
He is one of the most famous poets in world history, and yet no one is sure whether he
really existed. We know him only as Homer, a blind Greek poet who lived—if he lived—in
about the seventh century B.C. His two great epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey, were
handed down orally through generations of Greek culture.

The Odyssey is, simply, the story of a man who is trying to get home. On their way
back to Greece after fighting in the Trojan War, Odysseus and his men are delayed by
tempting pleasures, ugly monsters, natural dangers, and the whims of the gods. In the
passage below, Odysseus relates two of his adventures. ◆ As you read, notice how the gods
interfere in the story. Then, on a separate sheet of paper, answer the questions that follow.

Vocabulary Before you begin reading, find the meaning of these words in a dictionary:
wiles, manifest, hearken, wend, greave, hapless, teeming, lotus, barque, haply, smote.

And Odysseus of many counsels answered him
saying: “Now, first, will I tell my name, that ye

too may know it, and that I, when I have escaped the
pitiless day, may yet be your host, though my home
is in a far country. I am Odysseus, son of Laertes,
who am in men’s minds for all manner of wiles, and
my fame reaches unto heaven. And I dwell in clear-
seen Ithaca, wherein is a mountain Neriton, with
trembling forest leaves, standing manifest to view,
and many islands lie around, very near one to the
other, Dulichium and Same, and wooded
Zacynthus. Now Ithaca lies low, furthest up the sea-
line toward the darkness, but those others face the
dawning and the sun: a rugged isle, but a good nurse
of noble youths; and for myself I can see nought
beside sweeter than a man’s own
country. But come, let me tell thee
too of the troubles of my journey-
ing, which Zeus laid on me as I
came from Troy.

“The wind that bare me from
Ilios brought me nigh to the
Cicones, even to Ismarus, where-
upon I sacked their city and slew
the people. And from out the city
we took their wives and much sub-
stance, and divided them amongst
us, that none through me might go
lacking his proper share. Howbeit,
thereafter I commanded that we
should flee with a swift foot, but
my men in their great folly hear-
kened not. There was much wine
still a-drinking, and still they slew

many flocks of sheep by the sea shore and kine [cat-
tle] with trailing feet and shambling gait. Meanwhile
the Cicones went and raised a cry to other Cicones
their neighbours, dwelling inland, who were more in
number than they and braver withal skilled they
were to fight with men from chariots, and when
need was on foot. So they gathered in the early
morning as thick as leaves and flowers that spring in
their season—yea and in that hour an evil doom of
Zeus stood by us, ill-fated men, that so we might be
sore afflicted. They set their battle in array by the
swift ships, and the hosts cast at one another with
their bronze-shod spears. So long as it was morn
and the sacred day waxed stronger, so long we abode
their assault and beat them off, albeit they outnum-

bered us. But when the sun was
wending to the time of the loosing
of cattle, then at last the Cicones
drave in the Achaeans and overcame
them, and six of my goodly-greaved
company perished from each ship:
but the remnant of us escaped death
and destiny.

“Thence we sailed onward
stricken at heart, yet glad as men
saved from death, albeit we had lost
our dear companions. Nor did my
curved ships move onward ere we
had called thrice on each of those
our hapless fellows, who died at the
hands of the Cicones on the plain.
Now Zeus, gatherer of the clouds,
aroused the North Wind against our
ships with a terrible tempest, and
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covered land and sea alike with clouds, and down
sped night from heaven. Thus the ships were driven
headlong, and their sails were torn to shreds by the
might of the wind. So we lowered the sails into the
hold, in fear of death, but rowed the ships landward
apace. There for two nights and two days we lay
continually, consuming our hearts with weariness
and sorrow. But when the fair-tressed Dawn had at
last brought the full light of the third day, we set up
the masts and hoisted the white sails and sat us
down, while the wind and the helmsman guided the
ships. And now I should have come to mine own
country all unhurt, but the wave and the stream of
the sea and the North Wind swept me from my
course as I was doubling Malea, and drave me wan-
dering past Cythera.

“Thence for nine whole days was I borne by
ruinous winds over the teeming deep; but on the
tenth day we set foot on the land of the lotus-eaters,
who eat a flowery food. So we stepped ashore and
drew water, and straightway my company took their
midday meal by the swift ships. Now when we had

tasted meat and drink I sent forth certain of my
company to go and make search what manner of
men they were who here live upon the earth by
bread, and I chose out two of my fellows, and sent a
third with them as herald. Then straightway they
went and mixed with the men of the lotus-eaters,
and so it was that the lotus-eaters devised not death
for our fellows, but gave them of the lotus to taste.
Now whosoever of them did eat the honey-sweet
fruit of the lotus had no more wish to bring tidings
nor to come back, but there he chose to abide with
the lotus-eating men, ever feeding on the lotus, and
forgetful of his homeward way. Therefore I led them
back to the ships weeping, and sore against their
will, and dragged them beneath the benches, and
bound them in the hollow barques. But I com-
manded the rest of my well-loved company to make
speed and go on board the swift ships, lest haply any
should eat of the lotus and be forgetful of returning.
Right soon they embarked and sat upon the 
benches, and sitting orderly they smote the grey sea
water with their oars.

1. How does Odysseus describe his home island
of Ithaca?

2. What did Odysseus do in the land of the
Cicones?

3. What sends the ships to the land of the lotus-
eaters?

4. (a) What effect does eating “the honey-sweet
fruit of the lotus” have on Odysseus’s men?
(b) How does the crew finally escape the land
of the lotus-eaters?

5. Distinguishing Fact from Opinion Who
does Odysseus blame for his troubles with the
Cicones? What might have been the real
cause?

6. Humanities Link What kind of feelings might
Odysseus’s adventures have inspired in the
Greeks who listened to and passed along these
tales?

(continued)History Through Literature

Questions to Think About

Survey and Volume 1 Editions Chapter 5
12 • History Through Literature Modern Era Edition Part 2.2

Name Class Date 

©
 P

re
n

ti
ce

-H
al

l, 
In

c.


