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Critical Notebook 1d: O Brother, Where Goes thy Odyssey?   

 

The motion picture O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000), written by Joel and Ethan Coen and directed 

by Joel Coen, provides rich possibilities of media literacy development through investigation of storytelling 

principles, communication techniques, and thematic comparison and contrast with Homer’s The Odyssey.  

For our work, we will use:   

 Selections from The Odyssey (the district-adopted Robert Fitzgerald translation)    

 “Reinterpreting and Reinventing the Storytelling Wheel,” Richard Krevolin (from 

How to Adapt a Screenplay into Anything   

 “Double Vision” (John Romney, The Guardian, 18 May 2000)  

 “The Common Man’s Odyssey: Oh, Brother, Where Art Thou” (Rebecca Whitus 

Longster, http://web.ics.purdue.edu/~rebeccal/lit/) 

 

A. Source & Contexts    

1. Describe the source of the title O Brother Where Art Thou?   

2. Briefly summarize the historical contexts of The Odyssey and O Brother Where Art Thou?      

a. Where does each story take place?   

b. What is the time period of each story?  

c. List at least three key elements of the settings of each of the stories, such as 

transportation, religious beliefs, and cultural traditions.     

B. Motion Picture Language in O Brother Where Art Thou?   

1. What characters are revealed in the opening, and how are they introduced?  In all of 

the shots of the opening sequence, how are the main characters made evident?   

2. What points of view are established in this movie?  How is this similar or different to 

the point of view of The Odyssey?   

3. Using the vocabulary from this unit, describe one of the following scenes from the 

movie: “The Escape from the Barn,” “The Lotus Eaters,” or “The Cyclops.” What 

does the sequence tell the viewer about the characters and how does this sequence 

advance the story?  

4. What information is revealed through motion picture language in the scene above?  

What shots and sounds were used?  How did editing create meaning in this scene?     

http://web.ics.purdue.edu/~rebeccal/lit/


Moving Images: Making Movies, Understanding Media – Critical Notebook 1d 
Carl Casinghino 

 

5. After examining your answers for 1 through 4, how would you describe the tone 

and style of the movie (see Moving Images Chapter 1 vocabulary and examples).   

C. Media Case Study: Ulysses’ Return, Penelope, and the Suitors in The Odyssey 

and O Brother Where Art Thou?   

1. In what ways are the narrative structures of these two stories similar or different in 

relation to the role of Ulysses’ arrival home in the entire arc of this story?   

2. Compare and contrast scenes of Ulysses with his wife and family in the two stories.   

3. How are suitors presented in each of the stories?  Describe the ways in which 

Ulysses is able to earn his wife’s trust and commitment in each of the stories.   

4. How do the characters of Ulysses solve problems in the two stories?  If each of these 

stories are to be qualified as “Epic,” in what ways do the characters define 

themselves as heroes in each of the stories?   

D. Media Interpretations and Communications   

1. Review your responses to the questions in Part A.  In relation to the settings and 

events of each of these stories, identify three key themes in each of the stories.  What 

types of messages are conveyed to the reader or viewer of each of these stories?   

2. The Coen Brothers used the setting of depression America to craft their tale based 

on certain elements of Homer’s The Odyssey.  Now it is your turn to think about The 

Odyssey in relation to the world today.  Can you imagine your own retelling of this tale 

in a contemporary setting?  You have two options:   

a. You will take one of the episodes of The Odyssey – whether depicted in O Brother or 

not – and create it as a short film.  Please consult course guidelines for Project 1 

in Moving Images for directions.  You will delineate collaborative tasks, including 

screenwriting, pre-production tasks, and editing, according to course guidelines.  

We will screen projects at the end of Unit 1 or an appropriate later date.   

b. You will create a story proposal and production package for a contemporary 

version of The Odyssey.  Use O Brother Where Art Thou?  as a reference point in your 

materials.  The portfolio must include: 

i. A story outline with major characters and scenes or plot points.   

ii. An investor’s letter concerning the project or a pitch session delivered to the 

class with a visual component.   

iii. Complete production package for one scene: shot list, storyboard, floor plan.  


