The Odyssey (Books XVII)


The Odyssey is a timeless epic, a story told by countless people and is an inspiration for all subsequent epics and adventures. One of the characteristics of all epics, especially those classical Greece, is the omnipresence of all the symbols and themes. The symbols can be seen through the description of characters, places and also event. The themes are typical ideas of the time that may or may not still be predominant in our society today. In any case, they are both crucial for the better understanding of the story, giving us an insight, among other things, into the lives, cultures and ideas that these people lived by in that period.


On page 338, we see the quote “[Telemachus] leaned his spear against a pillar”. A pillar is used to strengthen and hold a building, a house, together. Perhaps this house could be the “House of firm Odysseus”(p.338), his family, and the pillar would represent Odysseus himself, holding his family together. As we can see, in his absence, his wife Penelope is being stolen by the suitors and his son, Telemachus was nearly killed by these very suitors. The word pillar is used again, “Penelope sat opposite; her chair propped against a pillar as she wove the fine threads of wool”(P.340). Here the symbol of Odysseus is even more emphasized. Her chair is propped against a pillar, which supports her, since these were stools, without backs. Furthermore, she is weaving. The idea of weaving the shroud was to prevent the suitors from marrying her, allowing her to stay faithful to Odysseus.


This chapter, like in many others, has several basic themes that are seen throughout this epic and also in many other classical literary works. For example, the relationship between guests and hosts, when Theodymeus and Piraeus who has just arrived at Odysseus’ house. He is “washed and smoothed”(P.340) and later was offered “much and more”(P.340) food to feast on. It is also exemplified by the invitation of Odysseus the beggar to come and ask for food amongst the feasting suitors who in turn, gives generously. This relation is so sacred that when and if it is violated, the people around the sinner would be outraged and it would be considered scandalous. Another important theme would be the father/son relation, a good demonstrate of the male dominated culture. “Though Telemachus grieved to see his father struck, he did not let one tear fall to the ground (just as Odysseus asked)”(P.354). Telemachus would obey his father unconditionally despite the fact that he has to watch his father suffer while he sits, doing nothing. The last theme, that is unique to this epic, is the self-control that Odysseus imposes on himself. Throughout the books, our hero has been holding himself back from suffering, pain and women. “He thought he might attack and bludgeon him to death with his stout staff, or grab his waist and dash his head against the ground. But he checked himself; his rage did not erupt.” (P.344). This is a great example of this self-restraint, by using these term, we can see just how angry he was; he will not simply kill him, he wants to bludgeon him, but he holds back. Later, “He turned aside and wiped a salt tear from his eyes: to hide that gesture from the swineherd was not hard.” (P.347). He is terribly saddened by the sight of his faithful dog Argos, neglected and forgotten, he hides his sadness from others, although he is unable to hold back his tear. For his final test, Odysseus decides to meet his beloved wife, whom he has not seen in nineteen years and has traveled all this way only to be with her, only after nightfall. “So tell Penelope, though she’s impatient, to wait within her room until nightfall. Then she can ask me all she wants to know…”   


One of the most important symbols in the whole of the epic would Odysseus’ dog, Argos. Odysseus was disguised as a beggar, being guided by Eumaeus, the swineherd, to his house. The dog and his master saw each other at the entrance. “There Argos, flea-infested, lay. And when he was Odysseus standing near, he waged his tail and dropped his ears” (P.347). At this point, Odysseus has met and stayed a whole night with his swineherd and seen his son Telemachus, both who were close to him and still they did not recognize him. But, this old dog, which, like Telemachus, has not seen his master since his infancy, immediately recognizes Odysseus. Unfortunately, he is old, neglected by the servants, servants of Odysseus, who ignored him and Odysseus to serve the suitors. “There Argos, flea-infested, lay.” (P.347) “He lay unwanted in the deep dung”(p.347). Argos is flea-infested, old, dirty, and so is the passing Odysseus, dressed in rags, old looking, dirty. Our hero also has another common point with his dog; they both stink, having come from a pig farm and the dog lying on a heap of dung. Argos was once the best hunting dog on Ithaca, “there was no beast within the deep woods’ den who could escape”(P.347), but now, he is reduced to nothing, just like Odysseus, once the king of the island, now walking the streets as a beggar. Soon after their reunion, Argos dies, perhaps not to reveal his master’s identity, or perhaps because he is finally satisfied, having found what he was searching for all this time, “he never lost he scent of those he tracked”(P.347).


In any given book, there is an incalculable amount of symbols and themes we could extract from. The Odyssey includes twenty-four books, all of which could very well contain dozens of symbols per page, but book XVII, these symbols and themes seemed, to me, the most prominent. In conclusion, I would like to quote from one of my previous teachers, “Authors write books, students analyses them.”
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