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Cultural Background to English 

Literature 
Lecturer – Etti Ginzburg. Semester A 2021-2022. 

Greek Myths 
Greek Mythology Background: 
Until the 8th century BC there were various orally transmitted 

versions. After that there is writing such as Homer – Iliad & 

Odyssey, Hesiod – Theogony & Works and Days, The Homeric 

Hymns. 

The Athenian Tragedians (5th century BC) establish 

authoritative versions of many myths: Aeschylus – The 

Oresteia, Sophocles – The Theban Plays, Euripides – The 

Bacchae  (the myth of Dionysus). 

Roman Sources: Virgil (70-19Bc) – The Aeneid, Ovid (43Bc- 

17Ad) – Metamorphoses. 

What is a myth? – from PP: 

Myth express profound, universal truths. 

Is it a widespread but untrue or erroneous story or belief; a widely held misconception; a 

misrepresentation of the truth? Something existing only in myth; a fictitious or imaginary person or 

thing? (OED) 

Is it merely a traditional story, typically involving supernatural beings or forces, which embodies and 

provides an explanation, etiology, or justification for something such as the early history of a society, a 

religious belief or ritual, or a natural phenomenon? (OED). 

The 12 Olympian Gods:  

▪ Zeus (Jupiter): King of all the gods (and father to many); god of weather, law, and fate. 

▪ Hera (Juno): Queen of the gods; goddess of women and marriage. 

▪ Aphrodite (Venus): Goddess of beauty and love. 

▪ Apollo (Apollo): God of prophesy, music, poetry, and knowledge. 

▪ Ares (Mars): God of war. 

▪ Artemis (Diana): Goddess of hunting, animals, and childbirth. 

▪ Athena (Minerva): Goddess of wisdom and defense. 

▪ Demeter (Ceres): Goddess of agriculture and grain. 

▪ Dionysus (Bacchus): God of wine, pleasure, and festivity. 

▪ Hephaestus (Vulcan): God of fire, metalworking, and sculpture. 

▪ Hermes (Mercury): God of travel, hospitality and trade and Zeus’s personal messenger. 

▪ Poseidon (Neptune): God of the sea. 

G r e e k  M y t h s   
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Other Important gods and goddesses sometimes considered as Olympians: 

▪ Hades (Pluto): God of the underworld. 

▪ Hestia (Vesta): Goddess of home and family. 

▪ Eros (Cupid): God of sex and minion to Aphrodite. 

'Do not mess with the gods' is the most important lesson for every Greek person. 

All Summaries of texts are from 'Greek Myths' by Lucilla Burn 

The myth of Persephone and Demeter –the Homeric Hymn to Demeter: 
Persephone is introduced to us as she is picking flowers in a field. Her mother is Demeter (Goddess of 

agriculture) and her father is Zeus which makes her a demi-god (half god half human); Her uncle is 

Hades (God of the underworld).  

Persephone is at the age where she needs to get married and nobody asks women if they want it (it’s 

non-negotiable). 

Hades tells Zeus that he wants Persephone to be his wife. However, they don’t ask Demeter nor 

Persephone for their opinion.  

Persephone was kidnapped and raped by her uncle, Hades. He wanted to marry her. She cried and 

screamed. Her mother didn’t know where she was and traveled for 9 days without resting or eating. 

In terms of gender, it's a very masculine story – the men rule women. All until Demeter decided she will 

stop at nothing to have her daughter back. 

Demeter's anger caused the lands to dry, and for nothing to grow. When Zeus notices he summoned 

her, but she refused to come to the Olympus or to allow the crops to grow back until she saw her 

daughter again. 

In the end Zeus met her demands and she met Persephone. Before Persephone returns to her mother, 

Hades made her eat a pomegranate seed – food from the underworld, a symbol of fertility. It indicates 

that before she leaves they have sexual intercourse and established their marriage. When Demeter sees 

Persephone she notices her change, she is now a man's wife. 

 They made an agreement in which 2/3 of the year she will be with her above the ground, and the other 

1/3 with her now husband, Hades. Now Demeter is very happy, and everything grows back – like in 

the spring. 

This myth symbolizes the seasons of the year – etiological story (explains natural phenomena). 

What is the meaning of this myth? 

The myths are defined as "traditional tales relevant to society". The Greek people took inspiration from 

the myths, specifically from the gods and tried to act the same. The myth of Persephone and Demeter 

for example – the division of the year to the upper and underworld represents the seasons of the year. 

"Greek myths inspired great art and great poetry". Many pieces of the Greek art did not survive so we are 

left to imagine from ancient description about it – how impressive they must have been, how only 

occasionally the art pieces survived (such as the painting of Persephone's rape at a 4th century tomb in 

Macedonia and others). 

The myth of Persephone and Demeter talks about the duty of a woman to become a wife and coming of 

age to accept this duty. This is what women used to do – get married and bear children. They didn’t 

have any power/right to decide for their own. In ancient times, marriage has been compared to death 

(the symbolic meaning). Marriage involved lost and pain – she loses her virginity, leaves the warmth of 

her home, she doesn’t have the opportunity to choose. 
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Themes: 

▪ Pomegranate – woman's experience, fertility, and agriculture: Symbolic to sexual intercourse. 

Persephone is no longer a child, she is a grown, sexually experienced woman. Hades offers the 

pomegranate to her – he seduces her. The pomegranate symbolizes fertility in the Greek world – its 

seeds are equal to the men's semen. It also represents agriculture. 

▪ Mortality and immortality: Persephone is born as a girl, then "dies" as a girl and is born as a woman 

that goes to the underworld, and the idea she can go back and forth suggests that maybe death is not 

the end. It gives hope to people. We all fear to die, and to overcome this fear is to tell ourselves that 

death is not the end. After we die and stop being on earth we continue to be elsewhere. 

▪ Gender politics: In the ancient times, as we said, men controlled women. However. The fact that 

Demeter fought for her right to choose for her daughter complicated things. 

▪ Seasons of the year: When Demeter is sad because her daughter was kidnapped, nothing grows like 

in the winter. When she's happy, everything blooms back like in the spring. 

▪ Social norms – marriage: Persephone is at the age where she needs to get married (she is very 

young, but it was acceptable to do so). 

▪ Mother-daughter relations: in the beginning of the myth, Persephone is a young girl. When she is 

with Hades she becomes more mature and when she comes back to her mother, Demeter notices the 

change in her and in their relations – from her little girl to a man's wife.  

▪ Religious ritual: The ceremony that took place in ancient Greece for Demeter and why they perform 

it. They sacrifice meat. Since Demeter spent time in that city where she became a nurse of the baby 

she raised. 

The poem of Persephone and Demeter: 

A girl is stopping to pick a narcissus flower, she pulls hard and a 

man springs from the earth can claims her, no one hears her. 

 This is a contemporary poem written in 1995 by Rita Dove (has a 

feminist perspective). There is a difference between the 2 stanzas: the 

first is formal, poetic, written with high language. The second is a 

direct speech, a conversation, it sounds moral (like a mother talking 

to her daughter). The poem is actually an Italian sonnet (has 14 lines) 

– 8 lines (octave) and 6 lines (sestet). 

The author wrote the poem according to her interpretation. The 

poem is relevant to our life nowadays. There are no names are 

mentioned in the poem. “No one heard her” – in the story one 

goddess heard her (Hekate – minor goddess) but didn’t come to help her. 

The Gods – The Olympians: 
Zeus: King of all the gods (and father to many); God of weather, law, and fate. His grandfather is 

Uranus (personification of the sky) who lay over Gaia (the earth) and she produces many children. Her 

youngest, Kronos, cut off his fathers' genitals and threw them into the sea; he married his sister Rhea 

and they brought 6 children .Kronos knew that it is his turn to be overthrown be his sons, so he 

swallowed the first 5. Rhea escaped before the last was born to a cave, after his birth she left him there – 

this is Zeus.  

When Zeus grew up he made his father regurgitate his siblings; when he did, they declared war over 

him and won. Next, their power was divided between them: 

Poseidon: God of the sea; Hades: God of the underworld; Demeter: Goddess of agriculture and grain; 

Hestia: Goddess of home and family; Hera: Queen of the gods (wife to Zeus); Goddess of women and 

marriage. 
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These six were the older generation. The rest are: 

 Aphrodite: Goddess of beauty and love; Apollo: God of prophesy, music, poetry, and knowledge; 

Ares: God of war; Artemis: Goddess of hunting, animals, and childbirth; Athena: Goddess of wisdom 

and defense; Dionysus: God of wine, pleasure, and festivity; Hephaestus: God of fire, metalworking, 

and sculpture; Hermes: God of travel, hospitality and trade and Zeus’s personal messenger; Eros: God 

of sex and minion to Aphrodite. 

The Greek Heroes: 

▪ Menelaus – king of Sparta, husband of Helen 

▪ Agamemnon- brother of Menelaus; leader of the Greek force  . 

▪ Odysseus – king of Ithaca; the craftiest and wisest of the Greeks, a brave warrior and a skilled 

speaker 

▪ Achilles – son of Thetis and Peleus; the hero of the Trojan war (and of the Iliad) 

▪ Patrochlus – a great warrior and Achilles’ best friend (and perhaps lover) from childhood. His death 

marks the turning point of the epic as Achilles decides to return to the battlefield to avenge his 

friend’s death 

▪ Priam – King of Troy 

▪ Hector – Priam’s son and Troy’s greatest warrior 

▪ Paris – Son of Priam; his actions led to the Trojan war. He is a brave warrior but vain and sensuous 

in comparison to Hector. He shot the arrow that fatally wounded Achilles . 

▪ Aeneas – Son of Anchises (a mortal) and Aphrodite; a minor Trojan hero who survives the war and 

establishes Rome in Virgil’s Aeneid. 

"The Greeks of the historical period liked to think that the age of the Heroes had proceeded their own time". 

The poet Hesiod explained in his late 8th century BC poem that Zeus created 5 races for men: 

1. Gold – the first to inhabit the earth, these fortunate people had lived a carefree exitance like the gods 

themselves. 

2. Silver – people weak in both body and mind. 

3. Bronze – lived entirely for war; they were great but terrible worriers and in time destroyed 

themselves. 

4. Demi-god – to replace them, Zeus created this race which was conducted of men who were similar to 

the gods, their actions and characters could form some Greek myths. 

5. Iron – the last race in which the men worked without stopping, only to be stopped by death. 

Gods and heroes were subject to the highest authority of fate. The gods came and went among them, 

helping their sons or particular favorites and laying traps for those with whom they were displeased. 

Aphrodite, the Goddess of love is a bit unknown – no one knows how and to whom she was born to. 

At the end of page 14 we learn that Aphrodite was married to Hephaestus, God of fire and metalwork 

who was described as not good looking; but she was very passionate about Ares, God of war who was 

described as beautiful. The sun told Hephaestus about Aphrodite's affair and he was very mad about it; 

he set a trap for them above Aphrodite's bed, and they were caught. Hephaestus called other gods to see 

the shameless couple. After a while he released them, and they fled.  

It is impossible to say how the Greeks saw their gods. Undoubtedly they regarded them in different 

ways along with their different views and different times. 

Herakles: 

Herakles (Hercules) was a demi-god. This page refers mostly to his story, and he is described as "the 

Greek Superman" and how he died; after his death he went up to the Olympus and stayed there.  
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Theseus of Athens: 
Theseus of Athens is a story that tells us about Theseus who was the typical Athenian hero. Theseus 

was more refined and civilized than Herakles. His mother was Aethra, daughter of Piteous, king of 

Troezen in the Argolid. His father was either Poseidon or Aigeus, king of Athens.  

Argolid was worried that Theseus will be murdered by his nephew or Pallas's son – he was their cousin; 

he brought up at Treozen by his mother and grandfather (that's the reason there's doubt about the 

identity of his father). 

Beneath a great rock at Troezen, Aigeus concealed a sword and a pair of sandals, gibing instructions 

that when Theseus was strong enough to lift the rock he would be allowed to come to Athens and look 

for his father; he passed this test and the rest of the story tells us about the way Theseus went through. 

Later we are told that Theseus was a psychopath and murdered people in terrible ways.  

After Theseus story continues we learn that he got rid of the challenge that his father and cousins set up 

for him. 

Minos's daughter, Ariadne was Theseus and fell in love with him during an Athenian party. At the 

party he found himself fighting the Minotaur with only his hands; he was able to fight off the monster 

and get out with no harm. This story focuses mostly on Theseus's life, his relationship with Ariadne and 

what happened to her. 

The Trojan War: 
The information about this war Is found on the Iliad – a sort of poem, 

considered as a novel (called a poem because of the structure). The Iliad 

was composed by Homer (850 BC~) who was perceived as very clever and 

insightful. He didn’t invent the story but only heard it.  

Greek history began around 17th century BC. Until around the 8th century 

BC there is no alphabet and stories circulate only orally.  

The Trojan War is believed to begin around 12 century BC, long before Homer was born. But many 

people started telling stories about the war and finding evidence to it. When the alphabet is invented 

Homer wrote the stories – he wrote 2 long poems, one of them an epic poem (gods, their wars, heroes in 

the old meaning of the world).  

The Iliad is telling a story that happened way before people could write.  

Heinrich Schliemann was fascinated by the Iliad and decided to excavate (investigate and find 

fragments from this era). The basic plotline is true – the war did happen, but all the small details were 

invented by the people who passed on these stories. The war lasted for 10 years but the Iliad is telling 

only about 4 days. 

Introduction to the War: 

There was a time the gods used to associate with regular people. Prometheus, a cousin of Zeus, had 

given men fire – which was exclusive only to the gods. He instructed the men to offer the gods only the 

fat and bones of meat sacrifices and keep the good parts for themselves. To punish Prometheus, Zeus 

chained him in the mountains. Some sources claim he was set free by Herakles, but others claim it was 

Zeus who wanted to tell him a secret about the sea-nymph Thetis. Prometheus was aware of a prophecy 

that said that Thetis's son would be even greater than his father. When Zeus found out about this, Zeus 

gave up on fathering Thetis's son by himself and decided she should marry the mortal Peleus instead. 

After Thetis and Peleus got married they both were parents to Achilles (son of Zeus and Thetis) – the 

greatest the of Greek heroes of Troy and of the Iliad. All the gods and goddesses were invited to their 

wedding except one goddesses – Eris, god of strife and discord (chaos). She throws into the wedding 

venue an apple, written on it "for the fairest" (apple of discord). The apple was claimed by Hera, Athena 
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and Aphrodite who were unable to agree who would take the apple. Zeus decided to send the three of 

them to have their beauty judged by the herdsman Paris on Mount Ida, outside the city of Troy. 

Paris was the son of Priam (king to Troy) and his wife Hecuba (when she was pregnant with him she 

dreamed about giving birth to a torch so when he was born he was given to a servant who left him on 

Mount Ida to die, was later rescued). Hermes led the 3 goddesses to Paris on Mount Ida, each offered 

him a reward if he would choose her, and he picked Aphrodite )offered the love of the most beautiful 

woman in the world). The other two became the enemies of Troy. Shortly afterwards Paris returned to 

Troy and joined his parents. 

Helen was the most beautiful woman on earth and married Menelaus, king of Sparta (many others 

wished to marry her, and her father made them swear they would come help her husband if necessary). 

When Paris came to Sparta they already had a baby and Paris stole Helen and took her back to Troy 

(there are different versions regarding how she went to troy). 

Menelaus summoned all Helen's former suiters and other kings in Greece to help him mount an 

expedition to Troy to bring back his wife. The leader of the Greek force was Agamemnon – king od 

Mycenae and Menelaus's older brother. The Greek heroes came to the ort of Aulis, where they met with 

the rest of the expedition to sail across the Aegean to Troy (some heroes came more willingly than 

others). Odysseus – king of Ithaca, knew of a prophecy that said – if he goes to Troy he won’t come back 

for 20 years. He persuaded Achilles to join the expedition to Troy (even though his parents didn’t want 

him to go and sent him away in disguise, Odysseus found him). 

The greatest heroes in the expedition were Agamemnon, Menelaus, Odysseus, Aias, Diomedes and 

Achilles.  They began to sail toward Troy but faces strong winds – the goddess Artemis demanded 

Agamemnon's daughter as a sacrifice. In the end, the shop sailed. 

The Wrath (anger) of Achilles: 

“Sing, O goddess, the anger of Achilles son of Peleus, that brought countless ills upon the Achaeans. Many a 

brave soul did it send hurrying down to Hades, and many a hero did it yield a prey to dogs and vultures, for so 

were the counsels of Jove (Zeus) fulfilled from the day on which the son of Atreus (Agamemnon), king of men, and 

great Achilles, first fell out with one anothe.” (opening lines on the Iliad). 

At the opening of the Iliad, the Greeks were already at Troy for 9 years. They "canceled" (sacked) much 

of the countryside and confronted with all Trojans who came behind their massive fortification (ביצורים). 

They couldn’t get a victory over Troy itself, when Achilles fell out with Agamemnon over a matter of 

honor. 

Agamemnon had been allotted a girl named Chryses (daughter of the priest of Apollo) who offered him 

a bribe for her release, but he refused. So, she prayed to Apollo who sent a plague to the Greek camp 

which would be lifted only if Agamemnon would release Chryses. Achilles was all for releasing her, but 

Agamemnon didn’t agree and was very upset with Achilles's behavior (undermined his authority), so 

he took Achilles's slave-girl (Briseis). Achilles felt this was very unfair because he was the one to do 

most of the fighting that got the all the treasure and booty Agamemnon enjoyed. He went to his tent 

and didn’t participate in the fights that were escalating – the Greeks had hard time fighting off the 

Trojans without Achilles. Agamemnon reached out to him and offered him goods, but Achilles 

declined. 

At this point of the war, Odysseus and Diomedes caught a Trojan man and forced him to tell them the 

dispositions if the Trojan camp. After that they attacked the camp, stole King of Thrace's horses, and 

went back to the Greek camp. Despite their success, in the overall fighting the Greeks were driven back 

to their ships by the Trojans. Patroclus, Achilles's friend begged to him to lead his troops into battle and 

asked to borrow his shield and Achilles agreed. Patroclus was killed in the battle and Achilles's shiels 
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was lost. He organized a proper funeral for Patroclus, a huge pyre was built, and people offered 

animals, honey and oil and Trojans were slaughtered at the pyre. The next day, Patroclus' bones were 

collected and was put near the pyre, and funeral games were held. 

Achilles was devastated, and his mother gave him a new armor made by Hephaistos. 

Achilles and Agamemnon reconciled, and Achilles returned to the fighting where he killed Trojan after 

Trojan. When he was done, Achilles went to meet with Hector – his chief adversary and killed him. For 

12 days, at dawn, Achilles dragged Hector's body 3 times around this area until even the gods were 

shocked. 

Zeus sent Iris – messenger of the gods into Troy to visit Priam and instruct him to offer Achilles a fine 

ransom in return of his son's body – hospitality in an important value, he gave Achilles something to 

show that he is a guest and not an enemy. In the end Hector's body was taken back to Troy (in Greek 

Mythology, the dead knew no peace until they were buried appropriately). 

Here the Iliad ends but the story of Troy continues partly in the Odyssey. After hector's death, a series 

of allies came to the help of Troy including Memnon (lead the Ethiopians, the son if Eos goddess of 

dawn) and Penthesileia (queen of the Amazons). Both were won over by Achilles, who knew he had to 

die in this war and was killed by an arrow.  

The Sack of Troy: 

After the death of Achilles, the Greeks tried some other tricks to capture Troy. The Wooden Horse was 

Odysseus's idea, but the work was done by Epeios. When it was built, some of the Greeks climbed it 

and the rest burned the camp and sailed to the island of Tenedos – deceived the Trojans that they went 

back home, so they came to marvel the wooden horse. Priam's prophet daughter, Cassandra, said the 

Trojans shouldn’t bring the horse with them, and said it will bring death and destruction. No one 

believed her and they took the horse into Troy. Sinon released the Greeks from the horse, and they 

joined their troops from the ship, and they burned Troy. The Trojans fought but never won. 

The Greeks went back home after their victory – their return is described in various poems in the 

Odyssey.  

The Return of Agamemnon: 

Agamemnon and Menelaus were the sons of Atreus who committed a crime brought a curse upon his 

children. This curse met Agamemnon on his return from Troy – in his 10-year absence from Mycenae, 

the government was in the hands of his wife Clytemnestra and her lover. They found that the Greeks 

won the war and by the time Agamemnon came back his wife's plans was advanced. 

Meeting her husband, she attacked him and murdered him with an axe. The curse of Atreus did not die 

with Agamemnon – he had 2 children of his own who wanted to avenge their father's death. 

Themes: 

▪ The wrath of Achilles: The rage of Achilles finds its form as a result of Agamemnon ignoring the 

priest of Apollo, causing the god to send a plague to the Achaeans. Achilles, frustrated with 

Agamemnon's tenuous leadership, publicly berates him. His powerful aggression causes fear among 

the Achaeans and Trojans alike. 

▪ War: enables heroes to gain glory; but also, a source of suffering (described as “wretched,” “evil,” 

“Painful,” “full of tears,” “man-slaying” (mostly pejorative epithets). 

▪ Heroism: All heroes are conceived first as heroes and only then as Trojans or Greeks. Heroic deeds 

gain one immortal glory at the risk of death. 

▪ Fate. 
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Values: 

▪ Honor (time): the esteem one wins from his contemporaries in respect of his status (Agamemnon 

hurts Achilles’ honor). 

▪ Glory (kleos): What one wins beyond his lifetime in return for special achievement. You gain 

eternity by gaining glory. 

▪ Xenia (hospitality). 

Scope: 

▪ The Trojan war lasted 10 years but the Iliad deals only with events taking place during 4 days in the 

10th year of the war (from the outbreak of the quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon to the 

ransoming and burial of Hector) . 

▪ The story of the Trojan Horse is mentioned only in the Odyssey (book 8). 

▪ The principal source for the fall of Troy is Virgil’s Aeneid (2nd book). 

The Odyssey: 
The Odyssey tells us the story of Odysseus – his wisdom (unlike the Iliad which  tells about the wrath of 

Achilles). Here we have a different kind of hero – strong and brave, but also smart. Bravery is not only 

associated with the battlefield – if you are brave enough throughout your life you will gain things you 

could achieve before. Odysseus was a very important solider, he was distinguished by his smartness, he 

knowledge to negotiate, survival, and speaking abilities 

He knew before he went to Troy that he won't come back for 20 years and didn’t even want to go to the 

war. Odysseus knew it would be a lose-lose situation and he has to fight, but he didn’t think that he 

should go and fight because of a woman. 

Odysseus doesn’t want to go to war also because of his newborn son, Telemachus. He is called to war, 

and he has no option but to join the Greeks. He pretends to be insane, so they won't recruit him, but the 

other soldiers maneuvered him. All Odysseus thinks about during the war was how he will come back 

to his kingdom is Ithaca. 

Odysseus was at Troy for 10 years and travelled for another 10 – he is the living spirit of the Trojan 

horse, he led operation. 

The Odyssey is a journey towards home and Odysseus is consistent and keeps trying to go back home. 

He encounters many obstacles on the way, both physical and mental, and now 'Odyssey' is a phrase – 

the journey towards a goal. 

The main characters in the Odyssey are Odysseus and his family – Telemachus (son), Penelope (wife) 

and Laertes (father), Polyphemos the Cyclops (son of Poseidon), Circe (a goddess-sorceress), Calypso (a 

nymph), Lotus Eaters, Tiresias (the Theban prophet in the underworlds), Nausicaa (daughter of 

Alkinous), Demoodocus (a blind man). 



Cultural Background to English Literature                                                                                                        Tsuf Ron 

9 
 

Timeline: 

 

The Cyclops: 

When he left Troy, Odysseus and his companions first met the Cicones whose city was sacked. They 

were in danger to lose more people to the Lotus Eaters – people who did nothing but eat fruits that 

made them careless and irresponsible. Odysseus had to drag his man who tasted the fruit back to the 

ship and made them get their sense back. 

They went on and met the Cyclops Polyphemos – the Cyclops were a race of huge, one-eyes giants who 

occupied a country which was rich with crops and animals. Odysseus was eager to meet them and 

sailed there with one of his ships. He went to the cave of Cyclops Polyphemos, the son of Poseidon, who 

was tending his sheep, so Odysseus and his crew made themselves at home until he returned. Other 

Cyclops attacked them while they waited at the cave and ate some of the ship crew – they couldn’t 

escape because the cave was blocked. While the cyclops fell asleep, Odysseus sharpened a wooden stick 

to attack them. When Cyclops Polyphemos returned home, Odysseus offered him some wine, he drank 

it until he was drunk. He then asked the name of his quest, and Odysseus replied 'nobody' – Cyclops 

Polyphemos promised that in return to the wine he would it him last. Odysseus heated the stick until 

red, and with the help of his remaining crew they stuck it in his eye. He called for help from his 

neighbors, but when they asked who was hurting him he said nobody – as Odysseus presented himself, 

so they went away. 

At dawn Odysseus and his men prepared to escape from the cave, but Cyclops Polyphemos blocked 

their path and tried to catch them. In the end they managed to get to their ship without any other loss. 

Aiolia: 

From the island of the Cyclops, Odysseus sailed until he reached the floating island of Aiolia, whose 

king, Aiolos and his family, welcomed Odysseus and his crew. When they left, Aiolos gave Odysseus a 

leather pouch where he stored winds to carry the ship back home. Odysseus fell asleep and his crew 

(didn’t know what was in the pouch) suspected it contained a treasure. They were jealous of Odysseus, 

opened the pouch and let loose the winds which took them back to Aiolia – this time they were greeted 

coldly and Aiolos didn’t help them. 

Circe: 

The next stop was Laistrygonia but only Odysseus's ship arrived safely. Odysseus went to explore the 

island, divided his crew to two groups, one commanded by himself and the other by Eurylochus. The 

groups made a bet  and the exploring task fell into the hands of the latter while Odysseus stayed on the 

ship. Eurylochus's group found a house in the woods, outside were lions and wolves – they were 

human beings who had been given animal shape by the sorcerer Circe. The sailors shouted to get her 

attention and she invited them to enter (Eurylochus stayed outside). Inside, she gave them food and 

struck them with her wand and made them become animals. 

Eurylochus rushed back into the ship to tell Odysseus what happened who asked him to take him to the 
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house. Eurylochus refused and Odysseus went alone. On his way he met Hermes in disguise, the god 

gave him a plant that when mixed with Circe's food would provide an antidote to her spell. He also 

instructed him to rush at her as though to kill her, then she would shrink in fear and invite him to bet, 

and he will extract from her the oath to not try any tricks on him. 

Everything happened as Hermes said it would, after they went to bed Circe asked Odysseus what was 

wrong, and he said that she bewitched all his crew into animals. She then released them from the spell. 

They all stayed with her for a year. 

The Underworld: 

Circe told Odysseus he should go visit the underworld before he goes home, to consult the Theban 

prophet Teiresias that would give him instructions for his return. Odysseus arrived at the underworld 

and ghosts from his past approached him. He promised them he would rectify the situation as much as 

he can. Teiresias told him that he would arrive home safely, but he cannot stop at Thrinakie and warned 

him that when he'll arrive in Ithaca he would find men wooing his wife. 

The Sirens and Skylla and Charybdis: 

Odysseus returned to Circe's island which gave him instructions for his journey. The ship then sailed 

near the island of the Sirens – the crew plugged their ears with wax so they can't hear the Sirens' deadly 

voice.  

The next task was to navigate between the twin hazards of Skylla and Charybdis. Both were some kind 

of monsters, the first was hidden in a cave and attacked people, the latter was a huge whirlpool and the 

ones avoided her had to encounter Skylla.  

The sailors were able to pass both but suffered six losses.  

The Cattle of the Sun: 

The ship then came across Thrinakie where Apollo kept his herds of fat cattle. Odysseus was warned 

that he should avoid this place if he wants to arrive at Ithaca alive, but his crew insisted on making a 

stop. That night the winds changed, and they couldn’t continue for a month. Their food ran out and 

they had to eat some of the cattle (although Circe told them not to). As a punishment as soon as the ship 

set sail it was smashed by the powerful waves and only Odysseus survived. He was washed to the 

shore of the island Ogygia, the home of Calypso. 

 

Calypso: 

Calypso made Odysseus her lover and he stayed with her for 7 years. Eventually Athena sent Hermes 

to explain Calypso it is time for Odysseus to come home. She provided him with supplies for the 

journey and summoned a wind to speed him towards Ithaca. Odysseus saw the land of the Phaiacians 

and wanted their help to get back home faster. Poseidon interfered, who was outraged by what 

Odysseus did to his son (Cyclops Polyphemos) and sent a storm in his direction. A sea-nymph came to 

his help and rescued him from death. He swam to the shores of Phaiacia and rested there. 

Odysseus in Phaiacia: 

Inspired by Athena, the Phaiacian princess Nausicaa went to the place were Odysseus rested with a few 

of her maids. While there they accidently woke Odysseus. Nausicaa led him to the outskirts of the city 

and Athena in disguise guided him to Alkinous's palace and got him inside. He asked the queen for 

shelter and help to go to his native land. Alkinous, the king, promised to help Odysseus and on the next 

day his ship was ready to sail. Alkinous insisted Odysseus would stay for a feast. They talked about the 

Trojan war and only Alkinous noticed Odysseus' misery and cheered him up with other entertainment. 

Odysseus told them all about his adventures after the war until now.  

Odysseus began his journey home and Athena, again in disguise, also came onboard and disguised the 
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island of Ithaca. Odysseus wondered where his new crew landed him until Athena exposed her true 

identity and assured him he arrived at Ithaca and gave him ordered him on how to regain his wife and 

kingdom. 

Odysseus in Ithaca: 

In the 20 years he was absent, most people in Ithaca (excluding his wife Penelope, his son Telemachos 

and a few others) believed he was dead. Many wooed Penelope because of her beauty and wealth but 

she managed to turn them down in the first 3 years, saying she was weaving a shroud (web) for 

Odysseus' father, and she wouldn’t want him to die without it. 

Shortly before Odysseus' arrival, Athena inspired Telemachos to go to a journey with the aim to 

discover what happened to his father. After some time, he arrived at Sparta to Menelaus which 

explained that he heard that Odysseus stayed with Calypso. When Odysseus got to Ithaca, his son was 

on his way home. Athena advised Odysseus to first seek shelter at Eumaios, and he stayed with him in 

disguise. 

After a month Odysseus decided to head into the city but Eumaios insisted he will wait to the return of 

Telemachos. When he returned, Odysseus' disguise dissolved, and Athena told him to reveal his 

identity to his son. Telemachos was reluctant at first but eventually accepted the fact that this was his 

father. They both went to the city (Odysseus in disguise as a beggar), there Odysseus will decide when 

to go inside the palace. When that time came he would signal his son, and with the help to Zeus and 

Athena they would destroy all of Penelope's suitors ( מחזרים). 

Odysseus was predictably abused by the suitors who didn’t know who he was, and at the same time 

Penelope decided to show up. She asked them to bring her gifts and when they all went home, 

Telemachos and Odysseus cleaned up after the fight with the suitors and Penelope was interested in the 

identity of the beggar. He told her was Odysseus (himself) was wearing when he saw him, and 

Penelope got very emotional. She suggested he would stay the night at the palace. When an old maid 

came to wash him, she said he reminded her of Odysseus. She recognized him due to a scar he had but 

he asked her not to say anything. She asked him to analyze a dream she had where a beggar was 

Odysseus. The beggar Odysseus assured her that the dream would come true, and Odysseus would 

come back. 

The next day, Penelope made a contest between the suitors – shoot an arrow through a line of axes. 

While the competed, Odysseus revealed himself to Eumaios and Philoetius and asked for their 

assistance. When only two suitors left, Odysseus asked if he could try the bow and shot it through the 

line. The suitors were shocked, and Odysseus told the lot he is Odysseus, not a beggar. The suitors 

started to attack hi, and his son who stood by hm, but Athena interfered and helped them to destroy 

every suitor. After all were dead, Odysseus and Telemachus hanged them in the yard. 

Penelope slept through the whole thing (under Athena's influence). When she woke up she was told the 

news of her husband' return. She was very cautious and put him through another test, which he passed 

successfully. They went on to their marriage bed where he told her all his adventures. 
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 The Lotus Eaters Poem/Alfred, Lord, Tennyson: 

First Stanza: 

The travelers first saw the land, which is stuck 

between afternoon and night "always afternoon". It's a 

bit hazy, unclear, "languid air", dreamlike, fantasy-

like, unreal, which can allude us to the events to 

come.  

Second Stanza: 

The narrator is describing the land – full of fog, green 

lawns, lights, shadows, snowy. It is the land that has 

everything (weather wise). Maybe it is stuck between 

the seasons of the year. 

Third Stanza: 

The narrator talks about a sunset and a sunrise at the 

same time. "A land where all things seem the same". Also 

indicates that the place is stuck in time.  

Here, the lotus-eaters are first introduced – "dark faces 

pale.. mild eyes". How can their complexion be pale 

while the sun is always up? They are a sign of 

melancholy, but their land is euphoric. 

Forth Stanza: 

The lotus-eaters are giving the travelers fruit and 

flowers, but they themselves did not it. Melancholy is 

repeating again "mourn and rave". The narrator is 

trying to evoke the attention of the travelers, that they 

need to run from the situation. He was very weak and 

sleepy so no one can hear him and could hear his own 

heart. 

Fifth Stanza: 

The travelers settled on the shore. We again get the 

feeling that the land is between times "Between the sun 

and moon upon the shore". They realize they won't go 

back to Ithaca and will forever stay on that land. 

  

"Courage!" he said, and pointed toward the land , 

"This mounting wave will roll us shoreward soon ". 

In the afternoon they came unto a land 

In which it seemed always afternoon . 

All round the coast the languid air did swoon , 

Breathing like one that hath a weary dream . 

Full-faced above the valley stood the moon ; 

And like a downward smoke, the slender stream 

Along the cliff to fall and pause and fall did seem . 

A land of streams! some, like a downward smoke , 

Slow-dropping veils of thinnest lawn, did go ; 

And some thro' wavering lights and shadows broke , 

Rolling a slumbrous sheet of foam below . 

They saw the gleaming river seaward flow 

From the inner land: far off, three mountain-tops , 

Three silent pinnacles of aged snow , 

Stood sunset-flush'd: and, dew'd with showery drops , 

Up-clomb the shadowy pine above the woven copse . 

The charmed sunset linger'd low adown 

In the red West: thro' mountain clefts the dale 

Was seen far inland, and the yellow down 

Border'd with palm, and many a winding vale 

And meadow, set with slender galingale ; 

A land where all things always seem'd the same ! 

And round about the keel with faces pale , 

Dark faces pale against that rosy flame , 

The mild-eyed melancholy Lotos-eaters came . 

Branches they bore of that enchanted stem , 

Laden with flower and fruit, whereof they gave 

To each, but whoso did receive of them , 

And taste, to him the gushing of the wave 

Far far away did seem to mourn and rave 

On alien shores; and if his fellow spake , 

His voice was thin, as voices from the grave ; 

And deep-asleep he seem'd, yet all awake , 

And music in his ears his beating heart did make . 

They sat them down upon the yellow sand , 

Between the sun and moon upon the shore ; 

And sweet it was to dream of Fatherland , 

Of child, and wife, and slave; but evermore 

Most weary seem'd the sea, weary the oar , 

Weary the wandering fields of barren foam . 

Then some one said, "We will return no more ;" 

And all at once they sang, "Our island home 

Is far beyond the wave; we will no longer roam." 
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 Penelope/Dorothy Parker:  
The poem Penelope by Dorothy Parker describes the 

relationship between Odysseus and his wife, Penelope. The 

manner in which Penelope, the narrator, speaks of her husband 

and his journey is somewhat sarcastic and resentful. This poem 

shows her perceptions of Odysseus, and also the role women 

have played in the past. Penelope describes her life and how she 

perceives her husband's life to be. The one-worded title gives the 

impression of a plain, simple woman and prepares the reader for 

her thoughts. 

The first part: 

Describes Penelope's perception of Odysseus journey. 

She describes sailing in a golden sea and enjoying the endless blue sky. 

She makes his daily tasks seem effortless –  which is a false statement. We know that Odysseus had to 

deal with many obstacle (angry gods and goddesses, mental and physical temptation dealing with 

women which he failed). 

Penelope perceives her husband's life to be far more glamorous than it really is . 

The second part: 

Focuses on Penelope and her life at home. She speaks of how she waits for Odysseus to come home. 

She talks about snipping thread, stirring her tea, and says that all her chores are more difficult than 

Odysseus voyage – "they will call him brave". We know that Penelope has a responsibility – running the 

kingdom and raising a son alone . 

The last line expresses Penelope's sarcasm – "they will call him brave". 

She thinks that people will praise her husband as brave and wonderful, when she feels her job is just as 

important and that if she had the same opportunities as he, she would also be so brave. 

Question – which way would you choose, Odysseus's or Penelope's? I would choose Penelope's point of 

view; I would prefer the relaxed and more humble life. 

  

In the pathway of the sun , 

In the footsteps of the breeze , 

Where the world and sky are one , 

He shall ride the silver seas , 

He shall cut the glittering wave . 

I shall sit at home, and rock ; 

Rise, to heed a neighbor's knock ; 

Brew my tea, and snip my thread ; 

Bleach the linen for my bed . 

They will call him brave. 
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 Oedipus and the Theban Cycle: 
The cycle of myths concerned with the fortunes of the city of Thebes and its royal family is certainly as 

old as the stories that constructed the Iliad and the Odyssey.  The stories of Oedipus are told by the 

tragedians of 5th century Athens – Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides.  

Kadmos and the foundation of Thebes: 

Kadmos was one of the three sons of Agenor, king of Tyre. Their sister Europa was playing on the 

seashore when Zeus carried her to Crete (in the disguise of a bull). Agenor told his sons to go find their 

sister and not come home without her. During his searches, Kadmos arrived at Delphi – the oracle 

advised him that a cow will meet him there. There he was instructed to find a city at the place where the 

cow finally lay down. The animal led him to the site of future Thebes. He decided to sacrifice her to the 

gods. When he needed water, he sent his attendants to the fountain of Ares which was guarded by a 

serpent who killed them all. Kadmos came searching for them and found them dead and killed the 

snake and sunk its teeth into the ground. 5 warriors sprang up from the spot and joined him. The six of 

them were the founders of Thebes. 

The city became rich and powerful. Kadmos married Harmonia, the daughter of Ares and Aphrodite 

and they had 4 daughters – Ino, Autonoe, Agave, and Semele, and a son called Polydoros. They all 

made children of their own. 

Semele was seduced by Zeus, and they had Dionysus (God of wine). Hera was jealous and told Semele 

to ask Zeus to appear to her as he first appeared to Hera – as a lighting that burned Semele alive. 

Semele's family refused to believe Zeus was responsible for her death. Dionysus was becoming more 

and more worshiped and his cousin Pentheus, Agave's son, wasn’t a fan of the situation. 

Pentheus: 

A major feature of the worship of Dionysus was the formation of bands of women called maenads – 

they would be found wandering while drinking wine and running wild. Because of this events, the 

worship of Dionysus was becoming suspicious in the eyes of the men who liked to keep their wives in 

the house.  

In the play The Bacchai Dionysus comes to Thebes, determined to punish his mother's family for their 

lack of faith. The women of Thebes were all carried away with enthusiasm for him and went to Mount 

Kithairon. Dionysus went there with Pentheus (ruler of Thebes) and the maenads killed him.  

The House of Oedipus: 

Oedipus was born in Thebes as the son of Laios and his wife Jocasta. An oracle told Laios that his son 

will kill him, so he sent baby Oedipus to Mount Kithairon with a shepherd. The shepherd didn’t want 

to abandon Oedipus, so he handed him to another shepherd who brought him to the king of Corinth, 

Polybus. Oedipus grew up there knowing he wasn't Polybus's true son, so he went to Delphi and 

consult the oracle. He told Oedipus only that he is destined to kill his father. Oedipus decided to leave 

Corinth. 

At the same time, Laios also traveled to Delphi. They encountered on the way, and after a disagreement, 

Oedipus killed Laios, unaware he is his true father.  

Oedipus arrived at Thebes, encountered a Sphinx who asked him a riddle and told him that if he 

wouldn’t solve it, she would kill him. When Laios's death became known, his wife's hand was offered to 

the man who will solve the riddle. Oedipus solved it and got into the city. The people of Thebes heard 

about his success and made him the king. He and Jocasta married (they didn’t know they were a mother 

and son) and has two boys – Eteocles and Polyneices, and two girls – Antigone and Ismene. 
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A plague came over Thebes and this is the point where Sophocles' tragedy Oedipus Tyrannos begins. The 

crops are dying, and children fall sick, while the gods do nothing. Jocasta's brother, Creon, returns from 

consulting the oracle in Delphi – he said that the plague will disappear only when they’ll find Laios's 

killer. Oedipus took on himself the task of finding him. He consulted the blind prophet Teiresias that 

reveal to him the identity of the killer, but hinted Oedipus that he himself has something to do with the 

murder. Eventually he admitted that Oedipus is the killer. 

Oedipus suspected that Creon was plotting with the prophet to take over the crown. Jocasta said that it 

is impossible that he could have killed Laios because he was killed at a crossroad. Oedipus then 

remembered encountering an old man in a crossroad near Delphi. He asked Jocasta about his 

appearance and was shocked to find that indeed he was the one that killed him. 

He sent a messenger to check if his father (only believed he is his father), Polybus, was alive and found 

he died of natural causes. He was relieved to find that the oracle he received many years ago didn’t 

come true. The messenger then tells Oedipus that Polybus and his wife weren’t his real parents, and 

Laios and Jocasta are. He tells him the full story and realization hits Oedipus as he realizes he killed his 

father and married his mother.  

Oedipus found Jocasta dead in the palace, and he stabs himself in the eye with the gold brooches in her 

dress. He begged Creon for immediate punishment, he was not allowed to leave Thebes for a few years. 

By the time he was sent away, Antigone and Ismene helped him get food and comfort, while his sons 

estranged from him, Creon, and everyone else. It was decided that they would take turns in ruling the 

city. When Eteocles refused to hand over the crown to Polyneices. Polyneices runs to Argos and gathers 

a group of warriors to help him seize his city, and in this stage the play Oedipus at Colonos begins. 

Oedipus goes to a district outside Athens, supported by Antigone. He waits at an alter for Theseus, king 

of Athens, when Ismene joins them. She tells them that the rival between the brothers is escalating, and 

oracle said the one to gain possession of Oedipus will be the winner. Oedipus said he will not support 

either one, and they should both die in the hands of each other. When Theseus arrived, he asked to be 

allowed to die in Athens. Creon appears and tries to convince Oedipus to come back to Thebes. He 

rejects his offer and Creon takes both Antigone and Ismene away, then threatens to fight Oedipus. 

Theseus comes back to his help and Creon goes back to Thebes. The play ends with Oedipus's death. 

The attack made on Thebes by Polyneices made both brothers die, fulfilling Oedipus's curse. 

The play Antigone by Sophocles begins at this point of the story. Creon is now the heir and becomes 

king. He decides to bury Eteocles with all honors, but not Polyneices. Creon set guard on his corpse to 

make sure no one buries him. His soldiers comes back with Antigone after she tried to bury her brother. 

She challenges Creon and confronts him, saying she wants to follow the laws of the gods and not his – 

the conflict between human and divine law. Antigone is portrayed as as headstrong and stubborn as 

Creon, and when she shows no regrets of her crimes Creon sentences for her to be locked in the desert 

and die there. Haimon, Creon's son goes to his father and begs him to go back on his decision because 

Antigone is already the heroine of the people of Thebes. Only when the prophet Teiresias appears and 

tells Creon to set Antigone free, he goes to release her. When he gets there, he finds she killed herself, 

and his son next to her. Creon goes back home only to find his wife Eurydice also killed herself. Creon is 

crushed by the events and is left to reflect his deeds.  
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 Orpheus and Eurydice: 

Hyman, God of marriage, left the wedding of Iphis and Ianthe and made his way to the shores of the 

Thracian Cicones; he came after Orpheus called him to be at his wedding to Eurydice, but did not bless 

the couple. His torch did not burn although Hyman shook it fiercely. For while, the bride wondered 

through the grass and was bitten by a snake and died. 

After Orpheus, who was the bard of the Thracian mountains and the son of Apollo, cried and cried, he 

went down Taenarus to meet Persephone and Hades sand sang to them. He said: "rulers of the 

underworld, I came here for my wife. She was bitten by a snake and died in the bloom of her years. My 

love for her conquered my will to move on Hades is well known to all, and I know he is famous here as 

well. If the story about you two is not a lie, love also brought you two together. I pray for Eurydice's 

string of life to be woven again after being cut too soon. We will pay anything for her return. If she is 

not returned to me, I might as well stay here." 

As he sang this, the world stopped his actions and Persephone and Hades called Eurydice. Orpheus 

took her, promised not to look back until they left the underworld, or else she will stay there. 

They went back to the land, but on the way back, Orpheus looked back, and Eurydice slipped from him 

and fell back to the underworld. She now died for the second time and Orpheus was shocked. He 

wanted to cross back with her to the underworld, but a ferryman kept him from doing so. 

Overwhelmed with grief, he ran to the mountains of Thrace. A year has passed, and he didn’t want any 

other woman (although many wanted him). Ciconian women started to follow his singing. They were 

very hostile to him and tried to shoot, but only wounded. He kept singing, although many weapons 

tried to hurt him. At the end, a stone hit him, and he went down to the underworld to meet his love. 

 


