HRISTOPHER NOLAN’s $250 mil-
‘ lion action movie version of Homer’s

ancient Greek poem is an entertain-
ing way to hide from the high temperatures
for a few hours. Nolan’s trademark jumps
and twists in the narrative structure are re-
latively easy to follow, and appropriate for
The Odyssey, a narrative of tales nested in
tales. My teenagers had a good time. Unlike
some of Nolan’s other films, The Odyssey is
not boring, thanks to the source material,
which is impossible to mess up entirely. It’s
a family-friendly audiovisual spectacle, like
an elaborate Fourth of July fireworks dis-
play —and with about the same level of nar-
rative and emotional depth.

As in his previous films, Nolan is inter-
ested in the discontinuities of space and
time, in magic, tricks, craft, technology,
rivalry, substitution, masks, miscommunic-
ation, what we remember and what we
choose to forget. Yet again, survival is por-
trayed as a kind of triumph. Yet again, there
are long, claustrophobic scenes of drown-
ing and near-drowning, and technically im-
pressive episodes in which buildings are
engulfed in flames and vehicles explode.
Yet again, we watch a male character’s de-
sperate quest to recover and/or avenge a fe-
male love object. I had hoped that Nolan’s
affinity with these Homeric themes might
push him to new creative heights, and en-
able him to conjure more believable char-
acters. But The Odyssey features his usual
combination of grandiosity and superfic-
iality. Without a tub of wax for my ears —
which Himesh Patel’s ever anxious Eury-
lochus, Odysseus’s doomed right-hand man,
uses to sail safely past the Sirens — I was
exposed to the full din of thumping sticks,
staffs, swordsand clashingarmour, thunder-
bolts, crashing waves, grunts, screams,
toppling palaces and burning temples. But
unlike Matt Damon, the wax-free Odysseus
who is tied to the mast as he is convey-
ed past the Sirens (naked ladies reclining
on some uncomfortable-looking rocks), I
gazed at the shipwrecks and bloodbaths
without any agony of emotion. My eyes
stayed dry, even for Argos the dog — whose
adorableness as a puppy is predictably amp-
ed up to suit our animal-loving times. If
only the human characters had been treat-
ed with such serious attention.

The Homeric epic was already an adapt-
ation. The poem used a relatively new tech-
nology — the written alphabet — to rework
existing mythical traditions, reshaping the
story of a veteran’s homecoming to reson-
ate with the complex concerns of Greek-
speakers in the archaic period, an era of
migration, colonisation and urbanisation.
Someseventh-century BCE Greekcommun-
ities were ruled by an oligarchy, some by a
single man. The poem traces the tension
between the needs and desires of groups of
men—Odysseus’ comrades or the suitors of
his wife, Penelope — and those of a single
powerful and cunning man, who wants to
rule them all and win eternal fame for him-
self. In a period of cultural and technolog-
ical change, it explores a fantasy of going
back in time as well as space, while also
showing its dangers and costs. The poem
wrestles with the challenges of encounter-
ing strangers, of entering their homes and
welcoming or rejecting them from one’s
own. The contemporary resonances are ob-
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vious and Nolan’s movie hints at some of
them, in interesting if scattered ways. But
the film’s vision is too confused, its char-
acters too underdeveloped, to deliver what
it half-promises in terms of big ideas —
although it is very good at conveying big
bangs and big giants.

Adaptations needn’t and shouldn’t follow
the original with anything like the exact-
itude of a translation. Some of the best rad-
ically transform or resist the source mater-
ial, providing what Harold Bloom called
‘strong misreadings’ of their ancestors. The
most memorable creative responses to The
Odyssey — such as Euripides’ Helen, Virgil’s
Aeneid, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Joyce’s Ulysses,
Walcott’s Omeros, Atwood’s Penelopiad, Mad-
eline Miller’s Circe or Lisa Peterson’s play set
in amodern migrant camp —reconsider the
poem’s structure, narrative and values. In
theory, Nolan seems to understand the as-
signment and its hazards. His first feature
film, Following (1998), was a powerful black
and white thriller about the fascination
and dangers of tracking strangers through
space and time. The hunter is more likely to
become the hunted, Following suggests, if
the would-be stalker lacks a clear identity
beyond a misplaced beliefin his own ingen-
uity. But knowing what temptations should
be avoided isn’t the same as avoiding them
— as Odysseus’ men learn to their cost
when they kill the sacred Cattie of the Sun.
Homer’s Odysseus makes it home because
he is able, temporarily, to suppress his own
desires — for meat and wine, for his wife,
for control of his household and land, rox
slaughter, for victory over time and the
threat of being forgotten, for a glorious
eternal name. But there is no restraint in
Nolan’s version of The Odyssey: every sec-
ond is jam-packed with incident, lights
and noise, and nothing is ever at a human
scale.

Nolan’s spectacle threatens to drown out
his story just as the towering waves of the
wine-dark sea — more grey than purple —
threaten to overwhelm his hero’s ship. In
looks, this Odyssey is often reminiscent of
other 21st-century screen ‘epics’, not least
Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. The
visit to the Land of the Dead reminded me
of the excursions beyond the Wall in Game
of Thrones. At the end of the film, which
draws heavily on Tennyson’s poem ‘Ulysses’,
a character sets out to ‘sail beyond the
sunset’. As the crowd, lavishly dressed in
Renaissance Fayre garb, assemble on the
dock to bid farewell to the Viking ship, I
almost expected everyone to break into
Elvish. The film has none of the stylish
sparseness of Uberto Pasolini’s The Return
(2024), starring a scarred, desperate, mostly
naked Ralph Fiennes, conflicted about his
homecoming to a convincingly unhappy
Juliet Binoche. Lacking the budget for gods
or special effects, that film invited us to
wonder what remains of The Odyssey and its
hero when stripped down to the sinews and

the hungry heart. Nolan gives us an all-
inclusive buffet.

There are more female characters than
in most Nolan movies, thanks to the source
material. I had high hopes for Lupita
Nyong’o’s double part as Helen and Clyt-
emnestra — a fascinating choice, inviting
us to consider the parallelism of these
two adulterous wife characters. Nyongo is
mesmerising for the few minutes she gets
on screen, and Iwould have loved to see her
evocation of the cleverness, deceitfulness
and insight of these mythical ladies. But
the script allows only for a set of all too
brief tableaux of female victims (the out-
raged bereaved mother, the abused wife).

Homer’s Calypso has a wonderfully
outraged, operatic speech about divine
double standards: male gods can kidnap
and rape any mortal woman they desire,
but when a goddess tries it, Zeus and his
cronies scupper her chances. It’s a clever
and comical distortion of the mythological
‘facts’: the poem’s listeners know that it
is primarily Athena (a female deity) who is
taking Calypso’s mortal victim away from
her (Hermes, whom she’s complaining to, is
merely the messenger) — and Eos, goddess
of the dawn, as we’ve been reminded only
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a few lines earlier, has not been prohibit- .
ed by the divine patriarchy from holding
on to Tithonus. Charlize Theron’s Calypso
looks gorgeous, but she is never angry,
never funny, not skilled in rhetoric, and
never consumed by lust for her scraggly
mortal victim. She’s an unpaid therapist,
soothing the soul of the bedraggled, PTSD-
ridden Odysseus with drugs, and graciously
listening to his disjointed tale of woe.
Similarly, Homer’s Penelope gives the
disguised Odysseus a wonderfully vivid ac-
count of a dream she has had about some
geese in her yard being killed by an eagle;
the eagle explained that the geese were her
suitors, soon to be slaughtered by her return-
ing husband. But in the dream, Penelope
wept — suggesting a fascinatingly ambival-
ent response to the return of Odysseus and
the imminent end to her long period of
waiting, like a bride, for a husband. Nolan’s
Penelope has no dreams. Anne Hathaway’s
face is as expressive as ever, and she looks
beautiful and mysterious, glimpsed mostly
through the veil of a clever set design that
separates the women’s quarters from the
main hall. But the script gives her nothing
to do except yearn for Matt Damon, for
reasons unknown. The couple have no chem-
istry and nothing in common. Through-
out his wanderings, the uxorious Odysseus
clings to a little doll figure, intended to
represent his wife (like the spinning top
clutched by Leonardo di Caprio in Inception);
the real woman is barely more interesting.
It’s a challenge to represent deities on
film without veering into Clash of the Titans
silliness, so Nolan may have been sensible
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to leave them out. Even Zendaya’s under-
written Athena turns out to be a vulnerable
victim of war, or perhaps a projection
of Odysseus’ conscience — not a scheming
and bloodthirsty war goddess. Other god-
desses appear in cameo — Calypso, the seal-
lady Sirens, Circe, Scylla and Charybdis —
but there is no sign that we are supposed
to realise they are goddesses. Poseidon,
Hermes and Helius do not appearin person,
although there are some scary storms and
shipwrecks. One of my favourite moments
was when Zendaya assures Damon that gods
are not hard for mortals to understand:
‘Who doesn’t understand thunder? Fire?’
But the film wants to have it both ways.
There are no gods, and yet shipwrecks and
death are presented as the inevitable con-
sequence of blinding the son of Poseidon
and devouring the Cattle of the Sun. Zeus’
law is portrayed as being crucially import-
ant, and yet there is no Zeus. Nolan’s vision
of the world is not quite big enough to in-
clude either real gods or real people who
might be different from us.

There are giants, including Polyphemus
(here, a lone Cyclops) and some over-
dressed Laestrygonians. Circe, played with
earthy vigour by Samantha Morton, is Baba
Yaga in a Hansel and Gretel cottage; she
uses a labour-intensive form of plastic
surgery to turn Odysseus’ greedy men into
the pigs they already are. There is only one
lotus eater, though the theme of amnesia
takes on new significance, as you might ex-
pect. Famous scenes flash by: Scylla and
Charybdis threaten the boat, Eurycleia re-
cognises the scar on Odysseus’ leg, Antin-
ous hurls a footstool at our hero in dis-
guise. A few notable sequences from the
epic are missing: the film skips the island
of Scheria, home of the helpful princess
Nausicaa, where Homer’s Odysseus tells
the tall tale of his adventures to the hospit-
able Phaeacians. There is no room in this
maximalist film for anything as charming-
ly mundane and small-scale as Nausicaa’s
laundry and her girlish fantasies about a hus-
band. Damon’s grizzled Odysseus is neither
a master storyteller nor a flirt. More sub-
stantially, the inclusion ofa friendly, wealthy,
culture-rich foreign place would have add-
ed more confusion to the film’s already
muddled premise: that this Hollywood vers-
ion of Mycenaean Greece is the only ‘civil-
isation’ in the world — the only place that
still just about remembers that strangers
and beggars must be welcomed, according
to Zeus’ law.

The costumes, armour, boats and archi-
tecture are a mishmash, which is in keep-
ing with Homer’s poem — itself drawn from
many generations of storytelling and in-
corporating bits and pieces from differ-
enteras, dialects and traditions. Linguistic-
ally, too, Homeric Greek is a composite —
although it is always metrical poetry, not
language anyone ever actually spoke. De-
spite the manufactured online outrage,
there is nothing inherently wrong with the
movie’s attempt to approximate contemp-
orary American speech. If you’re not going
to compose a script in Homeric Greek, or
even in metrical English verse, you might
as well use something like conversational
American English. But writing dialogue is
not one of Nolan’s talents. The language
is relentlessly expository, humourless and

flat. Attempts at vigorous speech — ‘My
dad’s coming home’ or ‘Let’s get off this
fucking beach’ — sit uncomfortably next
to grandiose meditations: ‘Yes, my queen.
The breaking of Zeus’ law, spreading like
plague. Our age of bronze is collapsing,
and maybe he couldn’t bear to see the ruins
of what he’d done. Anywhere. Least of all,
his home.’

§ THEY SAY at the awards shows, I
Awas humbled to learn that Nolan

has read at least the first line of my
translation of The Odyssey into iambic pent-
ameter. In at least one interview, he cited
my version of the first line of the poem:
‘Tell me about a complicated man.’ But I
would be ashamed to have written any part
of this script. Sadly, Damon’s Odysseus
isn’t complicated or wily or artful. One
of Odysseus’ funniest (and most famous)
tricks in Homer is to tell Polyphemus that
his name is ‘No Man’. When the blinded
giant screams for help from his neigh-
bours, the other Cyclopes are reassured to
learn that ‘No Man’ is hurting him. In the
movie Odysseus doesn’t have to outwit Poly-
phemus because the Cyclops is a puppet
who has nowits. Nolan’s grunting one-eyed
giant is referred to as ‘it’, barely speaks,
doesn’t get drunk and has neither neigh-
bours nor a favourite sheep.

Perhaps more surprising from the direct-
or of Oppenheimer, Damon’s lummoxy Odys-
seus also seems to lack technological intel-
ligence (polyméchania). He does not build a
marriage bed out of a tree growing in his
house (it would be a waste of effort, since
he so rarely seems to sleep or have sex). The
raft on which he escapes from Calypso is
cobbled together from a few bits of drift-
wood (in contrast to the elaborate wood-
chopping and shipbuilding in Homer). We
don’t see the design or construction of
the Trojan Horse; instead, a kitsch, poorly
designed horse (with no wheels) appears
on the windswept beach as if dumped there
by drone. The difficulties of transporting
large, unwieldy objects over difficult ter-
rain must have been on the director’s mind
as he lugged his IMAX cameras through the
film’s many challenging locations.

The most obvious new spin that Nolan
brings to the source material is a subplot
based on a story from the Aeneid, describing
the way the Trojans were tricked into tak-
ing the Trojan Horse (an invention of ‘cruel
Ulysses’) into the city, thanks to the machin-
ations of a Greek double agent called Sinon
(his name means ‘harmful’). In contrast
to the relatively positive representation of
cunning intelligence in Homer’s Odyssey,
Virgil makes Ulysses cruel and predatory;
Sinon is his deceitful accomplice.

In Nolan’s movie, Sinon is played by Elliot
Page, and far from being a bad guy he’s the
film’s moral centre. He is recruited to the
Trojan War as a plucky youngster, thanks
to the evil machinations of a teenage draft-
dodger, Antinous (played in adulthood by
a charismatically slimy Robert Pattinson).
The main emotional arc of the film con-
cerns Odysseus’ belated realisation that he
is complicit in Sinon’s exploitation because
he failed to tell him the truth about the
Trojan Horse plot. Once he recovers his
memory, Odysseus is racked by guilt. The
film doesn’t address the moral dilemmas

raised by its own narrative invention, such
as why it matters so much whether Batman
told the whole truth to valiant Robin, given
that he would be killed instantly either way
— or why the sinless Sinon wants in on the
scheme, if the sack of Troy was as bad as the
movie wants to suggest. Odysseus’ lie to
Sinon doesn’t start the Trojan War, and the
Trojans would presumably have taken the
horse into the city anyway — as they do in
Homer’s Odyssey. This muddled subplot is
foisted on the film in order to make Nolan’s
relentlessly didactic point about the con-
temporary Anglophone world: that the lies
and xenophobia of the war on terror and
Brexit began a cultural decline that is now
destroying the values ‘we’ hold most dear.
Nolan’s other major addition to Homer’s
narrative is the repeated reference to threats
to ‘our civilisation’ from ‘the sea peoples’ -
anow debunked 19th-century theory about
maritime tribes who were thought to have
attacked Egypt around 1200 BCE and to
have also been responsible for the roughly
coeval collapse of Mycenaean Greek culture.
‘Our civilisation is under attack,’ Penelope
wails. Odysseus comforts her by saying that
‘Bronze Age civilisation, including liter-
acy, will rise again from the ashes. The cur-
rent consensus, as Nolan clearly knows, is
that there was no such thing as the sea
peoples, and that the Greek-speaking world’s
shift away from the more centralised, lit-
erate palace culture of the Mycenaeans in
therxthcentury BCE towards the fragment-
ed social formations of the early Greek Iron
Age was caused by a range of factors, in-
cluding climate change, earthquakes and
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internal unrest. Nolan uses these compet-
ing historical theories to create a character-
istic narrative twist about the identity of the
sea peoples, which I will not spoil, though
you can probably guess it.

Zeus’ law is a version of archaic Greek
xenia: the idealised relationships between
strangers, hosts and guests, who must treat
one another with mutual respect, thereby
forming multi-generational bonds between
unrelated families. In the film, xenia is filter-
ed through contemporary American ideas
about the importance of philanthropic char-
ity: wealthy people should be gracious to-
wards the poor and hungry in their midst
(without necessarily doing anything to
mitigate their poverty). Many of the film’s
implicit values directly contradict those of
Homer’s poem. Deception, warmongering,
extramarital sex, cruelty to animals, abus-
ing women and yearning for honour — all
perfectly fine in the world of Homer — are,
in this version, very bad. This is not in itself
a problem, but it is a problem if the film’s
own values and vision don’t hang together,
and ifthe characters’ motivations don’t make
sense on their own terms.

In Nolan’s Odyssey, slaughtering people
with the help of trickery, technology and
weapons is presented as bad when the
Greeks are killing the Trojans, who have
violated xenia, but good when Odysseus is
killing the suitors, who have violated xenia.
Taking something ostensibly abandoned
by Odysseus and his comrades is natural
and forgivable when the Trojans lay claim
to the horse, but unnatural and unforgiv-
able when the suitors lay claim to Odysseus’
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palace, food, wine and wife. Strangers
in Ithaca are to be treated with gracious
kindness, as possible gods in disguise;
but strangers in foreign lands are usually
monstrous, to be blinded, robbed and
slaughtered. Defying the gods is noble and
brave when Odysseus blinds Polyphemus,
son of Poseidon; it’s stupid and greedy
when Eurylochus eats the Cattle of the Sun.
Deception is bad when Odysseus tricks
Sinon or the suitors trick Telemachus, but
good when Telemachus and Odysseus trick
the suitors. Sharing is good, and Odysseus
is seen taking his place at an oar along-
side his men; but one-man rule is also
unambiguously good, and those who chal-
lenge monarchy or autocracy, or try to eat
more than their allotted portion, are either
evil (the suitors) or foolish (Eurylochus).
Either way, they have to die. Itis bad to fight
and kill to accumulate wealth, as Agamem-
non does; it is good to fight and kill to pre-
serve the wealth that you have already ac-
quired (even if by war). Any of these moral
contradictions could make for an inter-
esting and generative theme in a movie, but
Nolan lets the fragments of an incomplete
set of big ideas spin around in the epic
whirlpool, with no plank of solid, specific
human experience to which we might cling.

Homer’s Odyssey gives a clear, moving
account of the feelings, histories and per-
spectives of several of Odysseus’ comrades
and subordinates, including Eurylochus and
the enslaved swineherd, Eumaeus. Kidnap-
ped, trafficked and sold into slavery as a
child, Eumaeus fantasises that his long-
lost enslaver, Odysseus, will one day return
and give him a home of his own. In the
film, none of these subordinate characters
has a personality of their own. Mentor
(Ryan Hurst), who helps Telemachus (Tom
Holland), is not a disguised goddess but a
helpful guy with a beard; Eurylochus is not
an embittered rival to Odysseus but another
helpful guy with a beard. John Leguizamo
does his best with the part of Eumaeus,
now cursed with cataracts to ensure that
he is unable to recognise Odysseus until
the right moment, but Nolan’s script gives
him nothing to work with; the only wish
of this ‘servant’ (the film’s preferred term
for ‘slave’) is to make Odysseus’ life more
comfortable. But Damon’s Odysseus re-
mains miserable as he hikes doggedly to-
wards the camera across yet another beau-
tiful landscape.

The Trojan War is an aberration, the
fault of faceless, monstrous Agamemnon
(the one in the weird Darth Vader outfit),
who has failed as an American family man
by killing his daughter. Odysseus is an ideal-
ised leader who would never willingly put
his people in danger: his foolish men insist
on going to check out Circe’s hut for them-
selves, and he kindly retrieves them (with-
out pausing to have sex with the goddess
even for an hour, let alone a whole magical
year). Damon’s Odysseus is motivated most-
ly by anxiety and guilt, though he is also
eager to protect his boy (Holland is good at
playing a gormless young man of twenty
going on twelve).

But the representation of Odysseus as a
reluctant warlord makes a nonsense of the
movie’s imagined world. We are not shown
that war or killing are bad, only that good
men sometimes feel bad about it — a very
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different point. Any serious depiction of
violence, ancient or modern, must show
the perspectives of the victims as well as
the perpetrators, and the Homeric poems
easily clear the bar —but Nolan doesn’t. The
Trojans are dehumanised by their masks;
we know none of them by name or face.
The hands of Odysseus and Telemachus
are bloodied only by the most righteous,
computer-game modes of killing, and we
feel no pity or horror at the deaths of their
victims, whether Trojans, giants, suitors
or slaves. During the sack of Troy — which
he supposedly organised — Odysseus gazes
around in bewilderment and horror, as if
he has never seen a massacre before.

Yet we are also invited to despise Pen-
elope’s chief suitor, Antinous (‘opposite
mind’), for being a coward, a liar and a
schemer. The film asks us both to be hor-
rified at war and to celebrate the action-
movie sequences in which the reluctant
warrior finally gets his hands on his bow
and the blood starts flowing. The massacre
of the suitors is probably the most enjoy-
able sequence in the film. The exuberantly
villainous Antinous — Pattinson is the only
person on set who seems to be having
any fun — clearly deserves to be stabbed to
death with the dagger of Sinon, but he also
deserves one of the Oscars that will shower
down on this movie like the golden rain of
Zeus.

OLAN’S Odyssey lacks many of the
Nelements that make the poem

great. It has nothing convincing to
say about time, memory, history, war, or
about the relationship between one war-
rior’s glorious return and the lives of his
family, adversaries, comrades, friends and
neighbours. It lacks psychological, emot-
ional, political and ethical depth. Its narrat-
ive structure is gimmicky. The writing is
abysmal. None of the characters has con-
vincing motivation for theiractions orwords.
There are no sex scenes, and all the food
looks horrible.

The most troubling ethical problem with
Nolan’s Odyssey concerns the decision to
film part of the movie in the occupied ter-
ritory of Western Sahara, thus normalising
the ongoing violence against the indigen-
ous Sahrawi people. It is particularly gall-
ing that Nolan used this land simply as a
visually striking backdrop for a film that
centres, aggrandises and redeems the hero
of a territorial war on account of his belat-
ed and partial acknowledgment of his own
guilt.

Despite all this, the release of The Odyssey
is still an event to celebrate. In what we are
told is the streaming era, this epic is bring-
ing audiences back to cinemas. In what we
are told is a time of declining literacy and
the ‘death of the humanities’, translations
of The Odyssey, including mine, are flying
off the shelves. Some of those who buy the
book or show up in cinemas to watch Tom
Holland may go on to study ancient Greek.
Perhaps the film will persuade a few college
administrators not to cut their literature,
language and history departments. Nolan,
who studied English at University College
London — where students still study The
Odyssey as a first year ‘foundational text’ —
is doing his best to get the general public
reading again, and I am grateful. O



