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ODYSSEUS’ SCAR

READERS of the Odyssey will remember the well-prepared and touch-
ing scene in book 19, when Odysseus has at last come home, the scene
in which the old housekeeper Euryclea, who had been his nurse, recog-
nizes him by a scar on his thigh. The stranger has won Penelope’s
good will; at his request she tells the housekeeper to wash his feet,
which, in all old stories, is the first duty of hospitality toward a tired
traveler. Euryclea busies herself fetching water and mixing cold with
hot, meanwhile speaking sadly of her absent master, who is probably
of the same age as the guest, and who perhaps, like the guest, is even
now wandering somewhere, a stranger; and she remarks how astonish-
ingly like him the guest looks. Meanwhile Odysseus, remembering his
scar, moves back out of the light; he knows that, despite his efforts to
hide his identity, Euryclea will now recognize him, but he wants at
least to keep Penelope in ignorance. No sooner has the old woman
touched the scar than, in her joyous surprise, she lets Odysseus’ foot
drop into the basin; the water spills over, she is about to cry out her
joy; Odysseus restrains her with whispered threats and endearments:
she recovers herself and conceals her emotion. Penelope, whose atten-
tion Athena’s foresight had diverted from the incident, has observed
nothing.

All this is scrupulously externalized and narrated in leisurely fashion.
1he two women express their feelings in copious direct discourse. Feel-
ings though they are, with only a slight admixture of the most general
considerations upon human destiny, the syntactical connection be-
tween part and part is perfectly clear, no contour is blurred. There is
also room and time for orderly, perfectly well-articulated, uniformly
illuminated descriptions of implements, ministrations, and gestures;
even in the dramatic moment of recognition, Homer does not omit to
tell the reader that it is with his right hand that Odysseus takes the
old woman by the throat to keep her from speaking, at the same time
that he draws her closer to him with his left. Clearly outlined, brightly
and uniformly illuminated, men and things stand out in a realm where
everything is visible; and not less clear—wholly expressed, orderly even
in their ardor—are the feelings and thoughts of the persons involved.
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