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Walcott's Omeros 

The Classical Epic 
in a Postrnodern World 

Joseph Farrell 

With his plays drawn from Greek mythology and his evocative epic hymn to the 
Caribbean, Omeros, Nobel laureate Derek Walcott has forced many to rethink 
the relationships between archaic Greek society and the contemporary world. 

Joseph Farrell, known especially for his work on classical epic, takes up a de­

bate as to whether Omeros can be considered an epic at all, and suggests that in 

forcing us even to ask this question, Walcott demands that we reassess the po­
sition and assumed supremacy of Western literary epic. In demonstrating the 
complex relationship of Omeros to the tradition of classical epic, Farrell reveals 

the contingencies of that tradition and the richness ofWalcott's poem as a work 
that straddles both epic and novel, classical and modern, scribal and oral. 

Let me begin with an anecdote. 
I have a daughter who is a student i�1 the Philadelphia public school sys­

tem. Like any other big-city school system, ours has its problems, but so far 
they have seemed manageable. If nothing else, trying to negotiate the school­
district bureaucracy provides parents with a rich store of strange experiences 
that we enjoy sharing with one another. This particular story concerns race. 
Again like most cities, Philadelphia has had to cope with the problem of seg­
regation by race and has chosen to address the problem in schools not by 
busing, but by establishing a voluntary desegregation program. Schools in 
the "dcseg" program receive extra funding from the central district and con­
sequently have more instructional and support staff, enrichment programs, 
and so forth. Parents choose whether to participate in the program and des­
ignate in order of preference the schools they would like their child to at­
tend. The children arc selected by lottery and are assigned to a school on 
the basis of their number and their race: almost everything depends on 
whether the school you want needs more white, black, Asian, or Hispanic 
children in that particular year. The year we applied marked the first time 
that the aspirations of anyone in our family had so explicitly been tied to his 
or her race. 

My daughter's name is Flannery-not the most common name, and when 
a child who bears it encounters another, their common name creates a spe-




























































