Discussion questions for The Odyssey books 18-24
Note: Beware of the “plot spoilers” in question 3

1) In the earlier part of this section, we see Odysseus testing the suitors, egged on by Athena (see especially p. 387 lines 391-4) and page 419. Why would she rouse the suitors to torment Odysseus, particularly when, as the narrator informs us, she doesn’t plan to spare any of the suitors, even if they prove kind?
2) One of the intense reunion scenes in this section takes place when Penelope comes down to speak with the new beggar, the disguised Odysseus. Some scholars believe there are subtle suggestions that she recognizes him immediately, or at least suspects that it’s him. Do you see any hints to this effect? Why might she pretend not to? Does Odysseus himself drop hints? Look especially at page 398, lines 285-6, p. 400 lines 355-7, p. 402 lines 406-8). What evidence is there that she doesn’t recognize him?

3) The showdown scene with the suitors involves a lot of mayhem. Does it all seem justified within the world of Bronze Age Greek values (and how can we judge that)? Does the violence seem justified by our own values? You might consider different acts of violence: death of Antinous; refusal of Eurymachus’ offer; mutilation, torture, and killing of Melanthius; hanging of the maids.

4) Consider the final reunion scene of Penelope with Odysseus. Do you think, as Telemachus does, that Penelope’s wariness is unwarranted? Is there something going on with the “bed test” other than a test of Odysseus’ identity? What might she be trying to communicate with this particular test?

5) Why do you think Homer included the scene of the suitors in Hades, since much of the conversation is redundant? What, if anything, does it add?

6) What do we learn about the laws and mores of Ithaca from the council of elders discussing the slaughter of the suitors (see page 481-2)?  What does Athena’s intervention at the end add to this?

7) Why does Odysseus “test” his father?

8) Does the last book seem to be a satisfying ending, or would you have preferred it to end differently? Discuss.

