	
	
	



Why does travel matter? Discuss in relation to Homer Odyssey 1-4 and its historical context. 

Following the emergence of Ancient Greece from the Dark Ages in the 8th Century BCE, travel played an important part in the structural revolution that marked the beginning of the Archaic period (Snodgrass, 1980 p. 13, p. 31). The development of poleis and emporia across the Mediterranean lead to a new sense of identity for the Greek people as a whole, and with it came the introduction of the Phoenician alphabet, from which evolved a new writing system allowing stories and legends to be written down as opposed to being passed along solely through oral tradition. Travel became an essential part of the expansion of the Greek world and the expansion of the Greek identity. Literature in this period would depict cultural changes in order to deal with them, and travel is no exception to this as it features as a central and important idea in Homer’s Odyssey, where both the titular Odysseus and his son Telemachus undertake highly important journeys.

From early on in the Odyssey we are introduced to the disarray Odysseus’ household has fallen into during his absence, along with the idea that travel is, in essence, essential to restore order to it once again; Odysseus must journey from where he is trapped on Ogygia to reclaim control over his own household and regain his identity in the eyes of his people (Ready, 2007, p. 126), and Telemachus must first embark on his own journey to return hope to his mother and his household with news of his father. Telemachus’ physical journey is important to bring home news of his father, but it also represents his metaphorical journey into manhood as he finally begins to live up to his father’s name and reputation. However, despite Telemachus growing up without his father’s physical presence in his household, Telemachus demonstrates excellent guest hospitality in his role as host, something highlighted by the appalling behaviour of the Suitors who have encroached upon his home. When the disguised Athene appears to Telemachus, he is immediately dutiful in welcoming her into his home and offering food and drink before asking for the identity of his guest, as is appropriate according to the laws of xenia (Ready, 2007, p. 126), despite the draining presence of the Suitors. Athene herself admonishes the Suitors’ behaviour upon witnessing it, and when later Telemachus announces that if the Suitors do not leave his home, he will ensure they see the consequences of their ongoing impoliteness, Zeus sends down two eagles to the assembly to signify his support of Telemachus’ statement. Telemachus’ renewed and now active determination to return his household to order as it was before his father left for Troy marks the beginnings of his personal journey to becoming his own man, a journey that is clearly sanctioned by the gods. Telemachus calling upon Zeus in response to the Suitors' behaviour in a public assembly is particularly significant, as guest hospitality was something seen to be overlooked by Zeus himself. The consequences of bad guest hospitality are well documented throughout Greek mythology, as evidenced in this epic alone with the consequences faced by both the Suitors (Hom. Od. 22.1-329) and the cyclops Polyphemus (Hom. Od. 9.105-566), and elsewhere in the tales of Tantalus (Eur. Or. 5-11) and Lycaon (Ov. Met. 1.163-252). Both Tantalus and Lycaon let their hybris dictate their actions, something not dissimilar to the Suitors brushing aside the warnings of their impending doom as mere superstition muttered by an old man and inspired by someone who they view as nothing more than an insolent young man (Hom. Od. 2.177-195).
 
In the third book of the Odyssey, Telemachus sets out for Pylos to speak to Nestor about what he may know about Odysseus following the end of the Trojan war. The expansion of the setting here leads to an expansion of the story - not only is Telemachus experiencing a new city and culture, but this also leads us to know more about the story of Odysseus and his fellow soldiers following the Achaean victory at Ilium. Here in Pylos, we get another look at good guest hospitality, as well an idea of the proper behaviour for a young man both from Telemachus and Nestor’s youngest son Pisistratus. Like Telemachus, Pisistratus was a young boy when his father and brothers left for the Trojan war, however in this sense Pisistratus can be viewed as much luckier than Telemachus, as while Odysseus remained gone from Ithaca for a further ten years after the war, Nestor was able to return home to his family. Regardless, Telemachus and Pisistratus seem to be equally respectful and aware of the social norms they ought to be adhering to, suggesting that despite his absence Odysseus’ spirit has been ingrained in his son, an idea put forth to him initially by Athene disguised as Mentor in the second book of the Odyssey (Hom. Od. 2.270-281). Pisistratus exhibits exemplary guest hospitality to Telemachus and the disguised Athene as well as showing a deep respect for the gods (Hom. Od. 3.37-50), highlighting the difference between a proper guest-host interaction and the Suitors treatment of Telemachus’ home.
 
Book four of the Odyssey follows Telemachus and Pisistratus as they travel to speak with Helen and Menelaus in Sparta. Once again here we see a positive example of guest hospitality, as Menelaus quickly rejects the idea put forth by the squire Eteoneus of sending Telemachus and Pisistratus, though at the time unaware of their identities, away for some other household to entertain them and immediately insists on inviting them in and offering food as it is the correct thing to do (Hom. Od. 4.36-47). Once his guests have bathed and been seated with him, Menelaus even states aloud that he will not ask their identities until after they have been sufficiently fed (Hom. Od. 4.60-62), further highlighting the importance of guest hospitality. The behaviour of Menelaus here is particularly poignant, as Menelaus and his brother Agamemnon were descendants of the infamous Tantalus. The repeated emphasis of the importance of xenia throughout the epic, while it was undoubtedly something every Greek person should strive to follow correctly, suggests it is something of a heroic quality to be greatly admired. The characters in the epic, especially in the first four books of the Odyssey, who do not go against the ideas of guest hospitality are in some way seen as heroic in general (Nestor, Menelaus and Odysseus himself) whereas the characters throughout the epic who do not do this (the Suitors, Polyphemus and Circe, to name a few) are viewed negatively and seen as obstacles to the journey of the heroes of the story. This further adds to the importance of Telemachus’ journey to manhood and puts him forth as able to truly follow in his footsteps and become a hero in his own right.
 
While Telemachus’ metaphorical journey is a vital part of his developing character, his physical journey proves to be just as crucial to Telemachus’ sense of identity. It is not until he learns that his father Odysseus may still be alive and undertakes the journey to learn more information to confirm the truth that Telemachus’ sense of identity in regard to his father becomes clearer. Nestor, Helen and Menelaus all recognise Odysseus in Telemachus (Hom. Od. 3.122-124, 4.128-150), a significant thing for Telemachus to hear as he himself begins to doubt his father’s identity after a lifetime of him being absent (Hom. Od. 1.213-220). It is not until Telemachus is reunited with Odysseus later on in the epic that Telemachus’ hope truly returns to him, yet this journey and the assurances from men who knew his father far better than he builds the foundations for Telemachus to believe his father upon Odysseus’ return, after which they restore their household back to order together.
 
Overall, the importance of travel in the Archaic Greek world is reflected and  plays an incredibly essential role in Homer’s Odyssey, from Odysseus’ return home, or nostos, to Telemachus’ own journey, both physical and metaphorical. Odysseus’ own journey is critical in reclaiming his home and restoring his household to its rightful state as it had been before he left to fight in the Trojan war and Telemachus’ metaphorical journey towards manhood allows him to aid his father in this goal. Telemachus’ journey helps expand the narrative as he journeys from Ithaca to Pylos to Sparta, and builds a connection between the story of the Odyssey and the story of the Iliad, providing context for what became of the other heroes of Troy following their victory. Telemachus’ journey is also important for the characters in the story, as he travels in the hope to bring home news that his father is indeed still alive and able to return home after all these years. The value of travel in the world of Archaic Greece is evidently woven throughout the epic, and plays just as important a role as anything else the whole way through.
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