The Odyssey Discussion Questions for books 11-17
1) In Hades, we get one writer’s view of the afterlife as the ancient Greeks saw it. How does this compare with other literary visions of the afterlife you have encountered, for example, Dante’s or Virgil’s? How about Hollywood visions of the afterlife? (Hint: What Dreams May Come borrows freely from Dante.)
2) What values seem to be expressed here? What do the dead seem to care about most? How do their words affect Odysseus?
3) Let’s return to the question of Odysseus’ veracity: While the narrator of the epic tells us about Calypso and her island, the rest of Odysseus’ adventures are related by the hero himself to a courtly audience that might (or might not) help him get home. Beyond his reputation for being clever and using deception when he needs to, is there any hint that Odysseus might be inventing or embellishing here? (Note particularly what King Antinous says in book 11 lines 411-421 and in book 12 lines 413-420).
4) Let’s also return to the question of Odysseus’ leadership style. Earlier we saw him make a near-fatal error with the bag of winds, (keeping its secret to himself and thus provoking some of his men to loose the gales’ power.) Note in this section (especially in book 12) when he decides to withhold or share crucial information with his men, for instance, Circe’s warnings about Scylla & Charybdis and the Cattle of Helios. Do these seem like good decisions? Why or why not?
6) When Odysseus finally reaches Ithaca, he has an interesting exchange with his patroness goddess, Athena. What does this scene reveal about the personality of each? Do you think she changes his appearance only to protect him, or does she want to humble him, as well? How might the story have been different if she had given him a cloak of invisibility or disguised him as an old woman, or a young serving girl, or Penelope’s sister?
7) In the 14th and 15th books, Odysseus and Eumaeus exchange life stories, with the disguised king lying (as he so often does) and Eumaeus telling his true history. How does the theme of deceit and lying figure in these tales? Why does Odysseus wait so long to reveal his real identity to Eumaeus? Does his deceit and manipulation seem justified?
8) In book 16, Odysseus and Telemachus finally meet. How does this scene, the long-awaited moment, work as drama? Why does Athena make the recognition harder for Telemachus by making Odysseus appear to be god-like? Is this just a dramatic delaying device, Athena’s whim, or is there some symbolic or emotional truth bound up in the illusion?

9) In book 17, Athena urges Odysseus to beg from all of the suitors to “test them, so we can tell the innocent from the guilty,” even though she doesn’t plan to spare any of them. Why would she do this? What does it show about Odysseus’ character that he not only complies, but really throws himself into the role, especially with Antinous?
