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Circe's Power, by Louise Glück

In A Nutshell
Louise Glück's 1996 poem, "Circe's Power," captures the voice of the mythological sorceress, 

Circe, who falls in love with and loses Odysseus in Homer's epic poem The Odyssey. We find 

Circe talking to Odysseus, or to the memory of Odysseus, after he has decided to leave her. 

While we meet Circe in The Odyssey via Odysseus recounting his story, we actually get to 

know Circe and to hear her own perspective in "Circe's Power." 

 

"Circe's Power" is part of Glück's book of poetry called Meadowlands. This book weaves 

together two stories through a series of 46 poems. The first story retells Odysseus' journey 

through the point of view of those that have lost him: his wife (Penelope), his son 

(Telemachus), and his lover (Circe). The second story is about a modern-day, crumbling 

marriage. The voices of the classic characters blend with the voices of the contemporary 

characters like milk in tea. 

 

Before you dive into "Circe's Power," we highly recommend that you check out Shmoop's 

guide to Homer's Odyssey, but we'll do our best to get you rolling. Circe (whose name is 

sometimes spelled "Kirkê") appears in Book X of the Odyssey. She is a beautiful sorceress 

who lives on the island of Aiaia. From his ship, Odysseus spots a stream of smoke rising from 

somewhere on the island. He sends a group of men before him to scout out the island and to 

discover what goes on there. The men find a beautiful woman who lives in a stone mansion 

surrounded by a dense forest. Friendly lions and wolves roam the grounds around her house.
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She invites the men in and prepares a huge, delicious feast. Little do they know that she has

slipped a magical potion into their dinners. Before dessert rolls around, all of the men have

magically transformed into pigs, and Circe herds them into a pigsty. 

 

Upon discovering that his men have been turned into barnyard animals, Odysseus prepares to

rescue them; but not before Hermes (the messenger of the Greek gods) gives him some help.

Hermes warns Odysseus of Circe's magical powers and tells him to find and eat an herb called

molü, which will protect him against Circe's sorcery. Odysseus does so, and when he meets up

with Circe, she is stumped as to why her magic won't work on him. 

 

In fact, Circe falls in love with Odysseus, and the two live happily together on Aiaia for one

year. At that point, Odysseus' men start to really hanker for home, and they remind Odysseus

that he's trying to get home too ("Um, Odysseus, you have a wife in Ithaca, remember?").

Circe looks into the future and sees that Odysseus must travel to the Underworld (the land of

the dead) to meet a prophet before he can advance further on his journey home. She disappears

suddenly, without a trace, leaving only a black ewe and ram for Odysseus to sacrifice to the

prophet he will soon encounter. 

 

Now you're ready to jump into "Circe's Power." This poem will set your heart thundering

when you read it on its own, but we highly recommend that you read Meadowlands in its

entirety. You'll notice how seamlessly stories from the Odyssey and the modern era blend

together, united by universal themes like love, grief, and loss. Fireworks will ensue. We

guarantee it. 

 

Louise Glück was the 12th Poet Laureate of the United States from 2003 to 2004. She was the

recipient of the 2008 Academy of American Poets Wallace Stevens Award for poetry. She's

also the judge of the Yale Series of Younger Poets competition.
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Visit Shmoop for much more analysis:

• Circe's Power Themes

• Circe's Power Quotes

• Circe's Power Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 If you were to retell this part of The Odyssey, how would you tell it? From whose

perspective would you tell it? How would it be different or similar to Louise Gl ück's

version?

2 Do you blame Circe for turning Odysseus' men into pigs?

3 If you were to treat this poem as a monologue, who would you cast as Circe and how

would you direct the monologue?

Visit Shmoop for many more Circe's Power Study Questions
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