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INTRODUCTION: UNLOCKING THE EPIC THROUGH FILM

Few stories have traveled through the ages with the same power and resonance as Homer’s Odyssey. For centuries, readers have followed King
Odysseus on his ten-year journey home from the Trojan War, facing monsters, temptresses, and gods. In the modern classroom, this ancient epic
often takes a new form: the motion picture. A movie study guide for The Odyssey becomes an essential tool for students and educators alike,
bridging the gap between the original dactylic hexameter of Homer and the visual storytelling of cinema. Whether you are analyzing the 1997
television  miniseries  directed  by  Andrei  Konchalovsky,  the  1969  Italian  adaptation  by  Franco  Rossi,  or  even  the  2000  television  film The  Odyssey
(often  mistaken  for  the  miniseries),  a  well-structured  study  guide  helps  viewers  decode  the  film’s  choices,  understand  its  fidelity  to  the  source
material,  and  explore  the  timeless  themes  that  make  Odysseus’s  journey  so  compelling.
This comprehensive guide will walk you through the essential elements of any The Odyssey movie study guide: from character analysis and
thematic exploration to scene-by-scene breakdown and discussion questions. By the end, you will have a detailed roadmap for transforming a passive
viewing experience into an active, rewarding literary analysis.

CHOOSING WHICH ADAPTATION TO STUDY

Before diving into a study guide, it is important to recognize that multiple film adaptations of The Odyssey exist. The most commonly studied version
for high school and college courses is the 1997 television miniseries starring Armand Assante as Odysseus, Greta Scacchi as Penelope, and
Isabella Rossellini  as Athena. This two-part,  four-hour epic remains the most faithful to the overall  narrative arc of Homer’s poem, while still
condensing and rearranging events for the screen. Other notable film treatments include the 1954 Italian-French co-starring Kirk Douglas (though it is
loosely based on the epic) and the 2010 mini-series Odysseus (though that takes considerable liberties). For a consistent study experience, most
educators recommend the 1997 version as the primary text for a movie study guide, with side comparisons to the original epic where appropriate.

WHY USE A FILM STUDY GUIDE FOR THE ODYSSEY?

A movie study guide serves multiple purposes. First, it helps students who may struggle with the archaic language of the epic poem access the
story through visual and auditory cues. Second, it fosters critical thinking about adaptation: what did the filmmakers choose to include, exclude, or
change, and why? Third, a good guide structures the film into manageable segments, allowing for close analysis of cinematography, dialogue, and
performance.  Finally,  it  provides  a  framework  for  discussion,  essay  prompts,  and  deeper  thematic  connections.  By  treating  the  film  not  as  a
replacement  for  the  poem  but  as  a  companion  text,  students  develop  a  richer  appreciation  for  both  mediums.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR PORTRAYAL IN THE FILM

Understanding the characters is central to any The Odyssey movie study guide. Below are the major figures as they appear in the most studied
adaptation, along with notes on their depiction compared to Homer’s original:

Odysseus (Armand Assante)
Assante’s  Odysseus  is  a  rugged,  cunning,  and  deeply  human  hero.  The  film  emphasizes  his  cleverness—the  defining  trait  of  the  Homeric
hero—through scenes like the encounter with the Cyclops. He is also shown as a man burdened by loss and longing, which adds emotional weight.
The study guide should note how the film explores his internal conflict between strength and vulnerability.

Penelope (Greta Scacchi)
Penelope is portrayed as patient, intelligent, and loyal. The film gives her more active screen time than some adaptations, showing her struggles in
Ithaca with the suitors. A study guide can highlight how the director uses close-ups and lighting to convey her quiet resilience. Her weaving and
unweaving of the shroud is depicted, and her test of Odysseus (the bed trick) is a crucial thematic moment.

Telemachus (Alan Cox)
The young prince’s journey from boy to man is a significant subplot. In the film, his search for his father parallels Odysseus’s own travels. A study
guide might ask students to compare his character arc in the movie versus the poem, noting how the film condenses his development.

Athena (Isabella Rossellini)
Athena appears as a divine guide, often disguised as a mortal. Rossellini’s portrayal is ethereal and wise. The study guide should examine how the
film visualizes the gods’ intervention—through special effects and subtle narrative cues—and whether it successfully conveys the Greek concept of
theos (divine will).

Antagonists and Temptresses
Calypso (Vanessa Williams): The nymph who holds Odysseus captive for seven years. The film emphasizes her seductive power and her
eventual heartbreak, adding a layer of sympathy.
Circe (Bernadette Peters): The sorceress who turns men into swine. The movie portrays her as both dangerous and lonely, and Odysseus’s
confrontation with her is a key test of his wits.
Polyphemus the Cyclops: A terrifying giant rendered with practical effects. The study guide can compare the film’s horror to the poem’s more
brutal description.
The Suitors: A collective antagonist, led by Antinous (Michael J. Pollard). Their arrogance and disrespect are vividly shown, building to the
violent climax.

MAJOR THEMES AND SYMBOLISM

A good movie study guide explores the thematic layers of the film. Below are key themes with examples from the movie:

Cleverness Over Brute Strength
Odysseus is  not  just  a  warrior;  his  defining trait  is  metis  (cunning intelligence).  The film illustrates this  repeatedly:  in  the Cyclops cave,  he uses a
pseudonym (“Nobody”), a sharpened stake, and a clever escape under sheep. The study guide should prompt students to consider how the director
visually communicates intellect as a heroic quality.

The Longing for Home (Nostos)
The entire narrative is driven by Odysseus’s desire to return to Ithaca. The film uses recurring imagery of Penelope’s loom, the palace, and the sea.
The study guide can examine framing and color palettes: warm tones for Ithaca, cool blues for the sea. This visual dichotomy reinforces the theme of
home as a psychological as well as a physical destination.

Hospitality and Its Violations
Greek society prized xenia (guest-friendship). The film shows both good hospitality (King Alcinous of Phaeacia) and its perversion (the Cyclops eating
guests, the suitors devouring Odysseus’s house). A study guide could ask students to track each encounter and classify it as adhering to or violating
xenia.

Temptation and Self-Discipline
Odysseus faces multiple temptations: the Lotus Eaters, Circe’s magic, the Sirens’ song, Calypso’s offer of immortality. The film slows down in these
moments, emphasizing the allure. A study guide can help students analyze how the movie’s pace and music heighten the tension between desire and
duty.

The Role of the Gods
Athena helps Odysseus, while Poseidon opposes him. The film shows the gods as active, capricious forces. A study guide might list interventions and
ask whether the gods in the movie seem more like characters or metaphors.

KEY SCENES AND THEIR CINEMATIC SIGNIFICANCE

For a practical The Odyssey movie study guide, breaking the film into significant sequences is useful. Here are scenes that merit close attention:
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The Trojan Horse (Opening) : The film starts with a brief flashback to the fall of Troy, showing Odysseus’s wooden horse strategy. This sets1.
up his reputation for cunning.
The Cyclops Encounter: One of the most memorable scenes, using dramatic tension and practical effects. The blind rage of Polyphemus and2.
the escape are powerful.
The Land of the Dead: Odysseus journeys to the underworld to seek Tiresias. The film uses ghostly imagery. A study guide can discuss how3.
the film handles the theme of mortality.
The Sirens: The scene is brief but visually striking, with the Sirens’ song rendered as an irresistible pull. The bandaging of ears shows4.
Odysseus’s forethought.
The Return and Slaughter of the Suitors: The climax is brutal and satisfying. The film shows Odysseus’s skill with the bow and his5.
transformation from wanderer to king.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN HOMER’S EPIC AND THE FILM

No adaptation is a direct translation. A thorough The Odyssey movie study guide highlights major changes:

Chronology: The film presents events in a roughly linear order, whereas Homer uses flashbacks and in medias res. The guide can ask why the
filmmakers chose a linear structure.
Omission of Characters: Some minor characters (like the Laestrygonians) are cut or merged. The study guide should note what is lost and
gained by such cuts.

Added Romantic Elements: The film expands the emotional scenes between Odysseus and Penelope, including a more explicit reunion. The
poem’s reunion is more restrained.
Less Divine Intervention: While gods appear, their actions are downplayed compared to the poem. The study guide can discuss whether this
makes Odysseus seem more independent.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CLASSROOM OR SELF-STUDY

These questions can be integrated into any The Odyssey movie study guide to spark analytical conversation:

How does the film portray Odysseus’s intelligence? Give two examples where wit triumphs over strength.1.
Compare Penelope in the film to Penelope in the poem. Is she more or less active in her own fate?2.
What is the role of fidelity in the story? Consider both marital fidelity (Penelope) and fidelity to home.3.
How does the director use music and sound to create mood in key scenes (e.g., the Sirens, the Cyclops)?4.
Why does Odysseus refuse Calypso’s offer of immortality? What does this say about his character?5.
Is the film’s ending satisfying? Why or why not?6.
How does the film treat the theme of violence, especially in the slaughter of the suitors?7.

TIPS FOR WRITING AN ESSAY OR ANALYSIS BASED ON THE FILM

When writing about The Odyssey movie, a study guide can


