The Odyssean Version of the Sack Of Troy:  Another Look

In the second line of Homer’s epic, Odysseus is introduced as the sacker of Troy.  Three passages in the Odyssey look back to the time of the sack – 4.235-89, 8.487-520, and 11.504-37.  Together, it will be argued, they constitute a Homeric version of the event.  This paper speculates as to where in the “development” (we lack a better term) of the legend of the Sack Homer’s version stands and how in turn Homer’s account may have affected the direction of later versions.

Sir Denys Page, among others, has demonstrated that our text of the Odyssey has embedded in it traces of other versions.  This study searches the passages of the Odyssey relating to the Sack and finds what seem to be several references to an earlier form of the tale.

The study is sensitive to the magnification of Odysseus and thinks that this magnification may have affected representation of other players like Helen.  The Homeric version, as might be expected, loses no opportunity to display Odysseus’ wiles and heroic talents.

What is traditional and what is original with Homer will be forever debated.  The present paper accepts the view that the “Trojan Tales” related by Helen and Menelaus at Sparta in Odyssey 4 almost certainly show the touch of the poet (cf. West, vol. 1, 209) and will add further points.

These tales have in recent years been the object of close scholarly analysis.  The current study will assume the position that they are first and foremost presentations of marvelous feats of Odysseus as the Greek text declares (Od. 4.242-3, 271-3).  Focus will be on the attempt to appreciate these feats, the important subtext relating to the characters of the two storytellers and their current relationship to each other having already been nicely explored by Schmiel and Olson.
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