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ADVENTURE AND INERTIA  
 DEATH, HOMECOMING AND GLORY IN THE ODYSSEY  
 
 
 
There comes a moment in the course of a treatment that has become palliative rather than 
curative in its ambitions – if, that is, one is lucky enough to have a good doctor, one who 
practises medicine not only in its therapeutic but also in its nursing function – when she or 
he will turn to the patient or the patient’s family and make inquiries about the home: how far 
away is it? how many rooms does it have? who else lives there? If the doctor is experienced 
she or he will take infinite care to hit a casual note, and the inquiry will sound impromptu 
and innocent – a benign, if not very adept, bit of small talk. Of course, doctors’ time is at a 
premium; their talk is seldom small. What is being broached is the fact that the patient is 
expected to die soon, that efforts will henceforth be concentrated on ensuring that that death 
is as “good” as possible; and what is (quite reasonably) being assumed is that a good death is 
one that takes place in the home.  
 
It is not new, the idea that a good death is one that takes place at home. The Platonic and 
Christian traditions have bequeathed us the now familiar notion of death itself as a form of 
homecoming, but the birth of this intimacy can be traced back further. Consider Odysseus, 
who eschews both the immortality that would have been his lot with Calypso,1 and the heroic 
battle death of Achilles (which confers immortality of another sort in the form of aphthiton 
kleos, immortal glory), to return home to Ithaca, where the seer Teiresias’ shade promises 
that he will die peacefully, and prosaically, in old age.2 If home is where we start from, it 
ought also to be where we finish: a well-lived life, like a well-told story, is one that comes full 
circle.  
 
Of course home may be the place where one typically wants to die, but nowadays (barring 
mishap) it is rarely the place where one actually does so – to die at home is almost always to 
have died too soon. For most home remains a wish, a far-flung fantasy from which one 
remains estranged by some often infinitesimal but untraversable distance. For the dying the 
average relation to nostos is one of algos – suffering, the pain of separation, the thwarted 
desire to return. This condition also afflicts the modern anthropological and popular 
literatures on death, which tend to manifest their own nostalgia for some rarely defined 
“past” when death was, to use Phillipe Ariès’s influential term, tame3 – domesticated, an 
affair of the domos. (Derrida archly and a little cruelly calls this the belief that “death … is no 
longer what it used to be”.4) For Odysseus, too, the return home – which, after his nekyia 
with Teiresias, in book 11, must be understood as a return to a certain type of death5 – is 
perpetually thwarted; and not only by the many dangers that lie along the way (though of 
course by those too). Above all his homecoming is withheld by the risk that he will simply 
abandon it, make a home elsewhere. In the Odyssey the relation to home and to the death 
that happens there turns out to be ambivalent: one of both intense desire and persistent 
refusal.  
 

                                                      
1 5.209; 23.333–36. Of course many scholars argue that the second reference is post-Homeric. In 
an otherwise careful study, Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood (2006) therefore disregards Calypso’s 
offer of immortality, but says nothing of the reference to this in book 5 (p.18). 
2 11.133–36; 23.281–4. 
3 Ariès, 2010.  
4 2000, p.58. 
5 Thus while Pope takes some liberties with his translation when in book 5 he has Odysseus say 
“Yet every day, while absent thus I roam, / I languish to return and die at home”, he nonetheless 
expresses something essential. 
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In the Iliad things are rather different and a good deal simpler. As Karen Bassi has pointed 
out, in the earlier epic the return home functions most often as a threat, one voiced at 
various points by Achilles, Agamemnon and Thersites; “nostos in the Iliad means a 
premature end of battle and of the narrative itself”.6 The return home threatens both the 
characters’ martial aims and (therefore) the existence of Homer’s narrative itself; thus there 
is a unity of the diegetic and structural levels: the characters’ and the poetic demand are in 
harmony, and so nostos functions straightforwardly. When Achilles speaks his famous lines 
about his dual fate – “My divine mother, silver-footed Thetis, says that destiny has left two 
courses open to me on my journey to the grave. If I stay here and fight it out round Ilium, 
there is no home-coming [nostos] for me, but there will be eternal glory [kleos] instead. If I 
go back to the land of my father, my heroic glory will be forfeit, but my life will be long and I 
shall be spared an early death”7 – he is expressing something essential about both his own 
character and the Iliad’s aesthetic fidelities. Kleos or nostos: one cannot have both – Achilles 
and the Iliad choose kleos. 
 
It is of course Odysseus’ audacity to want precisely both (and perhaps it is his wanting it both 
ways that makes him more relatable than Achilles to modern readers – what is the 
postmodern condition if not wanting it both ways, or wanting everything every way?). He 
wants his peaceful pain-free death in Ithaca, surrounded by his family and community, and 
he wants to live forever in the songs of the bards. This, we will see, creates certain 
difficulties. Typically the Odyssey has been interpreted as either a story about nostos and a 
return to mortality and human nature, and thus as a kind of bildungsroman, or as an anti-
teleological story about infinite wandering, in which Odysseus’ true desire is not for home 
but for the endless pursuit of adventure. In this essay I will explore the Odyssey’s relation to 
home and to death as one of ambivalence – where the dying at home is at once painfully 
desired and perpetually deferred. I argue that it is Odysseus’ attempt to reconcile kleos with 
nostos that creates a narrative that can only “proceed” in ambivalence, moving both towards 
and away from its putative closure.  
 
To begin let us look at these two opposing movements in the Odyssey, towards and away 
from home.  
 
ONE  At the beginning of the Odyssey, during the first council of the gods, we read 
that Calypso “seeks continually with her soft and coaxing words to beguile [Odysseus] into 
forgetting Ithaca” and we presume that for a long time she succeeds. After seven years, 
however, her power to coax and to beguile begins to wane, and now Odysseus “would be well 
content to see even the smoke rising up from his own land, and he longs to die.”8 Do these 
words mean: held far from his home on this strange island with this strange goddess, our 
hero would rather be dead? Perhaps – but not only that. In fact they suggest that the 
immortality Odysseus enjoys with Calypso is itself a sort of death, a forgetfulness which 
condemns him to forgottenness – a death akleos, without the glory that would make him 
truly immortal. For one raised in a shame culture – where one’s worth lies in one’s 
reputation – eternal life in obscurity is a sham immortality, one that is closer to oblivion. 
Back at home, Telemachus laments: “the gods … have hidden him away more closely than 
mortal man was ever yet hidden. I could have borne it better even though he were dead, if he 
had fallen with his men before Troy … for then the Achaeans would have built a mound over 
his ashes, and I should myself have been heir to his renown; but now … he is gone without 
leaving so much as a trace behind him, and I inherit nothing but dismay.”9 Returning to 
Ithaca is a returning to mortality, but also to immortality. If Odysseus wants to live forever, 
he will have to die. 
 

                                                      
6 Bassi, 1999, p.417. 
7 Il 9.410–15. 
8 1.56–60. 
9 1.233–45. 
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In Homeric eschatology death brings no deserts; with the exception of the three “cosmic 
sinners” – Tityus, Tantalus and Sisyphus – Hades is not a place where punishments (or 
rewards) are meted out (such a conception arises very late in the archaic period with fifth-
century Pindar,10 and of course later will constitute a large point of divergence between the 
otherwise similar subterranean experiences of Odysseus and Aeneas11). Hades, for Homer, is 
like a terrible egalitarian idyll, a place where heroes and the hoi polloi inanely mingle. 
Posthumous distinction is neither achieved nor enjoyed in those twilight environs; rather it 
is won in this world through the manner of one’s death, and is sustained here by the 
repetition of stories about that death. This is why through careful planning and execution the 
hero hopes to transform his dying into kleos aphthiton, “that ‘eternal flame’ or ‘unfailing 
praise’ that also paradoxically preserves him athanatos and ageraos, deathless and 
ageless”12 (cf. Sarpedon’s fantasy in the Iliad13). In this, however, the dead rely on the living; 
and this turns out to be only one moment in a thriving economy between the living and the 
dead, a fertile exchange of rights and responsibilities, dues and honours. “I beseech you,” 
warns the shade of the hapless and as yet unburied oarsman Elpenor at the limen of Hades, 
“do not turn your back and leave me unburied and unlamented at your going – I should 
haunt you with the wrath of heaven.”14 
 
It is in this connection that we can read the pervasive cultural anxiety of incorrect or 
incomplete burial. Consider the first lines of the Iliad: “Anger – sing, goddess, the anger of 
Achilles son of Peleus, accursed anger, which sent the mighty souls of many warriors to 
Hades, leaving their bodies as carrion for the dogs and a feast for the birds.”15 Lines like 
these echo throughout both the Iliad and the Odyssey (and indeed many other and later 
dramas – Antigone being only the most obvious example). This recoiling from an animal 
death which falls short of the standard of the fully “human” bespeaks a recoiling from the 
brute senselessness of a dying unmediated – and thus un-recuperated – by the sublimating 
practices of civilisation. The ubiquitous carrion-anxiety is a negative expression of what 
constitutes a good death. As Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood writes in her extensive survey of 
death practices in archaic Greek literature, “Proper burial, mourning and lament are … the 
main parameter determining the concepts of good and bad death: the performance of the 
ritual which reflects, and symbolically represents, the perceptions of each death as a moment 
in the history of the community whose continuity gives meaning to the individual 
discontinuity.”16  
 
Of course in the Iliad the emphasis is on kalos thanatos, the beautiful death that is the 
paradoxical preservation of one’s youth. But if one’s “survival” after death takes place in 
memory, then a good death is also one that takes place in the bosom of one’s community. 
One hopes to die surrounded by one’s kin who will keep alive one’s memory and honour one 
with an appropriate burial so that one’s discontinuity is shored up by a grander sense of 
continuity. Here patrilineage has a double meaning: the son keeps the father alive in 
memory, and in flesh – for he is considered an extension of the self.17 Meanwhile we may 
surmise from several of Telemachus’ comments (“I should myself have been heir to his 
renown; but now … I inherit nothing but dismay”18) that the son “inherits” the father’s 
reputation. To die at home means acquiescing to the generations, means knowing that one 
will, through the son, continue. The Odyssey even suggests that this meaning of patrilineage 
is more important than glory: when Odysseus meets Achilles’ shade on the threshold of 

                                                      
10 Johnston, 2013, p.13. 
11 cf. Aeneid, book 6. 
12 Miller, 2002, p.5. 
13 Il 12.323. 
14 11.66–73. 
15 Il 1.1–5; italics in original. 
16 Sourvinou-Inwood, 2012, p.31. 
17 Sourvinou-Inwood, 2012, p.33. 
18 1.240–45. 
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Hades, he congratulates him: “before you died we Achaeans honoured you like a god, and 
now in this place you lord it among the dead.” The dour Achilles replies that he would rather 
serve on earth than rule in Hades, before enquiring about his son, Neoptolemus. Now that he 
is a bodiless shade, Achilles – once the very embodiment of kleos – is more concerned to 
hear about his son than his reputation. The suggestion is that one’s survival lies in what 
survives one on earth. The end of one’s story and the story of one’s end are given meaning by 
their absorption by and thus partaking in the unfolding of a greater epic.  
 
John Alvis writes, “Achilles’ austere aloofness in death as in life causes his virtue to die with 
him. No community now receives the benefit of his accomplishment. His glory resembles a 
flame, self-consuming and unapproachable though brilliant. Odysseus’s glory is like some 
great tree, self-sufficing but generous in providing shelter and abundance.”19 Both Odysseus 
and Achilles are concerned with a form of posterity, but while Achilles’ is terminal, Odysseus’ 
is generative. To the Iliad’s kalos thanatos the Odyssey opposes ablechros thanatos – the 
“easy” death which crowns and completes a life and into which that life seamlessly, almost 
imperceptibly bends. In his The Epic Hero, Dean A. Miller writes: “The normative, civilized 
view of a ‘good death,’ at least as it surfaced in the classical Mediterranean imaginal context, 
sets the typical pattern: a death in peaceful circumstances at a ‘ripe old age,’ in which the 
dying one tranquilly undergoes a nearly organic (even vegetative) transformation after the 
arc of his life is complete.”20 Like that of a ripening fruit, such a death is both the end and the 
fulfilment of a life – a coming into essence which is timely and burgeons entirely from 
within. Thanatos ablechros is the meaning of and impetus for Odysseus’ return to Ithaca; it 
is his desire for this easy death in history’s embrace that constitutes the very life of the 
narrative. This desire motivates Odysseus to reject Calypso’s offer of deathly immortality, 
and it gives him the strength to keep battling through his near fatal brushes with Poseidon, 
Polyphemus, Charybdis and Scylla. The Odyssey is the story of Odysseus’ desire for a good 
death; for such a death, it suggests, it is worth risking one’s life.  
 
TWO  But there is another force operating within the Odyssey, one which is opposed 
to nostos and thanatos ablechros (which in fact means easy, but also feeble, death21) and 
which pulls the narrative in quite another direction. Consider for example Odysseus’ lament 
when, in book 5, he falls victim to Poseidon’s wrath. “If only I too had died and had met my 
doom on the day when the thronging Trojans hurled their bronze-pointed spears against 
me…. Then I should have had my portion of funeral rites; over all Achea, men would have 
published my renown”.22 These are remarkable lines because they come after Teiresias has 
prophesied his peaceful death “far from the sea”23 and Calypso has confirmed that while 
“miseries are fated to fill your cup” he will indeed return to Ithaca. Thus they seem to belie 
an anxiety not only of the watery death (that he can infer is not to be his lot), but also of the 
prosaic death that awaits him in Ithaca. At this vital moment of (chronological, not textual) 
denouement, as Odysseus strays farther from the Iliadic and homes in closer on the 
Odyssean thematic, it is as if he has second thoughts. Thrown from his raft, he climbs back 
onto it and perches “in the middle of it, keeping at bay the death that would end 
everything.”24 What is being kept at bay here is not simply an ignominious mors repentina 
but also the peaceful – feeble – death that Odysseus has been promised, which he desires but 
fears might also “end everything” (i.e., earn him no lasting glory). “This way and that”, the 
narrator continues, “did these storm-winds sweep the raft … over the sea; sometimes the 
south wind would toss it towards the north wind as plaything, sometimes the east would give 

                                                      
19 Alvis, 1995, p.100. 
20 Miller, 2002, p.201 
21 Bassi, 1999, p.422. 
22 5.307–13. 
23 That said, many scholars have pointed to the ambiguity of these words. Shewring, in his 
translation, glosses over such an ambiguity: cf. p.131 n.1. 
24 5.325. 
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it up to the west to chase.”25 We already have Poseidon’s word that the storm will not kill 
Odysseus,26 so the real drama is the staging of the conflict between kleos and nostos. Tossed 
about by the waves, Odysseus is passively suspended between the Iliadic and Odyssean 
aesthetics. When the goddess Ino appears and tells him to jump at once from his raft and 
swim to the Phaeacian shore, where he is fated to find deliverance, Odysseus defiantly 
ignores her unequivocal instruction (“As long as the planks hold together, I will stay on 
board and endure whatever evil comes”), preferring to tarry on the sinking raft, eventually 
on a single plank, as it is tossed east to west – towards and away from home – thus deferring 
the moment of narrative decision. 
 
A similar moment of suspension takes place in Odysseus’ encounter with the Sirens, whose 
famous song is in fact the promise of a song – of “honey-sweet music”27 which, if Circe is to 
be believed,28 could only be enjoyed at the expense of his “honey-sweet homecoming”.29 
“Come hither, renowned Odysseus, hither, you pride and glory of all Achaea! … We know all 
the sorrows in the wide land of Troy that Argives and Trojans bore because the gods would 
needs have it so.”30 In his essay “The Song of the Sirens” Pietro Pucci argues that this passage 
mimes an Iliadic diction;31 and while I intend to steer well clear of such philological 
speculation, what is certain is that the Sirens’ aesthetic promise bears an uncanny 
resemblance to that of the Iliad: to repeat, over and over, the hero’s martial glories. Pucci 
argues – and only somewhat convincingly – that the appearance of the Sirens constitutes a 
deliberate Odyssean polemic against Iliadic aesthetics; but whether his historical claim is 
correct, it is clear that this scene stages a conflict of aesthetic agendas, one which the 
repetition of the epithet “honey-sweet” casts into relief. In essence the Sirens’ promise is to 
serenade Odysseus with his kleos – the irony of course being that (if Circe is correct) this 
promise of unending glory would in fact spell his inglorious end. Bound and tied to the mast, 
Odysseus is seduced by the prospect to the extent that he would forfeit for it his 
homecoming. It is at this moment that the wind ebbs and the sea calms, suggesting that this 
Iliadic aesthetic is a temptation to which not only Odysseus, but also the Odyssey itself, is 
exposed. The oarsmen row on. But if this is a rejection of Iliadic aesthetics then one must 
admit that it is not a very firm one. 
 
Of course the Sirens’ promise is also the promise of passivity, the blissful exchange of a life of 
doing for a life (or death) of listening. This is not the only occasion where the temptation of a 
certain lassitude threatens to interrupt the Odyssey’s putative narrative arc. There are many 
points at which it does not seem as if Odysseus is in a rush to reach home at all. Indeed, the 
biggest threat – and certainly the biggest hold up – to his homecoming is presented not by 
his famous brushes with peril, but by the possibility that he will simply abandon his task 
altogether, set up home elsewhere. The proper names that function to keep Odysseus away 
from Ithaca are not Poseidon, Polyphemus, Charybdis and Scylla, but Circe, Anticleia, 
Calypso and Nausicaa. As Karen Bassi points out, the scenes of makeshift domesticity that 
these names represent pre-empt but also threaten the story’s final denouement. “The 
problem”, she writes, “is that he may make one of these places his permanent home and will 
fail to bring closure to the conservative plot…. It is by virtue of these delays and rehearsals 
that the Odyssean nostos plot advances in ambivalence.”32  
 
In book 10 Circe tells Odysseus, stay “till you have regained the same spirit that you had 
when you first set sail from your own country, rocky Ithaca”. As he convalesces, ostensibly in 

                                                      
25 5.325–33. 
26 5.289–90. 
27 12.187 
28 12.40–42. 
29 11.100 
30 12.184–91. 
31 Pucci, 1998, p.1. 
32 Bassi, 1999, p.416. 
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aid of his nostos, he falls into a state of forgetfulness until, after a full year – passed over in 
the text in the space of a single line – he is reproached by his crew: “Forgetful man, it is time 
now to call your own land to mind once more.”33 The rehearsal of domos has threatened to 
replace it. Eventually he takes his leave and sets sail for Hades, where he sees the shade of 
his mother, Anticleia. Odysseus defers the moment of reunion until he has consorted with 
Teiresias, whose encouraging words elicit only a distracted reply. “Doubtless, Teiresias, these 
fateful threads have been spun by the gods themselves. But now tell me this and answer me 
truly. Yonder I see my dead mother’s soul…. Tell me, my lord Teiresias – how can she be 
brought to know me for what I am?” Just as he is promised his long-desired homecoming, 
Odysseus’ mind drifts elsewhere, away from home or towards another “home”, and again the 
Odyssey’s presumed teleology is threatened by a premature – and in this case immature, or 
regressive – “homecoming”.  
 
Odysseus goes on to consort with an array of other women, “the wives and daughters of great 
men”, but as he tells the Phaeacians of these encounters he is overcome with weariness, and 
he interrupts his narrative. This moment reminds us that here, in books 9–12, we have two 
Odysseuses: the one who is told of, and the one who tells. Now both linger in Hades. In the 
story itself and in the telling of it, there is the risk of a premature end – as if this early death 
were its proper conclusion. Alcinous promises Odysseus safe passage to Ithaca, to which he 
demurs – “if you bade me wait a whole year with you and then granted me my return …, to 
that I would consent”34 – impassively accepting nostos, while yet again trying to hold off the 
moment of its fulfilment. It is as if Alcinous is reminding Odysseus that these two 
Odysseuses (the subject and the object of the narrative) are in fact one – for the story is not 
yet finished: he remains away from home. And at each level it is Alcinous, not Odysseus, who 
moves things along, begging Odysseus to continue with his tale and then, the next evening, 
sending him on his way (to complete that tale). Again, at this crucial moment of denouement 
Odysseus remains passive: Alcinous’ men “began to throw up the water with their oars, while 
on [Odysseus] fell sleep irresistibly, delicious unbroken sleep that looked like death”.35  
 
THREE In a conversation with Vincenzo Consolo, Mario Nicolao says, “while 
Odysseus attempts to condense time as much as possible to return quickly, Penelope … 
attempts to expand it to allow for her husband’s return…. [Odysseus] tries to shorten the 
time of the return, to reduce it, to ‘gain time’ to reach Ithaca; … Penelope attempts to ‘waste 
time,’ … to expand it to keep the suitors at bay. In the structure of The Odyssey this contrast 
seems essential to understand at least in part the charm of the literary text.”36 While I agree 
that this contrast is essential to appreciating the Odyssey’s narrative structure, on the basis 
of what we have said so far it would be wrong to identify Odysseus wholly with the attempt to 
condense time and reach Ithaca. Odysseus is no stranger to “wasting time”. (In France, 
wasted time is called temps mort.) Alongside his fervent attempts to reach home, there is 
another force operating within the narrative – as if Odysseus is always moving both towards 
and away from home. Of course the most significant delay to Odysseus’ return is his seven-
year sojourn on Ogygia, which is where he begins and ends his narration to the Phaeacians, 
albeit rather coyly – he devotes just two lines to it at the beginning, and at the end concludes: 
“the gods let me reach the island of Ogygia; there dwells Calypso, … [who] welcomed and 
tended me. Why prolong the tale?” These lines remind us of Odysseus’ narrative control, of 
his ability to expand and condense time to suit his ends; and they remind us that the time he 
has expanded in the doing, he might condense in the telling (and vice versa). But what are 
these ends; and why (in both the telling and the doing) do they often cause Odysseus to not 
only condense but to expand time – to “prolong the tale” when surely he ought to seek to 
shorten it?  
 

                                                      
33 10.472. 
34 11.355–60. 
35 13.76–80. 
36 Quoted in Consolo, 2006, p.51. 
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Earlier we made the uncontroversial – even banal – claim that Odysseus’ aim is to return to 
Ithaca and to a peaceful death. This would make Odysseus a kind of anti-Achilles, a man 
who, confronted with Achilles’ binary, chooses, at the cost of kleos, to return to the land of 
his father (and of his son) and so be “spared an early death”. But as we know it is Odysseus’ 
distinction and his hubris to want it both ways – to want both nostos and kleos, to want 
nostos as kleos. Gregory Nagi writes, “Odysseus must have both kleos and nostos, because 
for him his nostos in the Odyssey is the same thing as his kleos”.37 True, but this downplays 
the difficulty, the near impossibility, of making the one coincide with the other. As Nagi 
writes elsewhere, “For Odysseus to succeed in coming home to Ithaca … his nostos must be 
more than simply a ‘homecoming’: it must be also a ‘song about a homecoming’. The kleos or 
epic glory of Odysseus depends on his nostos, that is, on the song about his homecoming, 
which is the Odyssey.”38 Thus we begin to see the difficulty of reconciling, let alone 
identifying, nostos and kleos. Nostos becomes kleos only insofar as it becomes song, and for 
nostos to become song – epic song – it must be the site of a pathetic agon, in which the 
relation to nostos is one of algos. Odysseus’ return home is only interesting, is only worthy of 
song, insofar as it is impossible. And so if the Odyssey is to fulfil its dual function as both the 
return home and the song of that return – if Odysseus is to achieve both nostos and kleos, 
the one as the other – homecoming must be both sought and avoided.  
 
In The Poetics of Prose, Todorov writes, “If Odysseus takes so long to return home, it is 
because home is not his deepest desire: his desire is that of the narrator…. But the narrator 
desires to tell. Odysseus resists returning to Ithaca so that the story can continue. The theme 
of the Odyssey is not Odysseus’ return to Ithaca; this return is, on the contrary, the death of 
the Odyssey, its end. The theme of the Odyssey is the narrative forming the Odyssey, it is the 
Odyssey itself.”39 Todorov’s comments are instructive, but he is simplifying. Odysseus’ 
ambivalent relation to his home cannot be so neatly delineated because it turns out that he is 
of a dubious double extraction, and thus has torn allegiances: he belongs both to Ithaca and 
to the space of literature. It is not always noticed that in the narrative of the Odyssey all the 
heroic action has “already” taken place – that our means of access to it is through Odysseus’ 
narration to the Phaecians, which Alcinous commends for its bardic quality. The Odyssey is 
– or hopes to be – Odysseus’ kleos poem, and it is a poem of which he is both hero and bard. 
Thus what distinguishes Odysseus is not that he does not truly seek to get home (without his 
desire to get home, the narrative would lose its tension, would be an endless drifting and 
only that) but that in his desire for nostos and kleos he is battling to reconcile contradictory 
demands. The first of course leads him back to Ithaca. But in his attempt to turn this return 
into a form of kleos, Odysseus is pulled in the other direction, away from home, by a drift 
that pulls him back towards the heroic world.  
 
The return home, then – depending on whether it is withheld or achieved – is both the 
story’s life and its potential death: the desire for nostos fuels the narrative, but its fulfilment 
will spell its termination. Surely this is why Odysseus is constantly wasting time, killing time, 
postponing the moment of his return, and why when he eventually does return to Ithaca it 
still does not feel as if he has returned home. (Of course, before long he will set off again.) 
Karen Bassi writes of “an inertia that postpones and threatens to cancel the hero’s 
journey.”40 True, but in fact it is that very inertia which serves to keep the narrative “going”; 
in order to continue the narrative must circle endlessly round the possibility of its own 
termination. It is led both towards and away from death; it is kept alive by an economy of 
adventure and inertia. Alongside Odysseus’ fervent desire for nostos, the course of the story’s 
sail is maintained by an invisible but conspicuous lassitude, one which, like Aiolos’ wind 
when it has escaped, runs in quite another direction to Ithaca and keeps Odysseus adrift, 
forever astray and far from home.  

                                                      
37 Nagi, 2013, p.281 
38 Nagi, 2007, p.69 
39 Todorov, 1995, p.63. 
40 Bassi, 1999, p.417. 
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