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1		 	 	 Homer

Yea, and if some god shall wreck me in the wine-dark 
deep, even so I will endure, with a heart within me 
patient of affliction.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	  
From The Odyssey (c. 8th century BC), Book 6


NOW the Dawn arose from her couch, from the side of the lordly 
Tithonus, to bear light to the immortals and to mortal men. And lo, 

the gods were gathering to session, and among them Zeus that thunders on 
high, whose might is above all. And Athena told them the tale of the many 
woes of Odysseus, recalling them to mind; for near her heart was he that then 
abode in the dwelling of the nymph:	   

     ‘Father Zeus, and all ye other blessed gods that live for ever, henceforth let 
not any sceptred king be kind and gentle with all his heart, nor minded to do 
righteously, but let him always be a hard man and work unrighteousness, for 
behold, there is none that remembereth divine Odysseus of the people whose 
lord he was, and was gentle as a father. Howbeit, as for him he lieth in an 
island suffering strong pains, in the halls of the nymph Calypso, who holdeth 
him perforce; so he may not reach his own country, for he hath no ships by 
him with oars, and no companions to send him on his way over the broad 
back of the sea. And now, again, they are set on slaying his beloved son on his 
homeward way, for he is gone to fair Pylos and to goodly Lacedaemon, to 
seek tidings of his father.’	   

     And Zeus, gatherer of the clouds, answered and spake unto her: ‘My child, 
what word hath escaped the door of thy lips? Nay, didst thou not thyself plan 
this device, that Odysseus may assuredly take vengeance on those men at his 
coming? As for Telemachus, do thou guide him by thine art, as well as thou 
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mayest, that so he may come to his own country all unharmed, and the 
wooers may return in their ship with their labour all in vain.’	  

     Therewith he spake to Hermes, his dear son: ‘Hermes, forasmuch as even 
in all else thou art our herald, tell unto the nymph of the braided tresses my 
unerring counsel, even the return of the patient Odysseus, how he is to come 
to his home, with no furtherance of gods or of mortal men. Nay, he shall sail 
on a well-bound raft, in sore distress, and on the twentieth day arrive at 
fertile Scheria, even at the land of the Phaeacians, who are near of kin to the 
gods. And they shall give him all worship heartily as to a god, and send him 
on his way in a ship to his own dear country, with gifts of bronze and gold, 
and raiment in plenty, much store, such as never would Odysseus have won 
for himself out of Troy, yea, though he had returned unhurt with the share of 
the spoil that fell to him. On such wise is he fated to see his friends, and come 
to his high-roofed home and his own country.’	   

     So spake he, nor heedless was the messenger, the slayer of Argos. 
Straightway he bound beneath his feet his lovely golden sandals, that wax not 
old, that bare him alike over the wet sea and over the limitless land, swift as 
the breath of the wind. And he took the wand wherewith he lulls the eyes of 
whomso he will, while others again he even wakes from out of sleep. With 
this rod in his hand flew the strong slayer of Argos. Above Pieria he passed 
and leapt from the upper air into the deep. Then he sped along the wave like 
the cormorant, that chaseth the fishes through the perilous gulfs of the 
unharvested sea, and wetteth his thick plumage in the brine. Such like did 
Hermes ride upon the press of the waves. But when he had now reached that 
far-off isle, he went forth from the sea of violet blue to get him up into the 
land, till he came to a great cave, wherein dwelt the nymph of the braided 
tresses: and he found her within. And on the hearth there was a great fire 
burning, and from afar through the isle was smelt the fragrance of cleft cedar 
blazing, and of sandal wood. And the nymph within was singing with a sweet 
voice as she fared to and fro before the loom, and wove with a shuttle of gold. 
And round about the cave there was a wood blossoming, alder and poplar 
and sweet-smelling cypress. And therein roosted birds long of wing, owls and 
falcons and chattering sea-crows, which have their business in the waters. 
And lo, there about the hollow cave trailed a gadding garden vine, all rich 
with clusters. And fountains four set orderly were running with clear water, 
hard by one another, turned each to his own course. And all around soft 
meadows bloomed of violets and parsley, yea, even a deathless god who came 
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thither might wonder at the sight and be glad at heart. There the messenger, 
the slayer of Argos, stood and wondered.


                                            


T hen the messenger, the slayer of Argos, answered her: ‘Yea, speed 
him now upon his path and have regard unto the wrath of Zeus, 
lest haply he be angered and bear hard on thee hereafter.’  

Therewith the great slayer of Argos departed, but the lady nymph went on 
her way to the great-hearted Odysseus, when she had heard the message of 
Zeus. And there she found him sitting on the shore, and his eyes were never 
dry to tears, and his sweet life was ebbing away as he mourned for his return; 
For the nymph no more found favour in his sight. Howsoever by night he 
would sleep by her, as needs he must, in the hollow caves, unwilling lover by 
a willing lady. And in the day-time he would sit on the rocks and on the 
beach, straining his soul with tears, and groans, and griefs, and through his 
tears he would look wistfully over the unharvested deep. So standing near 
him that fair goddess spake to him:	   


  ‘Hapless man, sorrow no more I pray thee in this isle, nor let thy good life 
waste away, for even now will I send thee hence with all my heart. Nay, arise 
and cut long beams, and fashion a wide raft with the axe, and lay deckings 
high thereupon, that it may bear thee over the misty deep. And I will place 
therein bread and water, and red wine to thy heart’s desire, to keep hunger 
far away. And I will put raiment upon thee, and send a fair gale in thy wake, 
that so thou mayest come all unharmed to thine own country, if indeed it be 
the good pleasure of the gods who hold wide heaven, who are stronger than I 
am both to will and to do.’	   

  So she spake, and the steadfast goodly Odysseus shuddered, and uttering his 
voice spake to her winged words: ‘Herein, goddess, thou hast plainly some 
other thought, and in no wise my furtherance, for that thou biddest me to 
cross in a raft the great gulf of the sea so dread and difficult, which not even 
the swift gallant ships pass over rejoicing in the breeze of Zeus. Nor would I 
go aboard a raft to displeasure thee, unless thou wilt deign, O goddess, to 
swear a great oath not to plan any hidden guile to mine own hurt.’	   

  So spake he, and Calypso, the fair goddess, smiled and caressed him with 
her hand, and spake and hailed him: ’Knavish thou art, and no weakling in 
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wit, thou that hast conceived and spoken such a word. Let earth be now 
witness hereto, and the wide heaven above, and that falling water of the Styx, 
the greatest oath and the most terrible to the blessed gods, that I will not plan 
any hidden guile to thine own hurt. Nay, but my thoughts are such, and such 
will be my counsel, as I would devise for myself, if ever so sore a need came 
over me. For I too have a righteous mind, and my heart within me is not of 
iron, but pitiful even as thine.’	   

  Therewith the fair goddess led the way quickly, and he followed hard in the 
steps of the goddess. And they reached the hollow cave, the goddess and the 
man; so he sat him down upon the chair whence Hermes had arisen, and the 
nymph placed by him all manner of food to eat and drink, such as is meat for 
men. As for her she sat over against divine Odysseus, and the handmaids 
placed by her ambrosia and nectar. So they put forth their hands upon the 
good cheer set before them. But after they had taken their fill of meat and 
drink, Calypso, the fair goddess, spake first and said:	   

  ‘Son of Laertes, of the seed of Zeus, Odysseus of many devices, so it is 
indeed thy wish to get thee home to thine own dear country even in this 
hour? Good fortune go with thee even so! Yet didst thou know in thine heart 
what a measure of suffering thou art ordained to fulfil, before ever thou reach 
thine own country, here, even here, thou wouldst abide with me and keep 
this house, and wouldst never taste of death, though thou longest to see thy 
wife, for whom thou hast ever a desire day by day. Not in sooth that I avow 
me to be less noble than she in form or fashion, for it is in no wise meet that 
mortal women should match them with immortals, in shape and comeliness.’	   

  And Odysseus of many counsels answered, and spake unto her: ‘Be not 
wroth with me hereat, goddess and queen. Myself I know it well, how wise 
Penelope is meaner to look upon than thou, in comeliness and stature. But 
she is mortal and thou knowest not age nor death. Yet even so, I wish and 
long day by day to fare homeward and see the day of my returning. Yea, and if 
some god shall wreck me in the wine-dark deep, even so I will endure, with a 
heart within me patient of affliction. For already have I suffered full much, 
and much have I toiled in perils of waves and war; let this be added to the tale 
of those.’	  

  So spake he, and the sun sank and darkness came on. Then they twain went 
into the chamber of the hollow rock, and had their delight of love, abiding 
each by other.
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From William Hazlitt, “On the Love 
of Life” (1815)


It is our intention, in the course of these papers, occasionally to expose 
certain vulgar errors, which have crept into our reasonings on men and 
manners. Perhaps one of the most interesting of these, is that which relates to 
the source of our general attachment to life. We are not going to enter into the 
question, whether life is, on the whole, to be regarded as a blessing, though we 
are by no means inclined to adopt the opinion of that sage, who thought "that 
the best thing that could have happened to a man was never to have been born, 
and the next best to have died the moment after he came into existence." The 
common argument, however, which is made use of to prove the value of life, 
from the strong desire which almost every one feels for its continuance, 
appears to be altogether inconclusive. The wise and the foolish, the weak and 
the strong, the lame and the blind, the prisoner and the free, the prosperous 
and the wretched, the beggar and the king, the rich and the poor, the young 
and the old, from the little child who tries to leap over his own shadow, to the 
old man who stumbles blindfold on his grave, all feel this desire in common. 
Our notions with respect to the importance of life, and our attachment to it, 
depend on a principle which has very little to do with its happiness or its 
misery.


The love of life is, in general, the effect not of our enjoyments, but of our 
passions. We are not attached to it so much for its own sake, or as it is 
connected with happiness, as because it is necessary to action. Without life 
there can be no action -- no objects of pursuit -- no restless desires -- no 
tormenting passions. Hence it is that we fondly cling to it -- that we dread its 
termination as the close, not of enjoyment, but of hope. The proof that our 
attachment to life is not absolutely owing to the immediate satisfaction we find 
in it, is, that those persons are commonly found most loath to part with it who 
have the least enjoyment of it, and who have the greatest difficulties to struggle 
with, as losing gamesters are the most desperate. And farther, there are not 
many persons who, with all their pretended love of life, would not, if it had 
been in their power, have melted down the longest life to a few hours. "The 
school-boy, " says Addison, "counts the time till the return of the holidays; the 
minor longs to be of age; the lover is impatient till he is married." -- "Hope and 
fantastic expectations spend much of our lives; and while with passion we look 

www.notestoliterature.com


 5

http://www.notestoliterature.com


for a coronation, or the death of an enemy, or a day of joy, passing from fancy 
to possession without any intermediate notices, we throw away a precious 
year." JEREMY TAYLOR. -- We would willingly, and without remorse, sacrifice 
the present moment, but all the interval (no matter how long) that separates us 
from any favourite object. We chiefly look upon life, then, as the means to an 
end. Its common enjoyments and its daily evils are alike disregarded for any 
idle purpose we have in view. It should seem as if there were a free green sunny 
spots in the desert of life, to which we are always hastening forward: we eye 
them wistfully in the distance, and care not what perils or suffering we endure, 
so that we arrive at them at last.  However, weary we may be of the same stale 
round -- however sick of the past -- however hopeless of the future -- the mind 
still revolts at the thought of death, because the fancied possibility of good, 
which always remains with life, gathers strength as it is about to be torn from us 
for forever, and the dullest scene looks bright compared with the darkness of 
the grave. 


[…]Our reluctance to part with existence evidently does not depend on the 
calm and even current of our lives, but on the force and impulse of the 
passions. Hence that indifference to death which has been sometimes remarked 
in people who lead a solitary and peaceful life in remote and barren districts. 
The pulse of life in them does not beat strong enough to occasion any violent 
revulsion of the frame when it ceases. He who treads the green mountain turf, 
or who sleeps beneath it, enjoys and almost equal quiet. The death of those 
persons has always been accounted happy, who had attained their utmost 
wishes, who had nothing left to regret or to desire. Our repugnance to death 
increases in proportion to our consciousness of having lived in vain -- to the 
violence of our efforts and the keenness of our disappointments -- and to our 
earnest desire to find in the future, if possible a rich amends for the past. We 
may be said to nurse our existence with the greatest tenderness, according to 
the pain it has cost us; and feel at every step of our varying progress the truth 
of that line of the poet --


"An ounce of sweet is worth a pound of sour."


The love of life is in fact the sum of all our passions and of all our 
enjoyments; but these are by no means the same thing, for the vehemence of 
our passions is irritated, not less by disappointment than by the prospect of 
success. Nothing seems to be a match for this general tenaciousness of 
existence, but such an extremity either of bodily or mental suffering as destroys 
at once the power both of habit and imagination. In short ,the question 
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whether life is accompanied with a greater quantity of pleasure or pain, may be 
fairly set aside as frivolous, and of no practical utility; for out attachment to life 
depends on our interest in it; and it cannot be denied that we have more 
interest in this moving, busy scene, agitated with a thousand hopes and fears, 
and checkered with every diversity of joy and sorrow, than in a dreary blank. 
To be something is better than to be nothing, because we can feel no interest in 
nothing. Passion, imagination, self-will, the sense of power, the very 
consciousness of our existence, bind us to life, and hold us fast in its chains, as 
by a magic spell, in spite of every other consideration. Nothing can be more 
philosophical than the reasoning which Milton puts into the mouth of the fallen 
angel:


------"And that must end us, that must be our cure,

To be no more; sad cure: for who would lose,

Though full of pain, this intellectual being,

Those thoughts that wander through eternity,

To perish rather, swallowe'd up and lost

In the wide womb of uncreated night,

Devoid of sense and motion?"


From Erich Auerbach, “Odysseus’ Scar” 
in Mimesis — Two Modes of Realism in 
European literature (1946)


1.

All this is scrupulously externalized and narrated in leisurely fashion. The 

two women express their feelings in copious direct discourse. Feelings though 
they are, with only a slight admixture of the most general considerations upon 
human destiny, the syntactical connection between part and part is perfectly 
clear, no contour is blurred. There is also room and time for orderly, perfectly 
well-articulated, uniformly illuminated descriptions of implements, 
ministrations, and gestures. Even in the dramatic moment of recognition, 
Homer does not omit to tell the reader that it is with his right hand that 
Odysseus takes the old woman by the throat to keep her from speaking, at the 
same time that he draws her closer to him with his left.
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2.

The genius of the Homeric style becomes even more apparent when it is 

compared with an equally ancient and equally epic style from a different world 
of forms. I shall attempt this comparison with the account of the sacrifice of 
Isaac, a homogeneous narrative produced by the so-called Elohist. The King 
James version translates the opening as follows (Genesis 22: 1):


And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt 
Abraham, and said unto him, Abraham: and he said, Behold, here I 
am. And he said, Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou 
lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a 
burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.  
And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and 
took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son, and clave the 
wood for the burnt offering, and rose up, and went unto the place of 
which God had told him.


	 	 	 	 	 (Genesis 22: 1-3)


Even this opening startles us when we come to it from Homer. Where are the 
two speakers? We are not told. The reader, however, knows that they are not 
normally to be found together in one place on earth, that one of them, God, in 
order to speak to Abraham, must come from somewhere, must enter the 
earthly realm from some unknown heights or depths. Whence does he come, 
whence does he call to Abraham? We are not told. He does not come, like Zeus 
or Poseidon, from the Aethiopians, where he has been enjoying a sacrificial 
feast. Nor are we told anything of his reasons for tempting Abraham so terribly. 
He has not, like Zeus, discussed them in set speeches with other gods gathered 
in council; nor have the deliberations in his own heart been presented to us; 
unexpected and mysterious, he enters the scene from some unknown height or 
depth and calls: Abraham!


3.

The Homeric poems present a definite complex of events whose boundaries 

in space and time are clearly delimited; before it, beside it, and after it, other 
complexes of events, which do not depend upon it, can be conceived without 
conflict and without difficulty. The Old Testament, on the other hand, presents 
universal history: it begins with the beginning of time, with the creation of the 
world, and will end with the Last Days, the fulfilling of the Covenant, with 
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which the world will come to an end. Everything else that happens in the world 
can only be conceived as an element in this sequence...


4.

Each of the great figures of the Old Testament, from Adam to the prophets, 

embodies a moment of this vertical connection. God chose and formed these 
men to the end of embodying his essence and will—yet choice and formation do 
not coincide, for the latter proceeds gradually, historically, during the earthly 
life of him upon whom the choice has fallen. How the process is accomplished, 
what terrible trials such a formation inflicts, can be seen from our story of 
Abraham’s sacrifice.


Achilles and Odysseus are splendidly described in many well-ordered words, 
epithets cling to them, their emotions are constantly displayed in their words 
and deeds—but they have no development, and their life-histories are clearly 
set forth once and for all. So little are the Homeric heroes presented as 
developing or having developed, that most of them—Nestor, Agamemnon, 
Achilles—appear to be of an age fixed from the very first. Even Odysseus, in 
whose case the long lapse of time and the many events which occurred offer so 
much opportunity for biographical development, shows almost nothing of it. 
Odysseus on his return is exactly the same as he was when he left Ithaca two 
decades earlier. But what a road, what a fate, lie between the Jacob who 
cheated his father out of his blessing and the old man whose favorite son has 
been torn to pieces by a wild beast!


The old man, of whom we know how he has become what he is, is more of 
an individual than the young man; for it is only during the course of an eventful 
life that men are differentiated into full individuality; and it is this history of a 
personality which the Old Testament presents to us as the formation 
undergone by those whom God has chosen to be examples. Fraught with their 
development, sometimes even aged to the verge of dissolution, they show a 
distinct stamp of individuality entirely foreign to the Homeric heroes. Time can 
touch the latter only outwardly, and even that change is brought to our 
observation as little as possible; whereas the stern hand of God is ever upon the 
Old Testament figures; he has not only made them once and for all and chosen 
them, but he continues to work upon them, bends them and kneads them, and, 
without destroying them in essence, produces from them forms which their 
youth gave no grounds for anticipating.
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5.

We have compared these two texts, and, with them, the two kinds of style 

they embody, in order to reach a starting point for an investigation into the 
literary representation of reality in European culture. The two styles, in their 
opposition, represent basic types: on the one hand fully externalized 
description, uniform illumination, uninterrupted connection, free expression, 
all events in the foreground, displaying unmistakable meanings, few elements 
of historical development and of psychological perspective; on the other hand, 
certain parts brought into high relief, others left obscure, abruptness, 
suggestive influence of the unexpressed, “background” quality, multiplicity of 
meanings and the need for interpretation, universal-historical claims, 
development of the concept of the historically becoming, and preoccupation 
with the problematic.
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Further Reading Suggestions


Recommended Secondary Literature:


* Clay, J.S., The Wrath of Athena: Gods and Men in the Odyssey (1996)


* Nagy, G. The Best of the Achaeans: The Concept of the Hero in Archaic 
Greek Poetry (1998)


* Olson, S.D., Blood and Iron: Stories and Storytelling in Homer's 
Odyssey (1995)


* Segal, C. Singers, Heroes and Gods in The Odyssey (1994)


You can find a full list of suggestions for further reading and secondary 
literature on all of the primary texts in these booklets on the website:


https://www.notestoliterature.com/twelve-books-to-have 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About Notes to Literature


Notes is an e-learning project that offers personalised higher-education 
tuition in European literature, history and philosophy. At its core are 12 short 
courses on modern and classical authors, including (among others) Homer, 
Sophocles, Plato, Dante, Shakespeare, Karl Marx, and James Joyce. The courses 
can be taken on a one-to-one or a small group basis, and starting dates are 
flexible. Just sign up for modules of interest on the website. Notes was set up 
with the specific idea of creating a short series of courses that would provide 
adult and young adult learners with a foundational, integrated and critical 
study of the history of Western thought and literature. This idea reflects our 
belief that creative and critical response to this tradition has an important role 
to play in understanding our current selves and predicaments, as well as in 
imagining and fashioning our possible futures.


If you would like more information about Notes to Literature, please do get 
in touch with me at jonathan@notestoliterature.com or visit the website: 
notestoliterature.com.  


If you are a school, or a company, and would like to inquire about arranging 
courses for your students or employees, please reach out. I can provide further 
details on the different kinds of approaches and services I offer depending on 
the particular learning contexts.


If you would like to pursue further independent reading on any of the 
authors in the booklet, or if you are setting up a reading group, I’m always 
happy to send on reading lists and guided reading questions that might be 
helpful for your discussions. 


And of course, if you are interested in taking a course with Notes, I’d be 
delighted to hear from you. I offer free no-obligation meetings to discuss your 
goals, talk about some aspects of my approach, and think about how the 
courses could be tailored for you.


Happy reading.
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About Me :  Jonathan Gallagher

I received my doctorate in 2019 from the University of Edinburgh, where I 

taught several undergraduate courses, ranging from medieval and early 
modern literature, to Romantic, Modernist and Late-Modernist poetry and 
drama. My doctoral research examined the relationship between processes of 
state-formation in early modern England and the spectacular flourishing of 
religious poetry witnessed during the same period. This work has been 
published by leading academic journals in my field, and tries to show that 
religious poetry was vitally and critically responsive to broad changes in social 
relations and practices of rule in 17C England. 


 In my teaching, as in my research, I'm drawn to examining intellectual 
history and literary art in the context of given social and political conditions. 
With that in mind, in 2022, I founded Notes to Literature. My hope is that Notes 
will grow into a distinguished provider of personalised adult education in the 
humanities. The plan is to go about this one client at a time.


You can learn more about Notes and me here: https://
www.notestoliterature.com/my-work


https://edinburgh.academia.edu/JonathanGallagher
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