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INTRODUCTION  

The story of Odysseus’ homecoming after ten years of war on Troy’s shores, and ten 
more of travel and adventure, makes for tremendous storytelling. In a real sense there 
are two narrators—Homer and, internal to the poem, Odysseus. Together, they weave a 
spellbinding tale of perseverance, courage, and temptation as the great wanderer and 
his men battle the elements, the gods, monsters, and their own natures in a heroic effort 
to return home. Once home in Ithaka, Odysseus faces challenges to his rule that call 
upon his wits and all the self-control he can muster. As he is reunited with his family 
and the few that have been faithful to his memory, we see a man ennobled by all that 
home now provides him. We see too that his adventures have prepared him to restore 
and rule his island kingdom. 
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Two other stories are embedded in the larger story of the Odyssey. These provide 
background and context for understanding the effects of Odysseus’ absence from home 
and what is at stake as he returns to take up his kingship in Ithaka. Keeping track of 
these two events through the details in this poem enlarges the story of Odysseus’ 
perseverance and courage. First, there is the account of the ten-year war waged on Troy 
by an association of Greek kings in their effort to retrieve Helen, wife of Meneláos. The 
second account is the violent homecoming of Agamémnon whose death at the hands of 
his queen Klytaimnéstra is avenged by their son Orestês. The details of these two events 
are built into the unfolding story of the Odyssey. Students need not be familiar with the 
Iliad nor the entire story of that ten-year war. The narratives told by the characters are 
sufficient for a careful reading of this epic recounting of Odysseus’ solo return to Ithaka 
and his family. 

While these three stories make up the heart of the Odyssey, the characters of Odysseus, 
Penélopê, Telémakhos, Athena, the suitors and all those they meet form the backbone of 
the story. Thus, careful attention should be paid to what their words and deeds reveal 
about each of them. 

This guide is written for teachers of first-time readers of the Odyssey. We do not treat the 
story in a scholarly fashion; rather, the questions included in the guide are meant to lead 
the students further into the story where they will discover a tale of adventure, loyalty, 
and perseverance. Nevertheless, we recommend that teachers study scholarly 
commentary to advance and enrich their own understanding of the Odyssey. We caution 
teachers not to bring those scholarly concerns and evaluations into discussion with the 
students when unnecessary. Please see the short bibliography for some suggested titles. 

This guide includes the following:  

● Ten steps on how to prepare the students to begin their study of the Odyssey 

● Discussion questions for each book of the Odyssey 

● A list of broader questions suitable for closing discussions and essay assignments 

● A short bibliography 
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SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

Book I  

1. What do we learn from the poet in the opening lines of the poem? Time shifts 
several times in the opening forty lines; pay attention to what has happened as the 
storyteller begins this tale. 

2. In Book I, the poet presents to us several different scenes: Odysseus’ homecoming 
story, Agamémnon’s homecoming story, Zeus in conversation with Athena, and 
Telémakhos and the suitors in Ithaka. Describe what has happened or is happening 
in each of these places. Be sure to keep track of what is past and present. 

3. Carefully reimagine the scene in the courts of Zeus. What exactly is the subject of 
Zeus’ musings? What has occurred among men that has spurred the subsequent 
discussion among the gods? Why does Athena bring up the case of Odysseus in this 
context? How does Zeus respond to Athena? Why? What, according to Zeus, is the 
cause of Odysseus’ troubles? What plan is made and why? 

4. Where is Odysseus as the poem begins? How long has he been there? What is he 
doing? 

5. Reimagine the scene in Ithaka. What is happening at Odysseus’ home? Describe the 
suitors. 
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6. Describe Telémakhos. What is he doing when we first meet him? How does he react 
when he sees Athena/Mentês? What does he say about his father? 

7. Note what is believed about Odysseus by each of the characters. Who believes he 
has perished at sea? Who keeps his memory alive? 

8. What does Athena/Mentês reveal and forecast about Odysseus? What is her advice 
to Telémakhos? Does Telémakhos seem different after his encounter with Athena? 
When he replies to Eurýmakhos’s query about Athena, how does Telémakhos 
answer? Why? 

9. When does Penélopê appear, and what happens in the exchange between her and 
Telémakhos? 

10. Identify some of the important characters in addition to Odysseus and begin 
keeping track of them: Athena, Telémakhos, Penélopê, Laërtês, and Poseidon. 

  

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Homer’s Odyssey is 26 pages and is available as a PDF 
in our shop for $10. Click here to visit the product page.  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