A Liar’s Yarn: Storytelling in The Lost Books of the Odyssey

When the second edition of Zachary Mason’s debut novel The Lost Books of the Odyssey was published earlier this year by Farrar, Straus & Giroux, it was shorter by two chapters, an introduction, and an appendix. While Jonathan Galassi, President of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, has said that the first edition “distanced the reader from the magic of the storytelling itself” (Rohter 2010), I would like to demonstrate that the excised elements in fact mirror storytelling as depicted in the Odyssey. In the manipulation of the narrator’s identity in the Introduction and of linear narration in the last “book” (“Endless City”), Mason’s tale of Odysseus both recalls and expands on Homer’s.

The original Introduction and author’s biography describe Mason as a Professor of Archaeocryptography and Paleomathematics at Oxford University. He recounts how he came to “translate” the encoded manuscript of the Lost Books, and presents the subsequent 46 chapters as the product of his translation. Rather, Mason is a computer scientist living in Silicon Valley (Rohter 2010). Thus, as Odysseus often assumes identities in his interactions (e.g. with Polyphemos, Eumaios, and Penelope), Mason similarly falsifies his identity for the purposes of his story.


Mason’s original final chapter, “Endless City,” is an intricate, mathematically-structured piece reminiscent in plot of Iliad 10. It tells of Odysseus quarrelling with Agamemnon, leaving the Greek camp, and sneaking into Troy to find Helen. The events, however, are narrated both achronologically and within each other. The narrative doubles back on itself (the end of the chapter leads directly back into the beginning of the chapter), and consequently Odysseus’ actions at Troy take place both before and after his quarrel with Agamemnon. The use of an achronological timeline echoes the achronology of Odyssey 8-12, which moves the narrative back to events occurring before Odyssey 1. Moreover, the circularity of Mason’s chapter renders the beginning (indeed, any part) of the chapter in medias res, much the way the Odyssey begins. Furthermore, most events in the chapter are told in a series of embedded direct quotations, creating a sense of a story-within-a-story ad infinitum. In addition, a narrative-dominating ekphrasis of Helen’s weaving also duplicates as well as destabilizes the narrative. The weaving, which is described as a möbius strip, depicts the events which occur within the chapter (i.e., Odysseus sneaking into Troy). Moreover, the end of the ekphrasis, like a möbius strip, is not marked: it is unclear whether the remainder of the chapter is within the ekphrasis.


Thus the ending of Mason’s Lost Books does not simply allude to the Odyssey, but it also expands on the very notion of an odyssey. As the chapter both doubles back on and embeds itself, it never really ends, nor consequently does the book. Indeed, in the chapter “Odysseus in Hell,” Mason imagines Odysseus’ hell as walking forever along a cable strung high in the open sky, stricken with amnesia and carrying his oar. Like this Odysseus, Mason’s Lost Books never finishes its journey, but progresses infinitely along a familiar landscape. With this ending Mason recognizes the importance of the journey not only within the Odyssey, but also for the reception of the Odyssey as a poem that has seen many an adaptation previous to Mason’s. Perhaps, moreover, Mason’s publication of a second, revised edition is an ironic recognition of this, as the second edition is yet another adaptation of the Odyssey, albeit one which—with the deletion of the final chapter—comes to a definitive end.
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