
PAPER ASSIGMENTS 
 
There are three paper assignments.  Each assignment is written in response to a set of suggested 
topics.  A sample of the three sets of suggested topics are appended here: 
 
First Paper: 
 
21L001: FOUNDATIONS I   PROFESSOR AND KIBEL 
FIRST PAPER ASSIGNMENT Due Date: Feb 28 
 

Papers should be six pages in length, double-spaced, or the equivalent.  
(Figure 350 words/page.)  You may write on any subject that occurs to you 
concerning the texts read so far this term.  The following list is offered by 
way of sample topics;  you may choose one of them but need not do so. 

You may write on any subject that occurs to you concerning the 
Odyssey or the Oresteia.  The following list is offered by way of sample 
topics;  you may choose one of them but need not do so.  Each item in the 
list offers a position, which you may attack or defend. 

Please remember that you are writing an essay, which is meant to 
express a point of view.  YOU ARE NOT WRITING A BOOK REPORT.  
You are trying to influence the view that a reader has about a familiar text, 
not inform him/her of the contents of a text with which he/she is 
unacquainted.  You may allude to the text in order to refer the reader to 
evidence in support of your views about how it should be interpreted, but 
retelling the text in outline or in part will be regarded as filling up space in 
the absence of argument and will adversely affect your grade. 
 
 SUGGESTED TOPICS
 
1.  The gods in the Odyssey are a pleasant fantasy but no one could ever 
have taken them seriously as an object of religious belief. 
 
2.  Odysseus is told that it is better to be the lowliest on earth than king 
among the dead and he is told this by one who should know.  Yet he passes 
by a chance for immortality at the outset of the text.   
 
3.  To be aided by the gods is a sign of strength, not weakness. 
 
4.  Great heroes are those who have established something important for the 
rest of us--Washington, Lincoln--or defended something the destruction of 
which would have made an essential difference to the course of history.  But 
there is no possibility of pretending that the world, or even Greece, would 
have been much altered if Odysseus never got home at all.  The poem is an 
adventure story, closer to Ivanhoe or Treasure Is and than to the Aene d or 
Paradise Lost. 

l i

 
5.  At the outset of the story, we are told that the moment when the gods 
have spun the destiny of Odysseus's homecoming has arrived.  Throughout, 



nothing stands in its way.  The suitors are doomed, even the mightiest of 
Odysseus's opponents (Poseidon) must assent to his successful journey. 
 
6.  You could write the whole Odyssey out, scene by scene, and eliminate the 
gods entirely--even Athena--by treating them as personifications of natural 
or psychological powers or of chance and opportunity (e.g., the invisibility of 
Odysseus which lets him get to Alcinuous's knees).  What effect, if any, 
would this have on the poem? 
 
7.  It used to be said that the Odyssey (and the Iliad) begin "in media res" 
(in the middle of things), and not really at the start of the story that they 
have to tell.  This was regarded by the ancients as being particularly clever 
or inventive on Homer's part. Comment in any way that elucidates the 
poem. 
 
8.  The Odyssey makes a distinction between the supernatural or the 
religious, on the one hand, and the fantastic on the other, by confining the 
latter mostly to Odysseus's own narration on Phaeacia, thereby relieving the 
Muse of responsibility for what is said and making her responsible only for 
the fact that it is said. 
 
9.  The books of the Odyssey can be grouped into units of four books each.  
The story, however, is not evenly advanced in each of these units and the 
proportions are therefore awkward.  Nothing much is served by having the 
hero wait in the wings for four books while his son takes a useless voyage to 
look for him or having him dawdle through four books at the hut of a 
swineherd instead of getting home and killing the suitors. 
 
10.  The long, opening song-and-dance with which the chorus enters in the Agamemnon gives us 
a good deal of history, describes a problem or dilemma that confronted Agamemnon and how he 
faced up to it, and then says something about the history of Zeus and the relation of human life to 
suffering.  The dilemma has to do with choosing one of two evils when both are abhorrent.  What 
was the choice about?  Did Agamemnon make the right choice?  If, in a sense, he chose the lesser 
evil, can his punishment at the hands of Clytemnestra be justified?  How successfully does the 
trilogy resolve the consequences of Agamemnon's dilemma and make meaningful the spectacle of 
human suffering? 
 
11.  What is the significance of the split vote in the trial of Orestes?  What is the significance, if 
any, that the deciding vote is given to Athena, a warrior and "manly" goddess, who resembles 
Clytemnestra in some ways (rather than a deferential female like Ismene)?  How do you 
understand the final reconciliation of the trilogy?  What do the Furies stand for?  Is it the same as 
what they say that they stand for?  How would the play end if Apollo had his way and the Furies 
were simply stripped of any power to harm?  What significance (if any) do you see in the fact that 
the Furies's power to harm goes together with the power to bless (underground, they will be 
patron goddesses of fruitful harvest)? 
 
12. There is a good deal of indication about the changing order of things in 
the Oresteia, even where gods are concerned.  In fact, the last play 
dramatizes such a change.  In this connection, one writer has commented on 



the evolutionary note struck by the Pythia, the priestess of Apollo, who 
gives at the opening of the Eumenides "the divine model of earthly 
evolution.  When she staggers from the temple in horror at the Furies, it is 
as if she had recognized with shock an unsuspected reside in the world which 
had not shared this evolution."  (J.H. Finley, Pindar and Aeschylus, p. 277.)  
Comment. 
 
13.  Comment on the place of Cassandra in the first play.  She betrayed 
Apollo, the god of prophecy and she now must suffer a terrible death.  It is 
she, rather than Agamemnon who endures the tragic agony on stage, 
suffering under a vision of the future.  When Orestes hesitates to kill his 
mother, Pylades urges him to remember the future and the prophet-God 
Apollo.  Does Orestes have a choice here?  In contrast to the god of 
prophecy the Erynes or Furies identify themselves as the mind of the past.  
How does Athene mediate between past and future? 
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