True Lies: Nostos of Truth in the Odyssey
Disguised as a beggar in his own house, in Odyssey 14 Odysseus tells Eumaios that the master will soon return.  As a beggar he is deceitful but, qua narrator, he speaks truth.  Yet truth is a relative term, since the beggar refers to an Odysseus who will be home (eleusetai, Od. 14.161), when Odysseus is actually already there.  Regarding Odysseus’ mendacity, some scholars view it as a destabilizing element (Richardson [2006]), others as a parodic/comic device (Burroughs [1965], Booth [1994]), others, an aspect of characterization (Stanford [1950], Trahman [1952], Suerbaum [1968], Walcot [1977], Skalin [2009]), while one scholar has deftly shown how it defers closure (Katz [1991] 187f.). Adele Haft, whose Princeton dissertation treated epic usage of Cretan topoi, suggested that lying substantiates Odysseus’ identity; Haft’s article pointed the discussion in a short-lived, but interesting direction. Amidst such diversity of scholarly opinion, this paper will argue that, though Odysseus fabricates, his mendacity parallels and ultimately converges with truth.  Odysseus is cunning (polymetis) but not a liar in an unbridled sense.  Rather, Odysseus’ lies represent a nostos of truth that anticipates the hero’s self-disclosure, bringing the hero home to the place where truth is fully disclosed.

Such a nostos of truth can be seen in Book 19, where Odysseus, presenting a false name (Aethon), tells Penelope the tale of his Cretan odyssey and his encounter with Odysseus, identified by his clothing (19.232-40).  This self-vesturing is ironic as the hero dresses himself as a “character” with proper clothing (cf. Murnaghan [1987]). Odysseus’ putting “true” clothes on the true character, albeit a fiction, is an aspect of dramatic irony parallel with Odysseus’ unfolding to Penelope the story of the cattle of the Sun.  These two elements—proper clothing and a true story—represent a step toward truth that is distinctive from, for example, the lie Odysseus had told Athena in Book 13.  There Odysseus had lied as a measure of self-preservation (13.254); in Book 19, by contrast, he lies in self-disclosure.

Between the bald lie to Athena and the self-revelatory lie to Penelope one finds the story that Odysseus tells the swineherd Eumaios (Book 14.261-65). His men, the beggar recounts, had once despoiled some Egyptians of their women and children.  That act of hubris (14.263) provoked the wrath of the Egyptians, whose king Odysseus’ fictional character supplicated to spare his life.  The story parallels the version of it that he had told just two books previously in the court of the Phaecians.  In the account presented to Eumaios, the plundering of the Egyptians plays the same role as the desecration of Helios’ cattle and has similar consequences.  Having lost his men, the fictional detainee stayed on among the Egyptians and prospered (cf. the biblical account of Joseph). Similarly, Odysseus, having lost his men, stayed with Calypso and was well treated.  Both eventually were allowed to leave and carry on their travels. The story of the false Odysseus among the Egyptians, therefore, is a tale “more deceitful” than Odysseus’ lie to Penelope in Book 19 but less deceitful than the Cretan lie to Eumaios, for the latter echoes Odysseus’ own story, if not as clearly as that presented to Penelope. 
When Odysseus allows himself to be recognized in the conflict with the suitors (books 21-22), he restores himself as true master of the household. His self-disclosure reveals that his false selves (the beggar amidst the suitors and the character Odysseus in his tales about himself) have been aspects of his nostos of truth all along.  With the revelation to the suitors, the nostos is complete, storytelling has ended, and time for action has arrived.  Odysseus turns out not to be a pathological liar, but a man whose path of lies points toward an all-too-truthful end.
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