
 

 

Dividing and Multiplying the Self in the Odyssey 

The goal of this paper is to offer a new interpretation of Odysseus’ self-address 

and use of similes in Odyssey 20.5-57 by foregrounding two interpretative issues, which 

pertain uniquely to it: (1) the hero’s soliloquy with his ‘barking heart’ involves more 

“personalizing” of the part addressed than we find elsewhere in Homer; and (2) his 

deliberation with himself over how to escape the suitors’ avengers does not lead to an 

autonomous decision, as is the case with such scenes (Voigt 1934: 69-74), but is brought 

to a conclusion by Athena’s intervention. Focusing on the psychological implications of 

the passage, some scholars have denied that the Homeric man is conscious of himself as a 

cohesive “I” (Voigt 1934, Snell 1928 and 1930), while others have taken this and other 

speeches of self-address as (an) internalized version(s) of Homeric interpersonal 

discourse (Gill 1996: 187, Montiglio 2005: 179). Yet others have thought that the unique 

features of the speech convey an intensification of the hero’s inner turmoil (Russo et al. 

1992: 108) or dramatize the integration of his emotion and rationality (Halliwell 1990: 

41). This paper engages with the aforementioned issues and reassesses the contextual and 

broader meaning and function of the passage. 

 In the first simile, Odysseus’ heart, angered by the maids’ lustful dealings with 

the suitors, ponders whether to kill them or not and is compared to a dog, standing 

protectively over her pups and barking at a stranger (13-6). Odysseus exercises self-

restraint and “soothes his heart” (καθαπτόμενος φίλον ἦτορ) by reminding it of the 

decisive role that mêtis played in the past, when he escaped his comrades’ fate with the 

Cyclops (17-23). In response to (1), I argue that his heart, the seat of seething emotion 

and the drive of a strong animal character, as conveyed by the simile, becomes the 



 

 

symbolic equivalent of his comrades and the maids: all three—heart, maids, comrades—

(can) act rashly and thoughtlessly, and are/were subjugated or defeated by stronger 

characters, Odysseus and the Cyclops. The parallelism between the hero’s barking heart 

and the maids is encouraged by the fact that the word “dog” was used earlier in reference 

to Melantho and the other faithless maidservants (18.338, 19.91, 154, 372). By beating 

his chest and taming his unruly heart with the assistance of metis, Odysseus symbolically 

tames/kills the maids (contextual significance) and anticipates their actual murder 

through cunning (broader significance).  

 In the second simile, Odysseus is tossing and turning in bed like a sausage being 

rolled back and forth by a cook. He wonders how he is to kill singlehandedly so many 

suitors, until Athena appears to assure him of her help through “cunning plans” (μήδεα), 

and puts him to sleep (24-53). The goddess ends her protégé’s deliberation by reminding 

him of her conniving and past support, and by soothing him through sleep: as soon as 

sleep overtakes him, his limbs loosen and the toils of anguish slip from his mind (56-7). 

In response to (2), I argue that Athena does to Odysseus what he did earlier to his heart; 

she plays the role of Odysseus’ immortal double. From this vantage point, the scene loses 

its peculiarity because it is not really Athena who decides how Odysseus is to deal with 

his predicament, but Odysseus’ divine alter ego. This performative identification of the 

hero with the goddess may be taken to explain why in the second simile he appears not 

“in parts” (θυμός, κραδίη, ἦτορ), but as a whole person (αὐτός): it is this heroic 

wholeness with which Athena is identified. This reading both validates Odysseus’ power, 

which was achieved at the end of the first simile (contextual significance), and 



 

 

circumscribes it because the hero still needs his divine double in order to accomplish his 

mission (broader significance).  
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