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MORE ON THE ITINERARIES OF KLEOS 

What we perceive as the dichotomy between the human and nonhuman worlds in the 
Odyssey has much to do with the return of the song. When the Odyssey opens, Ithaca is 
under the spell of a grievous nostos song, which creates different reactions among the 
audience. I will link this scene with what seems to be a poetic law in the Odyssey: no 
information or kleos from the nonhuman world can reach the human world of Ithaca and 
vice-versa. I must say straightforwardly that Hades in the present analysis is part of the 
human world, because Odysseus reconnects with his island for the first time when he 
enters the world of the dead. It is often said that the nonhuman world is a kind of 
underworld. The itineraries of kleos though (the way kleos circulates or not is a very 
important marker) show that the underworld and the nonhuman world are not the same 
and are not to be read the same way. The underworld visit is the closest Odysseus can get 
to the human world. This is where he reconnects with Ithaca; this is where he reconnects 
with the human way of knowing the future (through the seer’s words); this is 
consequently where his nostos begins and where he enters again the human temporality 
through Tiresias guidance who sketches present and future for the hero. Even if he will 
still wander, Odysseus knows that he is going back to Ithaca; he knows, in other words, 
what his heroic destiny is, as Achilles knew he had to die in Troy.  

Thus, regarding kleos, there are two different worlds in the Odyssey. This dichotomy 
becomes more meaningful when we realize that no kleos from the nonhuman world can 
reach the human world which in the Odyssey is represented by Ithaca. Of course one can 
object that there is Pylos and Sparta. Let’s leave this for later. To anticipate a bit I will 
say that in the framework of the present analysis Pylos and Sparta do not represent a 
poetic space synchronous with Ithaca; they belong to the past, the world of heroes, while 
Ithaca on belongs already to the next, the meta-heroic generation. This is a fundamental 
discrepancy in the odyssean system between Pylos and Sparta on the one hand and Ithaca 
on the other. 

One reason of this lack of communication between Ithaca and the nonhuman world is 
that Odysseus is not travelling from one space to another, he is travelling from one age to 
the next one, like a song, from generation to generation (in the Odyssey the significance 
of his being the last to return is that he is journeying toward the meta-heroic age, 
represented by the generation of his son and the suitors as we will see below). 

Now we can connect with the statement that the return of the song is as important as 
the return of the hero and even more important. Why? To understand this we have to give 
a closer look to the odyssean way of representing kleos in Ithaca, where Odysseus’ 
prolonged absence has created an anomalous situation. If we focus on the first passage in 
the handout, what do we see: in the hero’s palace resounds a song on the wretched return 
of the Achaeans.  

In this poetic construction where conflicting versions of nostos are an important 
theme, characters are absolutely instrumental, in fact they are shaped according to this 
divide. The audience’s reaction to Phemios’ song establishes (and warns us about) a 
fundamental distinction, which runs through the whole Odyssey. The suitors and 
Telemachus take pleasure in Phemios’ song, which implies that Odysseus is dead (that is 
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how Telemachus understands it and he says so explicitly: οὐ γὰρ Ὀδυσσεὺς οἶος ἀπώλεσε 
νόστιµον ἦµαρ/ ἐν Τροίῃ,). The only character that reacts to the song and tries to stop it 
(unsuccessfully) is Penelope who is, from her very first poetic appearance, under the sign 
of memory and kleos related to Odysseus. These distinctions about what kind of song 
should be attached to Odysseus might seem over subtle, but they are in fact inscribed 
clearly into the text: to the lugros nostos Penelope opposes a powerful formula about far 
reaching kleos, to the damned heroes’ destiny Penelope opposes the formula of epic glory. 
Telemachus as audience will side with the suitors, unable to understand what is at stake 
(1.235-244). His words about his father are shockingly negative, not only is he insisting 
on Odysseus’ anonymity and consequently his own anonymity, but he even associates 
him with the adverb akleiôs, “without glory” (1.241) We thus observe from the beginning 
a firm distinction between characters close to the True Version and those who oppose it. 
The distinction is far reaching; it will determine the poem’s evolution. Phemios’ 
problematic version faces Penelope’s reaction and denial. At the end of the Odyssey the 
true version is established again with Penelope as unique audience. These are the two 
passages I proposed for close reading. 

I underline as remarkable the fact that what gives the characters their “identity card” 
is a song, picturing them as an audience at their very first appearance and establishing 
through this medium a hierarchy. Because of her exceptional intelligence, Penelope is the 
character who occupies the highest rank in Ithaca.  

The difference of attitude among the members of Phemios’ audience contains an 
important second level of meaning: what we call the world of Odysseus is not the world 
of Odysseus anymore. His son and the suitors, who in a way dominate Ithaca, are already 
the next generation, it is not incidental that they form a group of the same age (πάντες 
κεκριµένοι καὶ ὁµήλικες, 24.107). Only Penelope can sustain the heavy task of keeping 
and honoring the memory of the hero (the formula she uses refers to an established, 
undisputable, widely spread kleos, to which we can compare Telemachus’words that 
convey the exact opposite meaning with an overtone of shame). Remarkable is the fact 
that when Odysseus meets his mother in Hades, she enjoins him to keep in mind what he 
sees in order to recount it to his wife. This is not insignificant. When Odysseus finally 
reunites with his wife after having gained control over his palace, the return of the song 
can take place and will be explicitly staged by the poet: Penelope is the only audience of 
the tale of his wanderings (his final ‘performance’), this kleos that could not arrive to 
Ithaca and that now comes as a complement to the establishment of justice. Furthermore, 
now that the hero has brought back the song to his native land, the second Nekuia can 
announce the Odyssey as “the song the immortals will make about Penelope” (24.198), 
“whose glory will never perish.” 

Throughout the Odyssey the stability of nostos and consequently the reestablishment 
of justice and of the heroes memory in Ithaca depend on the two complementary mêtis 
characters, acting one in the world of wanderings and the other in Ithaca. The noos of 
Penelope and the noos of Odysseus are presented as superior in the odyssean hierarchy of 
characters. And noos is closely linked to nostos, as Douglas Frame’s works have shown. I 
find it remarkable and not sufficiently explored in scholarship that the etymology of a 
family of words, with no apparent link between them, can be so systematically echoed in 
the thematic structure of the Poem. Douglas Frame has shown that “return” (nostos) and 
“intelligence, mind” (noos) in Greek have the same stem and that on the thematic level 
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noos and nostos in the epic are closely interdependent. Odysseus achieves return amidst 
so many dangers and temptations because his noos is exceptional; Penelope succeeds in 
preserving the royalty, thus keeping the option of return open, because her noos is 
superior among all women; the goddess who oversees this nostos, Athena, is the daughter 
of Mêtis. As in many other cases the Odyssey “replays” fundamental Greek themes: mêtis 
is the sine qua non component of a stable royalty, as we learn even about Zeus, who has 
to swallow the goddess Mêtis to ensure the stability of his reign.  

The Odyssey places the characters on a digressive scale depending on how acute their 
noos is. The suitors repeatedly are considered inferior in the hierarchy of intelligence. Not 
only are they irreverent to the hero's world but they are stupid as well:  

 
[270] “Telemakhos,” said she, “if you are made of the same stuff as your 
father you will be neither fool nor coward henceforward, for Odysseus never 
broke his word nor left his work half done. If, then, you take after him, your 
voyage will not be fruitless, but unless you have the blood of Odysseus and of 
Penelope in your veins ���[275] I see no likelihood of your succeeding. Sons are 
seldom as good men as their fathers; they are generally worse, not better; still, 
as you are not going to be either fool or coward henceforward, and are not 
entirely without some share of your father’s wise discernment, ���[280] I look 
with hope upon your undertaking. But mind you never have thoughts [noos] 
like those of any of those foolish suitors, for they are neither sensible nor just 
[dikaioi], and give no thought to death and to the doom that will shortly fall on 
one and all of them, so that they shall perish on the same day.  

(Odyssey 2.270-284) 
2.270 "Τηλέµαχ᾽, οὐδ᾽ ὄπιθεν κακὸς ἔσσεαι οὐδ᾽ ἀνοήµων,  
εἰ δή τοι σοῦ πατρὸς ἐνέστακται µένος ἠύ,  
οἷος κεῖνος ἔην τελέσαι ἔργον τε ἔπος τε·  
οὔ τοι ἔπειθ᾽ ἁλίη ὁδὸς ἔσσεται οὐδ᾽ ἀτέλεστος.  
εἰ δ᾽ οὐ κείνου γ᾽ ἐσσὶ γόνος καὶ Πηνελοπείης,  
275 οὐ σέ γ᾽ ἔπειτα ἔολπα τελευτήσειν, ἃ µενοινᾷς.  
παῦροι γάρ τοι παῖδες ὁµοῖοι πατρὶ πέλονται,  
οἱ πλέονες κακίους, παῦροι δέ τε πατρὸς ἀρείους.  
ἀλλ᾽ ἐπεὶ οὐδ᾽ ὄπιθεν κακὸς ἔσσεαι οὐδ᾽ ἀνοήµων 
οὐδέ σε πάγχυ γε µῆτις Ὀδυσσῆος προλέλοιπεν,  
280 ἐλπωρή τοι ἔπειτα τελευτῆσαι τάδε ἔργα.  
τῶ νῦν µνηστήρων µὲν ἔα βουλήν τε νόον τε  
ἀφραδέων, ἐπεὶ οὔ τι νοήµονες οὐδὲ δίκαιοι·  
οὐδέ τι ἴσασιν θάνατον καὶ κῆρα µέλαιναν,  
ὃς δή σφι σχεδόν ἐστιν, ἐπ᾽ ἤµατι πάντας ὀλέσθαι. 
 
The suitors’ attitude towards inappropriate songs, their disrespect of the hero’s 

memory, their in ability to read the signs and to take into account the seer’s interpretation 
brings death upon them. Here we find once again the relation established by Douglas 
Frame between nostos, ‘ intelligence’and the idea of “escaping death.” In this 
remarkable passage above Athena-Mentes links closely the suitors’ kind of noos to the 
fact that they cannot foresee and avoid the danger of death. The adjective ἀφραδέων, 
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which is attributed to them, describes elsewhere the dead who are deprived of noos. 
Telemachos will not “finally” be ἀνοήµων, so he will be able to travel successfully. 

 
I look forward to our discussion. 
 


