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The Paradoxical Training of Odysseus

A rocky isle, but good for a boy’s training:

I shall not see on earth a place more dear,

though I have been detained long by Calypso,

loveliest among goddesses, who held me

in her smooth caves, to be hear heart’s delight,

as Circe of Aeaea, the enchantress,

desired me, and detained me in her hall.

But in my heart I never gave consent. (Fitzgerald 656)
When Odysseus introduces himself to King Alcinous and Queen Arete, he begins by telling about his homeland, answering the question, “Where do you come from?” Odysseus explains that he comes from Ithaca, which he misses. Adding that Calypso and Circe have slowed down his return, he tacitly admits that, by comparison, he longs for his own wife. Mentioning in the same sentence his homeland and the goddesses that kept him away, Odysseus reveals in his first words the central duality of his character and his mission. Though Odysseus seems like a narcissistic womanizer at first glance, his words about his homeland prove that, in fact, all his temptations make him paradoxically more devoted to the memory of his home and family.

Odysseus’ diction tells a story of emotional conflict, split between pleasure and pain. Though he may have enjoyed being “detained” by the Calypso and Circe, he admits, too, a negative side to his adventures. An examination of Odysseus’ use of alliteration reveals two prominent sounds, one positive, one negative: ‘h’ as in “held,” “her,” “heart,” and “hall,” gives a warm, slow, breathy sound, like a goddess speaking softly; ‘d’ as in “detained,” “delight,” and “desire,” gives a hard, abrupt clip. The profusion of soft ‘h’s and hard ‘d’s sends the listener a mixed sensation of slowness and speed, similar perhaps to Odysseus’ desire to linger on at Circe’s island contrasted with his desire to return home quickly. To further confound Odysseus’ feelings, the three hard “de” words, “detain,” “delight,” and “desire,” conjure both positive and negative feelings. While “detain,” has a negative connotation as Odysseus uses it (as if “detained” in a prison), “delight” and “desire” have positive connotations. By choosing “de” to start all three of these words, Odysseus confounds the reader’s expectation that they will all be related in meaning. Rather, just as we begin to expect from Odysseus, the pleasure is mixed in with the pain and “detainment” hides among the ranks of “delight” and “desire.” Odysseus’ experiences with Calypso and Circe were both positive and negative. When he explains that Calypso “held [him]” (656) Odysseus literally means she detained him, held him captive, and yet the reader knows that she, too, “held [him]” in a passionate embrace. Odysseus seems unsure of whether being “held” is a painful or pleasurable sensation, which seems characteristic for this warrior, who enjoys what is bad for him and avoids what is good.

Odysseus’ understanding of pain and pleasure may go back to his “training” on Ithaca, which prepares him for his adventures, allowing the soldier to grow stronger after each painful experience. “A rocky isle,” Odysseus describes it, “but good for a boy’s training” (656). The word “rocky,” implies difficulty and hardship, which Odysseus himself reiterates by placing a contradictory “but” between “rocky” and “good.” Even though the island is “rocky,” or painful, it leads to a positive outcome––it’s “good for a boy’s training.” Pain and negativity can lead to power, pleasure, and positivity.

Throughout The Odyssey, Odysseus experiences moments of joy and moments of pleasure: he and his men devour Polyphemous’ cheese, sharing but some with the gods; he revels in his triumph over the Cyclops; he celebrates with Circe for a year before his shipmates ask him to head home. While Odysseus enjoys these adventures wholeheartedly, he simultaneously longs for home. Odysseus shows an ambiguous mixture of pain and pleasure in his speech through his use of alliteration and word choice. This double-nature accounts for the reader’s surprise at his devotion to Ithaca. Whereas one would think that each year gone from home would wield a man less interested in return, Odysseus’ longing to return home seemingly grows stronger with each sacrifice he makes. Each goddess he sleeps with compares little to his wife; each rocky coast he explores yet reminds him of Ithaca. Because difficult situations make Odysseus stronger, like the struggles of a young man’s training prepares him for war, he does not end spend the rest of his days with Calypso or Circe. Instead, he returns home, strengthened by his trials, eager to defeat the suitors that await him.
