May 9, 2004

Dear Students,

Today we begin the odyssey of reading The Odyssey, an epic song-poem by the Greek  storyteller Homer. Together with Homer’s other epic The Iliad, The Odyssey is widely considered the beginning of Western literature and music. Every modern story, film, book, or song can trace its lineage back to Homer’s epics.

If you haven’t asked it already, then at some point every one of you will ask, Why am I reading this? It is long. It is written in a strange, sometimes difficult style. It is 3000 years old. What does it have to do with me?

A fair question. In fact, I view it as the essential question of this unit (and one that you will write on for the final exam): Why does our culture consider The Odyssey so important? Why have so many of our greatest artists been inspired by Homer’s epic: from Virgil’s Aeneid and Dante’s Inferno to James Joyce’s Ulysses, Steely Dan’s “Home at Last,” and George Lucas’s Star Wars.

The only fair way to answer that question is to read the poem. Make a promise to yourself, right now, that you will do exactly that. I want you to form your own opinion on Homer’s Odyssey, but that opinion is uninformed until you’ve read it for yourself.

Education—the act of learning—is an act of humility. A student, by definition, is one who seeks knowledge and understanding because she accepts that there are things she does not yet fully know or understand. I challenge you all to approach The Odyssey with the humility that befits someone who is 14 or 15 years old standing before a literary work that has survived for 3000 years. Any work that has stood up to a 3000-year test deserves more than your “30 page test.” It deserves an assumption that you’ve got something to learn from this. It deserves a full read and a commitment to understanding.

It will not be easy. You will have to read almost every night in the coming month, for at least an hour at a time. There will be times when you are frustrated with Homer’s epic storytelling style. Things often move slower than we would like. He often confuses us with the names of people and places we’ve never heard of. There are long lulls between action. 

In the end, you may find that you would never choose to read a book like this for your own pleasure. That’s perfectly fine. One of the gifts of education is that it motivates us as a group, both students and teachers, to take on challenges we wouldn’t undertake on our own. This is cause for gratitude, not resentment.

So commit yourself to reading this entire poem. Whether or not you end up loving the story of The Odyssey, you will love the sense of pride that comes with having finished it. You will walk out of your ninth grade year with a major intellectual accomplishment under your belt, one that sets an important foundation for your future as a student and citizen of the West, as well as a creator and appreciator of Western art, music, and literature. 

The pleasure you take in all forms of art will deepen when you understand their connections to what has come before.

Excited to share this adventure with you,

Mr. Wells

