THE WANDERINGS OF ODYSSEUS – STORIES 1-11

STORY 1: THE CICONES
THE WANDERINGS OF ODYSSEUS – STORIES 1-11 (OF 30)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

THE
CICONES

SHIP AND CREW COUNT
BEFORE

AFTER

12 Ships

12 Ships

608 Men

536 Men

After ten long years, the Trojan War is over. The ACHAEANS (a name for the Greeks) have
defeated the Trojans. ODYSSEUS, his men, and their twelve ships, begin their journey home
to ITHACA. The storm winds take them to the land of the CICONES where Odysseus and his
men sack the main city Ismarus, attack their people, and steal their possessions. Odysseus and
each of his men share the stolen riches equally. Odysseus urges that they leave. The crew do
not listen. They slaughter the Cicones’ sheep and cattle, and drink their wine. The Cicones call
for help. Now stronger and larger in number, the Cicones fight back with force. Odysseus loses
six men from each of his twelve ships. He feels he and his men are being punished by ZEUS.
Odysseus and the rest of his crew sail away before any more men are killed.
BOOK AND LINE REFERENCES
BOOK 9 (OF 24)
Fagles (Fa)

Fitzgerald (Fi)

Lattimore (La)

Lombardo (Lo)

9.44-75

9.43-73

9.39-66

9.42-68

NOTE: The numbers appearing after the Book Number (in this case, Book 9) are the specific line numbers for each
translation. Although Book Numbers are the same across all four translations, line numbers are not.
If you are using a prose translation (and line numbers aren’t provided), use the Book references provided above; the
line numbers can be used to provide an approximate location in that Book for the particular passages.
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STORY 1: THE CICONES

INTRODUCTION
SEQUENCE

Arrival, The First Battle, Eating and Drinking, Second Battle, Loss of Men.

DURATION

The events in Ismarus (in Thrace) take place over the course of one day.

LOCATION

Ismarus can be found northwest of Troy, north of the Aegean Sea.

BACKGROUND The Cicones are allies of the Trojans. According to Ralph Hexter (1993), the reference

to the Cicones’ skill with horses does not refer to horseback riding, but to chariots
drawn by horses. Notice the mention of Zeus in this first story, and his importance; you
will see this again. Notice also the difference in the course of action recommended by
Odysseus versus what his crew recommends. This difference of opinion will also
happen again. The life of Maron (the priest of Apollo) will be spared; we will soon see
that this was a wise decision.
Dr. Jonathan Shay looks at Odysseus’ raid on the Cicones as a metaphor for the
experiences of war veterans who remain in “combat mode”–ever ready to fight (see
Chapter 3: “Pirate Raid: Staying in Combat Mode” in Odysseus in America: Combat Trauma
and the Trials of Homecoming, 2002, reprinted New York Times January 13, 2008).

TELL ME

QUICK QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Q1. What did Odysseus and his men do upon arriving in Ismarus, the land of the Cicones? A1.
Odysseus and his men “sacked the city” and killed their people, and took their women and
possessions (and shared them among themselves).
Q2. What did Odysseus want to do next? What did his men want to do? Who got their way?
A2. Odysseus wanted to leave, the men wanted to stay. The men got their way.
Q3. Later, what did the Cicones do while Odysseus and his men were eating and drinking?
A3. The Cicones called to their neighbors, other Cicones, for help.
Q4. We learn that the Cicones have some special skills. What were those skills? A4. Cicones
have the ability to fight on horses and on foot.
Q5. A battle between Odysseus and his men against the Cicones takes place. When did it
begin and how long did it last? A5. It began early in the morning and lasted all day.
Q6. As the two sides fought during the day, which side was stronger? A6. Odysseus and his
men were stronger during the day. BONUS Q. Who had more fighters, Odysseus or the
Cicones? A. The Cicones had more fighters.
Q7. As the day went on, which side ultimately won the battle? A7. The Cicones won.
Q8. How many ships and how many men did Odysseus lose battling the Cicones? A8.
Odysseus lost six men from each of his twelve ships (72 men in all). No ships were lost.
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HOMERIC CHALLENGES
I BE A BARD Describe the Cicones.

The Cicones have a lot of possessions and many neighbors. These neighbors were not only
willing to help in the battle against Odysseus, they also brought valuable skills to the battle.
These skills included their expertise with horses and being skilled on foot. The Cicones
persevered and although they lost the first battle, they came back stronger and they won
the battle against Odysseus and his men.
II LEADERSHIP

Why might Odysseus have wanted to battle the Cicones, even though he already had the
winnings from Troy?
1. Character: Odysseus had been fighting in Troy for ten years (and ultimately succeeded).
It may be hard for him to suddenly change that part of his character – the part that wants to
fight and acquire more possessions (see Background on previous page).
2. Reputation: In Odysseus’ time (as in our own) leaders built their reputations on having
many possessions—and reputation meant a lot. So even though Odysseus likely already
had many possessions from Troy, at this point on his journey he’s been away for ten
years and may be expected to arrive HOME with a large quantity of possessions. He knew
that more treasures would earn him even more glory.
III WINGED WORDS

“I then said that we had better make off at once, but my men very foolishly would not obey me.”
Odysseus to the Phaeacians, The Odyssey, Book 9, Butler.

Odysseus calls his men “foolish” because they didn’t listen when he wanted to leave Ismarus.
Why might Odysseus have mentioned this to his hosts, the Phaeacians? Support your answer
with references to the text.
Reputation: Odysseus is re-telling his experience with the Cicones ten years after it
occurred. It’s Odysseus’ version of the events. The events may have taken place just as he
said, but it’s also possible that he too wanted to stay in Ismarus; we do not know. In retelling the story to the King and Queen, Odysseus may have placed the blame with his men
in order to look better to his hosts. He may not want to begin with a story that holds him
responsible for the tragic loss of 72 of his men.
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HOMERIC CHALLENGES
IV ON THE JOURNEY

What does the Cicones story tell us about knowing one’s goal and sticking to it?
Think carefully about what you’re pursuing. Ismarus is the first stop after leaving Troy.
On the one hand, Odysseus and his men are used to doing battle and might have seen an
opportunity. On the other hand, their goal is to go HOME, it’s been ten long years! But at
this early point in their journey, Odysseus and his men don’t know how long it will take
them to get HOME, nor do they know what lies ahead for them on their journey. Perhaps
they were too confident and that confidence caused them to lose sight of their goal. For
Odysseus, losing sight of the goal meant losing 72 of his men, six from each of his twelve
ships.
There may, however, be times where a leader has to evaluate the advantages of rethinking
a plan that is in place. If there is a strong likelihood that there are no great risks and that it
does not create other problems, perhaps a change of plans is a good idea. But in this case,
the risks were not evaluated. Odysseus entered into unfamiliar territory—and suffered the
consequences. This will happen again (and again) on his journey HOME.

FOR

THE

JOURNEY JOURNAL
Think about a story that you’ve told more than once to different people at different
times. Did you tell the story in exactly the same way? If not, what were the
differences, and why do you think you told the story differently on different
occasions? Did your storytelling depend on the audience, or (with time) did some
parts of the story become more important than others?
Think of a time when you got sidetracked on your way to accomplishing an
important goal you had set for yourself. What took you off-course on your journey,
and what were the consequences?
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Odysseus and His Twelve Ships
Blown Off-Course by the North Wind

BOOK AND LINE REFERENCES
BOOK 9 (OF 24)
Fagles (Fa)

Fitzgerald (Fi)

Lattimore (La)

Lombardo (Lo)

Lines 76-93

Lines 74-91

Lines 67-83

Lines 69-85

Odysseus and his twelve ships and his 536 men leave Ismarus, land of the Cicones. Grieving
over the loss of lives, they let out a cry three times for each of the 72 men killed.
Zeus sends a North wind. Night has arrived. The wind rips their sails to pieces.
Fearing a shipwreck, the men are forced to take down the sails. They make it to the mainland
where they stay two nights and two days. Odysseus and his men are tired and still feeling the
pain of their encounter with the Cicones, and the losses they suffered.
On the third day Odysseus and his men put the masts back up and the sails back on their twelve
ships and set out to sea once again. They head south through the Aegean Sea, planning to
pass Malea and Cythera, turn right, and then head north to Ithaca.
Their destination:

HOME.
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