The One-Eyed Giant

On the island of Sicily there lived a most terrible giant called Polyphemus, together with his six brothers.  He was a son of Poseidon, and he was one of the race of Cyclopes, who only have one huge bright blue eye, set right in the middle of their foreheads.  


Now after Odysseus had left the land of the Lotus-Eaters, Zeus had sent another great storm, which had blown him and his ships this way and that and back and forth until they didn’t know where they were or what day of the week it was.  So when they saw a huge grassy island, covered in the most wonderful fat sheep and goats, they were overjoyed.  


“Drop the anchors!” cried Odysseus, “Lower the boats!  We will take a few jars of our best wine and buy some of those sheep from whoever owns them.  Then we will all have a big feast.”  The sailors danced and cheered, because they were all very hungry after so long at sea.  


Odysseus and eleven of his best men got into the boats and rowed for the shore.  When they had landed, they walked up a steep rocky path, carrying the wine carefully so as not to drop it, until they came to an enormous cave.  


“Pick out some nice juicy-looking sheep while we’re waiting for the shepherd to come home,” ordered Odysseus, “We don’t want to waste any time.”  


Just as the men had driven ten fat sheep into the cave, they heard a roaring and a stamping and the rocks around them began to shake.  Terrified, they ran to the back of the cave and hid behind a large stone.  In marched a dreadful looking giant.  He sat down in the doorway and called out in a harsh voice: 


“Come, come my flocks and herds.  Come to Polyphemus and be milked.”  Odysseus gasped.  He had heard of Polyphemus and he knew they were in trouble.  When Polyphemus had finished, he lit a crackling fire in the cave.  As the flames grew bright, he noticed the twelve Ithacans hiding behind the stone.  


He gave a great roar of anger.  “Strangers!” he growled, “Sheep-stealers! I shall tear you limb from limb, and eat you for my supper!”  And the next second he had seized two of Odysseus’s men and had stuffed them into his mouth and crunched them up.  Then he rolled a heavy boulder in front of the cave entrance and lay down to sleep.  As his snores echoed around the cave, Odysseus tried frantically to think of a plan.  But it was no good.  The next morning the giant seized two more of his men and crunched them up as before.  Then he went out to see to his flocks, rolling the boulder back behind him as he went.  Odysseus and his men were trapped!  


As he paced up and down in the dim light, trying to think, Odysseus noticed a large log of wood lying on the ground.  It gave him an idea.  

“Come on, you men,” he called, “Come and help me sharpen this to a point.”  


“We shall all be eaten up!” groaned his men despairingly.  But Odysseus chivvied them and bullied them until he had a long sharp pointed stake.  Just as he was hiding it in a corner, Polyphemus came back.  As before, he milked his flocks, and then he grabbed two more men and ate them.  He burped loudly and lay back after rolling the boulder in front of the door, but this time he didn’t go to sleep.  At once Odysseus stepped forward.  


“Perhaps you would like some wine after your meal, great Cyclops?” he asked timidly.  The giant reached out his enormous hand.  


“Don’t mind if I do,” he said, “Tell me your name, little shrimp, so that I can drink to your health.”  


“My name is Nobody,” said Odysseus cunningly.  


“Very well, Nobody,” said the giant.  “If you give me some more of this wine I shall give you a gift.  I shall promise to eat you last of all your men!”  And he laughed horribly, and glugged down another jar.  Soon he was snoring like a volcano.  


“Right men,” said Odysseus, “Let’s get out of here.”  They heated the point of the stake in the fire and then with a great heave they plunged it into Polyphemus’ eye and blinded him.  


The giant leapt up with a roar and danced around the cave.  Sheep, goats and men scattered out of the way of his galumphing feet.  He made so much noise that his six brothers came to see what was happening.  


“Who is hurting you?” they cried. 


“Nobody!” yelled Polyphemus, “Nobody is!” The other giants looked at each other and shrugged.  


“He must have a bad belly-ache,” they said to each other as they went away.  Early the next morning as Polyphemus rolled the boulder away to let out his flocks, Odysseus tied his five remaining men underneath the five largest sheep.  Odysseus himself clung underneath the ram, holding his breath as Polyphemus felt along each sheep’s back to see if he and his men were escaping.  As soon as they were out of the cave they ran back to the boats as fast as they could, taking as many sheep as would fit.  


How relieved they all were to sail away from that terrible island.  But as they sailed past Polyphemus’s cave, Odysseus made a big mistake.  


“Ho! Polyphemus!” he shouted, “You have not been tricked by Nobody after all.  I am King Odysseus of Ithaca!”  Polyphemus heard him, and roared out a curse.  


“Let my father, Poseidon, God of the sea, punish you!” he cried.  And Poseidon heard him.  Now Odysseus had not one, but two powerful gods working against him.  Would he ever get home to Ithaca after this?  

(Atticus the Storyteller’s 100 Greek Myths; Lucy Coats and Anthony Lewis) 

Questions: 

1. What do you think Odysseus is like as a leader?   Give reasons for your answers.   

2. What do you think about the way the Ithacans take the sheep before asking the owner’s permission?  

3. What words does the writer use to describe the Cyclops?  What image do these words help create of the Cyclops? 

4. What do we learn about Odysseus from the plan he devises and by calling himself Nobody? 

5. At the end of the story, what is Odysseus’s ‘big mistake’ and why is it a mistake?    
