting to Odysseus’ large section of storytelling that takes up books 9-12 demonstrating the doom that follows him and his crew. Its context however is important to his internal audience, the aristocracy. This group would be well acquainted with the idea of piracy due to a war[footnoteRef:32] and probably would think no more about it and this is evident in the way Odysseus talks of it[footnoteRef:33]. There is no real regret other than the fact that some of his men died. It is rather a common connection between war and piracy, although it does frame the idea that Odysseus’ journey has been filled with problems from the start, bringing forth sympathy of a man who only wanted to get home post war[footnoteRef:34] (even though this was not always the case). This, in comparison with the other two instances of the story being used, helps to see Odysseus’ skill in understanding his audience, setting up his long story in a way that will appeal to the aristocracy.  [31:  Homer Od. 9. 39 ]  [32:  Souza, 2002]  [33:  Emlyn-Jones, 1986]  [34:  K Tuszyńska, 2020] 

 
This beggar pirate story is once again told to Eumaeus. This story occurs in book 14 once again invited in with xenia[footnoteRef:35], while Odysseus is presenting himself as a beggar. Eumaeus is one of the most loyal of Odysseus’ servants from before the war. Within this version of Odysseus’ past, he says that following the events at Troy made his way home. But he was compelled to journey into Egypt by the gods with his crew, after the violence once again following similar themes however this version highlights the treatment of the sacked city compared with the first version. With inspiration to save his own skin, Odysseus says that he ran up to the King and begged him to spare his life leading to his captivity. Eventually he was sold to a ship with plans to sell him into slavery, wrapping him in the beggar clothes he was wearing at the time, escaping on the shores of Ithaca and ending with his meeting of Eumaeus.[footnoteRef:36]  This is a much bleaker tale compared with its presentation to the Phaeacians and much longer centring on the misfortunes of Odysseus over the course of many years.  [35:  Homer Od. 14. 185-190]  [36:  Homer Od. 14. 235-360] 

However, it is more on the side of sadness for Odysseus’ plight in which he doesn’t get away, the rest of his crew are sold into slavery, but doesn’t dwell on the invaded towns people. This focuses largely on Odysseus’ problems hoping that Eumaeus will be persuaded to help him into court through empathy. This once again works well for Odysseus; his story is universal in theme with the idea that such misfortune could happen to anyone would surely provide Eumaeus the incentive to help one who had been delt such a fate.  

In some ways, this story mirrors what has occurred in Odysseus’ journey home, being taking captive by Calypso, and the raids are similar to the events of the Trojan war where piracy was a common tool. When he finally arrives in Ithaca, he has lost all his crew, although he does have a large amount of hidden gifts courtesy of the Phaeacians [footnoteRef:37]. Athene gives him the look of a beggar- ‘withering his limbs, covering his whole body with old man’s wrinkles’ and clothing him in shabby filthy rags that were grimy with smoke’ [footnoteRef:38]in order to infiltrate his court and learn which of the suitors are the most of a threat. In a way Odysseus’ transformation and subsequently how he will be treated for how he looks makes him become a beggar allowing him to give his lying account much more easily much like a method actor. The blending of truth and falsehoods gives an integrity to the story insinuating that he’s giving the whole truth and effectively hiding Odysseus’ identity while holding onto some of the fundamentals of who he is and how he came to be (his persona).  [37:  Homer Od.  13. 118-221]  [38:  Homer Od.  13.439-438] 



As stated, this story is once again used in Ithaca, but its delivery is modified due to his audience and implications. In this scene Odysseus is talking to the suitors as a whole but most notably Antinous, [footnoteRef:39]one of the most violent of the suitors. In this scene Odysseus is trying to measure up the suitors and ‘distinguish the good from the bad’ as per the orders of Athene[footnoteRef:40]. This story, compared with the previous ones, is different in its expression of regret for violence of the piracy. In this adaptation of the story, it is once again set in Egypt, but it contains much more detail on the brutality and consequences for those who committed such acts. Such as being sold into slavery with divine intervention from Zeus, who is mentioned twice within the short story. This follows with a violent outburst from Antinous, in which he throws a chair at Odysseus, after he states that Antinous is in a place of luxury acting as a lord but won’t give much food to a beggar. If he was so powerful and influential, surely so would his gifts[footnoteRef:41]. It is important to note that during this scene Odysseus refuses to cower or really react physically to the blows he is dealt. Rather showing that this violence doesn’t really affect him, once again remaining true to his real persona. In essence, he not a beggar- though that is who he presents as- he is still the cunning Odysseus, and his strength is showing through. This difference in the stories is deliberate. Once again highlighting how he changes his stories depending on the audience and the reaction he wants from them. The fact that Odysseus focuses on the negative repercussions both given by mortal and god to the invading pirates, once again mirrors the events in the Odyssey. In this case the suitors in Odysseus’ home. He is hinting at the idea that this fate will once again occur, but this time to the invaders in his home.  [39:  Homer Od.  17. 375]  [40:  Homer Od.  17. 360-365]  [41:  Emlyn-Jones, 1986   ] 


The keeping of Odysseus’ persona is important in securing loyalty within his kingdom. Odysseus is in the tricky position where he cannot yet reveal his true identity, due to the danger from the suitors. He must, in a covert way, disclose or at least plant the seeds of who he is to the key figures; he needs to be able to take back his home[footnoteRef:42]. Covert revelations of his identity are common in this book, and this occurs for many characters within Ithaca, including Eurycleia; who could identify him from an old scar from a boar[footnoteRef:43] and is sworn to secrecy, this even occurs with his old dog Argus, who wagged his tail when looking upon Odysseus[footnoteRef:44]. This is also the case with Eumaeus, who grew up with Odysseus, and they were said to have grown up like brothers[footnoteRef:45]. In this episode Eumaeus shows his recognition for Odysseus but simultaneously he doesn’t explicitly state that he does recognise him or at least doesn’t reveal his identity to anyone else. He must hide his identity from those he knows including his wife in order for him to be able to infiltrate his court. In the end Odysseus cunning puts him in a strong position, he doesn’t outright lie but in his concealment of the truth he is able to manipulate his way into securing his kingdom again much like how he was granted gifts and help after other stories and false tales previously in the Odyssey. The three instances of this tale being used all show the skill of Odysseus, each version being used for a specific purpose[footnoteRef:46] containing truths that are embellished so he is able to get the best out of the situation.   [42:  Roisman, 1990]  [43:  Homer Od.  19.389- 395]  [44:  Homer Od.  17. 290-305]  [45:  Gilbert P, 1980 ]  [46:  Trahman, 1952] 




In conclusion, Odysseus’ expert storytelling skills are a key component of the Odyssey. Both truth and lying tales aid his journey home and within his court, without this cunning and adaptative work, he would never have been able to make it home. His stories are so well told, due to his understanding of his audience. Being able to identify what the audience wants and prioritises as shown in the Phoenician episode, means that he can manipulate them into getting the help he needs to continue his journey. Most of his stories reflect what he has been through, even his lying tales follow this strategy making them much more believable, although this is not always the main reason why he is telling the story. All his tales are entertaining, and he is praised for this. Homer uses this plot device well, furthering the story, creating engagement with the external audience listening to the story orally and creating a hero whose stories are respected by both the internal and external audiences. 














References:
Benhaïm, A. (2015) “Djebar’s Odyssey,” Romanic Review, 106(1-4), p.13.
Carlisle, M. and Levaniouk, O. (1999) Nine essays on Homer. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
Currie, B. (2006) “Homer and the early epic tradition- Epic Interactions: Perspectives on Homer, Virgil, and the Epic Tradition Presented to Jasper Griffin by Former Pupils,” pp. 1–45. 
Doherty, L. (1991) “The Internal and Implied Audiences of" Odyssey" 11,” Arethusa, 24(2), pp.145-176. (Accessed: March 4, 2022).
Doherty, L.E. (1992) “Gender and internal audiences in the Odyssey,” American Journal of Philology, pp. 295–311. doi:10.2307/295555.
Edwards, M.W. (1974) “Type-Scenes and Homeric Hospitality,” Source: Transactions of the American Philological Association, 105, pp. 51–72. (Accessed: March 4, 2022).
Emlyn-Jones, C. (1986) “True and lying tales in the Odyssey,” Greece & Rome, 33(1), pp.1-10. (Accessed: March 4, 2022).
Gilbert P, R. (1980) “The Swineherd and the Beggar,” Phoenix, 34(4), p. 287.
Homer, The Odyssey. E.V. Rieu (trans.). 1946. Penguin Classics  
Johnston, P. (2018) “‘All Strangers and Beggars are from Zeus’: Early Greek Views of Hospitality.”
K Tuszyńska (2020) “Journey with nostos or without it. Many faces of the Homeric hero, Odysseus,” Scripta Neophilologica Posnaniensia, 20. doi:10.14746/snp.2020.20.19.
Olson, S.D. (1995) Blood and Iron: Stories and Storytelling in Homer’s Odyssey. (Vol. 148). Brill.
Reece, S. (1992) The stranger’s welcome: oral theory and the aesthetics of the Homeric hospitality scene. University of Michigan Press.
Richardson, S. (1996) “Truth in the Tales of the" Odyssey",” Mnemosyne, 49(Fasc. 4), pp.393-402.
Richardson, S. (2006) “The Devious Narrator of the ‘Odyssey,’” The Classical Journal, pp.337-359.
Rinon, Y. (2007) “The pivotal scene: Narration, colonial focalization, and transition in Odyssey 9,” American Journal of Philolgy American Journal of Philology, 128(3), pp.301-334. (Accessed: March 9, 2022).
Roisman, H. (1990) “Eumaeus and Odysseus—Covert Recognition and Self-Revelation?,” Illinois Classical Studies, 15(2), pp.215-238. (Accessed: March 9, 2022).
Souza, P. de (2002) Piracy in the Graeco-Roman world. Cambridge University Press. 
Trahman, C.R. (1952) “Odysseus’ Lies (‘Odyssey’, Books 13-19),” Phoenix, 6(2), p. 31. doi:10.2307/1086270.
West, M. (2014) The making of the Odyssey. Oxford University Press, USA.
 
