
English 2800: Great Works of Literature I - Kolb 
Paper 1 Topics and Guidelines 
 
Choose one of the following prompts as the basis for a 3-4 page (no fewer than three full pages, no 
more than four full pages) critical essay on the Odyssey:  
 
Death. Death in the Odyssey takes many forms. Odysseus’ men die bloodily, at times senselessly, yet 
Odysseus himself longs for death when he first approaches and is blown away from Ithaca. Homer 
links death to pain, but also to seduction and pleasure, as in the episodes of the Lotus Eaters and the 
Sirens. Questions of death are intimately bound up in questions of honor. Think of Achilles, who 
claims he would rather be a poor farmer than a dead hero, but who nevertheless cares profoundly 
about immortal fame.  
 
Write an argumentative essay on any aspect of death in the Odyssey. Make sure your paper is driven 
by a strong claim (or thesis), supported by carefully chosen text. 
 
Home. Throughout the Odyssey, characters define and re-define the concept of home: Odysseus 
famously seeks his home, Ithaca, which Telemachus (and others) define as rocky, difficult land that 
is nonetheless beloved. Throughout the poem, we encounter different cultures: different ways of 
conceiving of and living at home. We get different scenes of homecoming: Agamemnon’s versus 
Menelaus’s versus Odysseus’s. Through characters like Nausicca and Penelope, we learn that 
women’s place in the home differs from men’s; through characters like Eurycleia and Eumeaus, we 
learn of enslaved people’s permanent separation from home.  
 
Write an argumentative essay on any aspect of home, homecoming, or leaving home in the Odyssey. 
Make sure your paper is driven by a strong claim (or thesis), supported by carefully chosen text. 
 
Women in the Odyssey. Female characters—monsters, Olympian goddesses, island goddesses, and 
mortal women—help and hinder Odysseus’ journey. Femininity at times seems to represent a threat 
(Calypso, Scylla) to masculinity, while at other times, an ideal of feminine beauty and comportment 
is held up as admirable (Nausicaa, Penelope). Women’s stories may not seem central to the poem—
and yet Penelope’s experiences are repeatedly foregrounded, and the figures of Helen and 
Clytemnestra haunt the edges of the story of Odysseus’ homecoming. 
 
Write an argumentative essay on some aspect of the Odyssey’s presentation of a female character, or 
characters. You may choose to focus on a single figure, or category of figures (a paper on female 
monsters would be fascinating!). You may focus on feminine activities—bathing, laundry, weaving—
or the structure of the household. Make sure your paper is driven by a strong claim (or thesis), 
supported by carefully chosen text. 
 
Mortals and gods. Humans and gods interact in a range of ways in the Odyssey—indeed, there 
seems to be no single ‘typical’ type of interaction. Gods help and punish mortals, for a huge range of 
reasons. Mortals reach out to gods: through sacrifice, in face-to-face encounters (both with the gods 
disguised, and not disguised), and prayers or curses.  
 
Write an argumentative essay on any aspect of The Odyssey’s presentation of the interactions between 
divine and human characters. Make sure your paper is driven by a strong claim (or thesis), supported 
by carefully chosen text. 
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Guidelines  
 
Deadline: Sunday, March 8 by 9 pm. Email to laura.kolb@baruch.cuny.edu with an informative 
subject line.  
 
Length:  3 (full) to 4 pages 
Font:   Times New Roman, 12 point font. Garamond is also OK.  
Margins:  1” on all sides. 
Spacing:  Double-space throughout, except block quotations 
Title:   Required! 
Page numbers:  Required! 
File name: Make your OWN NAME the first part of the file name (a good file name would be,  

say, “Telemachus Jenkins - Paper 1”) 
 

Getting started (guided brainstorming) 
 
STEP ONE: Narrowing down.  
 
Note that all of the topics on page 1 are broad. Your job—your first job, anyway—is to narrow the 
focus. You may do this by choosing two or three passages to analyze in depth and relate to the 
poem as a whole. Or, you may begin by identifying a narrower question or hypothesis, within the 
broader topic, which you will need to investigate.  
 
Eventually, you will have to do both things. The following guidelines will help you with that.  
 
STEP TWO: Finding (a lot of) passages 
 
Your paper will be built out of the analysis of a few key passages that support your main claim, or 
thesis (more on that later). Look at the topics above, and choose the one that interests you most (it’s 
ok if you change your mind later—you can always repeat this step!). Then, hunt down as many 
passages relating to the topic as you can. Flip around in the text; write down book and line numbers; 
for passages you can’t find but do remember, write down some relevant details, and go hunting for 
them later. You should generate a list of five or more relevant passages before you begin drafting.  
 
STEP THREE: Working on your claim 
 
Ultimately, your essay will put forward (and demonstrate!) a strong main claim. A main claim is 
sometimes called a thesis statement. A main claim or thesis puts forward an argument about a text.  
 
A strong main claim is always: specific, non-obvious, provocative, arguable, analytical, and about the 
text.  
 
Weak main claims tend to be: general, obvious, non-controversial, judgmental, or about the world 
“in general” rather than a specific text.  
 
 
 

mailto:laura.kolb@baruch.cuny.edu
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Prep work: evaluate the following claims, for a hypothetical essay on storytelling in The Odyssey. Are 
they strong or weak? Why? 
 
A. Storytelling is important for developing relationships and building trust.  
 
B. Everybody has a story to tell, no matter how rich or poor.  
 
C. In The Odyssey, Odysseus tells many stories about himself. Some of these are true, but many are 
lies. In speaking to enemies (like the Cyclops) and allies (like Eumaeus), Odysseus’ spins outrageous 
yarns in order to conceal his true identity.  
 
D. Odysseus is the greatest storyteller, and the books of The Odyssey that are about his first-person 
experiences are much more enjoyable than the rest of the text.  
 
E. In the Odyssey, men swap stories as a kind of currency, to build trust and forge bonds, but women 
rarely package their experience as narratives about action unfolding in the world. Instead, they offer 
occasional, piercing accounts of their inner experiences. This essay examines Calypso’s rant against 
the Gods, Anticlea’s dialogue with her son, and Penelope’s  
 
F. What do the dead do all day? As far as a reader of The Odyssey can tell, they tell stories, and listen 
to them. Repeating the same stories over and over keeps the dead, particularly Agamemnon and 
Achilles, frozen in a specific moment in time, unable to move on from a cataclysmic event. Rather 
than forgetting life above ground, Homer’s dead become stuck in a single moment of that life—a 
moment they keep alive through frequent narrative repetition.  

 
STEP FOUR: Evidence, revisited 
 
Since a strong claim is non-obvious and arguable, it has to be demonstrated, or proven through 
evidence. Evidence consists of two things: 
 

1) Passages from the text, and 
2) Your interpretive analysis OF those passages—that is, your explication of their meaning, 

and your account of how they support (or complicate) the essay’s driving claim) 
 
Look back at your list of passages, from step two. Which of them are most likely to support your 
claim? Which of them are likely to complicate your tentative claim—and perhaps make it more 
interesting and original, by challenging it? Choose 3 or 4 passages that you think bear further 
investigation, in light of what you currently think you may wish to argue.  
 
Weaving quotations and your analysis of those quotations into your essay is a crucial skill. The 
following guidelines should help you as you draft your paper in full. Keep these steps in mind:  
 
1. Contextualization comes before a passage. Each quoted passage should be introduced with a 
little bit of  context: a sentence or a clause that lets the reader know where in the text it appears, or 
what’s going on in the action when it appears. Can you find the phrase of  contextualization in the 
following examples? 
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Early in Book 4 of  The Odyssey, Telemachus wonders at the great wealth of  Menelaus’ palace. 
Gazing at “echoing halls flashing with bronze,/ with gold, amber, silver and ivory” (3.76-77), 
he exclaims, “This must be what the court of  Olympian Zeus/ Looks like!” (3.78-79). 

 
After the Phaecians sail away, leaving Odysseus to wake up alone in Ithaca, the landscape 
appears distressingly unfamiliar, since “He had been gone so long, / And Pallas Athena had 
spread haze all around” (13.196-197). 

 
B. In-depth analysis follows a passage. Usually, you will contextualize before the quote and 
interpret after it. This method will allow your reader to follow along more easily. In your analysis, try 
to direct the reader’s attention back to specific words in the quote itself. (An example of  this appears 
in the block quote, on the next page.  
 
C. Formatting 
 
SHORT QUOTES 
 
Sometimes, you’ll just quote a word or two. In that case, enclose the quotation itself  in quotation 
marks, followed immediately by a parenthetical citation containing the book and line number. 
Example: 
 

Responding to Telemachus’ wonder at his riches, Agamemnon insists that sorrow colors his 
everyday experiences to such an extent that he cannot “enjoy being lord of  this wealth” (4.97). 

 
MID-LENGTH QUOTES (1-3 lines) 
 
Sometimes, you’ll quote a longer section of  text, spanning several lines (up to three). In this case, the 
rules for punctuation are the same, but you will preserve line breaks with slashes. 
 

Still in conversation with Telemachus, Agamemnon admits that sorrow for his lost comrades has not 
fully clouded over his life: “Though I weep for them often in my halls,/ Easing my heart, I do not 
grieve constantly—/ A man can get too much of  chill grief ” (4.104-106). 

 
BLOCK QUOTES (4 or more lines of  text) 
 
When quoting four or more lines, the rules change. You will “tab” in the entire quote, and you will 
single space it. Only use a block quotation if  plan to analyze every line. Do not use a block quotation 
to “pad out” your essay. As a rule of  thumb: if  you can analyze a shorter quotation or break a block 
quote up, do so. Use a block quote when you feel it is necessary for your argument.  
 
Here is what a block quote looks like on the page: 
 

 When the suitors descend into Hades in Book 24 of  The Odyssey, Agamemnon recognizes 

one of  them. He cries out: 

 Amphimedon! Why have you come down 
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 Beneath the dark earth, you and your company, 
 All men of  rank, all the same age? It’s as if 
 Someone had hand-picked the city’s best men. 
 Did Poseidon sink your ships and drown you 
 In the wind-whipped waves? Was it that, or 
 Did an enemy destroy you on land 
 As you cut off  their cattle and flocks of  sheep— 
 Or as they fought for their city and women? 
 Tell me.    (24.111-120) 

Agamemnon’s speech exhibits a probing curiosity, which is striking, given that he is dead. Yet 

everything about his address indicates an urgent desire for news. He stops the suitor in his tracks 

shouting out his name: a brief  but strong exclamation. He then asks a series of  questions about why 

and how the suitors died. Notably, he does not pause to hear an answer, but spins out several 

conjectures about the disaster that could have killed so many “men of  rank, all the same age” 

(24.113) at once: shipwreck, a failed raid on another’s land, a battle over a “city and women” 

(24.119). With the brief  imperative, “Tell me” (24.120), he shifts from question to command. He 

then reminds the newcomer of  their former relationship as guest and host—“Remember who is 

asking—/An old friend of  your house” (24.120-121)—strongly implying that Amphimedon owes 

him this tale. Tale-telling is not voluntary, but obligatory, even among the dead. 

This desire to hear a story—a story of  suffering, hardship, and pain—links the shade of  

Agamemnon to myriad living characters in The Odyssey: Helen, exhorting her husband and 

Telemachus to “entertain yourselves by telling stories” (4.257); Alcinous ordering Odysseus to “Tell 

me your name” (8.596), a demand that elicits four books’ worth of  tales; and Eumaeus’ questioning 

of  the “beggar” who shows up at his hovel: “Who are you, and where do you come from?/ Where 

is your city, and where are your parents?” (14.208-209)… 

 
 
 


