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Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized considers the question: can we read Penelope as
a coherent character, without changing the text of the Odyssey as it stands? That is, are her attitudes
towards her husband and the suitors consistent throughout? Does she ever—uncharacteristically—
waver on the verge of infidelity, or seem to know things she should not? Since at least 1859, many
scholars have argued no coherent reading Penelope exists. Thus, if such a reading does exist, then
generations of scholarship on Penelope are outmoded.

This dissertation argues that a coherent reading of Penelope is possible, and that Second
Wave Feminist theories of rape culture and sexual terrorism provide a solution to any
discrepancies. Penelope’s environment is a rape culture; over a hundred heavy-drinking young
men have besieged her home in the hopes of usurping her husband’s social standing through
marrying her; and Penelope’s value as a wife depends on the public’s perception of her virtue, that
is, her chastity. Thus, for as long as the suitors believe they might come to marry Penelope and
take her on as their asset, they have reason not to devalue her through sexual violence, but not if
they lose hope. At that point, it is in the suitors’ best interests to rape her and depreciate the value
of Odysseus’ asset. In so doing, they will comparatively improve their own social standing in the
zero-sum Ithacan hierarchy. If Penelope hopes to wait them out, then she needs to keep them
suspended between the two courses of action. Any apparent variations in her stance toward these

men or remarriage should be regarded as strategic performances. Paying closer attention to the



other women of the household clarifies the danger Penelope faces: Twelve women and girls will
be murdered before the poem’s end.

To make this case comprehensively, this dissertation includes close readings of every one
of Penelope’s scenes in the Odyssey in order, beginning with book one and ending with book

twenty-four.
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DEDICATED TO TALIA PETOIA

During the final stages of writing this project, on March 10th of 2023, my beloved, lifelong friend
Talia Petoia was shot and killed by her boyfriend, Tyler Laughter. Talia’s family believes she was
trying to break up with him that night. Tyler was the only eyewitness to the shooting and—despite
documented evidence of domestic abuse—police ruled Talia’s death “accidental” within days.*
Tyler was indicted for involuntary manslaughter on June 12th. Talia was twenty-seven years old
when she died.

I cannot explain the depth of her loss. It is already too late for you to know her, and
therefore to feel the hole she’s left in the world. I can tell you a bit about her, though. Talia was
brave. Even from the time that we were very small children, she was unafraid of heights, or
strangers, or the bees to which she was dangerously allergic. It was her most remarkable quality,
which is saying something as she was also beautiful, charismatic, loyal, effusive, a talented singer.
She saw the best in everything and everyone.

| have posited in this dissertation that the so-called inconsistencies in Penelope’s behavior
are the product of the rational decision to avoid conflict, because she has reason to suspect that the
suitors might harm her if they were to feel rejected or otherwise provoked. It might have been
more admirable—certainly more honest—for Penelope to tell the suitors to go home, that they
were wasting their time, rather than maneuvering around them in secret. Talia would have told

them to leave. She would not have plotted and lied. | am sure of this. But confronting them could

1L ewis quoting Detective Huckabee of the Polk County Sheriff's Office, Tryon Daily Bulletin.
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have been dangerous. It’s not only our vices that cause trouble; our virtues are also vulnerabilities.
Bravery, trust, and optimism can lead us into peril. It was Talia’s best qualities that left her

vulnerable to harm, and I will love her for as long as I live.
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INTRODUCTION

Penelope is a persistent issue in Homer scholarship, so persistent scholars often do not even argue
her characterization is broken beyond repair—they just assume it. The introduction to books 1-4

in the Oxford Commentary on the Odyssey states:

The prominent part which [Telemachus] plays in our Odyssey leaves Penelope little more
than an onlooker, though vestiges remain of an earlier version in which she was Odysseus’
accomplice in exacting vengeance on the suitors (the more obvious conception if her loyalty
were above suspicion).?

Heubeck believes that the Penelope we see in the Odyssey as it exists today must in fact be two
different versions of the character that have been spliced together. Rather than provide his
reasoning, he merely footnotes Denys Page’s The Homeric Odyssey.® By implication, Penelope’s
issues are too obvious to be worth explaining in the text. D.A. Kirchhoff, whom Page himself often

cites, writes in the forward of his Die Homerische Odyssee und Ihre Entstehung, first edition:

Er erhdlt eine Thesis ohne Begriindung, ein Facit ohne die Rechnung. Ich habe diese Form
gewdhlt night etwas, weil ich an der Moglichkeit verzweifelte das Behauptete zu erweisen,

2 Heubeck, in Heubeck et al. 1990, pg. 51.

3 Ibid. Page 1955.
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oder weil ich die Muhe gescheut die Rechnung wirklich auszufiihren: im Gegenteil, ich
getraue mir alles Wesentliche mit wissenschaftlicher Strenge Unbefangenen gegenuber bis
zur Evidenz zu erweisen [...].4

[The reader] receives a thesis without grounds, a conclusion without calculation. | have
chosen this form not at all because | despair at the possibility of demonstrating the claim, or
because | spared the trouble of actually doing the calculation: on the contrary, | dare to do,
with scientific rigor, everything essential for unbiased people up to the evidence [...]°

He then proceeds to rip large chunks out of the text as obvious interpolations, including the
moment when the suitors give Penelope expensive gifts at 18.281-301, 303, without explanation

as promised.®
Penelope’s fellow characters also treat her motivation as opaque, and the stakes are
significant. As with other members of the oikos, the text portrays her loyalty to Odysseus as “the
centerpiece of her moral worth”,” but she does not always make her intentions known, and certain
statements and actions seem, at first glance, self-contradictory. Characters in Penelope’s own
world accuse her of sending mixed signals; e.g., in his speech at 2.85f. Antinoos claims that she
encouraged him and the other suitors. But he has a clear incentive to misread her, because he wants

to marry her.
In short, scholars often take as a premise that Penelope’s actions and statements are, for

whatever reason, inconsistent; there is no sensible way to reconstruct one coherent psychology of

4 Kirchhoff 1859, Il1. | have chosen to pull from the first edition rather than the second because
this particular quote condenses an attitude that is prevalent throughout both.

5 All translations are my own.

6 «Zusitze der jiingeren Bearbeitung”, pg. 286.

" Wilson 2018, pg. 47.
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the character. That is to say, they believe there is no single interpretation of Penelope’s personality,
beliefs, and desires that explains everything she says and does.

Beginning from the above premise, different groups have offered different explanations for
how these contradictions arose. Their explanations fall into two general camps. First, Analytic
scholars, such as Page and Kirchhoff cited above, have tended to fault the text—and its assumed
multiple authors—for inconsistencies. They claim later poets added material from competing
traditions to the original text—yperhaps from a version of the story where Penelope recognized
Odysseus earlier in the narrative and acted on that knowledge. Or perhaps there was another
version of the Odyssey where Penelope was unfaithful, and that is why she does not send the suitors
away. Interpolated chunks of one of these alternative versions ruined the continuity of a previously
unmarred and perfect Odyssey.? Either way, Penelope is two-in-one: a mishmash of inconsistent
states of knowledge and desires, due to the meddling of pseudo-Homers whose work must be
identified and removed in order to restore the Odyssey to its imagined former glory.

The other, more modern camp of scholars has argued Penelope’s inconsistencies are not
mistakes but are due to the narrative’s purposes. These scholars place limited importance on
Penelope’s internal consistency. Martin West blames the (singular) author’s changing needs in his

The Making of the Odyssey.® As he puts it:

Penelope’s attitude toward the suitors is differently represented in different passages. Their
attentions are unwanted (B 50, t 133), and she remains faithful to Odysseus and pines for him
(t 136), supposing him to be still alive somewhere (t 358f., cf. 5 833). Elsewhere she appears
to be convinced that he is dead or at any rate will never return (p 96 = t 141; t 257 f., 313).
She tried to put the suitors off by saying she was unavailable until she had finished the

8 Page 1955, pg. 122-124.

9 West 2014, pg. 68.
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winding-sheet for Laertes ( 93ff., t 137ff., 128 ff. ). On the other hand she still has not
said a definite no to remarriage (o 249 f. = m 126 f) [...] We may argue that, given the
pressures on her, a certain variability in her stance is psychologically plausible. I prefer to
account for it from the pressures on [the Poet] from the needs of the story as a whole...°

In other words, West refuses to spend much time contemplating psychological reasons for
Penelope’s behavior. His reasoning is similar to the Analytic line of thought, although he thinks
only one poet—whom he calls “Q”, as compared the the author of the lliad, “P”—is blending
different versions of the story with greater regard for present convenience than Penelope’s internal
consistency.

Others in the ‘needs of the poet/plot’ camp take the argument even further. Nancy Felson
argues that Penelope acts in accordance with multiple incongruous plot types, and that she herself
lives in a state of uncertainty as to her actions’ meaning, because it is in the poet’s best interests to
keep as many plot lines available as possible.!! Marilyn Katz argues in Penelope's Renown:
Meaning and Indeterminacy in the Odyssey that Peneclope’s narrative function is her
“indeterminacy,” and that her characterization should be considered through this lens rather than,
“psychological verisimilitude”, again, for the sake of the plot.*2 Thus, Felson and Katz both
consider the inconsistencies to be unproblematic. Richard Heitman tries to reverse-engineer

Penelope’s mental state from the plot’s needs: she feels how the plot needs her to feel, meaning

10'West 2014, pg. 68.
11 Felson 1994, 1996.

12 Katz 1991, pg. 11.
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that she has not ruled out remarriage, but nevertheless prefers Odysseus to the suitors.'® At the far

end of the spectrum is Jonas Grethlein:

Penelope’s behaviour in Odyssey 18 and 19 is in fact not reconciled with her thoughts and
feelings, but this is not the product of poor composition. What we encounter is a narrative
design that privileges the plot function of scenes and their significance above the full
motivation of the action.*

He thus frames Penelope’s psychology as completely irrelevant.

Thus, for one reason or another, many scholars have attempted to handwave away
Penelope’s psychology with appeals to either the poem’s authorship or plot. But all of these
approaches fail to interrogate the original premise: Is there really no way to reconstruct a plausible,

coherent characterization that explains everything?

The Homeric Question

Let us resist the impulse to appeal to Homer(s) as a solution, as so many have done already. The
Analytic approach is unsatisfying in part because it makes no attempt to understand Penelope as
she is before fixing her, and in part because it relies on assumptions about the nature of authorship
and authority that are objectionable—namely, that the original version must be the right one, and
all else is illegitimate. However, this dissertation is also not a Unitarian manifesto: I do not assume
an infallible genius created the Odyssey. How the Odyssey came to be is not my concern—only

whether the text as we have can be seen to make the kind of coherent sense some have denied it.

13 Heitman 2005.

14 Grethlein 2018, pg. 82.
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Engaging with the question, “Who composed the Odyssey?” requires a great deal of
unsupportable conjecture, unless we stick to pure linguistics and dialectic markers.*> Many, many
scholars—from Samuel Butler to Martin West—have attempted to reconstruct the author from
facets of the text, but have achieved wildly different results with regards to the poet’s age, gender,
place of origin, and so on.'® No two scholars are in perfect agreement, meaning these exercises fail
to meet the scientific standard of replicability: the results are far from objective. The fact is that in
the absence of direct evidence, these reconstructions of Homer must rely on essentialist fallacies:
what does it mean to be a young man, an old man, a great artist, etc. Visions of Homer are often
based in emotion rather than reason. Consider, for instance, Douglas Young’s horror at the
suggestion Homer may have been illiterate.'” In his 1965 review of Milman Parry’s work, Young
argues against oral tradition theory on the analogy of Gaelic poetry: Gaelic poets used formulas
but did not compose extemporaneously; ergo Parry’s theory is ridiculous. Setting aside Young’s
argument against Parry, his review drips with a scorn explicitly based on his a priori conception

of Homer:

15 This is not the only possible formulation of the Homeric question. However, this is the version
that is relevant to Penelope, and thus the only one that matters for the purposes of this dissertation.
For an overview of the Homeric question’s various formulations, see Tsagalis 2020.

16 For a survey of ancient accounts of Homer, see Graziosi 2002.

17Young, 1965. The review is also extraordinarily racist. Young manages to use the n-word twice,
pages 69 and 70, and refers to Serbian oral poets as, “poor poets who belong to an inferior culture
in a decayed state,” page 73. I have chosen this review as an example of bias-as-motive in

scholarship in its most explicit form, not for the piece’s scholarly merit.
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Parry's theory that Homer's formulas are primarily devices to avoid breakdown by an
illiterate improviser is unproved and implausible—indeed, it is an unconscionable libel
against one of the supreme men of letters.'8

Young rejects Parry’s theory as “unconscionable libel” because it fails to conform to his idea of
what a great artist must be, as summed up in “the supreme men of letters”: male and literate. His
Homer is also a highly philological, in the sense of text-based, poet. In fact, Young seems to have
imagined a man rather like himself and has become emotionally invested in this sexist and elitist
vision,

Another version of the essentialist fallacy more recently reappeared in Mary Beard’s “Why
Homer Was (Not) a Woman: The Reception of The Authoress of the Odyssey”.*® Let us take
Beard’s work as a case study on the perils of trying to summon the long lost Homer. First published
in 1897, Samuel Butler’s The Authoress of the Odyssey famously argued that the Odyssey’s
preoccupation with women and their lives proves that the author must have been female.?° Beard’s

chapter, “Why Homer Was (Not) a Woman”, covers the reception of that book.?* In her critique,

18 'Young 1965, pg. 75.

19 Beard 2007.

20 Butler 1897. Butler was not the first to make this claim. For ancient speculations on Homer’s
gender, see Morales 2020.

21 Also in this chapter Beard tendentiously refers to M.1. Finley’s 1968 piece, “Et Tu, Teddy
White,” in the New York Review as a review of Butler ("Why bother to reprint [it]? Why [did it

seem] worth such a prominent review?"). In fact, Butler is not mentioned at all after the first two
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Beard calls Butler’s argument gender essentialist—it relies on broad generalizations about women
writ large—and she is quite right.?? However, Beard then concludes Homer is male. This does not
follow: a bad argument is not proof against its conclusion. It is quite possible to make bad
arguments for true things, e.g. ‘The moon must be made of rock, not cheese, because otherwise
aliens would have eaten it all on crackers.” My argument is ridiculous, yet the moon is made of
rock nonetheless.

Beard has failed to notice the irony of her position: any conjecture about that author’s gender
must be essentialist, including her own, because there is no direct evidence for Homer’s gender
whatsoever. Beard does not attempt to argue her position, just continually loops back to the fact
that most scholars agree that Homer is male. Again, this is true, but there is no direct evidence,
regardless of what most scholars choose to believe.

Some such scholars have appealed to the male poets who appear in the Odyssey, Phemius
and Demodocus, as reflections of the author, but this is not conclusive evidence, either, since we
cannot know to what extent these characters act as mirrors to their author. For example, the 2012
novel The Fault in our Stars features a novelist-character who is an alcoholic, misanthropic
recluse. Nevertheless, | do not believe we should assume as much about the author of the novel
himself, although he did once say, ... I, John Green, am accidentally a character [in it]. Sort of.”%

Though Green has confirmed that his character is a reflection of himself, that character is still not

paragraphs. The piece is primarily concerned with Theodore H. White’s Caesar at the Rubicon, as
the title suggests.
22 For another feminist critique of Butler’s argument, see Clayton 2004, Chapter 1.

23 Green, quoted in Ellis 2018.
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a 1:1 copy—as the phrase “sort of”” indicates. We would need to study both figures side-by-side to
determine similarities and differences. Thus, in cases where the author is not known, as with
Homer, we cannot determine to what extent characters represent their author, and to what extent
they are fictionalized.

Mary Beard begs the question when she asserts that Homer must be male. But why could a
woman not be the poet of the Odyssey, given that we know women poets did exist, e.g. Sappho?
It is simply not possible to make any arguments from the text alone without relying on broad
assumptions about women and their poetic capacity. So Beard’s stance on gender is just as rigid
and outdated as Butler’s.

Finally, if we read the Authoress satirically, as Beard states there is reason to do,?* it is
possible to see that Samuel Butler’s arguments are not much more tenuous than plenty of “real”
scholarship on the Homeric question. See, for instance, Martin West’s confident assertion that “Q”
was not the author of the Iliad but had at some point been to Delos.?> However, since Homer is
gone forever, no speculation about their?® identity can be ruled out. The question is and always
will be unanswered and unanswerable. Butler's Authoress demonstrates that fact, because it makes
a claim that is sure to be unpopular (because it will defy many scholars’ ideas about what a great
poet should be, as we saw in Young’s work), but which cannot ever be proven false. Butler is

challenging others to duel his strawman. In fact, he goads them:

24 Beard 2007, pg. 323.
25 West 2014, pg. 1.

26 | use gender non-specific pronouns for Homer.
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No reply appeared to either of my letters... it is idle to suppose that the leading Iliadic and
Odyssean scholars in England and the continent do not know what I have said... It is
equally idle to suppose that not one of them should have brought forward a serious
argument against me, if there were any such argument to bring. Had they brought one it
must have reached me, and I should have welcomed it with great pleasure;?’

Mary Beard fell for the trap.

This is the futility of the Homeric question: no answer is decisively right, but plenty are—if
not wrong—bad. Even the Analysts’ original idea, that mistakes must have arisen from
interpollations, seems to depend on false assumptions. After all, why should we assume that any
poets after the first were bumbling fools? Why should we assume the first was infallible—what
human being ever has been? Certainly there may be inconsistencies or problems in the Homeric
canon, but we have no reason to believe that these are attributable to later add-ons. Therefore,
rather than appealing to evidence for Homer that does not exist or attempting to divine it from the
text like a ouija board, I have chosen to follow Heitman’s model and assume that any later additions
to an original Odyssey, if they exist, are “competently plotted”.?® Whether the author is a singular
individual or multiple, and no matter their gender(s), | take the Odyssey as a coherent whole.

Homer’s identity is not particularly relevant to my purpose, which is to understand Penelope.
Kirchhoff’s position, that Penelope acts irrationally because lines x.y-z do not belong, does not
answer my question. Nor does Grethlein’s, that Homer has Penelope make uncharacteristic
decisions for the plot to work. Nor even does Butler’s, that Penelope flirts with the suitors because
the poet is an unmarried and flirtatious woman. All that matters to my argument is the text as it

exists now, and what interpretations it allows; | leave the practice of literary séance to others.

27 Butler 1897, pg. ix-X.

28 Heitman 2005, pg. 9.
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Setting aside the dead and absent author(s) then, the question becomes, ‘Can we explain everything

Penelope says and does in text?°2°

Theoretical Background

I argue that in order to understand Penelope’s behavior, we must remember that she is a woman
within the logic of the text as it surivives. As a female character, she acts under constraints that do
not apply to Odysseus or Telemachus. Her situation is all the more precarious as she lives in a
highly patriarchal and violent society, and in a home with no husband or father to protect her. Her
interactions with the suitors must be quite different from Telemachus’, because Telemachus has

the social luxury of open defiance.®° It is unfair to expect Penelope to behave as he does.

29 Engaging with this question at all requires a fair bit of mind-reading, and | will not debate the
validity of that practice here, which is a natural human impulse to assign meaning to observed
behavior. In the rest of this dissertation, | will provide a theory for understanding Penelope’s
thoughts and actions in order to demonstrate that there is at least one solution to the problem of
her motivation, but I will not go so far as to say that all readers must or should accept my theory
as unambiguously, uniquely correct. For more on the mind-reading problem as it relates to
Penelope, see Currie 2022.

It also seems appropriate to state here that [ use W.B. Stanford’s edition of the text. Any
departures from Stanford’s work will be noted.
30 The suitors will, of course, plot to murder him, but Telemachus does not seem to anticipate this

response, and the suitors are represented as behaving abominably in this respect. So, while
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In the world of the Odyssey, Penelope is not just a disembodied voice. She is physically
vulnerable, and must navigate constant bodily threats, implicit though they may be. Sexual and
gendered violence is a common theme in recent fictional reception of antiquity, including Margaret
Atwood’s Penelopiad, Pat Barker’s The Silence of the Girls, and Madeleine Miller’s Circe. Nor
do Atwood, Barker, and Miller take unnecessary liberties: Greek myth is full of rape, enslavement
(with its implicit sexual and reproductive exploitation),3! and forced marriage, so their characters
have to navigate these dangers carefully. The women in these novels shape their behavior around
their fears. We might expect Homer’s Penelope to do the same.

And yet, classical scholarship has not kept up with fiction. In Emily Wilson’s introduction

to her 2018 translation of the Odyssey, she writes,

There are certain particularly ambiguous moments in the depiction of Penelope that
underline this narrative tension. For instance, in book 18, Penelope suddenly decides to
show herself before the suitors, although she has previously shunned them... one may
argue that Penelope... simply feels the impulse to gain greater attention from the suitors
for herself—a possibility that has been neglected by most critics only because it is assumed,
with obvious sexism, that a “good” woman would not behave in such a way.*?

Telemachus is not safe, that is only because the suitors are not behaving in socially sanctioned
ways, as Telemachus expects. His defiance is plausible given reasonable expectations of behavior
in the world of the Odyssey.

31 Franco 2012 points out that in Homer, “Slave mothers conceive with their masters only” (pg.
56).

32 Wilson 2018, pg. 47-8. Emphasis mine.
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Wilson argues that Penelope’s behavior could be interpreted in one of several ways because the
text itself does not choose for us, and she lists several possible motives for Penelope’s excursion.
The final possible interpretation Wilson offers: Maybe Penelope just likes male attention, which
would not necessarily invalidate her loyalty to Odysseus. Here, Wilson seems to be correcting for
an absurdly stringent idea of wifely faithfulness that runs rampant in the Homer criticism to which

she obliquely refers. To return to our quotation from Heubeck:

[...] vestiges remain of an earlier version in which she was Odysseus’ accomplice in exacting
vengeance on the suitors (the more obvious conception if her loyalty were above suspicion).33

Huebeck is reading Penelope with a level of mistrust that is not directed equally towards her
philandering husband. Indeed, the contrasting expectations of fidelity for Odysseus and Penelope
typify philosopher Kate Manne’s “asymmetrical moral support relations” among men and
women—~Penelope is believed to owe her spouse a different standard of fidelity than he owes her.3*

But | argue that there are non-sexist reasons to rule out this interpretation of the text. I
believe that Penelope would not enjoy being ogled—ogled in her own home, by a horde (I am
tempted to say, a fraternity) of murderous young men, whom Wilson herself calls, “boorish,
selfish, immature,” and “unpleasant to be around”.3® I myself would not choose to be catcalled for
the pleasure of it. I would enjoy the attention of the catcallers all the less if they had recently plotted
to murder my child, as the suitors have already done by book 18. It should come as no surprise

then that Penelope’s attitude toward the suitors is consistently hostile. As R.B. Rutherford states,

33 Heubeck, in Heubeck et al. 1990, pg. 51. Emphasis mine.
34 Manne 2018, pg. xiii.

35 Wilson 2018, pg. 28.
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“In no passage in which she addresses the suitors or speaks of them when they are absent does
Penelope ever fail to use language that expresses hatred and contempt.”3® Wilson’s suggestion,
though perhaps motivated by a desire to free Penelope from previous sexist readings, reads like a
well-meaning but misdirected extension of Third-Wave Feminist sex positivity: maybe Penelope
simply enjoys this particular expression of her sexuality, and we the audience ought not to
condemn her for it.

The idea that Penelope enjoys the suitors’ attention is discordant with the reality of the
suitors’ and Penelope’s dynamic for the same reasons that the uncritical adoption of sex positivity
has come under scrutiny of late.3” Though sex positivity attempts to promote an anti-prudish and
destigmatized sexuality for people of all genders, this ideal is often unachievable outside lab-
perfect conditions. As Amia Srinivasan writes, some young people who have grown up with the
doctrine report that in pursuit of a liberated sex life, they have instead found, “a life... where a
discourse of empowerment and body confidence masked a deeper sense of disappointment and
shame.”®® Sex happens in a context—if that context is exploitative, unsafe, or unpleasant, sex may
be exploitative, unsafe, and unpleasant as well. Thus, as one young woman put it, speaking to
Buzzfeed News, “It feels like we were tricked into exploiting ourselves [and] tricked into thinking

it was our idea”.®® Women in Homeric society certainly could not enjoy their sexualities without

36 Rutherford 1992, pg. 37.

37 Srinivasan 2021, especially “Talking to My Students About Porn,” pgs. 33-71; Holden 2021;
Goldberg 2021.

3 Srinivasan 2021, pg. 50.

39 Holden 2021, n.p.
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judgment; to the contrary, Victoria Pedrick has shown that when noble women in Greco-Roman
literature do deviate from their restrictive social roles at the advice of a female confidant, they
invariably do so to their ruin.*® But even if sex positivity had been available to Penelope, whether
she would be able to enjoy the suitors’ attention is dependent on her social context. Does she feel
safe, respected, and happy in the suitors’ presence? No, she does not.

Thus, many scholars have failed to consider the threatening sexual dynamic in Homeric
society when crafting their analyses. We might postulate that the lack of attention to sexual
violence in scholarship is an oversight in a historically male-dominated field.** However, Wilson
and others have attempted to read Penelope in a more feminist way, yet these analyses still fail to
account for the reality of violence. Even feminist scholarship that centers on Penelope, such as that
by Marilyn Katz, Nancy Felson, Sheila Murnaghan, and Barbara Clayton, has also been silent on
the threat of sexual violence she faces—though Felson does, curiously, acknowledge the danger
Odysseus poses to Nausikad.*? | have thus far encountered very little scholarship that references

the threat the suitors pose to Penelope, though Donald Lateiner gives the subject a throwaway line:

[The suitors] have boxed in the lord's spouse, Penelope (planted spies, activity policing,
house invasion, and occupation; 2.109, 198-99, 237, 247; and threats of virtual rape or
‘bride capture’).*?

40 Pedrick 1994, pg. 97-116.
41 For more on the gendered history of Homer studies, see Bertolin, 2008.
42 Felson 1994, pg. 46-47.

43 Lateiner 1993, pg. 177.
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| argue that Lateiner is right, and to correct for the absence of this consideration in scholarship, |
shall occasionally make use of the fiction writers cited above, Atwood especially, as examples of
careful reading of ancient material. I shall not reference anything that does not have an observable
basis in ancient sources, and shall demonstrate that basis when necessary.*

I shall also turn to feminist theory of the Second Wave with an emphasis on violence and
fear in order to contextualize Penclope’s behavior in the Odyssey. In particular, the theories of rape
culture and sexual terrorism provide useful frameworks for understanding sexual or gendered
violence and its effect on the human psyche. Rape culture, first discussed by Dianne Herman, is
the now-famous idea that a given society may put the onus onto women for preventing their own
rapes, and the unspoken assumption is that rape is a product of women’s negligence in this regard,
not men’s violence.*® Simultaneously, violence against women may be perceived as an offense

against men, i.e. female victims’ fathers and husbands may be seen as the wronged party.*®

4 Atwood’s introduction explains her use of ancient material, and she does not restrict herself to
Epic: “...Homer’s Odyssey is not the only version of the story. Mythic material was originally
oral, and also local—a myth would be told one way in one place and quite differently in another.
| have drawn on material other than The Odyssey, especially for details of Penelope’s parentage,
her early life and marriage, and the scandalous rumours circulating about her. (2005, pg. Xiv).

4 First seen in Herman, 1989. | speak of men and women here to describe broad patterns rather
than hard and fast rules. There may of course be nuances or exceptions in real world cases.

4 Herman 1989. This line of reasoning cares not at all about the experience of the woman in

question. See also Cole 1984, pg. 101-2.
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Consider the following passage by Lysias, where Euphiletus frames seduction of a married woman
as a worse crime than rape, because the effect on her husband is greater:
obtog, ® Evdpeg, Tovg Pralopévovc éldrtovog (nuiac a&iovg Mynoato eivor fj Tovg
neifovtag: TdV pev yap Bdvatov Katéyve, Toic 6& dSuAfjv €moince v PAAPNV, yodpevog
TOVG HEV drampattopévoug PBig vmd TdV PracHiviev poeicbat, Tovg 8¢ meicavtog obTmC
adTAOV TOG Yuyas dtopbeipely, HoT 0iKEOTEPOG OOTOIG TTOETY TOC AAAOTPING YVVOTKOS T
101g Avdpdot, kol ooy &n” Eketvolg TV oikiay yeyovévar, koi Tovg moidag adhAovg eivar
OmOTEPOV TVYXAVOLGTY BVTES, TOV AvEpdY T TOV potydv.*’
Therefore, gentlemen, [the lawgiver] considered rapists to be less liable than seducers; for
he commanded death for the latter, but he made double damages for the former, thinking
while those who do it by force are hated by the raped people, those who persuade thus
corrupt their souls, so that other men’s wives are more affectionate to themselves than to
the husbands, and the entire household becomes theirs, and it is unclear to whom the
children belong, the husbands or adulterers.
Never mind the fact that the woman in question would have a very different perspective on the
matter. Additionally, sexual terrorism, which was first developed by Carole Sheffield, posits that
a sexually threatening environment coerces women into compliant, fearful behavior.#® Both
theories help explain the strain Penelope is under with regard to the suitors, as | will show.

There are limitations to such frameworks. First, the theories of rape culture and sexual
terrorism are insufficiently nuanced in terms of gender, race, and class; feminist theory has since
moved on in its complexity. As a result, I shall complement my analysis with Kimberl¢ Crenshaw’s
work on Intersectionality in mind.*® Different social groups within the Homeric world must

approach the threat of violence in different ways: Penelope’s particular tactics are not available to

the other women in her household who are of lower social status, i.e. the enslaved women and girls

471.32-3
48 Sheffield 1984.

49 See, e.g. Crenshaw 1991.
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who keep the household running. They also are in danger. Indeed, twelve of Penelope’s maids will
be killed by the end of the poem—and | will return to these women and girls in later chapters.
Another concern is that “rape culture” and “sexual terrorism” are analyses of American
culture with reference to particular legal codes from the mid-to-late 20th-century; these theories
were intended to describe the dynamic in that particular culture at that time. However, rape culture
is not endemic to just American society. The patterns of behavior are widespread, and the
conditions thereof can be found in Homer also. Further, there is overlap between the American
legal code and Homeric themis, insofar as both systems work to enforce patterns of behavior.
Themistes are customs that are considered to be divine ordinances,® and the force of those customs
rises to that of law.5! If the American legal code gives insight into the values of that society, surely
observed customs can give similar insight into the values of Homeric society. Therefore, theories
based on the law may also apply to societies with similar practices, even if they are not formally

codified.

%0 “Gesetz, gottliche Ordnung, heiliger Brauch, Herkommen, Satzung, Recht..." (Autenrieth 1920,
pg. 116). C.f. “a body of traditionary rules or precedents... what is established or sanctioned by
custom or usage,” (Cunliffe 1953, pg. 187).

51 For themistes as a defining trait of human society in the Odyssey, see 9.112. The Cyclopes have,

99 ¢¢

“obt’ dyopai BovAnedpot obte Oéuiotes,” “neither advice-giving councils nor holy laws,” and thus

are unlike human beings.
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As an example, many states in 20th-century America did not prohibit spousal rape,® and as
a result wives had no protection against their spouses. We can reconstruct similar attitudes in
ancient Greek marriage. Though the evidence dates to a later period, Rosanna Omitowoju has done
excellent work on attitudes towards rape, marriage, and law in Classical Athens, in her Rape and
the Politics of Consent in Classical Athens.>® Omitowoju writes that consent was not “the central
concern of the regulation of sexual behavior,” and further, Athenian women did not have access
to the legal system without the help of their kurios,>* generally a husband or father, and could not
act as witnesses in a lawsuit.>> Her kurios was therefore, in effect, immune to her complaints
against him. Similarly, to whom would a Homeric woman appeal for help in the event of spousal
rape? Women’s autonomy is the sine qua non: for as long as the husband has control, there can be
no spousal rape. Thus, both American and Homeric societies once gave husbands full rights to
their wives’ bodies as valuable goods, and those goods were held to depreciate through certain
kinds of contact, but not others. There is a shared value we can observe, and so we may draw cross-
cultural comparisons. We will see how the impact of violence by a husband, as opposed to by

another man, cashes out in the Odyssey later.

52 For a brief history of spousal exception to rape laws in the United States through the turn of the
twenty-first century, see Hasday 2000, pg. 1375-82.

53 Omitowoju 2002.

4 Omitowoju 2002, pg. 25.

% Glazebrook 2021, pg. 10-11.
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On the subject of marriage, I shall also make reference to Carole Pateman’s sexual contract
theory, which critiques the philosophical/political concept of social contract theory.>® Pateman
argues that, in contrast to the standard version of social contract theory, which postulates that
contracts are created between two equal individuals, certain contracts such as marriage are
subjugating. A marriage contract determines who has rights to a woman as a sexual and procreative
asset,®” her husband or father, and the woman herself is not treated as an equal in the process of
negotiation. This idea certainly seems to apply to Homeric practice, as both Athena and
Eurymachus urge that Penelope should return to her father’s home so that he can arrange her
remarriage, implying that she is a property to be negotiated over, and that she lacks the capacity to
engage in those negotiations.%® Thus, Penelope’s ability to make decisions as an individual is
precarious and contingent upon her temporary lack of a kurios.

Unfortunately, parts of Pateman’s analysis in The Sexual Contract do not hold up to scrutiny.
For a start, she makes biological sex the be- and end-all of gender in the final chapter of her book.
The result is aggressive transphobia,® which blatantly ignores the fact that gender non-conforming

and trans people are also oppressed in a misogynistic society.%° “Biological sex”, insofar as it is

% Pateman 1988.

5" For background on marriage as a financial transaction in Athenian Law, see Omitowojo 2002.
%81.274-8, 2.113-4.

% For a representative passage, see Pateman 1988, pg. 223.

80 For a useful criticism of Pateman’s work by a trans philosopher, see Thorn 2022, 24:25-30:12.
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even a scientifically observable binary,5! is not the sole determinant of one’s social role,%? and it
is the social role of “woman” with which I am concerned. Thus, Pateman’s oversimplification of
gender is a significant flaw in an otherwise useful theory, and in my analysis, | shall primarily
consider women as a social group rather than those assigned female at birth (AFAB), with the
acknowledgement that there will be significant but not universal overlap between the two groups
in the Odyssey. Consider, for instance, how often Athena takes on the appearance and social role
of a man during epiphanies.®® As Pietro Pucci once wrote of her transformation into the figure of
a woman, Odyssey 13.287-9: “Athé¢na devient elle-méme... Mais, est-elle devenue elle-méme?
Que signifie elle-méme?” “Athena becomes herself... but does she become herself? What does
herself mean?”’®* These are complex questions.

Thus, neither the theory of rape culture, nor sexual terrorism, nor the sexual contract was
developed with the Homeric world in mind, and none is without its flaws. However, with some
tweaking, they collectively illuminate the situation in Ithaca, which Penelope has been doing her
best to manage alone for years by the time Odysseus finally returns. They allow us to consider the

ways in which her behavior is constrained, and the possible repercussions she may face for defying

61 The seminal text here is Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble 1990; for a much shorter but excellent
breakdown of the scientific difficulties of biological sex, see Shahvisi 2022.

%2 For one example of how the Odyssey complicates the so-called gender binary, see Foley 1978.
63 See Murnaghan 1995. For the complex relationship between grammatical gender, sex, and the
divine in gendered languages, see Corbeill 2015 (though primarily on the Latin language and
Roman culture, there are enough parallels to Greek to be instructive).

64 Pucci 1986, pg. 14.
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gender-role expectations. These constraints and fears, | argue, explain the perceived

inconsistencies in Penelope’s behavior.

Key Scenes

To begin, there are five scenes in particular which demonstrate how these dynamics—sexual
terrorism, rape culture, and the sexual contract—play out in Homeric Ithaca. This argument will
treat them in thematic groups.

1: What is Penelope’s personality, and how does she feel?

a. 1.325f: She defers in conflict
b. 21.331f: She does not like or respect the suitors

2: What threat do the suitors pose?

c. 21.249f: They want her because of her status
d. 4.787f: They have her surrounded in her own home

3: How does Penelope navigate conflict?

e. 2.85f (19.123f, 24.125): She resorts to manipulation

Penelope Defers

In 1.325f, an appropriately early moment for a programmatic episode, the poet establishes that
Penelope is at an extreme social disadvantage in her own home. When Penelope and Telemachus
conflict over a song about soldiers returning from the Trojan war, Telemachus ends the interaction

by ordering his mother to her room like a child, and she obeys. Discussions of this scene often
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focus on what it means for Telemachus’ character that he behaves as he does, ®® but it is also crucial
to ask what this scene means for Penelope. Telemachus is her son and is repeatedly described as
just barely an adult. He has historically posed no threat to her. Nevertheless, in the moment that
he asserts his maturity, Penelope obeys his order. As a newly minted adult, Telemachus therefore
passes into the group of people with the capacity to control her. Through this scene, then, the text
clarifies the rules around conflict between genders in the Homeric world, at least in the upper class,
and sets expectations for Penelope’s conduct later on: She must defer, even to a young man, even
to her own son. As a result of a lifetime of presumably similar experiences, Penelope has
internalized a deferential attitude and developed a highly non-confrontational personality.
Moreover, the reader should conclude that if Penelope has so little power against Telemachus, her
ability to defy the suitors is even less.

Penelope’s interactions with the suitors, however, are even further constrained, not just by
social roles, but by fear. As Sheffield argued in “Sexual Terrorism,” compliance is a natural

consequence of living in sustained fear of sexual violence.®® Moreover, she argues that a state of

65 Emily Wilson cites this scene as evidence for her characterization of the relationship between
Telemachus and Penelope as painful and conflicted (Wilson 2018, pg. 50). Further, this scene
seems to be Telemachus’ first (botched) attempt to assert himself as a grown man, as I will later

% <¢

show. For Telemachus’ “stunted development” early on and its remedy, see Christensen 2020,
chapter 2, “Treating Telemachus, Education and Learned Helplessness”, (pg. 47-69, 56
especially). Re: the conflict with Penelope in particular: “In a development typical of adolescence,

Telemachus rebels against his parent of the opposite sex in the absence of his father,” (pg. 62).

66 Sheffield, “Sexual Terrorism,” 1984.
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fear is not incidental. A pervasive, threatening environment is maintained via a spectrum of violent
behaviors, from rape at one end to catcalls at the other. The observations of abuse counselor Lundy
Bancroft support Sheffield’s idea. In Why Does He Do That?, Bancroft—who spent 15 years
counseling perpetrators of domestic abuse—states that abusers often rely on implicitly threatening
behavior to control their partners, which earns them a range of advantages within the family.®’
This is true even when these same abusers are known to use battery at other times, because implicit
threats are less work-intensive, harder for outsiders to identify, yet still effective. Any particular
behavior does not have to be overtly violent to reinforce the victim’s awareness of their own
physical and social vulnerability. Implicit threats engender compliance through fear just as overt
violence does. And in fact, Penelope is extremely vulnerable to the suitors, since they number over
a hundred, often throw things, and spend every day in her house drinking. Their presence is a threat
which pervades the environment of her home. So, scene 1.325f lends important context to

Penelope’s social behavior: she cannot directly oppose grown men.

She Does Not Like the Suitors
The key word here is ‘oppose.” Several scholars’ have claimed that Penelope’s true feelings
towards the suitors are unclear; however, she is openly contemptuous of them whenever she speaks
of them, both in private and in their presence.®® As she says pointedly to Eurymachus (21.331-3a):

“EvpOpoy’, ob mog Eotv £bKAelog Kot OTjOoV
gupevat ol 81 oikov dtpndlovieg ESovoty

67 Bancroft 2003, especially chapter 6, “The Abusive Man in Everyday Life.”

68 Rutherford 1992, pg. 37.
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avopoc aplotijog-”

“Eurymachus, no one can at all have a good reputation
throughout his deme who disgraces and consumes
the home of a noble man.”

Penelope can criticize the suitors’ behavior in their presence because strong criticism is permitted,
at least among elites, in Homeric society,®® and during the contest of the bow, the suitors are at
their most hopeful, and therefore least likely to lash out. And Penelope complains about them
repeatedly, even wishing Antinoos dead—although she leaves the death wishes for when he is out
of his earshot.”® What she cannot do is defy them, i.e. refuse to marry one of them. She cannot get
in their way, just as she could not tell Phemius to sing another song once Telemachus had told him

to continue. It is marriage that the suitors are after, not her good opinion.

%9 Hohendahl-Zoetelief 1980, chapter two: “Verbal Abuse.”

7017.492-5:

100 & (g ovv fkovoe mepippav Inveldneio
BAnuévov &v peydpm, HeT  dpo SpmTiow Eeutey:

“aif” obtwg avTov og Parot KAvtdToE0C ATOAAW®V.”

And when when observant Penelope heard about him
Being hit in the hall, she said among her enslaved women,

“I wish Apollo of the famous bow would shoot you in the same way!”
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The Suitors Want Her Social Status

Why, then, do the suitors want to marry Penelope? In an honor society, men’s honor is vulnerable
through ‘their’ women, such as wives and daughters, and William Thalmann has already shown
that Homeric society fits that description. Consequently, Odysseus’ honor is vulnerable through
Penelope.”* By marrying her, the suitors hope to symbolically overtake Odysseus in Ithacan
society’>—and perhaps take possession of some amount of his property, though the precise amount
is never made clear in the text.

This competition becomes explicit during the contest of the bow. The suitor Eurymachus
expresses anxiety about the comparison between himself and Odysseus when he and the other

suitors are unable to string Odysseus’ bow (21.249-255):

“® momot, f pot dyog mepi T odTod Kol TEPL TAVTOV-

oD Tt Yapov T0660VTOV AdVPOLAL, AYVOUEVOG TTEP-- 250
gilol kol dAlot ToAhoi Ayatides, al eV &v aTi

Aperodo 10dkm, ai 6° GAANcY ToAlecov--

AL €1 0N T0000VOE PBing Emdevéec eipev

avtiféov Odvetog, 6 T 00 duvauesdo TavdcoL

t6Eov- €leyyein O¢ kol éocouévolot TvhEécOat.” 255

“Oh good god, I’'m in pain for myself and all of you:

I’m not as much bothered about the marriage, although it’s upsetting; 250
There are many other Achaean women, some here in

Sea-surrounded Ithaca itself and some in other cities;

But if in fact we fall so short of the strength of

Godlike Odysseus that we can’t string

The bow; and this is a disgrace for future men to hear about.” 255

"l Thalmann 1998, chapter three: “Household, Honor, and the Violence of Competition.”

2 Thalmann 1998, chapter four: “The Contest at the Hearth: Family Values with a Vengeance.”
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Eurymachus had apparently failed to perceive, until this moment, the embarrassment he would
experience if he failed at a task Odysseus was famous for completing. Whether or not Odysseus is
there in the flesh, they are all still competing against his memory—which is fitting, given that the
prize is Odysseus’ wife. Eurymachus’ dim little lightbulb moment gives insight into his motives.
Marquardt argues that “the suitors, whatever their precise motives, are as much interested in
Penelope’s position at Ithaca as in herself,” but Eurymachus’ despair seems to support taking her
argument a step further: The suitors have far more interest in her position than in her person.”

This scene explains why Penelope is permitted to openly dislike the suitors, yet she cannot
send them away. If Penelope the human being is not what Eurymachus really wants, as he says,
then it matters less whether she likes him than it does whether she is willing to remarry.
Consequently, we must infer that this is the most important subject on which Penelope cannot
safely oppose the suitors. She cannot outright refuse them the status that marriage to her would
confer.

The status-driven masculine ideal depicted here is dangerous. Herman, in her foundational
essay “The Rape Culture,” argues that a rape culture is one which, in part, defines masculinity by
dominance and competitiveness, and rape by the devaluation of property rather than a violent
assault against a person.” | argue that these are criteria which apply both to the 20™ century
America Herman described and to Homeric society—the former is exemplified in Eurymachus’
speech. Thus, while it would be impolite for Penelope to oppose Telemachus, conflict with the

suitors is actually dangerous. There are over a hundred of them. They are frequently drunk, and

3 Marquardt 1985, pg. 36.

4 Herman 1989.
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rude, and occasionally plot murder. Men whose status has been threatened can be volatile,” and
Penelope is under incredible pressure not to provoke the suitors, because their very presence
implies the threat of gendered violence in a way that Telemachus’ does not. This is an unspoken
threat, an undercurrent, but it is real.

Reading Eurymachus’ outburst through the framework of a rape culture also clarifies the
possible repercussions for Penelope if she disappoints these men. It is the memory of Odysseus
against which the suitors compete, and they hope to overtake him via marriage to Penelope as
Thalmann has shown,’® but if such a pathway is found to be impassable, there is an alternative,

according to Dianne Herman:

Society’s view of rape was purely a matter of economics—of assets and liabilities. When a
married woman was raped, her husband was wronged, not her. If she was unmarried, her
father suffered since his investment depreciated. It was the monetary value of a woman which
determined the gravity of the crime. Because she had no personal rights under the law, her
own emotions simply didn’t matter. Because rape meant that precious merchandise was
irreparably damaged, the severity of the punishment was dependent on whether the victim
was a virgin. In some virgin rapes, biblical law ordered that the rapist marry the victim, since
she was now devalued property. The social status of the victim was also important, as a
woman of higher social status was more valuable.””

75> Consider, for instance, the phenomenon of family annihilation, covered in Ronson 2018; Manne
2018, pgs 121-6.

76 Thalmann 1998, Chapter three: “Household, Honor, and the Violence of Competition.”

" Herman 1989, pg. 22. For historical data on the penalties for the rapes of free vs enslaved women
in ancient Gortyn, see Cole 1984, pg. 108-9. As Herman contends, the penalty for the rape of a

free woman were higher than for that of an enslaved woman.
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Herman is speaking in legal terms here. A woman’s feelings about her own rape can matter in a
rape culture—punitive rape is a known phenomenon—Dbut her feelings are not what makes rape a
crime. It is a crime because of the damage it confers to a man’s “goods”, as we saw already in the
issue of spousal rape.” And in this case, Odysseus is the owner. Thus, if the suitors cannot surpass
Odysseus by taking possession of Penelope, they can get revenge against him (and her) by
devaluing her through rape.

Complicating this picture further is the fact that concepts and vocabulary reinforce one
another: in American English today, “rape” is a penetrative sexual assault against the victim’s will,
without their consent, or without their knowledge; this stands in contrast to the idea of illegal sex
Herman describes above. Our current usage of this word creates the concept of a particular class
of violence. However, languages with different vocabularies will understand the boundaries of

related abstract concepts quite differently. The boundaries between “rape”, “adultery”, “illegal

sex”, and so on, will vary.” For the sake of clarity, when I speak of rape, | use the term in the

78 It is for this same reason that the possible rape of the enslaved women of the household would
be considered a far less serious crime—if such women could be raped at all, according to the
dominant ideology (Srinivasan 2021, pg. 11-18). Though these women would of course be just as
emotionally affected by rape, they are of a lesser value to their enslaver than his wife, and so the
crime against him would be less serious. | will return to this point in the section on 20.1-30.
9 As Rosanna Omitowoju says of the Greek language in the Classical Period:

“In Greek there is no single word for rape. Interestingly it seems that the vocabulary of sex
and the vocabulary of aggression and offence are separate and need to be contextualised to

implicate each other, most noticeably in legal, formal and euphemistic language: in the obscene



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 38
sense of “unwelcome sexual contact”, regardless of what it would have been called (hubris, bia,
moicheia) by a speaker of ancient Greek.

If the suitors did rape Penelope, then in so doing they would diminish Odysseus’ place in
Ithacan society, and comparatively improve their own. Their act of violence would not tarnish

them as it would her because, as Thalmann writes of Homeric society:

The honor that is won or lost is that of the family, and in particular a woman who loses her
honor dishonors both her husband and her children, for honor or disgrace is inherited within
the family. For a man, on the other hand, sexual chastity is not highly prized. Seducing
another man’s wife both increases his honor, as a display of manliness in the form of sexual
potency, and dishonors the other man.&°

The suitors would not experience dishonor themselves for having sex with another man’s wife,
and though they would be at risk for retributive violence if Odysseus were ever to return, they do

not seem to see this as a possibility.??

language of comedy there is a greater degree of coincidence between the sexual and the aggressive,
but even there, non-obscene comic language does not necessarily unite the two. Yet the level of
contextualisation required to connect the two need not be profound. For instance bia, force, and
the related verbs biazo and biao, to force, on their own have no particularly sexual flavor; merely
to say, however that the object of bia is women, or women and children (or boys), changes the
connotation of the term significantly—it generally means rape.” (Omitowoju 2002, pg. 18; cf. Cole
1984.)

8 Thalmann 1998, pg. 118.

81 See Eurymachus’ outburst at 2.177-84a:
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Thus, for as long as the suitors believe there is the possibility they might come to marry
Penelope themselves, they have reason not to devalue her through sexual violence, but the situation
is entirely reversed should they lose hope. At that point, it is in the suitors’ best interests to attack
and depreciate the value of Odysseus’ asset. The above is not to argue, however, that all sexual

violence is rational or motivated by status. It is assuredly not, and attempts to rationalize individual

Tov & adt’ Evpopayog IToddov ndic dvtiov nida-
“ yépov, €18’ &y vV povTedeo 6oio1 TEKEGGLY
oikad’ v, UM mov TL KakOV TAcy®otv Omicom:
ToDTO & &y®d 6€0 TOAAOV AUElvVOV povTeELEGOOL.
Opvibec ¢ 1€ ToAhol VT’ avYag ELiolo

QOUTMC’, 00OE T€ TAVTES Evaiotuor: avtap Odveeeng
dAeTo THA, ©¢ kol oV KataedicOot cuv éketve

deelec!”

And Eurymachus son of Polybus spoke in response:

“Old man, come on. Go home and prophesy to

Your own kids, so they don’t do anything terrible to you next:
I’m far better than you to prophesy about these things.

And lots of birds pass under the light of the sun,

And they aren’t all significant; and Odysseus died

Far away, like I wish you did too

Along with him!”
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instances of assault are misguided, as such attempts often lead to the refrain, “he wouldn’t do that!”
with reference to something he most certainly did do. Nevertheless, in this particular narrative,
there are economic and social incentives at stake that must not be ignored. And Penelope is only
safe for as long as she can sustain the pretense that she might be willing to remarry at some point
in the distant future, but without transgressing her current marriage and damaging her “value” as
a wife. Her trick with the burial shroud is an attempt to present the illusion that no time is passing
and keep the suitors perpetually in their holding pattern.8? She may be well aware of the years

slipping by, but she must hope that the suitors are not.

A Note on “Women”

As we see in the case of Penelope, gendered vulnerability requires the constant calculation of

physical risk. However, Penelope’s noble status does afford her more protection than, for instance,

82 C.f. Clayton 2004, pg. 43-44, who reaches a similar point through a very different line of
argumentation: “Consider the effect of what Cavarero [1995] calls Penelope’s “non-time” on the
situation of the suitors: they remain in a virtual state of temporal suspension. Unable to marry
Penelope, unwilling to marry anyone else, they persist as unmarried ‘youths,” effectively halting
the time and change of biological and sociological progression (masculine constructs), as long as
Penelope continues to weave and unweave. The temporal limbo corresponds to Penelope’s
weaving-time as seen from a phallocentric perspective. However, when viewed from a feminine
perspective, i.e., when judged from within and on its own terms, Penelope’s non-time becomes the

equivalent of memory.”
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an enslaved woman, fragile though her high-status protection may be. Penelope is elite; she is rich

and noble. We might compare Andrea Dworkin’s description of the American white middle class:

As white, middle-class women, we lived in the house of the oppressor-of-us-all who
supported us as he abused us, dressed us as he exploited us, “treasured” us in payment for
the many functions we performed. We were the best-fed, best-kept, best-dressed, most
willing concubines the world had ever known. We had no dignity and no real freedom, but
we did have good health and long lives.2

The creature comforts of privileged women depend on the labor of others, and so too do Penelope's.
And in the Homeric world, that labor is provided by enslaved people.

“Women” cannot be understood as a coherent category in Homeric society without
accounting for class and race,®* because different identities experience violence differently and
must approach the issue with corresponding mitigation strategies, as work in intersectionality
studies by Kimberlé Crenshaw indicates.® Crenshaw based her work on her experiences visiting
battered women’s shelters in minority neighborhoods in L.A., where she saw first-hand that many
marginalized women were unable to access services or invoke their rights due to their race, primary

language, or immigration status.®® Though non-elite women of Homeric society encounter

8 Dworkin 2019, pg. 51.

84 For herders as an othered racial group in the Odyssey, see Murray 2021. Penelope is in a
privileged position by virtue of not only her free status but also her membership in the heroic race
that the Homeric epics exalt.

8 See, for instance, Crenshaw 1991. For more on racecraft in the Odyssey, see Murray, 2021.

8 Crenshaw 1991, pg. 1245.
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different barriers to safety than women of color in modern L.A., they still must navigate risks
differently than their free, elite counterparts.

Although the Iliad often glosses over the truth of Briseis’ position, for instance, she is not
Achilles’ wife.®” She, like other enslaved women, has no control over who has sexual access to her
body.# Thus, her focus must be on negotiating the terms of that access. The Iliad almost never

allows Briseis to speak, yet in the only speech the text does allow her, she expresses great sorrow

over her enslavement. Even as she mourns over Patroclus’ body, she says (19.285-300):8°

“000¢ pev 00dé W Eaokeg, 0T Avop” EUOV OKVC AYIAAEDG 295
gxtewvey, mépoev 0& mOA Beioto MvHvntog,

Khadew, GALG 1 Epackeg AytlAfiog Beioto

Kovpdinv dhoyov Ocev dEev T° Evi vuoiv

£€¢ ®Oinv, daioewv 8¢ yapov petd Mupuidoveoot.

T 6~ duotov KAaim tebvndta, peidyov aiel.”

“And no, when swift Achilles killed 295
my husband and sacked the city of godlike Mynes,
you wouldn’t let me cry, but you’d say you’d make me

87 Wright 2016, “The Wife of Achilles”, somehow manages to turn this fact into a tragedy for
Achilles rather than Briseis, although Achilles is presumably able to get married any time he so
chooses, and it is Patroclus who has pushed Achilles to consider marrying Briseis (19.295-9).

8 Though there were references to female slaves and sexual laborers using their feminine wiles to
outsmart men in Athenian legal rhetoric, these speeches are exclusively written and delivered by
men, so such characters could well be warped by male anxieties. Moreover, there are no such
characters anywhere in Homer. For more on the characterization of sex laborers in attic oratory,
see Glazebrook 2021.

89 Martin West, ed.
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the legal wife of godlike Achilles, and would lead me on ships
to Phthia and would celebrate my marriage among the Myrmidons.
Thus I weep endlessly for you, now dead; you were always kind.”

Briseis’ lament does not necessarily indicate that she has any genuine affection for Achilles (who
did, in fact, kill her husband, destroy her city, and enslave her). While we may perhaps infer from
Achilles’ speech in book 9 that he loves Briseis, we have no sound evidence that she feels the
same.?® And while Achilles may intend, one day, to marry Briseis, here in book 19 her status is
not secure. Regardless of whether she has any genuine affection for him—and enslaved persons
are often compelled to perform affection for their enslavers®*—the fact is that Achilles has the
ability to do whatever he likes to Briseis either way, and it is better for her to be a wife than
enslaved. She may still be viewed as Achilles’ sexual asset as his wife, according to sexual contract
theory, but her social standing could recover. Briseis mourns Patroclus at least in part because he
represented a hope for future security to her—one which is now gone.

Nor am I the first to read Briseis’ speech as primarily concerned with marital security. In Pat
Barker’s aptly titled 2018 novel The Silence of the Girls, Barker retells the Iliad in the first person
from Briseis’ point of view. Early on in the story, well before the death of Patroclus, Barker’s
version of Tecmessa encourages the newly enslaved Briseis to endear herself to Achilles (via

reproductive labor) in the hopes of becoming his wife:

Once or twice, Tecmessa really annoyed me with well-meant but irritating advice on how to
make the best of things. I should try to make Achilles love me, she said. “He’s not married,
you know, he’s only got one son, that’s nothing for a man in his position. He could’ve
married her, but he didn’t.” The son was called Pyrrhus, apparently, and Achilles hadn’t seen

% Some scholars seem not to consider her feelings on the matter at all, e.g. Wright 2016.

%1 Cushing 2021.
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him since he was a baby. The boy was being brought up by his mother’s family. “It’s not the

same,” she insisted. “It’s not like having a child and watching it grow up.” The message was

clear: there was a vacancy and I was a fool if I didn’t try to fill it.%?

We can see that Barker’s Tecmessa has already made the leap from enslaved woman to Ajax’s
legal wife. She wants to help her fellow women make that leap t00.% This is inconsistent with
evidence in Sophocles’ Ajax where Tecmessa is depicted as enslaved—her own statement vov &’
eipd 3o0AN, “but now I am a slave,” is unambiguous®—but Barker makes her explicitly freed in
the novel. Barker’s Tecmessa is a double; she represents a possible future for Briseis, and their
conversation foreshadows Briseis’ lament later on. Even though Barker’s Briseis openly hates

Achilles and refuses to assimilate to Greek culture, she still laments after the death of Patroclus.

Penelope Feels Attacked

Thus, in the Homeric world, marriage is a kind of physical and social protection, but Penelope is
stuck with Schroedinger’s husband. As long as Odysseus might plausibly remain alive, she lives
in an uncertain social position. The suitors are consequently stuck in a perpetual holding pattern,

on the brink of deciding what to do, and Penelope is determined to keep them in stasis. If her

92 Barker 2018, pg. 82.

9 For further reading on the enslaved women of the Odyssey and their exploitation by the suitors,
see Murray 2021.

% Sophocles Ajax, 489a. See also 210, Aéyoc Sovpidlmtov; but conversely she is also called Ajax’s

widow, ynpav, 658.


http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=nu%3Dn&la=greek&can=nu%3Dn0&prior=*frugw=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%271&prior=nu=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ei%29mi%5C&la=greek&can=ei%29mi%5C0&prior=d%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dou%2Flh&la=greek&can=dou%2Flh0&prior=ei)mi%5C
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husband has died, she may be socially permitted to remarry,® but even if he still lives, he is
nowhere to be seen. He cannot protect her. Her only tool to fend off the suitors—his enduring
reputation—is also a liability, as | have shown.

The text makes clear that Penelope feels endangered in her own home. The lion simile in
book four, which is the only time a lion is the victim of an attack in the Odyssey, illustrates her

state of mind (4.787-93):

‘H & dnepoip odd mepippov IInverdneio

KeIT dp’ dottog, dmactog £dMTHog NOE TOTHTOG,

oppoaivovs’ 1 ot Bdvatov eOyot viog Apdu®V,

N 6y’ Ond pvnotiipoy Hreperdloict dapein. 790
6cca 6¢ pepunpiée Awv avopav &v opilm

deloag, 6nmdte pv dOAI0V TEPL KOKAOV (y®at,

16660 pv Opuaivovcav EmMivde vidvpog Hmvog:

And there upstairs clever Penelope

Lay without supper, abstaining from food and drink,

Wondering whether her noble son would escape death,

Or be overcome by the arrogant suitors. 790
And just as a lion thinks in a mob of men,

Afraid, when they lead him into an ambush,

So she was worrying when sweet sleep came over her.

This simile portrays Penelope as a lion, a heroic animal, but she feels trapped, ambushed. She is a
powerful figure—Ilions are often compared to warriors in battle—yet she is imperiled because she

is outnumbered. Moreover, we are told that she feels this way unambiguously because of the

% And to guess incorrectly on this point would be disastrous—cf. Hester Prynne.
% Magrath 1982, pg. 206. It is also unusual to see this image used for a woman, Foley 1978; Pache

2016.
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suitors’ plot against Telemachus, to which she reacts as if it were a threat to her own safety.
Nevertheless, she feels unable to stop them, no matter how destructively they behave towards

herself and her loved ones. She is surrounded in her own home.

She Manipulates

However, though Penelope cannot oppose the men around her directly, she has clearly learned to
protect her interests through other means, as we first learn in 2.85f, Antinoos’ speech about the
burial shroud trick. Penelope’s response to conflict can be summed up by her mother’s wedding

toast, as imagined by Margaret Atwood:

Water does not resist. Water flows. When you plunge your hand into it, all you feel is a
caress. Water is not a solid wall, it will not stop you. But water always goes where it wants
to go, and nothing in the end can stand against it. Water is patient. Dripping water wears
away a stone. Remember that, my child. Remember you are half water. If you can’t go
through an obstacle, go around it. Water does.®’

According to Atwood’s reading, Penelope’s lack of resistance is a facade she must maintain, but
she never forgets her own goals. Despite the dangerous situation in the palace and her internalized
fear of confrontation, she has taken to manipulating the suitors to delay them rather than ever turn
them down, which could trigger their anger. If the risk calculation indicates that a ‘No’ will be

unwelcome, sometimes ‘Later’ is the only option.

97 Atwood 2005. Pg. 34.
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To return to a modern American landscape for the sake of illustration, imagine that you are
a woman alone waiting for a bus, and a man approaches you. He is much bigger than you are. You
hint a few times that you are not interested, but instead of backing off, he seems annoyed. The way
he stands over you is frightening. You are not sure whether he would actually hurt you, but he
would not be the first man to grab you in the street. He asks for your number, and there is something
accusatory in his expression. You have three options.

1. You could refuse, but he already seems volatile.

2. You could give him a fake number, but you run the risk that he texts you now to check it.
3. You could comply.

So, you smile and give him your real number. He does text you, standing right there, to check if
the number is fake. He does not seem bothered by the level of open distrust between the two of
you, which would be odd, but you are used to it. You text him back a smiley face to prove that you
got his message. He seems to relax and eventually leaves. Later that night after you have gotten
home, he sends you something obscene. With some distance, it is safe to be honest, so you text
back that you are not interested. He sends back a stream of insults, calls you a tease, says you led
him on by giving him the number. You block him.

Antinoos acts similarly when he reports how Penelope tricked the suitors into thinking she
did intend to remarry once she had finished weaving Laertes’ burial shroud. Much as in the story
above, Penelope attempts to buy herself time through deception, and the report of her delay-tactic
appears multiple times in the Odyssey, at 2.85f, 19.123f, and 24.125f. However, we learn that
Penelope could not prevent the fallout indefinitely. In his account, Antinoos essentially calls
Penelope a tease while reporting her ruse to Telemachus during an assembly (2.87-92).

‘601 0" 00 TL pvnotiipeg Ayoudv aitiol gioy,
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GAAGL QIAN PN, 7] TOL TEPL KEPSED OIdEY.

H0n yap tpitov éotiv &10g, TéyY0 & €lot TETOPTOV,

8E o0 dtéuPet Oopov &vi ot0esoy Ayoidv. 90
mhvtog pév p° EAmeL, Kol VTioYETOL AVOPL EKAGTO

ayyelog mpoieica: voog 6€ ot A pevowva.’

“For your information: the Achaean suitors aren’t to blame at all,

but your dear mother, who is excessively clever.

For this is the third year already, and soon it’ll be the fourth,

since she cheated the heart in the chest of the Achaeans. 90
She encourages everyone and makes promises to each man,

sending messages, but her mind wants other things.”

Antinoos’ anger is right at the surface here, and therefore so is the threat of violence. Since
Penelope did not have the ability to safely turn him and the rest of the suitors down, all of her
encouragements were coerced.®® It is quite possible that Penelope gave special messages to each
man to keep him pacified; by Penelope’s own admission in her version of this story in book 19,
she gave them all some cause to hope, since she did tell them she would remarry once finished.
Antinoos tries to hold her accountable for leading them all on, as if she enjoyed this compulsory
flirtation. But as we have seen, her safety depends on their hope. Her real feelings are made clear
through her actions: She could not refuse, so she delayed, and in doing so, she deferred the risk of
sexual violence another day.

Though scholars seem to have ignored the insidious dynamic between Penelope and the
suitors, Atwood has the ghost of Antinoos finally acknowledge the danger he posed when the ghost

of Penelope confronts him in the underworld:

‘We wanted the treasure trove, naturally,’ he said. ‘Not to mention the kingdom.’ This time
he had the impudence to laugh outright. ‘What young man wouldn’t want to marry a rich

% | will later return to the issue of Penelope’s messages to the suitors.
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and famous widow? Widows are supposed to be consumed with lust, especially if their
husbands have been missing or dead for such a long time, as yours was. You weren’t
exactly a Helen, but we could have dealt with that. The darkness conceals much! All the

better that you were twenty years older than us—you’d die first, perhaps with a little

help...”®

So we can imagine that Penelope had quite a few reasons to distrust the suitors, even if she could
not risk saying, as Butler once put it, “Well, Antinous, whoever else I marry, you may make your
mind easy that it will not be you.”0°

By placing the first iteration of the burial shroud story in book two, the text demonstrates
early on that Penelope is capable of deceiving those around her. Nor will the text let us forget,
given that this story appears twice more. We must understand that Penelope is an excellent liar
who knows how to protect herself from the suitors with the limited tools available, operating in a

society that is hostile to her free expression. This is a corrosive, self-denying way to live, but so

far, it has kept her safe.

Summary

Generations of scholars have attempted to find the source of perceived inconsistencies in
Penelope’s characterization in the Odyssey. However, in this dissertation, | argue that before we
attempt to determine the origins of the text’s faults, we must consider whether there is a satisfactory

diegetic explanation for problems. In the case of Penelope, there is.

% Atwood 2005, pg. 79.

100 Butler 1897, pg. 130.
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At the start of the Odyssey, Penelope has been holding off the suitors for years, living in a
palace where she is the de facto head of household. Both her husband and father-in-law are
elsewhere, her mother-in-law is dead, and her son has been living in protracted adolescence up to
this point. As basileia, she represents a powerful position in the community, and that is why the
suitors want to marry her: to usurp the absent Odysseus’ social status as basileus.

Penelope’s social status is a liability—it is the reason the suitors harass her in the first
place—but it is also a tool. She knows that it is in their best interests not to sexually assault her if
they may one day marry her and take her on as an asset, according to the logic of rape culture.
However, if they realize she will not remarry, the suitors might decide to assault her and damage
her value as Odysseus’ asset, thereby improving their own comparative position in the Ithacan
hierarchy. It is clear from the suitors’ treatment of Telemachus and general comportment that they
are not above extreme violence. Thus, she keeps the suitors uncertain as to whether or not she is
willing to remarry out of fear. She carefully gives them just enough hope to keep them pacified.
However, her consistent delays and her vocal disapproval of the suitors’ behavior speak to her true
feelings. The suitors disgust her, and she has no intention of following through on marrying one
of them if she can avoid it. This is how the apparent contradictions in her behavior arose. She is
not inconsistent in her psychology; she is playing a delicate social game on which her safety
depends.

| want to stress that this explanation for Penelope’s behavior toward the suitors, fear, is
compatible with true loyalty to Odysseus. She misses her husband terribly and hates the suitors—
and, by protecting herself from them, she is serving her husband’s interests. By Homeric standards,
Penelope is a faithful and prudent wife who navigates a difficult situation as well as can be done.

Joel Christensen has rightly argued that Penelope’s loyalty, and its resultant grief at her husband’s
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absence, serves to further Odysseus’ plot: the greater her grief, the more triumphant his return.%
Nevertheless, her desire to see her husband return is a natural human response to loss, and we
ought to take it seriously for its own sake.

The next chapters of this dissertation will therefore center Penelope’s emotional state as an
individual, rather than reading her primarily as an extension of, or resource for, the men around
her. Chapter one will examine the setup for her character in the Telemachy. Chapter two will cover
the wanderings, and what happens in the leadup to Odysseus’ return. Chapter three will cover
Penelope’s character in the final books of the Odyssey, as well as the other women of the Laertid

household.

101 See Christensen 2020, Chapter 7: “Penelope’s Subordinated Agency”, pg. 175-202.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE SETUP

I have just argued that Penelope’s psychology is coherent: that it is possible to reconstruct what
she wants once we consider the threat that the suitors pose to her, and her desires remain consistent
throughout the narrative. The next section of this dissertation will provide a full timeline of
everything Penelope says and does, as well as any extended reports about her by others, in order
to demonstrate that all her actions fit within my interpretative framework. In doing so, I will
reference other theories on Penclope’s behavior as they become relevant and give them due
consideration.

It is no surprise that so many have found Penelope to be an enigma. Her circumstances
force her to keep other characters uncertain as to her true motivations. The same is true for
Odysseus, but in his case, we the audience are allowed into his mind. His extended conversation
with Athena in book thirteen will lay out his motives for the second half of the narrative in some
detail, but Penelope has no similar opportunities to explain herself. Consequently, Penelope’s
character is puzzling to us for much of the Odyssey, as the various readings of her character
demonstrate. The text leaves some questions about the motivation behind her behavior open until

the end.
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Thus, Penelope keeps us in suspense, and a flurry of monographs from the 1990s consider

this to be the essential point of her character.1%> As Felson writes:

The perspectives on Penelope as object create multiple images of her for the listener; yet
only the image of the faithful wife survives into the end.... Other images—the coy tease,
the enchantress, the unreliable mother, the adulteress, the hardhearted wife—are ultimately
contradicted. Nevertheless, the possible plots these images generate, like FRIGIDITY
AND TEASE or DALLIANCE AND ADULTERY, complicate the epic and contribute to
its rich texture. 1%

Felson wants these various images to persist for as long as possible; she goes on to argue that by
“pin[ning her] down” and “too soon, narrow[ing] Penelope’s plot types to a single one”, readers
“lose out on interpretive pleasures”.2% Marilyn Katz takes this line of thought a step further. She
writes that Penelope’s unknowability must be her role within the story: she is meant to keep us,

the audience guessing, rather than or as well as the suitors.

My interpretation of Penelope in the Odyssey requires that [contradictions] be left
unresolved.... I argue that the interpretive issue in the poem is constituted by the
disjunction between the two conflicting directions of narrative action, and that this
discordance itself should be regarded as meaningful. It operates in my view as the means
for thematizing the relation between disguise and truth, and thus calling into question, the
reality of reality...1%

102 Felson 1994; Katz 1991; Murhaghan 1994,
103 Felson 1994, pg. 3. Emphasis original.
104 Felson 1994, pg. 4, 5, 5.

105 Katz 1991, pg. 10.
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In Katz’s point of view, Penelope is indeterminacy personified; she embodies the themes of
disguise and uncertainty. Katz does not want Penelope to have only one consistent character.

The general trend seen in Felson and Katz, among others, has set the tone for scholarship
on Penelope ever since. Barbara Clayton speaks favorably of Felson’s work in her 2004
monograph on Penelope.% Michelle Zerba, in her 2009 article, “What Penelope Knew: Doubt and
Scepticism in the Odyssey,” accepts indeterminacy as a hecessary premise for her argument,” as
does Emily Wilson wholeheartedly, writing in the introduction to her 2018 translation of the
Odyssey, “Penelope’s desires and motivations are defined as unknown.” 1% And recently, Emily
Hauser bases her own argument on this premise in her 2020 article, “Putting an End to the Song:
Penelope, Odysseus, and Teleologies of the Odyssey”.1%

However, this scholarly trend leaves something to be desired. Felson and Katz’s readings
reduce Penelope’s character to an optical illusion—Dboth a loyal wife to Odysseus and a potential
sexual partner for the suitors at the same time. | shall from here on out refer to this view as the

Rabbit-Duck reading of Penelope.tt?

106 Clayton 2004, pgs. 40-41.
107 Zerba 2009.

108 Wilson 2018, pg. 48.

109 Hauser 2020.

110 «“kaninchen und Ente,” in Fliegende Bléatter, 23 October 1892.
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I have chosen this term in reference to an optical illusion of a rabbit/duck which first appeared in
Fliegende Blatter over a century ago. The image has survived in popular consciousness due to its
success as a multistable image, or an ambiguous image with multiple readings.'** Some readers
may see the duck first, or the rabbit first, but the image favors neither reading above the other.
Both are correct. Similarly, the Rabbit-Duck theory of Penelope would have us take multiple
readings of her character as simultaneously correct.

The Rabbit-Duck reading parallels the perspective of the men who surveil Penelope; for
comparison, consider how Antinoos talks about her in book two, attempting to see her as both
frigid and inviting at the same time, in order to justify his continued presence at the palace.!'?
Unfortunately, this reading cares more about how Penelope appears to others than how she might

understand herself—though Felson does make reference to Penelope’s “psychological

111 See Mitchell 1994, pg. 45-57.

1122.87-92.
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coherence”,!'® her emphasis on the “images” of her character in others’ eyes seems to disavow the
relevance of her own self-concept.'** The Rabbit-Duck reading is therefore, to use Martha
Nussbaum’s phrase, a “denial of subjectivity”, or a perspective which “treats the object as
something whose experiences and feelings (if any) need not be taken into account.”!® In this
reading, Penelope fundamentally is whatever she seems to be to others. The Rabbit-Duck reading
is therefore an objectifying approach to making sense of her character.

| prefer to read Penelope as an agent rather than object. I will not attempt to keep alternate
readings of Penelope available, but to eliminate potential plot lines as it becomes reasonable to do
s0. Many of the potential motivations that have been ascribed to Penelope are implausible in the
context of a rape culture, for example. By eliminating impossible or implausible interpretations,
we may reveal aspects of Penelope’s character that have gone unnoticed in these previous
approaches. We shall read her as a character who navigates a challenging environment with
purpose, rather than as a shimmering mirage.

Let us assume that any plot outcome is possible at the beginning of the Odyssey. This is an
uncertain assumption; though myth does allow for polymorphic reworkings of familiar stories,
there are consistent story beats from version to version. But, for the sake of discussion, let us posit
an innocent listener who believes that Homer is willing to take a very free hand with their source
material, that the plot could resolve itself in any way. Our listener is anxiously awaiting clues for

how the narrative will unfold.

113 Felson 1994, pg. 19.
114 Felson 1994, pg. 3

115 Nusshaum 1995, pg. 257.
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Felson helpfully compiles a list of six “wife-focalized” nostos plots that Penelope could
follow, along with other characters from Homer (whether fully depicted or merely mentioned) who
actually enact each plot.*'® I have sorted each of Felson’s six plot types into one of three
overarching categories, with respect to the effect they would have on Penelope’s preexisting

marriage to Odysseus:

Penelope forsakes her marriage fully: Homeric model (if any):
1. Marriage to suitor®’ Klytemnestra
2. Seduction by a foreigner'*® Helen
3. Seduction by a god Alkmene
Penelope wavers (no consummation):
4. Dalliance and courtship Nausicaa
5. Bride of death Daughters of Pandareus

Penelope remains fully faithful:
6. Disdain and cunning tricks!!®

| have chosen to interpret these six in the following ways:

116 Felson 1994, ix.

117 We might alternately term this “Seduction by suitor,” depending on whether Penelope or the
suitor in question are represented as more responsible—compare, for instance how Zeus condemns
Aegisthos at 1.32-43.

118 Felson speculates that Penelope may feel a strange attraction to the beggar and hope that he will
win her hand in the archery contest (pg. 17) although a “conspiracy of silency” [sic] prevents her
from from recognizing him prematurely (pg. 15).

119 Felson 1994, ix. NB: Felson uses different terminology in chapter two, “Weaver,” where she
notes only four plot types focalized through Penelope. | have chosen to use and adapt the six types

mentioned in the preface for the sake of thoroughness.



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 58

Penelope betrays Odysseus and marries a suitor, like Klytemnestra

Penelope betrays Odysseus and sleeps with a foreigner, like Helen

Penelope sleeps with or is raped by a god and bears his child, like Alkmene

Penelope has a playful flirtation with another man, but never consummates the relationship,

like Nausicaa'?®

5. Penelope agrees to marry again, but dies before the wedding can take place, like the
daughters of Pandareus

6. Penelope disdains all but her husband and avoids remarriage through her cleverness

Mo

If Felson is correct that these six alternatives exhaust the possible ways the situation at Ithaca as
presented at the beginning of the Odyssey could theoretically resolve, then it is our job to pay
attention to which plots Penelope’s actions actually suggest during the course of the narrative,
rather than give all possibilities equal weight.

In most of the plot types above, where Penelope at least contemplates remarriage, she must

either:

A. consider someone other than Odysseus to be a legitimate/desirable prospect for marriage,
or
B. believe that she has no other choice than to remarry, because she cannot delay any longer.

In other words, she must either want or need to remarry. Consequently, if the text indicates she
neither wants nor needs to do so, most of the plot types but “disdain and cunning tricks” are ruled
out (plot 3 is unaffected by this variable, but although it is technically available, it is never raised

as a possibility in the text as we have it). Therefore, the most important interpretive criteria are:

120 1n the case of Nausicaa, it is ultimately Odysseus who ends the flirtation, and one does not
imagine the suitors doing the same given the opportunity with Penelope. However, this is Felson-

Rubin’s example, and we shall suspend judgment for now.
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whether Penelope shows what we might regard as a sincere interest in any person other than
Odysseus; and whether she has the ability to continue holding off the suitors. So, we must now
watch Penelope, and winnow options down. Thus, during the timeline of every scene in which
Penelope is present or discussed at length, I will consider which plot lines the poet opens, closes,
and how they do so.

Because of the structure of the Odyssey, Penelope appears only at the beginning and end
of the poem. She does not appear in books 5-15, although others give reports of her activities to
Odysseus from time to time. The second hand reports Homer provides are meaningful, but they
are not conclusive evidence about Penelope, as other characters in the narrative will have their
own various motivations, biases, and blind spots. Consequently, the first four books of the Odyssey
must establish Penelope’s character and set expectations for Odysseus’ nostos. Any interpretations
left open at the end of book four will remain open well beyond the halfway point of the poem.

There are four scenes in the Telemachy in which Penelope appears, and several others in
which she is mentioned by other characters who may or may not give us honest and accurate

information. What, then, does the poet sing first?

HEARSAY: TELEMACHUS TO ATHENA

The first words our innocent listener will hear about Penelope come from Telemachus. When
Athena shows up in disguise as Mentes, Telemachus tells him two things about his mother. First,

that he doubts her report of his paternity,*?! and second, that she has not sent the suitors away, “n

121 Odyssey 1.215-6.


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=h%28&la=greek&can=h%280&prior=oi)=kon
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99 ¢¢

&’ 00T dpveltol oTLYEPOV YaUOV 0UTE TEAELTNV / Totf|ocan duvatal,” “and she doesn’t refuse hateful
marriage nor can she make it stop.”*?? So, Telemachus seems on some level to blame his own
mother for the suitors’ presence in his home. There is one ambiguous detail: though Penelope

“does not” refuse, she “cannot”, oute dunatai, make them leave. Telemachus implies that Penelope

122 Odyssey 1.249-50. The phrasing of oute teleutéen poiésai dunatai literally means she cannot
create an end, thus, “bring matters to a conclusion,” (Cunliffe 1953, pg. 376). However, the precise
nature of that “conclusion” is debated.

Cunliffe interprets these lines to mean, in context, “get rid of the suitors,” (pg. 376).
Penelope cannot end the process of courting, i.e. make the suitors stop what they are doing and go
home. However, in addition to simply “end,” teleuté can also be the goal or purpose of a process.
Autenrieth selects as typical Il. 9.625-6: “ov ydap pot doxéer povbolo televt / THoE ¥ 0OQ
Kkpavéeabor”, where the embassy to Achilles will not accomplish its purpose of recruiting him to
rejoin the battle (1958, pg. 266). The purpose of courting is marriage, so the LSJ reads Od. 1.249,
to mean krainein teleuten gamou (LSJ 1892, pg. 1614). Thus, LSJ indicates that Telemachus is
saying, My mother cannot bring about a marriage.

Contextually, the LSJ’s reading does not work. Telemachus says that Penelope cannot, oute
dunatai, make an end, not that she will not do so. Given that Penelope is perfectly capable of
getting remarried, these lines cannot reasonably mean, Penelope cannot end the courtship in
marriage. The LSJ’s reading relies too much on the model of other instances of teleute and too
little on the situation at hand. The Cunliffe reading, that Penelope cannot stop the courting process
in its tracks and without the suitors’ desired resolution, is therefore preferable. She cannot make

them leave as bachelors.


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%273&prior=h(
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29%2Ft%27&la=greek&can=ou%29%2Ft%270&prior=d%27
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29rnei%3Dtai&la=greek&can=a%29rnei%3Dtai0&prior=ou)/t%27
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=stugero%5Cn&la=greek&can=stugero%5Cn0&prior=a)rnei=tai
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ga%2Fmon&la=greek&can=ga%2Fmon0&prior=stugero%5Cn
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29%2Fte&la=greek&can=ou%29%2Fte0&prior=ga/mon
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=teleuth%5Cn&la=greek&can=teleuth%5Cn0&prior=ou)/te
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=poih%3Dsai&la=greek&can=poih%3Dsai0&prior=teleuth%5Cn
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=du%2Fnatai&la=greek&can=du%2Fnatai0&prior=poih=sai
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may not have full control over the situation. How he knows this is unclear; perhaps she has tried
to make the suitors leave, but nothing short of swearing she will never remarry would get them
out—which she will not do, for some reason. However, Telemachus does not elaborate here, and
from his two statements taken together, our reasonable listener might expect some version of a
Klytemnestra figure out of Penelope. The plots “marriage to suitor” and “dalliance and courtship”
are now in play.

The disguised Athena does not acknowledge Telemachus’ doubt but gives him the correct

protocol if Penelope is in fact interested in one of her suitors (1.274-8):

“uvnotipog pev Emi opétepa okidovachor dvayot,

untépa 0 —=el ol Bupdg Epoppdtot yopéeshat, 275
ay it € uéyapov Tatpog péya duvouévolo:

o1 6¢ ydpov 1ev&ovaot kal apTuvEOLGLY E€dvVal

TOAAL LAA, 6Gca Eotke pIANG €mi Tandog EmecOar.”

“First, order the suitors to disperse to their own homes,
Then your mother, if her heart yearns to be married,

Go back to her mighty father’s great palace;

And they will arrange the marriage and prepare

A large dowry, as much as is right to follow a dear child.”

Athena presents this as the standard procedure for marriages: the father makes the preparations

and provides the dowry.'? So, if Penelope does want to remarry, there is a set course of action for

123 For background on the dowry/bride-price controversy, see Perysinakis 1991, Franco 2012, pg.
54-55. However, | shall not wade into that debate. The question as to whether it would have been
the standard procedure for a father to provide a dowry, for a husband to offer a bride price, or for

a mutual exchange of gifts is not relevant to my argument. What matters here is that a procedure
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her to take. Thus, the poet has established what behavior we ought to expect from Penelope if the

narrative follows “marriage to suitor” (motivated by love/seduction).

SCENE 1: THE ARGUMENT WITH TELEMACHUS

It is not long before Penelope herself arrives on the scene, here in the palace, and apparently
making no preparations to go back to her father’s house. She descends into the megaron, and the

audience gets their first glimpse of her (1.326-35).

Toio1 &’ do10¢ dede meptkAvtdg, ol 0¢ GLom
ot dxodovieg: 6 & Ayaidv vOGToV GEdE
Aoypodv, ov €k Tpoing éneteilato TTaAlag AGMvn.
Tod & vVepwidbev ppeci cuVOeTO BEGTIV GlO1OTV
kovpn Tkapioto, mepippwv [nverdneia-

KMpaka 8™ VymAny katePrceto olo d6poto,

oVK oin, Guo Tf Y& Kol dueimrorot 80 €movro.

N 0" dte ON pvnotipog AeikeTo dia yovaik®dv,
oTh pa Tapd oTadpUoV Téyeog THKA TOMTOT0
VIO TOPELAMY GYOUEVT AMTTapa KpHosUva:
apeinorog 6” Gpa ol kedvN EkdtepOe TOPESTN.

The renowned singer was singing among them, and in silence
They sat listening; and he was singing of the Achaeans’ return,
mournful thing, which Pallas Athena laid upon them from Troy.
And from upstairs the daughter of Ikarios took heed

Of the holy song, observant Penelope;

And she went down the lofty ladder of her house,

Not alone, but two attendants also followed along with her.
And when she, divine among women, reached the suitors,

She stood beside a pillar of the strongly built roof,

has been laid out which the characters of the Odyssey could follow, not the details or historicity of

that procedure.
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Keeping her shining veil over her face;
And then a trusty attendant stood on each side of her.

First, Penelope is upstairs, away from the suitors, in what is traditionally the women’s space. She
leaves the upper room on a specific errand for which she must go near the suitors in the megaron,
meaning she must walk past over a hundred drunk young men.'>* When she takes her stand, she
does not address them. Her body language is defensive and stiff. The three details we are given—
that she stands next to a pillar rather than out in the open, wears a veil,'? and keeps an attendant
on either side as chaperones—emphasize that she keeps herself apart from the throng of men. If
our listener is looking for reasons to judge Penelope following Telemachus’s aspersions, there is
little in her appearance that they can convict of being inappropriate.'?® She has entered into a man’s
space uninvited, as women in classical Athenian society did not seem to do, but she is well
chaperoned,*?” as the poet emphasizes. In fact, she stays insulated from the action of the room as
much as possible. This is sensible; beyond the physical threat that a group of men naturally pose
to a woman alone, should there even be any hint of impropriety, it is her reputation that will suffer,

not the suitors’.128

124 For more on the megaron as a public space in the Odyssey, see Fletcher 2008.

125 For an account of veiling practices in the iconographic evidence, see Llewellyn-Jones 2003.
126 Felson 1994, pg. 22.

127 |_ateiner 1992, pg. 150.

128 Thalmann 1998, pg. 118. For more on victim blaming as a common misogynistic tendency, see

Manne 2018, especially “Chapter 6: Exonerating Men”, pgs. 177-219, and “Chapter 7: Suspecting
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Penelope then addresses Phemios, the bard (1.336-44).

dakpvcaca O Emetta mpoonvda Oelov Ao1doV:

“@Dnue, TOAL Yop dAAa Ppotdy Bedktipio 01dag,

Epy’ avopdV te BedV TE, TA TE KAEIOLGY AO1001,

TOV &V Y€ 6PV GEWDE TAPNUEVOG, Ol O GLOTT

0lvoV TVOVTOV: TG & dmomade’ Gotdiic 340
Aoypiic, §j T€ pot aiel €vi otBecot gilov kijp

teipet, €mel pe pdlota kabiketo névlog dAactov:

TOiNV Yap KeQoAV mobém pepvnuévn aiel

avopdg, Tod kKAE0G e0pL Kb  ‘EALGSQ kol pécov Apyog.”

And crying she then addressed the holy singer:

“Phemios, since you know many other spells for mortals,

The deeds of gods and men, which singers make famous;

Sit and sing one of those to them, and let them drink wine

In silence; but stop this sad song, 340
Which always hurts the dear heart in my chest,

Since constant pain touches me most of all.

For when | remember | always miss that dear face,

Of the man whose fame is throughout Hellas and central Argos.”

In Penelope’s first direct speech, she tells Phemius that grief and longing for her husband are still
overwhelming—so much so that Phemius’ song about the return of the Achaecan warriors is
unbearable. His absence is a source of constant, GAaotov, pain (342), suggesting a real depth of
feeling for her spouse. One does not imagine Klytemnestra so distraught over the absence of
Agamemnon. Moreover, since the suitors must be within earshot, our listener will understand that
Penelope is willing to talk about her absent husband in front of them. Nothing about this scene

suggests flirtation.

Victims”, pgs. 220-248; and Solnit 2014, especially “Cassandra Among the Creeps,” 103-117,

Herman 1989, pg. 20.
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With this image of the character established, Homer then dismisses Penelope from the
megaron in lines 345-64. Notably, they use Telemachus to do so. In the young man’s first big

moment since Athena told him to grow up,*?® Telemachus cuts her off (1.345-64).

Trv 8™ ab TnAépayog memvopévog dvtiov ndda- 345
“untep Eun, i T Gpa eOBovEELg Epinpov ooV

Tépmey Ommn o1 voog dpvutat; ob v T dotdol

aitiot, AAAG Tobt Zevg aitiog, 8¢ 1e didwotv

avopacty ahenotioty, dnmc £0EANoY, EKAGTO.

T00TO & 00 VEUESIS AovadV KaKOV 0ltov Aeidstv: 350
v yap 6odnvi pdikov émkieiovs” &vOpwmot,

] TIC AKOVOVTEGGL VEWTATN AUOTEANTOL.

001 6’ €mroApdro kpadin Kai Bupog dxovev:

00 yap ‘OdVGGEDG 010¢ ATOAEGE VOGTILOV TILLOpP

&v Tpoin, moAroi 6¢ kai dAAOL pdTEG HAOVTO. 355
G €ic oikov iodoo té 6” avtiic Epyo kOmle,

1oTOV T NAaKATNV TE, Kol AUPUTOAOIGL KEAEVE

gpyov énoiyecOart. pvbog & dvopesct peAnoet

oL, poAota 6 Epoi- Tod yap Kpdtog €01 vi oik®.”

‘H pév Boupioaco méiv oikdvde PePrket- 360
Tad0¢ yop ubbov memvopévov EvBeto Buud.

€6 0" mep®d’ avapaca cuV ApEITOLOIot YOVouEl

KAaiev Enert’ ‘Odvotja pilov mocy, depa ol Hvov

Novv ént Prepdpoict Bare yAavkdmg AONvn.

But immediately clever Telemachus addressed her: 345

“Mother, why do you begrudge the faithful singer for delighting

In whatever way his mind stirs? Now, singers aren’t

Responsible, but Zeus probably is, who gives

Whatever he wants to hardworking men, each one.

There’s no reason to resent him for singing the awful fate of the Danaans.
People will praise the song even more,

Whichever newest one wafts around the listeners.

129 1.296-302.

130 For the implications of this word in this unusual sedes, see Sansom 2021.
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Let your heart and soul endure listening,

Since Odysseus alone didn’t lose his homecoming day

In Troy, but many other men were lost. 355
But go home and get to your work,

Your loom and distaff, and order your attendants

To get to their work; talk is all men’s business,

Especially mine, who am in charge in the home.”

And she, shaken, went back to her space, 360
For she took her child’s well-reasoned speech to heart.

And after going back upstairs with her attendants

She cried for her dear husband Odysseus, until

Glancing-eyed Athena cast sweet sleep on her eyelids.

Telemachus is asserting his role as a male authority, especially in lines 358-9, and the male
prerogative as the primary audience of bardic performance.®*! In doing so, he maneuvers out of
the category of non-threatening dependents in the household and into the category of grown men
whom women must obey. From Penelope’s surprise in line 360, it is clear that this is the first time
Telemachus has seized control. She presumably has had authority over the household during
Telemachus’ childhood, being the only adult member of the family in residence since the death of
Antikleia and withdrawal of Laertes.'3? But this is only by virtue of a power vacuum, because the
man to whom she is subject is gone.'3 If Telemachus takes an adult role in the household, she

loses that authority. Given Telemachus’ apparent distrust of his mother, her loss of control over

131 Doherty 1992, especially 165-7.

132 In this way, she takes on a more masculine role during her husband’s absence, as discussed in
Foley 1978.

133 For a full discussion of a woman’s position relative to her husband in the household economy,

see Pateman 1988, especially “5: Wives, Slaves and Wage Slaves,” pgs. 116-153.
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the household must be jarring to her, but she nonetheless concedes without arguing. She returns to
the women’s quarters and cries until she falls asleep.

The first image of Penelope is of a widow who still misses her husband terribly; behaves
modestly, possibly even fearfully, in the presence of young, single men; is starting to realize that
her son is attempting to take over as head of household; and backs down when confronted. None
of this seems to fit well with “dalliance and courtship” or “marriage to suitor” (because of

love/seduction) as we might have expected. Therefore, “disdain and cunning tricks,” is now also

in play.

HEARSAY: ANTINOOS AT THE COUNCIL

Homer again destabilizes our image of Penelope in the assembly scene of book two through a
description from yet another viewpoint. Again, Penelope is not actually present. Instead, we hear

about her from the suitor, Antinoos (2.85-94).

“TmAépoy” Dyaydpm, UEVOC GoyETE, TOIOV EEITES 85
Nuéag aioydvav; £0€A01g 8¢ ke LDUOV AVAOL.

coi 0’ ol Tt pvnothipeg Axyoudv aitiol gicty,

AL @iAn uRTp, §i To1 TEPL KéEPSEQ OIdEY.

Hon yap tpitov éotiv &g, Téy0 & glot TéTOPTOV,

g€ 00 dtépuPer Bupov évi othdecoty Ayondv. 90
navtag uév p° EAmel, Kol VioyETOL AVOPl EKAGTEO

ayyelog mpoieioa: vOog 6€ ol GAAL Levolvd.

1 0& 06A0V TOVY ™ dALOV évi ppect pepunpiée:”

“Telemachus, you big-talker, tantrum thrower, what the hell did you say 85
Trying to shame us? And you’d want to stick the blame to us.

But for your information, the Achaean suitors aren’t to blame at all,

But your dear mother, who is excessively clever.

For this is the third year already, and soon it’ll be the fourth,
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Since she cheated the heart in the chest of the Achaeans. 90
She encourages everyone and makes promises to each man,

Sending messages, but her mind wants other things.

And she contrived another trick in her mind.”

He then tells the story of her trick with the burial shroud, and how it ended. So, the second half of
his speech seems to invoke “disdain and cunning tricks”, while the first suggests “dalliance and
courtship”, or “marriage to suitor”, which are incompatible narratives. Some scholars have chosen
to take everything Antinoos says at face value. Martin West, for instance, has claimed that, “there
is no suggestion that [Antinoos] is lying,” and so takes everything he says as valid.** But, who,
after all, is the speaker?'3® What does our listener know about Antinoos at this point in book two?

First, we know that Antinoos is a suitor. He wants to stay in the palace and court Penelope,
so he has an obvious motive to say anything that might justify his presence there. Second, we know
that the suitors on the whole have been behaving abominably, as everyone seems to agree.'36
Finally, we have heard Antinoos himself speak once before, when he explicitly wishes that
Telemachus will never be basileus in Ithaca, which he admits is Telemachus’ birthright, “6 tot
yevel] matpdidv éotv.” 37 So far, there does not seem to be much to recommend Antinoos to our
trust or goodwill. In fact, the poet has given us unambiguous early indications of Antinoos’

villainy.

134 West 2014, pg. 68.
135 Seg, e.g., Dover 1983.
136 1,106-118, 1.132-4, 1.158-65, 1.225-9, 1.245-51, 1.254-5.

1371.386-7.
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So much for the speaker. In his speech, Antinoos attempts to pin the blame on Penelope
for keeping the suitors there. But he contradicts himself. For though he claims that she encourages
them all, so she has led them to believe they have hope, his report of the burial shroud trick proves
that Penelope has gone to great lengths to hold them off. And, further, Antinoos knows that. The
jig is up.'%® He might have been able to argue she was sending mixed signals up until the moment
the ploy was revealed, but that revelation has come and gone. He cannot reasonably claim that she
might actually be eager to remarry any day now, and that he has the right to wait and see. He knows
full well that she is not. “Disdain and cunning tricks” displaces “dalliance and courtship” and
“marriage to suitor” in his account, because any encouragements were either coerced, or part of
her plan to hold the men off, as any reasonable person would infer. But Antinoos’ attitude here is,
as G. Devereux once said, “sour grapes,” that things have not turned out as he had hoped.**
Further, if Antinoos is willing to lie and say he does not know what Penelope wants, he has
just discredited himself as a reliable source of information. Everything else he has to say about
her—including his claim that she gives them all special messages—is now suspect. That is not to

say that his claim is impossible; perhaps Penelope did encourage various suitors,4® whether to

138 For a discussion of the precise timeline of the trick, which is contentious, see Blichner 1940,
pg. 130-2. However, no matter the specifics, it is certain that the trick has been revealed, and that
Antinoos and the other suitors now know that Penelope was deceiving them.

139 Devereux 1957, pg. 380.

140 Athena also repeats this claim at 13.380-1. For one explanation of why Penelope may have
encouraged the suitors despite hating them, see Marquardt 1985. Felson also argues that this may

have been a stratagem for keeping them at bay (1994, pg. 26).
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keep them placated or to pit them against each other. But our narrator is unreliable. Therefore,
Antinoos’ report on Penelope proves shaky evidence at best.
In the second half of his speech, Antinoos demands that Telemachus send Penelope away

in marriage,'#! then ends with amounts to a threat (2.123-8):

“1oppa. Yop odv Piotdv Te TEOV KOd KTAMOT ESOVTOL,

dppa ke Ketvn TodTOV €Y1 VOOV, OV TIVA 01 VOV

&v ot0eoot TiBelol Oeol- péya pev kKAEog avti 125
TOLETT , aTOp 6ol Ye TobNv ToAéog Prototo.

NUElG &° ovT” éml Epya mapog v Tuev ovte n AN,

npiv Y adTv yHraclon Ayoudv @ k* £0éAnot.”

“For that’s how long [the suitors] will eat up your goods and livelihood:
As long as she has this plan, which the gods now put

In her heart. She’s making a great reputation for herself,

But for you, the loss of much livelihood.

And we won’t go back to our former lives, nor anywhere else,

Until she marries whichever Achaean man she prefers.”

Thus, the destruction of Telemachus’ inheritance is not an accidental byproduct in their suit for
marriage, it is an intimidation tactic which they took up in order to pressure Penelope into making
a decision.

We might compare Dorkon’s escalation of tactics in his suit for Chloe in Daphnis and

Chloe.'*? When Dorkon resolved to pursue her, “&yveo koatepydoacdor Sopoig fj Pig,” “he decided

1412.111-122.
142 The evidence here dates to a very different period, but rape culture is a broad pattern, as we

have already seen.
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to take possession of her by gifts or by force.”**® To win her the nice way (by gifts) is his first
choice, but force is an acceptable fallback option—and force, bia, is a longstanding term for rape
in Greek, as we have seen.'** Penelope’s suitors also went about things the (sort of) nice way first,
while she held them off with the ruse of the shroud. Following the revelation of the trick, they
escalated to economic coercion. If they ever become certain that this tack will not succeed, force
may be their fallback, too. If the listener is paying attention, he will understand that Penelope needs
to hold them in suspense, lest they escapate once again. The holding pattern could break at any
moment.

Later in the assembly, the suitors will shout down the prophet Halitherses when he attempts
to save them from ruin,'#> further cementing the impression that they are perfectly happy to
frighten rather than persuade. From this point out, then, our listener will now have three reasons
not to trust Antinoos as a narrator: 1. His motivation to justify his presence in the palace 2. His
dishonesty and 3. His tendency to intimidate those less powerful than he is.

However, Antonoos’ speech also casts doubt on the trustworthiness of a host of other
characters. It seems that the other residents of the palace may be untrustworthy. Per Antinoos, the

ruse of the shroud ended when another woman gave Penelope away (2.108-110):

“Koi TOTE 0N TIC EEITE YOVOIKDV, 1| GAQa 1o,
Kol TV Y dAADOVCAY EQEVPOLEV AYAOOV 1GTOV.
¢ 10 pev é€etédeooe kal ovk €0EAlovs’ I’ Avaykng:”

“And then one of the women who had known the trick told us,

143 ongus 1.15.1.
144 Omitowoju 2002, pg. 18.

1452.178-9.
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And we caught her unweaving the shining cloth.
So she finished it by force, and didn’t want to.”

Antinoos fails to name his source here; it was just some woman. Indeed, at this point in the
narrative, very few women have names at all. There is Penelope herself, and Eurykleia was
mentioned in 1.429, but we will not learn Eurynome or Melantho’s names until much later. The
two attendants who stand beside Penelope in her first scene are not even named. As a result, all of
the women of the house become an undifferentiated, untrustworthy mass. In effect, Antinoos
seems to be encouraging an atmosphere of distrust, pitting the members of the household against
one another, and to distract Telemachus from his own behavior. To recall our quote from Lateiner

in the introduction:

[The suitors] have boxed in the lord's spouse, Penelope (planted spies, activity policing,
house invasion, and occupation; 2.109, 198-99, 237, 247; and threats of virtual rape or
‘bride capture’).146

Though the suitors pose the true threat to Penelope’s safety, Antinoos encourages us to regard the
other women with some caution, because we do not know who betrayed Penelope’s trust. Maybe
Penelope does not know either.

Penelope herself is evidently a talented liar and manipulator when need be, assuming that
the ruse of the burial shroud happened—and that would be a strange story for Antinoos to invent—
and in the current environment, we cannot expect her to speak freely. We must therefore take
everything she says with a grain of salt: in any given conversation, she may feel the need to

disguise her true plans. It seems that perhaps no one in Ithaca can be relied on to speak plainly.

146 |_ateiner 1993, pg. 177. Emphasis mine.
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Therefore, we the audience must accept that in order to understand what characters want and
believe, it is necessary to consider their actions as well as—or even instead of—their words.
Therefore, while Penelope does not seem to be expressing any genuine interest in
remarriage at this time, it is reasonable for the audience to reserve judgment and watch her a little
longer. Perhaps her first scene—her trip to the megaron—was some kind of ruse also, although it
is hard to imagine for whom she might have been performing, or to what end. But Eurymachus
restates the standard procedure for marriage during the assembly scene in book two: go home, let
your father make the preparations, and do the thing right.*” The poet therefore emphasizes what
Penelope ought to do, if, as Athena said, ot Bvuog épopudrtar youéeoBa, “her heart yearns to be
married”.'*® If she fails to follow through, we the audience ought to infer that she does not want to

marry, regardless of what she may say.

SCENE 2: PENELOPE FINDS OUT TELEMACHUS HAS LEFT THE PALACE

By book four, Penelope has made no preparations to return to her father’s home. If we do want to
keep “marriage to suitor” (because of love/seduction) in play, we might wonder why she is taking
her time.

By this point also, Telemachus has left the palace on his journey to his fathers’ old friends,

without telling his mother. He swears his old nurse Eurykleia to secrecy, despite her protests.'4°

1472.194-7.
148 1.275.

149 2.373-6.
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After the suitors find out Telemachus is gone, Antinoos suggests they use his return voyage as an
opportunity to murder him at sea.'® A herald named Medon rushes to tell Penelope what is
happening,'>! and before Medon can even explain why he is there, Penelope wishes the suitors

would all die.*>? Her immediate reaction to Medon’s news is physical and emotional (4.703-4):

“Qc eato- tfig & avtod Avto yovvato Kol gpilov nTop,
onv 0¢ v aueoacin Eméwv AaPe: o 6¢ ol dooe
Saxpvor mAficOev, Oaiept) 64 oi Eoyeto ewvi.t53

So he spoke, and her knees and dear heart sank,
And for a long time a loss for words seized her; and her eyes
Were full of tears, and her strong voice was stopped.

This scene invites a comparison to Penelope’s cousin Klytemnestra. In the mythological tradition,
Agamemnon decides to sacrifice his daughter with Klytemnestra, Iphigenia, in order to set sail
against Troy, and this decision irreparably damages the marriage. One could argue that
Klytemnestra’s subsequent decision to have an affair and murder Agamemnon is, if not justifiable,
understandable given his murder of her daughter. Conversely, it is Penelope’s suitors, her potential
lovers, who threaten to harm her child, and may perhaps drive her closer to her husband’s memory
by comparison. In both cases, the women are motivated by maternal devotion.

At this point, | argue that it is safe to discard the idea that Penelope is either colluding with

the suitors, since they have left her out of their plot, or that she may want to marry one of them. It

150 4.660-72.
151 4.675-9.
152 4.683-5.

153 4.703-4.
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is simply not plausible that she would enjoy flirting with men who are actively plotting to murder
her only child. I strongly reject, from book four onward, the suggestion that Penelope enjoys the

suitors’ courtship. “Marriage to suitor” (because of love/seduction) is now out.

SCENE 3: PENELOPE TALKS TO THE OTHER WOMEN ABOUT TELEMACHUS

In Penelope’s next scene, we learn that she again feels betrayed by the other women of the palace
for failing to tell her that Telemachus had gone. When Medon leaves, Penelope cries,*** and calls

to the other women in her grief (4.721-34):

MG 6™ adwvov yoowaoo petndda I[nverdmeia
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And weeping heavily Penelope addressed them:

“Hear me, dear ones: for the Olympian gave me misery

Out of all the women who were born and raised along with me;

Surely before I lost my good, lion-hearted husband,

Who surpassed everyone among the Danaans in every sort of virtue 725
A good man, whose fame was wide throughout Hellas and central Argos.

154 4,715-20.
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Now again hurricanes have snatched my beloved son

Away unreported from the palace, and I didn’t hear him leaving.

Awful girls, and none of you put it in mind

To rouse me from bed, despite knowing the plan in your heart, 730
Whenever it was he boarded a hollow black ship.

If I had heard he was going on that trip,

Then surely he would have stayed even if he wanted to go

Or would have left me dying in the palace.”

Eurykleia then admits that she did know the truth and agreed to hide it,'® though she did it out of
love for Telemachus rather than loyalty to the suitors.*>® After Eurycleia talks Penelope down from
a rash plan,'®" Penelope seemingly releases her grudge and prays to Athena for Telemachus’
safety.'%® Nevertheless, she has great reason to fear for herself and her son, and the other members

of her household have now thwarted her interests twice.

HEARSAY: THE SUITORS SEE PENELOPE AS NAIVE

Just prior to departing to murder Telemachus, the suitors gather in the megaron and loudly

celebrate their very clever and unguessable plot (4.768-73):

155 presumably the other enslaved women would have known by this point too, since at least some
of them would notice as part of their household responsibilities that his bed was not slept in and
he was not at meals.

156 4,742-57.

157 4,735-57. For a discussion of Eurycleia as confidant and advice giver in this scene, see Pedrick
1994,

158 4.758-67.
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And the suitors were raising a din in the shadowy megaron,

And one of the arrogant young men would say,

“The queen we’ve all been courting is definitely getting ready

To marry, and she doesn’t know death’s been planned for her son.”
So they’d say, but didn’t know how it had been planned.

They are, of course, wrong. Penelope already knows about the plot against Telemachus, so the
suitors’ behavior here speaks to their inflated self-concept. Even though Penelope has outwitted
them in the past, they believe themselves to be capable of fooling her. They both overestimate their
own intelligence and underestimate hers. They are arrogant enough to shout about murdering
Telemachus in his own house, and only leave off when Antinoos shushes them, lest someone
overhear.'®® (Our listener should therefore guess that not everyone in the palace is on their side,
conspiring against Penelope, though it is not clear who is trustworthy.) Finally, the suitors believe
that Penelope is on the verge of remarriage, and they do not seem to anticipate that the obvious
murder of her only child might have an impact on her future plans. The audience should therefore
infer that the suitors are arrogant, socially oblivious, and that they have absolutely no concern for

Penelope’s grief.

159 7.774-7.
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SCENE 4: SIMILE OF THE LION, FEAR FOR TELEMACHUS

After the suitors depart, Penelope is alone in her room. She is overwhelmed with fear for
Telemachus, and there is no one around for whom she might be putting up a front, so there is no
reason to doubt her sincerity. Her emotional reaction is described in the form of a lion simile,
which is unusual both in that the lion is under attack,¢® and that the lion here represents a female
character (4.787-94):16!

‘H & drepoip oddt mepippov nveldmeio
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And there upstairs clever Penelope

Lay without supper, abstaining from food and drink,

Wondering whether her noble son would escape death,

Or be overcome by the arrogant suitors. 790
And just as a lion thinks in a mob of men,

Afraid, when they lead him into an ambush,

So she was worrying when sweet sleep came over her.

The suitors are here portrayed as arranging the dolion kuklon, Penelope seems to imagine herself
in Telemachus’ place—she perceives the danger to him as danger to herself. She is desperate to
think her way out, mermérixe, of the trap they have laid: how can Telemachus escape? However,

we are not given insight into any specific ideas she might have, and before she makes any

160 Magrath 1982, pg. 206.

161 For more on the significance of gender here, see Pache, 2016 and Foley 1978.
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decisions, Athena sends a dream vision, reassuring her that the gods are not angry with
Telemachus.162

Once Penelope knows she is speaking to a god, she then pivots and asks Athena whether

she is widowed or still married (4.830-7).

Trv & adte npocéeure nepippmv Inverdmeio- 830
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But observant Penelope spoke to her in turn: 830
“If in fact you are a god and hear divine speech,

Come to me and tell me about that poor man,

Whether he still lives and sees daylight,

Or has already died and is in Hades’ dwellings”.

And answering her the shadowy spirit said: 835
“I won’t tell you about that man in full

Whether he lives or has died: it’s wrong to speak the wind.”

Athena’s choice to withhold what she knows from Penelope is a curious one. The listener already
knows Odysseus is alive, and that Athena is working to get him home,** so she could give an

answer. Stanford argues this passage “heightens the pathos of [Penelope’s] situation”, but that is

162 795-829.

163 For the phrase 0£010...a087g, see Clay 1974, pg. 133-135.

13

164 In fact, the poet has a strong tendency to indicate the plot’s “chief features” well ahead of time.

See Scott 1965, pg. 259.
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the poet’s concern, not Athena’s.®® Felson cites this scene as evidence of a “conspiracy of silency”
[sic] between Athena, Odysseus, and Telemachus that forces Penelope to plan for all possible
contingencies until the very last moment.%® Though it is the case that these three have excluded
Penelope from all their communications, the question still remains as to why the goddess would
do so.

The gods are at their most understandable when they are at their most human, which is to
say, when they misbehave. Petty jealousies, affairs, grudges, these are all recognizable human
behaviors, so they render the gods understandable. However, the gods are not human, and they
exist on another level of being which is often inaccessible to us. They are immortal and ageless,
and thus are defined by timelessness—to the extent that their moira is not fated events, as it is for
men, but appointed realms of influence.'®” Certainly Athena has the power to end Penelope’s
prolonged wait for news. She also has the power to zap Odysseus back to Ithaca at any moment,
if she so chooses. And yet she does not. Is Athena acting for Odysseus’ benefit, by redirecting
Penelope’s attention from Telemachus to her absent husband?*® Is she a cat toying with a wounded
mouse? Is she unable to comprehend mortals’ experience of time and the pain of waiting? These
questions are unanswerable. Perhaps it is better to admit that the gods do not have to adhere to a

recognizable human psychology; that Athena is not constrained by time like the human characters;

165 Stanford 1947, pg. 291.
166 Felson 1994, pg. 15.
167 Clay 1983, pg. 148-57.

168 Murnaghan 1995, pg. 68-70.
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and that if she exercised her full power at all times, there would be no story. The narrative requires
our buy in, and there are some things we should not ask of the gods.

Though | do not want to default to one-size-fits-all solutions for textual problems such as
“the needs of the plot trump all” I concede that this is sometimes the only possible solution. In
works shaped by human hands, the occasional fingerprint will remain. However, | find it preferable
to rule out any and all diegetic explanations first, as we are doing for Penelope. “Because the poet
said so” should remain a last resort.

In any case, Penelope does not know whether her husband will ever reappear, and therefore
whether it makes sense to continue delaying in the hopes that he will return and save her. However,
she also does not know whether she is free to remarry, which might be her only recourse for

protecting her son from the suitors: giving them what they want.

Summary: the Telemachy

Thus far in the poem, Penelope’s behavior indicates that she does not like the suitors, and she has
excellent reasons. They are poor candidates for husbands who enjoy the prospect of causing her
sorrow by murdering her son.¢°

Moreover, their behavior towards her does not suggest care for her wellbeing, or even
infatuation with her. They are perfectly happy to cause her terrible pain in order to achieve their
ends—perhaps physically as well as emotionally. Throughout books 1-4, there have been

consistent but somewhat oblique references to force and even violence: Telemachus’ statement

169 4.768-72.
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that “she can’t make it stop”; Penelope’s body language in the megaron; that she finished the
shroud hup’ anankés, a phrase whose semantic range includes “by force”;'’° the other women’s
betrayals; and the plot against Telemachus. These sinister details combine to show that Penelope
must be careful not to misstep and provoke the suitors’ anger, lest they erupt into violence. She
must also wonder if they would use violence against her, as well.

Since the poem has given us no evidence that Penelope feels any affection for them, we
can safely rule out “dalliance and courtship” as a potential plotline—if we take Felson’s term to
refer to a pleasant flirtation that ultimately goes nowhere. So far from coyly enjoying their
attention, Penelope has not even directly spoken to one of them thus far in the poem—not once, to
any of them. There has been no hint of this plotline since Telemachus’ conversation with Athena
in book one, and Telemachus has demonstrated a certain social ineptitude; consider his failure at
the council in book two.1"* We should not trust his judgment.

We have also ruled out “marriage to suitor” (because of love/seduction) since there is no

evidence that Penelope loves any of the suitors, and further she is not acting in accordance with

170 C.f. not only bia, but the account of Odysseus’ rape by Calypso in 5.154-5:

GAA" 1 Tot viKTog pév iobeckey Kol dvéykm

€V OmEGG1 YAUQPUPOIoL Tap  ovK E0EAmV E0elobon:

But he would spend nights even by force
in the hollow caves beside her; she was willing, but he was not.

171 For more on Telemachus’ failure to live up to his father’s reputation, see Allan 2010.
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the protocol that has been iterated twice now for a proper marriage. Denys Page found the
repetition of these instructions quite bothersome.’? In the mouth of Athena, he called the advice,
“a piece of nonsense in itself, wholly incompatible with the rest of her instructions and wholly at
variance with what happens later.”'’® However, in context, we might read Athena’s instructions to
Telemachus as a gentle correction of his slights against his mother. Athena is in effect saying,
‘Look, your mother does not want to remarry, or this is what she would do.” Our attentive listener
should observe that Penelope is tacitly refusing to return to her father’s jurisdiction, at which point
she would lose the ability to make her own decisions. If her father resumes his role as her kurios,
she cannot continue to delay, so staying put is an expression of her agency.

However, as Telemachus has told us, Penelope will not swear off remarriage at some point.
Perhaps this is out of fear. Penelope may either keep the possibility of remarriage alive as a last
resort, or need the suitors to believe that is what she is doing. The text has not yet given strong
clues either way. So, “disdain and cunning tricks” is still in play, as is “marriage to suitor” (because

of fear). These plots will both remain open for the next twelve books.

172 page 1955, pg 53-9.

173 page 1955, pg. 58.
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CHAPTER TWO: BUILDUP TO RETURN

Following the establishment of Penelope’s character in the Telemachy, the poet shifts focus to
Odysseus in books five through seventeen. As a result, Penelope becomes far less prominent in
the story until the moment when she becomes aware of a new beggar in the palace in book
seventeen. At that point she and Odysseus will enter into a series of interactions and negotiations
that will result in their reunion. But in the meantime, we must leave Ithaca.

The narrative will be focalized through Odysseus and Telemachus in turns moving forward.
In book five, the narrative centers on Odysseus and his wanderings. From book five through
fourteen, the narrative is most often focalized through—or narrated by—him, and so it is from his
point of view that we see most events during this stage. Homer does employ an omniscient,
omnipresent narrator,!* but characters’ thoughts receive unequal amounts of attention. Some

characters are kept at a greater distance from the audience. The poet also has a marked bias for

174 De Jong 2004, pg. 14. For a full account of the narrator in the Homeric epics, see pgs. 1-24.
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Odysseus, which impacts the framing of events and characters.'”® Telemachus has also left Ithaca
and will not return for some time, so even when he is center stage, Penelope is nowhere to be seen.

From this point on, the listeners’ access to Penelope is correspondingly changed; she is
kept at a greater distance. Odysseus has not seen Ithaca or his wife in years. During his wanderings,
Antikleia,'’® Athena,'’” and Eumaeus'’® report on Penelope and the state of his property. He is not
completely ignorant of what has happened in his absence. However, Odysseus will still choose to
verify everything himself. When he and Telemachus each return, they will both surveil the various
members of their oikos to determine the others’ loyalties before Odysseus reveals his identity.1’®
Through them, our listener also will watch Penelope for signs of what she knows and what she

wants.

HEARSAY: ANTIKLEIA

Though Odysseus will take nothing on faith, it is worthwhile to consider whether each account
Odysseus hears of Penelope’s behavior complements, corroborates, or complicates our
impressions of her thus far. What might Odysseus reasonably believe of his wife’s behavior in his

absence?

175 Clay 1983, pg. 34-8.
176 11.180f.

177 13.3329f.

178 14.121f.

17916.299-307.
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In the first nekuia, book eleven, Odysseus meets his deceased mother, Antikleia, who he
did not know had died.'® They reunite briefly, and he asks her about the cause of her death, fates
of his other family members, and his wife after his departure to Troy.'® Antikleia answers his
three questions in reverse order, beginning with Penelope and thereby lending Odysseus’
relationship to her significant weight (11.180-3).1%

Q¢ €paunv: 1 8° avtik” aueifero ToOTVIOL URTNP- 180
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So | spoke, and immediately my noble mother answered: 180
“She also remains with a patient heart

In your home, and her awful days

And nights wane as she pours tears.”

This account confirms what we have already seen in the Telemachy: Penelope longs for Odysseus.

Antikleia does not mention the suitors, but her information is naturally dated to the time of her

180 page 1955 dedicates an entire chapter to decrying the spuriousness of book 11, pgs. 21-47.
However, Doherty 1991 finds both art and meaning in much of what Page finds to be artless and
meaningless. Her approach considers the gender dynamics and the internal audience of book 11
within the Odyssey, which Page unfortunately neglects.

181 Notably, this entire section is a first-person narrative in the mouth of Odysseus. I have chosen
to take at least this section of his tale, as truthful, because there is no other way for Odysseus to
have known at this point certain details about his family that are later corroborated by the narrative.

182 Doherty 1991, pg 155.
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death. Thus when Antikleia died, sometime between years ten and thirteen since Odysseus had
been gone,® the suitors had not yet descended upon the palace.

Earlier in the nekuia, the prophet Teiresias told Odysseus that by the time he returns home,
he will find arrogant men courting his wife.*8* Odysseus must infer that his mother’s information
is incomplete based on Teiresias’ prophecy; the situation will not hold, if it even still does in the
present moment. Teiresias made no mention of how Penleope receives the suitors’ attentions, and
while our faithful listener knows that Penelope still longs for her husband even in year twenty of
his absence, Odysseus does not. All Antikleia’s report tells him is that for a time, Penelope was
still faithful to him, but according to Teiresias the situation will change in uncertain ways before
all is said and done.

Page objects to the contradictions between Antikleia’s and Teiresias’ information, '
though the timeline de Jong constructs explains the discrepancy.® In my reckoning, Page has
neglected to consider the impact of these discrepancies on the narrative as a whole; his focus is
microtextual.'®” However, on the larger level, these two accounts provide narrative tension:
Odysseus, suspicious and calculating by nature, will naturally ruminate on when and how the

situation in the palace will change in his absence. Thus, the discrepancies are not only

unproblematic logically, they are narratively useful.

183 De Jong 2001, pg. 280.
184 11.115-7.

185 1955 pgs. 40-1

186 2001 pg. 280

187 For more on the micro, meso, and macro level of textual analysis, see de Jong, 2002.
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88

In any case, Antikleia then moves on to the fates of the other members of the family

(11.184-96).
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“And no one yet has your noble honor, but

Untroubled Telemachus inhabits your lands and eats

Equal feasts, which a lawgiver rightly furnishes

For everyone calls on him. And your father stays there

In the country, and he won’t go down to the city. Nor has
He as a bed mattresses and cloaks and shining blankets,

But in winter he sleeps where the slaves do in the house,

In ashes near the fire, and he covers his skin in bad clothes.
But when summer and the thriving dog days have come,
All across the slope of the wine-giving vineyard

Low beds of fallen leaves are scattered.

He lies there grieving, and a great sorrow grows in his heart
Of longing for your return, and he’s coming to a bitter old age.”

188 ines 187-91 are also later confirmed when Odysseus returns to Ithaca.

185

190

195

185

190
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These lines will again have different meanings to the listener and to Odysseus. From this
description, at the time that Antikleia died, Telemachus was still young,8 and Laertes had already
absconded from the palace. Can this be true, and if not, how can she know that he has left the
palace in the time since? I leave this question unresolved. In any case, to our listener, these lines
will indicate that Penelope was the only adult member of the elite family left in the home when
the suitors appeared on the scene. She had no moral support against them from the beginning, and
was therefore in a vulnerable position. Her ability to withstand them for so long is therefore all the
more admirable. However, to Odysseus, these lines will mean that Penelope is living without any
kurios to monitor her behavior. That fact in combination with Teiresias’ prophecy about arrogant
men will not bode well, in his mind.

Finally, Antikleia explains the cause of her death (11.197-203).
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oN T ayovo@pocuvr pedmdéa Bopdv drnopa.”

“That’s how I also died and followed my fate:

And the keen archer did not in the palace

Attack and kill me with her gentle arrows,

Nor did any disease come over me, which often 200
Takes the life from one’s limbs with awful wasting,

But longing for you, and your mind, glorious Odysseus,

And your gentleness took my sweet life.”

189 De Jong puts him at between age ten and thirteen, pg. 280.
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Antikleia’s character does not have much relevance after this scene. It is common in katabases for
characters to reunite with deceased loved ones,*®® and given that Odysseus’ son, wife, and father
must all serve particular roles upon his return to Ithaca, his mother was perhaps the obvious choice
for the job, so a skeptic might take her presence here as purely formulaic. But it is also worth
considering what this specific reunion accomplishes in the narrative.

| propose that this passage sets up Antikleia as a potential double for Penelope. Her death
proves that it really is possible to die of grief in the world of the Odyssey, and if Odysseus
synthesizes Teiresias’ and Antikleia’s combined information on Penelope, he should see two
possible negative consequences of his long absence: if Penclope receives the suitors’ attentions
positively, she might remarry and dishonor him before he returns; if she loves him and hates the
suitors, she might wear out her heart in grief and die before his return. Either way, he loses his
wife.

The listener by now knows that one of these potential outcomes, Penelope’s seduction, is
unlikely. However, the listener might consider the plotline “bride of death” as a new possibility,
based on Antikleia’s miserable death: Death becomes Penelope’s new husband. Our listener may
or may not reasonably see “bride of death” as likely, since Penelope would be an atypical example
of the trope. Persephone is the paradigm: a beautiful and very young woman snatched away before
her (first) wedding day.*®® Consequently, evidence from epigram suggests that in the Greek

imagination, brides of death are usually quite young—there is one as young as five in the

190 Scherer, Falconer 2020, pg. 2-3.

191 Hunter 2019, pg. 145-6.
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epigraphic record.®? The approximately thirty-five year old and already married Penelope would
be well outside the norm. However, Felson argues that, “because she has been celibate, Penelope
resembles a virginal bride whose chastity Artemis oversees,”®3 and we have posited a listener who
is willing to accept significant variations on familiar materials. Variants on the trope of brides
entering the underworld can happen,*® so it is conceivable that Penelope could enact a modified
version of “bride of death™. To be generous, let us say that our listener now sees three plotlines
available to the poet: “marriage to suitor” (because of fear), “disdain and cunning tricks”, and

“bride of death”.

HEARSAY: ATHENA
To our listener, the next report on Penelope—from Athena—comes relatively soon, in book
thirteen. However, to Odysseus, seven years have passed since his nekuia.'® He has had seven
years to dwell on what Teiresias has said about suitors in his home, and now that he is back on
Ithaca, he clearly intends to scope out the situation in the palace before taking action. Athena
applauds him for his suspicious tendencies (13.329-40).1%

Tov & fueipet” Enerta Bed yAowkdmig AOMvn-
“aiel To1 TO10DTOV Vi 6TH0EGGL VOO 330

192 Hunter 2019, pg. 145-6.

193 Felson 1994, pg. 157.

194 For more on the trope and Euripides’ Alcestis as a variant, see Assaél 2004,
195 De Jong 2001, pg. 587-8.

19 For more on the particularities of her epiphany in this scene, see Pucci 1986.
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M o€ Kol 00 dSVVoUaL TPOMTETY dVGTNVOV £OVTA,
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avTap Ey® TO PEV oV Mot  Amicteov, AAL™ €vi Bupd

No€’, 0 vootnoelg OAécag dmo mavtag ETaipovg:” 340

And answering him the glancing eyed goddess Athena said:
“For always there is a plan like this in your breast:
Thus I can’t abandon you even when you’re unlucky,
Because you’re gentle and shrewd and discreet.

For if another wanderer should arrive

Gladly he’d rush home to see his children and wife;
But it’s not yet dear to you to learn nor hear

Before you test your wife, who thus sits

In the home, and always her miserable

Nights and days wane as she pours tears.

But I was never doubtful, but at heart

I knew you’d return after losing all your companions.”

Athena has intuited that Odysseus intends to surveil his wife before announcing himself, and even
though she knows, and tells him, that Penelope mourns for him still (336b-8), she still encourages
his plan. In doing so, she also tacitly encourages the listener to appraise Penelope through the eyes
of her husband.

None of Athena’s information on Penelope from lines 329-40 above is new to our
listener—in fact, lines 13.337b-338 are a reprise of 11.182b-3 in Antikleia’s speech. Athena

elaborates further (13.375-381):

“droyeveg Aoeptiadn, morlvunyav’ Odveced,
@palev OTMC PVNOTHPOLY AVOdETT XETPAG EPNOELS,


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=te%2F&la=greek&can=te%2F0&prior=h(/
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01 01 101 TpleTeg HEYAPOV KATO KOPAVEOLTL,

LVAOUEVOL AvTIOENY dAoyoV Koi £dvaL O100VTES:

1 8¢ 6OV aiel vootov ddvpopévn katd Bupov

navtag pév p° Elmel kol vicyeTat Avopl EKACT, 380
ayyelog mpoieica, voog 0€ ol dAla pevovd.”

“Divine born son of Laertes, clever Odysseus,

Think how you’ll lay hands on the shameless suitors

Who’ve lorded in your hall for three years,

Courting your godlike wife and giving gifts;

And she always mourns for your return in her heart

She encourages everyone and makes promises to each man, 380
Sending messages, but her mind wants other things.”

And once again, lines 380-1 are repeated from 2.91-2, Antinoos’ speech: nothing here is new to
the listener, but it will be to Odysseus.

However, Odysseus, he is clearly unwilling or unable to trust that Penelope disdains the
suitors without verifying for himself. Athena disguises him so that he is unrecognizable to all

human beings, “fyvootov... ndviecst Bpotoict,” to help him on his stealth mission. %’

HEARSAY: EUMAEUS

Very little time passes either for the listener or for Odysseus—it is perhaps a few hours later in the
world of the Odyssey—before Eumaeus also mentions Penelope in the subsequent book (14.121-

30).

197:13.397. Also in book 13, the poet will use agnaston to describe Odysseus’ failure to recognize
Ithaca as his homeland. For a fuller discussion of this other use of the word, see Clayton 2004, pg.

56-9; Pucci 1986 also discusses agnason, pg. 11-12.
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Tov & Nueipet” Enerta cuPmtng, dpYapog avopdV:

“@ yépov, oD TIg KEIvov avip dAaAfpevog EAOGOV
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AL BAA®G KOUOTC KeEXpNILEVOL BVOpES AATTOL

yevoovt', ovd’ €0éhovaty ainbéa pvbncacOar. 125
0g 0¢ K~ aAntevwv 10dxnc €g dfjpov iknto,

EM®V € déomovay Euny amathia falet
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kai ol ddvpopévn Preeapwv dmo ddKpva TmTEL,

| 0ég €oti yovoukde, €mny mooig dAL00” dAntal.” 130

And then the swineherd, leader of men answered him:

“Old man, no wanderer who comes making announcements

About him could persuade his wife and dear son,

But wanderers who need care uselessly

Lie, and they don’t want to tell the truth. 125
And whenever a wanderer comes to the deme of Ithaca,

He goes to my mistress and says calculated things;

And she welcomes him, befriends him, and asks him everything,

And as she cries, tears fall from her eyelids,

As is the custom of a woman when her husband died far away.” 130

This account finally supplies news to Odysseus and our listener both. In her bid for information,
as well as in her honorary role as head of household, Penelope has taken to receiving guests and

asking them for any news of her husband.'®® In other words, she has taken on a somewhat

198 Telemachus will later complicate this in 15.512-17:

Tov & o TnAépoyog memvopévog avtiov ndda-
GAL®G LéV 67 av €yd ye kol UETEPOVOE KeAoiunV
Epyect’- ov yap T Egviov OO GALL ool OOTR

YEPov, €mel 101 &ym PEV AMECCOAL, OVOE GE UNTNP
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dyetar oV pev yap Tt Bapd pvnotiips’ €vi oikm

eatvetatl, AL amd TV VIEPWIW 1oTOV LPaivel.”

And answering him clever Telemachus said directly:
“Otherwise I would order you even to go to our place;

For there is no lack of hospitality; but for you yourself

It’s better, since I will be away, and my mother won’t see you;
For she does not very often at all show herself to the suitors

In the house, but weaves her web upstairs away from them.”

These lines suggest that Penelope may not be able to receive guests, contrary to Eumaeus’
report. However, their precise meaning is unclear. The confusion rests in the verb opsetai in line

13

517, which literally means to “see”, and unlike our English idiom, does not usually have
connotations of “welcome” or “accept’” a guest or client into the home. Cunliffe includes “To admit
to one’s presence” as the seventh meaning of the verb, but cites only this line as evidence (1953,
pg. 298).

If we take the verb in its usual sense as 1) “to look, gaze” or 5) “to have sight of, see,
behold” (Cunliffe 297-8), then these lines might mean that Penelope will not see the guest arriving,
i.e. perceive him. Perhaps she needs a messenger to alert her to guests because she cannot see them

arrive, being upstairs, as the poet stresses in 517. In any case, the bulk of the evidence will support

that Penelope does, in fact, receive guests in the palace.
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masculine role at home.*® Nevertheless, she is devoted to her husband and still acts as a woman
in her position should by grieving for her lost husband. Thus, Antikleia, Athena, and Eumaeus all
agree: Penelope wants Odysseus back. That much is entirely consistent.

The narrative therefore sets up as the primary question of the latter half of the poem, not
what Penelope’s real feelings are, but how the reunion of the spouses will play out. Eumaeus’
account, taken with Athena’s magical help, builds anticipation: Penelope interviews all newcomers
for word of her husband, and Odysseus is going home, unrecognizable. Husband and wife are
going to have an interview. Odysseus will not look like himself, but Penelope is no fool. Eumaeus
and perhaps Penelope also have been tricked before,?%° so Odysseus can expect any stories he tells
while in disguise as the beggar to be met with skepticism. Our attentive listener will be waiting to
see when and how the recognition will take place, and whether Penelope will somehow intuit the
beggar’s true identity, regardless of his appearance, or whether Odysseus will outsmart his
perceptive wife.

However, our listener will be kept in suspense a while longer, as the narrative is about to

return its focus to Telemachus.

HEARSAY: ATHENA

Book fifteen opens on Athena rushing to Sparta to send Telemachus home. She finds him on

Menelaus’ porch late at night and addresses him thus (15.10-23):

19 For more on Penelope’s flexible relationship with femininity, see Foley 1978.

200 14. 360-390.
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“Telemachus, it’s no longer good to wander far from home, 10
Leaving behind possessions and men in your home

Who are so overbearing, or they’ll eat everything

And divide the goods, and you’ll have traveled for nothing.

But quickly get Menelaus, good at the war cry,

To send you so you still find your mother at home. 15
For her father and brothers are already urging her

To marry Eurymachus; for he surpasses all

The suitors in presents and increases the bridal gifts;

Don’t let her carry goods from the home against your will.

You know the sort of heart in a woman’s chest; 20
She wants to increase the home of whoever she marries,

And she doesn’t worry about her first children

And dear, dead husband, or even ask about them.”

This is the first hint in quite some time that Penelope has any interest in the suitors, but Athena is
directly contradicting what she just said to Odysseus in the previous book. She must be lying to

one of the two men. The relevant context suggests that Athena’s first speech should be taken as
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fact, since it is corroborated elsewhere, whereas this speech is not corroborated.?° In order to
understand why Athena has decided to lie to Telemachus here, we must consider 1. who is
speaking, 2. to whom she speaks, 3. and her way of doing so.

First, the speaker Athena loves deceit. She has just in book thirteen told Odysseus that she

loves him so much because he is a liar, like she is (13.291-9):

“kepdaréoc k™ €in kol EnikAomog 6¢ oe mapéAhot

&V mhvteoot 0OAOLGL, Kol €1 0e0¢ AvTidoete.

oxétMe, motkilopdta, dOAwV at’, 00K dp” EueAAeS,

o0d’ &v ofj mep €wv yain, A&ev dmatdwv

pobov te Khomimv, of ot meddbev pilot eiciv. 295
AL dye, unié€Tt TadTo Aeyopeda, €idotec GUE®

KkéPOE’, €mel oV PV €661 PpotdV &Y~ BPLOTOG ATAVTWOV

BovAf] kai pobototy, &ym &’ &v mact Beoiot

unTL e KAEoaL Kol kEPOESY-”

“He’d be crafty and wily whoever could outwit you

In all deceit, even if a god met you.

Unflinching, duplicitous, relentless in lies, you won’t,

Not even in your own country, leave off the frauds

And calculated words, which you love in your bones. 295
But come, let’s not say these things, since we both love

Gain, since you’re far the best of all mortals

In plan and speech, and | am famous among all gods

In deceit and in gain.”

So the poet has established that Athena should not automatically be treated as a reliable narrator
in the Odyssey.
Second, Athena is talking to Telemachus, whom she wants to send back to Ithaca, as she

stated in 13.412f. She is not telling Telemachus random lies: her speech is tailored to him. In book

201 Stanford 1965, 2309.
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one, we heard Telemachus express anxieties about his mother, calling his own paternity into
question and asserting that his mother would not swear off remarriage even though the suitors are
damaging his inheritance. Thus, Athena knows that Telemachus is afraid his mother is not
prioritizing him over the suitors, and her speech invokes the thought, Your mom loves Eurymachus
and she is going to forget you.2%? Her false warning is designed to elicit his alarm and spur him to
action.

Third, the manner in which Athena delivers this message to Telemachus is ambiguous. As
a goddess, she has multiple way of communicating with mortals, and the passage does not make

the details of the scene clear (15.7-9):

TnAépayov 6° ody Vvog &xe YALKVG, AAL™ &vi Buud
vOKTO O AuPpociny peAeduota TaTpog EYEIpey.
ayyod & ioTapévn TpocsEepn YAavkdTig A6Mvn:

And sweet sleep did not hold Telemachus, but in his heart
Throughout the immortal night anxieties for his father woke him.
And standing nearby, glancing eyed Athena addressed him:

As a general trend in Homer, mortals are more receptive to divinities during states when the
consciousness is affected, such as when asleep or severely wounded.?%® Telemachus is not asleep,
but perhaps in an in-between state, lying there in the dark. We are not told that Athena appears in

the guise of anyone else this time—perhaps she does not need to in the absence of light, as it is

202 For a discussion of this epiphany as partially a manifestation of Telemachus’ anxieties, see Clay
1983, p. 136-8.

203 pelliccia 1995, pg. 273-7.
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unclear whether Telemachus can see her beside him.?%* Greek representations of epiphany in
literature and material culture are varied and can invoke different senses, including sight, hearing,
and smell.2% But there are several common ways in which gods send messages in the Homeric
epics specifically: in the guise of a mortal,?% as when “Mentes” visited Telemachus at home;
through a dream vision, as when “Iphthime” visited Penelope’s dream; by placing an idea in a
person’s thumos; or through some combination of these. The message can be true or false, helpful
or harmful, as when Zeus sends Agammemnon an “oblov dvelpov,” a ruinous dream.?” Athena is
not appearing in disguise, and she does not send a dream vision. Her message perhaps comes in
the form of a disembodied voice which may or may not be disguised as another’s:2% she casts the
thought into his thumos. Thus, Telemachus might not know Athena is there at all. Mortals do not
always recognize the divine for what they are,?®® and when Telemachus wakes Peisistratus, he

never tells him that he has been visited by a god.?*°

204 Athena’s epiphanies in the Odyssey are frequently difficult to visualize fully. For more, see
Bierl 2004, pg. 46-8.

205 Versnel 1987; Platt 2011, especially Chapter 1: “Framing Epiphany in Art and Text”; and
Petridou 2015.

206 Gods typically assume both the body and voice of the person they impersonate. See Clay, 1974;
for the difficulties of divine invisibility, see also Pucci 1986.

207 1liad 2.6.

208 For more on the difference between divine and human speech, see Clay 1974.

209 See Clay 1983, pg. 9-25.

210 15.46-47.
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Athena’s visit to Telemachus in Sparta is of a very different kind than her epiphany to
Odysseus in Ithaca, where she first took up a mortal disguise, revealed her true identity, and
assured Odysseus that he was one of her personal favorite mortals. Athena is in Sparta to get
Telemachus back on the road. It is a utilitarian epiphany. Given the juvenile nature of the
replacement-fear she inspires in Telemachus and the lack of description of her physical form at
that moment, it is possible that she is not visible and that she intends Telemachus to hear this
message as if it were his own thought, in order to produce a useful emotional response.?* And it
seems to have worked, since not only does Telemachus rush back to Ithaca, but the first question
he will ask Eumaeus is whether his mother left home to get remarried?>—which Eumaeus answers
in the negative (16.37-9):

“koi AMnv ketvn ye péver tetAnot Bopd

coioty évi peyapotov: oilupai 8¢ ol aiel

@Bivovoty vikteg te Kol fjuata daKpv yeovon.”

“She remains, sorrowing greatly at heart,

In your palace; and her miserable nights
And days wane as she pours down tears.”

Telemachus remains uneasy,?*® but Athena’s second report does not meet the threshold for

legitimate evidence against Penelope.

211 This is not the only time that Athena manipulates one mortal emotionally to the benefit of
another—she also uses Nausicad’s anticipation of marriage to Odysseus’ benefit. See Murnaghan
1995, pg. 66-7.

212 16.31-5.

213 16.73-7.
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SCENE 5: PENELOPE CONFRONTS ANTINOOS

Telemachus arrives back in Ithaca at the end of book fifteen, meets his father in book sixteen, and
from that moment on the narrative no longer needs to jump between such different perspectives
and locations to follow them. Telemachus and Odysseus now work as a unit. The story is still split
between Eumacus’ hut and the palace, however, and in 16.328f, the narrator follows an unnamed
messenger and Eumaeus back to the palace bearing news of Telemachus’ return. Eumaeus and the

messenger both arrive at the palace at the same time and share the good news.?'4

Their announcement temporarily defangs Penelope’s distress from the end of book four,?5

which is the last time she appeared in the text. However, the relief will not last, as the suitors
immediately begin debating another attempt on her son’s life.?! It is at this moment that she finally

confronts the suitors, something which she had avoided for years (16.408-17).
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Avtivoov 8" évévimev Emog T Epat’ €k T ovopalev:

214 16.337.
215 Felson 1994, pg. 21.

216 16.342-408.
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And then she, observant Penelope, decided

To show herself to the suitors who had wanton violence.

For she heard about her son’s peril in the palace;

For the herald Medon told her, who heard the plans.

And she went into the megaron with her attending women.

But when she, divine among women, reached the suitors,

She stood beside a pillar of the closely-joined roof, 415
Keeping her shining veil in front of her cheeks,

And she confronted Antinoos, said a speech, and called him out:

Once again, the poet stressed the precautions Penelope takes before going near the suitors, which
she rarely ever does:?!” She brings chaperones, stands by the pillar, and keeps her face veiled. As
always, the suitors vastly outnumber her and the handful of other women present, but she rebukes

Antinoos anyway (16.418-33).

“Avtivo’, DBpv Exmv, KaKounave, Kol 0¢ 6€ ooty
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“Antinoos, you conniving brute, and they say
you’re the best of your contemporaries in the deme of Ithaca

21715.516-7.
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In planning and speaking, but you aren’t that kind of man. 420
You lunatic, why are you creating death and doom

For Telemachus, and don’t you care about suppliants, who belong

To Zeus the Witness? It’s prohibited to sew evils for one another.

Don’t you know your father came here fleeing,

Afraid of his deme? Because they were furious, 425
Because by going with with Taphian pirates, he brought

Grief to the Thesprotians, who were our allies.

They wanted to destroy him and take his dear life

And consume much sweet livelihood,;

But Odysseus protected and shielded him, though they were hell-bent. 430
Now you’re eating his dishonored house, courting his wife,

Killing his son, and making me miserable:

But I’m ordering you to stop; tell the others, too.”

Penelope’s primary fear is for Telemachus’s safety, since that is what spurs her to action. However,
once the floodgates have opened, she “rebukes him with passion.”?*® Her complaints are four-fold:
You are ruining our livelihood, badgering me to remarry, attempting to murder Telemachus, and
making me miserable. Her fear builds into unambiguous fury, and while the worst of her anger is
directed at Antinoos, she clearly has no affection for the others, dAAovg, who she demands leave
also. She is well beyond her comfort confronting the suitors already, and if there were ever an
appropriate moment to denounce the possibility of ever remarrying, this would be it, but she does
not. She desperately wants the suitors to leave, that much is self-evident, and yet she does not
refuse marriage.

Penelope’s complaints are eminently reasonable, but that does not matter. Antinoos does
not even need to defend himself; Eurymachus immediately steps in to deny reality (16.434-48).

Trv & avt’ Edpdpayog, IodvPov mdig, dvtiov ndda-
“xkovpn Tkapiowo, mepippov [Inveroneia, 435

218 \West, 2014, pg. 251.
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Bapoet- pn| tot tadta PETh PPECT GT o1 LEAOVTMV.
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03¢ yap 8Eepém, Kai pnv TeETEAEGUEVOY EGTOL: 440
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MUETEP®, &mel 1) kol £pe mrodimopBog ‘Odvesedg
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@ pot TnAépayog Tavtwv ToAd Giktatodg E6TIV 445
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&K ye pvnompov: 0edbev 6’ ook €0t dAéacOat.”

Q¢ pato Bapovvov, T@ & HpTvEY aTOG OAEOpPOV.

And again Eurymachus, son of Polybos, addressed her directly:
“Daughter of Icarius, observant Penelope, 435
Cheer up; don’t let these things concern you in your heart.

This man doesn’t, nor will he, nor will anybody be born,

Who would lay a hand on your son Telemachus

While I’m alive and seeing upon the earth.

For I’ll say this, and truly it’1l happen: 440
Immediately his dark blood will stream forth around my

Spear, since me also did Odysseus the city sacker

Many times set upon his knees and put in my hands

Roasted meat, and offer red wine to me.

So Telemachus is by far most important to me of all 445
Men, and | order him not at all to fear death

From the suitors; but it can’t be avoided from a god.”

So he spoke encouraging her, but he devised ruin for him.

The suitors can and do use their numbers against Penelope, backing one another up as necessary.

If our listener is paying attention, he might suddenly remember Telemachus’ lines from book one:

99 ¢¢

“f & obT’ dpveital otuyepov yapov obte tekevtny / motfjoon dvvato,” “and she doesn’t refuse
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hateful marriage nor can she make it stop.”%!° Penelope gives up and cries until Athena puts her to

sleep.??®

SCENE 6: TELEMACHUS RETURNS AND REUNITES WITH HIS MOTHER

The narrator follows Eumaeus back to his hut, and recenters Odysseus and Telemachus. We next

see Penelope when Telemachus arrives back at the palace (17.31-40).

Tov 8& ol mpmd £1de TpoPdg Evpirieia,

KON KAoTOpVdoa Opovolg Evi dadaAréolot,

dakpooaca & Emett’ 100 kiev: auel 6™ dp’ Gt

dumai ‘Odvcactoc Taracippovog nyepédovto,

Kol KOveov ayomalopevol KepoAV & Kol GRoVG. 35
‘H & {ev €k Oarapoto mepippwv [nveroneia,

Aptédt ikén Mg ypvoén Agpoditn,

apoei 8¢ moudi il PaAe nyee daxpvcaca,

KOGGE 0€ LV KEQOANV TE Kol AUO® Qden KaAd,

Kai p” Ohopupouévn Enca TtepdEVTO TPOST VI 40

And the nurse Eurykleia was by far the first to see him

Spreading fleeces on elaborate thrones,

And then crying she went straight to him; and the other

Enslaved women of stalwart Odysseus gathered around,

And they stroked and kissed his head and shoulders. 35
And observant Penelope came out of the inner room,

Like Artemis or golden Aphrodite,

And wept and threw her arms around her beloved son,

And kissed his head and both beautiful eyes,

And as she cried she spoke winged words: 40

219 1.249-50.

220 16.450-1.
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Unlike in her previous scene with the suitors, Penelope is not at all physically reserved—she rushes

to the son she thought she might lose and embraces him. She then addresses him (17.41-4):

“RAOeg, TnAépaye, YAukepdv @doc. ob 6” &1 &yd Ve
dyecbon dpauny, énel dyeo vt IIHAovde

AGBp, Eped aéknTt, IAOL HETA TATPOS AKOVT|V.
AL dye pot katdreEov OTmg fivinoag Omomig.”

“You’ve come, Telemachus, my sweet light, and I didn’t
Think I’d see you again, since you went by boat secretly
To Pylos, against my will, after news of your father.

But come and tell me what sight you met with.”

However Telemachus responds to his mother “coldly and imperiously” and sends her away to
perform sacrifices.?! Just as in her first scene, Penelope obeys him. West reads Telemachus’ rebuff
as “obviously an expansion made so as to have the seer on the scene”??? before he answers his
mother’s inquiry, but this is now the second time that Telemachus has rudely dismissed his mother

when she seems, in fact, to behave reasonably.

221 Stanford 1965, pg. 282.

222 \Nest 2014, 252.
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SCENE 7: PENELOPE ASKS TELEMACHUS ABOUT HIS TRIP; THE PROPHECY

After performing the sacrifices Telemachus demanded of her, Penelope returns and tries once
again to ask Telemachus about his journey.??® He consents, and his summary of the trip contains a

disproportionately long quote from Menelaus as he reacted to news of the suitors (17.124-37):2%*

“ “® wOmOL, T Péka 81) KpATEPOPPOVOG AvSPOG &v EDVA

f0elov evvnOfvar, AvaAKideg anTol 0vTeC. 125
WG O OmOT &V ELAOY® EAOLPOG KPATEPOTO AEOVTOG

vePpovg kounoaca venyeveag yoladnvoig

Kvnpovg £€epénot Kai dykea momevia

Bookouévn, 6 6° Emcrta ENv glonAvbev govny,

GUPOTEPOLOL OE TOIGLV AEIKEN TOTUOV EQTIKEV, 130
®¢ Odvoevg kelvoloy dekéa TOTUOV EQNOEL.

ol ydp, Zed 1€ mdtep koi AOnvain koi AmoAlov

1010¢ £V 010¢ 0T EDKTIEVT &vi AdoPm

€€ €p1oog D1AoUNAETdT €ndhaucey dvaoTdg,

ko 0” EPare KpaTEPDC, KEXGPOVTO OE MhvTEG Ayaol, 135
T010G €0V Pvnotipotv opiinoeiey ‘OdveGeNg:

navteg K dkOHopoli t€ yevoiato mikpdyopol te.” ”

“Oh good god, they want to sleep in the bed

Of an extremely dauntless man, though they’re weaklings. 125
It’s like when a deer, in a strong lion’s thicket,

Lulls to sleep her unweaned newborn fawns,

And searches the shoulders and grassy hollows,

Grazing, but he, when he returns to his own den,

Sends shameful death upon both. 130
That’s how Odysseus will send a shameful death upon them.

| wish, Father Zeus and Athena and Apollo—

Such as he was when in well-built Lesbos

He stood up and wrestled in contention Philomeleides—

And threw him down hard, and all the Achaeans cheered, 135

223 17.96-106.

224 Cf 4.332-50.
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I wish Odysseus would fight the suitors the same way.
And they all become short-lived and bitter-married.”

Menelaus’ quoted outburst comprises fourteen out of the forty-two total lines Telemachus speaks
about his journey. So, Telemachus spends a third of his time recounting Menelaus’ opinion of how
foolish the suitors are, rather than mentioning more pertinent details such as the eagle omen Helen
interpreted,??® or his new friend Peisistratus, or even introducing his guest Theoclymenus, who is
apparently in the room with them. It is an odd choice. West again dismisses these lines as artless
since they are reprised from book four, but they speak to Telemachus’ state of mind.??® Telemachus
knows Odysseus is home and planning to surveil Penelope and the other women for signs of
affection towards the suitors.??” Whether Telemachus means to express this or not, this quote is a
warning: keep your distance from the suitors. The charitable reading of Telemachus’s intent is that
he is trying to protect his mother from incurring his father’s wrath and maybe even violence, but
we cannot forget his larger pattern of distrust and resentment towards her, either. Either or both
motives could be operative.

In any case, he need not worry: it is at this moment that Theoclymenus, who still has not

been introduced, pipes up to prophesy Odysseus’ return (17.150-61):

Q¢ ®A4ro, ] o dpa Bopov évi omBecov Oprve.
TOiG1 o¢ Kol petéeine ®egoKkAbEVOC Beoe1onc:
“0 yovat aidoin AogpTiadem ‘Odvoiog,
n Tt 8 ¢  od ohpo  oidev, éugio 8¢  ovvbeo  udOov-

225 15,159-179.
226 \West 2014, pg. 253.

227 16.299-307.
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ATPEKEMC Yap oot povtehoopoL ovd’ EMKEVOW.
iotw Vv Z&0¢ TpDOTO Oedv, Eevin 1€ Tpamela
ioTin T ‘Odvoiog apbdpovog, v APIKAV,
¢ 1 01 ‘Odvoeng fHon &v TaTpiot yoin,
fuevog qi Epnav, T40¢ mevbopevog Koo gpya,
E0TLY, atap LVNoThpot KOKOV TOVTEGGL QLTEVEL
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fuevog éppacdauny kai Tniepdyw &yeydvevy.”

So he spoke and stirred the heart in her chest.

And to them godlike Theoclymenos spoke up;

“Respectable wife of Odysseus son of Lartes,

Surely he doesn’t know this well, but listen to my speech;
For I shall prophesy truly to you, and [ won’t hide it.

Now let Zeus know first of the gods, and the hospitable table
And altar of blameless Odysseus, which | have reached,
That Odysseus is already in his native country,

Hastening or stealing along, learning about these wicked acts,
But he is planting misfortune for all the suitors;

| pointed out some such omen while hastening

On a well-benched ship, and I proclaimed it to Telemachus.”

At this, Penelope wishes aloud that his prophecy comes true,??® So Telemachus should be reassured

that his mother has no intention of cozying up to any of the suitors.

Summary: The Wanderings

This is Penelope’s final scene before Odysseus will arrive back at his palace in disguise. “Marriage
to suitor,” “disdain and cunning tricks,” and “bride of death” are all possible at the end of this stage

in Penelope’s arc. Yet, there have been few developments in connection with any of them. These

228 17.162-5.
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plots are “wife-focalized”,??° as Felson has said, and contrary to what we might expect, Penelope’s
most active and dynamic relationship at this point is not her marriage, because Odysseus has been
absent now for twenty years. Nor is it that with the suitors, with whom she avoids interacting as
much as possible. No, Penelope is consistent with respect to both: she misses her husband and she
hates the suitors. Rather, all of her scenes thus far have been negotiations of her changing
relationship with Telemachus: she attempts to protect and connect with him while also respecting
his maturation into adulthood. Her most active role thus far has been not wife, but mother.

Penelope’s relationship with Telemachus is fraught. He often rebuffs and defies her. He
does not trust her, perhaps on the influence of Athena, who has encouraged him to suspect her at
least once. And yet Penelope navigates the suitors with Telemachus’ safety in mind. For many
years, her own misery was not sufficient motivation to confront them, but she does so for the sake
of his well-being. However, despite her best efforts, the confrontation in book sixteen merely
demonstrates that she has no power to make the suitors leave, at least without refusing to remarry
outright.

Our attentive listener should therefore wonder why Penelope withholds the one statement
that might make the suitors give up and leave, if it might save her only son. Telemachus gives us
no insight—he does not understand her reticence, and believes she is behaving poorly. But the poet
has demonstrated that Telemachus’ disapproval is unfounded, because if Penelope refused the
suitors, they might not leave the palace peacefully. Telemachus has not, thus far, shown any
particular social finesse, whereas Penelope has been able to hold the suitors off for years, so

perhaps we ought to grant her opinion more weight.

229 Felson 1994, ix.
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The silence is ominous. If Penelope refused marriage and the suitors did not leave the
palace, if they became enraged, insulted—what might happen then? What else might they force

Penelope to do hup’ anankés?
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CHAPTER THREE: BUILDUP TO REUNION

By the end of book 17, Odysseus has arrived back at the palace in disguise where he will spy on
his own wife, and our listener will spy along with him. Our listener might not know what Odysseus
will do if he finds Penelope to be disloyal, but thus far, Penelope’s behavior has been consistent in
that she loves and misses her husband. So, they might not be concerned.

To review, Felson laid out six total plot types the narrative could follow:

Penelope forsakes her marriage fully: Homeric model (if any):
1. Marriage to suitor Klytemnestra
2. Seduction by a foreigner Helen
3. Seduction by a god Alkmene
Penelope wavers (no consummation):
4. Dalliance and courtship Nausicaa
5. Bride of death Daughters of Pandareus

Penelope remains fully faithful:
6. Disdain and cunning tricks?3

Penelope’s behavior has suggested as many as half of these, but the plots in question do not imply

incompatible psychologies. In each, Penelope hates and fears the suitors. So far, there is no support

230 Felson 1994, ix.
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for the Duck-Rabbit theory of Penelope’s psychology, though she does exploit the appearance of
indeterminacy to keep the suitors at bay. Consequently, the significant variable that we can expect
to determine the course of the narrative is whether Penelope has the ability to continue tricking
and delaying the suitors, or if she feels she must call off the scheme in order to protect Telemachus.
She has already confronted the suitors once out of fear for his safety, to no avail.

Of course, Odysseus is now on the scene to protect his son and reclaim his house, so the
listener will expect him to prevent “bride of death” or “marriage to suitor” from playing out. Our
listener should therefore expect Penelope to follow “disdain and cunning tricks” on the path
towards reunion. At this late stage in the plot, Sheila Murnaghan notes marked parallels between
Odysseus’ return to Ithaca and the traditional theoxenia plot type, putting Odysseus in the position
of a disguised immortal.Z! In this case, if Penelope treats the beggar with untoward interest or
warmth, her behavior may begin to remind us of plot three, “seduction by a god,” but of course,
as Odysseus is the ‘god’ in question, there is no real danger of infidelity.

However, it is in the final stage of Penelope’s arc that readings of her character become
most contentious. Her behavior in books eighteen and nineteen is controversial, as, by some
scholars’ reckoning, she suddenly becomes—or appears to become—favorably interested in the
suitors. The meaning of her appearance before them in the megaron, of her reported dream omen,
and of announcing the contest of the bow are all debated. Interpretations must hinge on whether

she first recognizes her husband before the final recognition scene in book twenty-three, and

231 Murnaghan 1987.
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therefore whether she is acting with consideration of his reaction. The possibilities are three: No,
yes/no, and yes.?3?

No: Many scholars believe that Penelope does not recognize Odysseus before book 23—
often thanks to Athena’s magical disguise.?3® The disguise makes recognition impossible, therefore
Penelope cannot be reacting to knowledge of husband’s scheme or attempting to communicate
with him. Thus, in moments when Penelope seems to act strangely, these scholars must raise
alternate explanations for her behavior.

Richard Heitman argues that Penelope cannot recognize Odysseus against his will because
she, “is doomed to prove inferior in métis to Odysseus on any conceivable scale.”?** He instead
believes that she sets the contest of the bow out of fear for Telemachus’ safety. She intends to
remarry because she sees herself and her failure to appease the suitors as, “a threat to his well-
being, 2% since she has no way of knowing that Odysseus has arrived on the scene to defend his
household. Helena Foley sees in Penelope an Aristotelian tragic character who must “act without

critical knowledge of the circumstances.”?3 She also believes that Penelope caves to the suitors’

232 By yes/no, | refer to the camp who argue that by leaving the issue undecided, Homer encourages
us to see both possibilities simultaneously, e.g. Clayton 2004.

233 See further, e.g., Emlyn-Jones 1984, Murnaghan 1987, Foley 1995, Heitman 2005, and Currie
2022. This list is not at all exhaustive, but includes a variety of arguments leading to the same
conclusion: Penelope does not know who the stranger is until book 23.

234 Heitman 2005, pg. 6.

235 Heitman 2005, pg. 69.

236 Foley 1996, pg. 93.
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demands in order to protect Telemachus,?3” and further, that this is not a mark of her moral
weakness: “it is precisely by proposing to establish the contest for her hand with such evident
regret that Penelope passes the test of the faithful wife.” 238 In other words, Heitman and Foley
believe Penelope is acting in accordance with “marriage to suitor” (because of fear).23°
Nevertheless, both Heitman and Foley argue that Penelope behaves morally, to the best of her
ability, and that her primary concern must be for Telemachus,?4? not her absent husband. I find this
sensible given her focus on her son this far. Yet, it is worth questioning their assumption that
Penelope remains in the dark.

Yes/no: Itis at this point in the narrative that the Rabbit-Duck theory raises its head. Those
scholars who refuse to take a position on the moment of recognition see the lack of an answer as
the point, e.g. as Barbara Clayton puts it: “I prefer to explain Homer’s silence as a calculated move

to situate Penelope in a context of uncertainty.”?4* Nancy Felson also prefers to answer the question

of whether Penelope recognizes Odysseus as both yes and no:

237 Foley 1995, pg. 100-1. Biichner 1940 also takes seriously the threat against Telemachus (137-
9), as does Thornton 1963.

238 Foley 1995, pg. 103, emphasis original.

239 | draw a distinction between what likely will happen and what Penelope believes she is doing.
As stated previously, Odysseus is on the scene to prevent her remarriage, but according to
Heitman, Penelope does not know this. According to his analysis, then, she must therefore
believe that she is on the path of “marriage to suitor”.

240 | esser 2017 makes a similar argument also.

241 Clayton 2004, pg. 40.
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[Following the test of the bed] Each spouse and storyteller, now out of danger, interprets
all prior events only in terms of REUNION. Thus Penelope, remembering selectively,
depicts the suitors solely as villains who devoured Odysseus’ household. Her version of
COURTSHIP exonerates Odysseus, and herself, for their slaughter. Penelope has trimmed
her plots to a single type, the story of holding the suitors at bay until Odysseus’ return.
Though Penelope forgets the other side of the story, Homer’s audience need not.
Penelope’s encouragement of the suitors and her enjoyment of their attention, suggested
especially by her dream-reaction to the slaughter of her pet geese, indeed diminish their
criminal culpability.?#?

Felson does not only think that a reasonable listener could believe either possibility, but that the
listener should keep both possibilities in play.

However, given that the first two-thirds of the poem give consistent positive evidence for
Penelope's hostility towards the suitors, and no evidence that contradicts it, the claim that her
behavior is polysemous therefore seems to me unjustified. Why only now? If we were to accept
that this is the preferable reading of the character, then we would still have to concede that
Penelope’s indeterminacy has been badly sketched. To borrow Aristotle’s opinion on appropriate

characterization (Poetics 1454a):243

TETAPTOV 88 TO OUAAOV. KV Yap AVOUOAIS TIC T O THV piumoty mapéymyv kai totodtov 0og
V1oTedR, SUmC OPAADG AvdIalov SET etval.

The fourth thing is consistency. For even if the character represented is someone
inconsistent, and this sort of disposition is suggested, it still must be consistently
inconsistent.

242 Felson 1994, pg. 41.

243 R, Kassel, ed. 1966.
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Penelope cannot be called consistently inconsistent, and so if she is meant to embody that theme,
she does so very imperfectly. | therefore take this as the least preferable of the three possibilities.

Yes: other scholars have argued that Penelope does recognize Odysseus far earlier in the
narrative than book twenty-three.?** The notion that Penelope cannot recognize Odysseus, that she
is “doomed” to fail against her husband’s cunning, consigns her to a disempowered and victimized
role within the story. Certainly she acts within difficult constraints, but even so, John Winkler
advocates for considering “how active she is in coping with the forces arrayed against her”...
“instead of viewing her as a pawn in the games of male characters and of the poet”.?*> He believes
that Penelope came to suspect the beggar’s real identity and takes action to test him. We are not
often privy to Penelope’s inner thoughts, and so it is impossible to confirm claims like Winkler’s
beyond all doubt. But if she has, in spite of his disguise, recognized Odysseus, it becomes possible
to read Penelope’s more questionable actions as performances for, tests of, or attempts to help the
disguised Odysseus, thus rendering these moments unproblematic in the plotline “disdain and
cunning tricks”. I find this possibility most attractive, provided that the evidence does not preclude
it.

So let us consider the evidence. The strongest argument against early recognition logically

depends upon the impenetrability of Odysseus’ beggar disguise, which Athena provides to him in

24 Harsh 1950; Winkler 1990; Vlahos 2007; Haller 2009. Russo 1982 theorizes an “unusually
strong unconscious tug” between the spouses, though he does not support full, conscious
recognition, pg. 6. Margaret Atwood also has her Penelope recognize Odysseus early on in her
2005 novel, the Penelopiad, on what | believe to be sound evidence from the epic tradition.

245 Winkler 1990, pg. 142.
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book 13.2%6 It has been twenty years since Penelope last saw Odysseus, so her memory of her
husband is likely to be imperfect, but we would still expect her to recognize the man before her as
the husband she misses so dearly, unless the disguise magically prevents her from doing so. It is
therefore prudent to review the evidence as to the disguise’s efficacy.

Margaret Atwood raises some possible limitations to the goddess’ magic in her Penelopiad.

Speaking in the first person, Penelope reflects after Odysseus has become known to her:

His disguise was done well enough—I hoped the wrinkles and baldness were part of the
act, and not real—but as soon as | saw that barrel chest and those short legs | had a deep
suspicion, which became a certainty when I heard he’d broken the neck of a belligerent
fellow panhandler. That was his style: stealthy when necessary, true, but he was never
against the direct assault method when he was certain he could win.?*’

So, Atwood has Penelope recognize Odysseus in part by his behavior, and also by his unusual
physique, which does have an epic basis. Atwood seems to pull Odysseus’ distinctive build not
from the Odyssey, but Iliad book three. When Priam sees Odysseus in the distance, he asks Helen

to identify him thus (Il. 3.191-4):

devtepov avt’ ‘Odvoia idav Epéetv’ 6 yepoude:
“ein’ dye pot Kol T0vde, eilov TéKkog, 6¢ T 80 0Tl
pelmv pev ke@aAf Ayouéuvovog ATpeidao,
e0piTEPOG O™ Moo 10 oTépvototy 1déabar.”

Next the old man saw Odysseus and asked:

“Come, tell me about him too, dear child, who he is;
He’s shorter by a head than Agamemnon son of Atreus,
But broader to look at in the chest and shoulders.”

246 13.429-40.

247 Atwood 2005, pg. 106.
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It is unclear if the poet of the Odyssey intended us to imagine Odysseus in the same way the poet
of the Iliad drew him, but perhaps this is a traditional description of the character. If so, then being
short yet broad certainly would set Odysseus apart in a crowd.

That is, of course, if Athena has not altered his bodily frame, and the transformation is
limited to “wrinkles and baldness”. This may well be the case. Athena gives the particulars of the

disguise she will give Odysseus in Odyssey book 13 (397-403):248

“4AN’ dye 6” dyvootov teOém mhvtesot fpotoict:

KAPY® HEV XpOO KAAOV EVI YVAUTTOIGL LEAEGTT,

EavBag & &k KeQUATG OAEo® TPiyaG, Auel OE Aoipog

€o0m O ke oTvyénow oV dvBpomov Eyovta, 400
Kvuldom 6€ o1 6GGE TAPOC TEPIKAALE™ EOVTE,

¢ AV AEKEMOG TAGL LVNOTHPSL PAvVING

oN T AAOY® Kol ondi, TOV €v peydpotoy Elemes.”

“But come now, I shall make you unrecognizable to all mortals:

| shall wither the beautiful skin on your supple limbs

and remove the yellow hair from your head, and around you

Put clothing, and anyone who sees it will hate the one wearing it, 400
And I’ll dim your eyes which before were lovely,

So you’ll seem ugly to all the suitors

And your wife and your son, whom you left at home.”

Athena alters Odysseus’ skin (398), hair (399), and eyes (401). There is no mention of changing
his physique at this time. The transformation seems to be skin-deep only,?*® an impression the text
confirms as Odysseus prepares to fight Iros several books later (18.66-9):

“Qc &pab’- ol & dpa mavteg Emveov. awtap Odvcceng
{DoaTo pev PaKesty mepl UNOEN, POAVE O UNPOVG

248 These details are repeated in 13.429-40 when she actually casts the spell.

249 For more on the limits of this transformation, see Clay 1983, pg. 162-5.


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fge&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fge1&prior=a)ll%27
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=s%27&la=greek&can=s%270&prior=a)/ge
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fgnwston&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fgnwston0&prior=s%27
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=teu%2Fcw&la=greek&can=teu%2Fcw0&prior=a)/gnwston
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pa%2Fntessi&la=greek&can=pa%2Fntessi0&prior=teu/cw
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=brotoi%3Dsi&la=greek&can=brotoi%3Dsi0&prior=pa/ntessi

Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 121

KOOGS TE PEYEAOVG TE, PAVEV O£ O EDpEES DO
ot 0ed e otiPapoi te Ppayioves:

So he spoke, and they all approved. But Odysseus

Girded his rags around groin, and he showed off

Large, healthy thighs, and his wide shoulders were apparent,
And chest and strong arms.

Thus, Atwood’s idea that Odysseus’ “barrel chest” and “short legs” were not obscured by the
veneer of old age has strong textual support, though the question remains whether his strange build
is traditional.

Some scholars might argue that the limitations of the disguise do not matter: Athena’s
magic renders Odysseus unrecognizable, full stop. There is no sense in searching for loopholes.
That is certainly what Athena tells Odysseus in book 13. However, even if we choose to trust the
famously unreliable speaker, let us consider the possible meanings of her line: dAL" dye o’
dyvootov te0éw mavieoot Ppotoioct, “But come on, I shall make you unrecognizable to all
mortals.”? At first blush, the utterance is ambiguous: so she states her intention, but is it
absolutely fulfilled?

| argue it is not, and that we never see the gods render a person absolutely unrecognizable.
Their disguises often succeed, but we do see them fail also. E.g. in Iliad book three, when
Aphrodite appears in the guise of an old woman Helen once knew, Helen recognizes the goddess

by parts of her body that the transformation did not touch (3.395-8):

O¢ eato- T & dpa Bopodv €vi otnBecoty dpvev:
Kai P’ g ovv évonoe Oedic mepicarréa Seipnv
ombed 07 lpuepdevta Kai Sppata popuaipova,
Oaupnoév 1 dp’ Enerta Emog T Epat’ €k T Ovopale

250 13.397.
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So [Aphrodite] spoke, and she stirred the heart in her chest;
And then [Helen] noticed the goddess’ lovely neck

And desirable breasts and shining eyes, she was
Thunderstruck and spoke a word and addressed her by name.

The transformation altered the goddess’ face, but not her entire body, and Helen knew the old
woman well enough to spot the tells.?>! Ergo divine magic does not always work as the god
intended. It is therefore possible that Odysseus’ disguise might not fool those who once knew him
well, who can spot cracks in the paint. His distinctive build might remain, and his scars certainly
will.

This is the death of the argument about the perfection of Odysseus’ disguise: Eurycleia will
prove in book 19 that he can be recognized, despite Athena’s magic, by the scar on his leg. Even
if Athena intends Odysseus to be unrecognizable to all human beings, she does not succeed. At
least one person will know him, anyway. It is therefore conceivable that Penelope also identifies
her husband before he announces himself to her, though she does not out and out confront him.
That, as we have seen, is not her style.

Accordingly, in my interpretation of the latter half of book 17 through book 23, I will
assume that Athena’s magic has not rendered recognition impossible. | will look for any tells that
remain as to “the beggar’s” true identity, and I will not assume, as Heitman does, that Penelope is

incapable of outsmarting her husband. If there is sufficient evidence that she has recognized him—

251 And, to be fair, Helen is semi-divine herself, and so may have a certain advantage in dealing

with the gods. Beauty is her domain.
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and she may be on the lookout for any signs of his return, given Theoclymenus’ recent

prophecy?®>—then we will interpret her behavior with this possibility in mind.

SCENE 8: PENELOPE WISHES ANTINOOS DEAD

When Odysseus arrives at the palace in book seventeen, he sees first-hand how volatile the suitors
are. Antinoos attacks him as he begs for food, posing as the elderly homeless man he now
resembles.

Word of the assault soon passes to Penelope, who did not herself witness it. Perhaps Medon
tells her, as he has done before. At that moment, Penelope is tucked away in the women’s quarters,
surrounded by attendants. In her outrage, she wishes aloud to an older woman, Eurynome, that

Antinoos would die (17.492-504).

Tod §” m¢ odv fkovoe mepippov Inverldneia

BAnuévov &v peydpm, Pet’ dpa duiio Eeutev:

“ai0’ obtwg odTOV 68 Parot KATdToE0C ATOMMVY! 23

mv & avt’ Edpuvoun topin mpoc udbov Eeurey- 495
“el yop €n’ apfiov T€hog NUETEPNOL YEVOLTO*

00K (v T1g TovTOV Ye £60povov 'H kotro.”

Trv 8" avte mpocéeune mepippmv [nverdnsio-

“uai’, &xOpol pev mavteg, £mel Kako unyovowvtot:

Avtivoog 6¢ pdiota peraivr knpi otke. 500
EEVOC TIG OVGTNVOG AANTEVEL KOTO dDLLOL

avépag aitilwov: dypnuocsvvn yap avoyst:

&vO™ dAAOL PEV TTavTEG EVETANGAV T  £00GAV TE,

00Tog 8¢ OpNvuL TPVVOV Phre SOV DpOV.”

25217.152-161.

253 Pynctuation mine.
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And when observant Penelope heard he’d been hit

In the megaron, then she said among her enslaved women:

“I wish Apollo, famed for his bow, would shoot you yourself!”

And immediately the nurse Eurynome said this word to her: 495
“For if in fact there were an answer to our prayers,

None of them would reach lovely-throned dawn.”

And again observant Penelope said to her:

“Nanny, yes they are all hateful, since they devise evil,

But Antinoos especially is like black doom, 500
Some unlucky guest is wandering through the house,

Begging from the men: for poverty compels him;

When all the others filled him up and gave things,

That man hit the base of his right shoulder with a footstool.”

This moment is in keeping with Penelope’s hostility toward the suitors, and in that respect is
nothing new. But it nevertheless contributes to the narrative by expanding the cast of characters in
the palace.

Here is the first appearance of Eurynome, the second enslaved woman to have a name,
along with Eurykleia. Our innocent listener might be surprised at the late introduction of a new
character. Analysts once tried to expunge all Eurynome’s appearances as obvious late additions to
the Odyssey on the grounds that the role of old female attendant is already filled. However, other
scholars have identified three reasons to reject the Analytic arguments against Eurynome’s
presence in the text, and conclude that she does in fact belong here.

In chronological order: first, John Scott argues that Eurykleia and Eurynome primarily care

for different members of the household.?>* Eurykleia nursed Odysseus and Telemachus as babies

254 Scott 1918.
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and still tends to Telemachus in adulthood; Laertes bought her decades ago.?%> Eurynome cares for
Penelope. If she is also known by the patronymic Actoris (since Actoris fills the same role as
Eurynome in the one instance she is mentioned: keeper of Penelope’s bedchamber),?*® she and
Penelope came to Ithaca together (23.227-8).257

‘GAL" olot o0 T &y® TE Kol dpeimolog pio povvn,
Axrtopic, jv pot ddke motnp Tt 6ebpo Kovon...’

“But only you and I and my one single attendant,
Actoris, whom my father gave me when I came here...”

Eurykleia and Eurynome/Actoris therefore fill different niches in the household economy. Second,
Bernard Fenik argues that character doubles are not only permitted, but “one of the most thorough-
going, deeply-rooted stylistic idiosyncrasies of the poem.”?* Character pairs include Eumaeus and

Philoitius, Melantho and Melanthius, as well as Eurykleia and Eurynome. These doubles often fill

2% For more on Eurykleia’s role in the story, see Thalmann 1998, pg. 74-83; Fletcher 2008; Scheid-
Tissinier 2015. Christensen argues that Eurykleia’s loyalty to the owner-family trump even her
own interests (2020, pg. 164).

25 Scott 1918, pg. 77. Alternatively, Actoris may have since died, at which point Eurynome took
up her post: “She was a wedding present to me from my father; her name was Actoris, and she was
not at all happy to be there in Ithaca with me...I didn’t blame her. As she was not at all young...she
did not last long. Her death left me all alone in Ithaca, a stranger among strange people.” (Atwood
2004, pg. 44).

257 For more on Eurynome, see Thalmann 1998, pg. 80-3.

28 Fenik 1974, pg. 172. See also pages 172-207, especially 189-92.
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similar roles in the story, but complement or contrast one another. Thus, there is no grounds to
strike Eurynome on the basis of style. Third, Victoria Pedrick argues that, due to their primary
alignments with different family members, Eurykleia and Eurynome have distinct relationships
with Penelope, and their advice to her reflects these relationships.?>® Thus, Eurynome and
Eurykleia play different roles within the story. Finally, Scott, Fenik, and Pedrick all note that
Penelope has greater intimacy with Eurynome than Eurykleia.?®°

Their closeness is apparent here. Penelope calls Eurynome poi’, “nanny”, and tells her
about her special hatred for Antinoos above all the other suitors, though she does not seem fond

of any of them, and Eurynome empathizes with her frustration.

SCENE 9: PENELOPE ASKS EUMAEUS TO INVITE THE BEGGAR

As Eumaeus mentioned in lines 14.221-30, it is Penelope’s practice to ask travelers if they have
any news of Odysseus. Now that she knows a guest has arrived, she invites him for a private word
with her. However, rather than sending Eurynome, to whom she was just speaking moments ago,

to pass along her invitation, Penelope instead summons Eumaeus and asks him (17.508-11).

“Epyeo, 061" Edpate, kuiov tov Egtvov Gvaydt
ENOENEY, Oppa Tl v TpooTTuéopat N6 Epémpon
&l mov VdVGGTI0¢ TAANGIPPOVOG NE TETVLGTOL

1} 10ev dpBaipoict: ToAvTAGYKT® Yap E0lKe.”

259 pedrick 1994.
260 Margaret Atwood does not include a Eurynome character in the Penelopiad, and as a result,

Penelope is rather isolated in the palace.
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“Godlike Eumaeus, go tell the stranger to come,

So | can welcome him and ask him

If maybe he’s either heard of stout-hearted Odysseus
Or seen him; he looks like he’s wandered a long time.”

Penelope’s decision to call Eumaeus is curious. Perhaps it is merely more appropriate to send a
man to speak to another man, but perhaps she asks Eumaeus to invite the stranger because the two
seem to know each other. There are, after all, plenty of other men she could send. Whoever told
Penelope about the footstool incident may also have told her that Eumaeus and Odysseus arrived
together, or that they spoke to one another at 17.349-55. So, it is conceivable that she would know
they are acquainted. She may even hope that with a little prompting, Eumaeus will offer
information on the man, whom she has not yet laid eyes on.

And so he does. Eumaeus explains that he has known the man now for several days and

describes him in hauntingly familiar terms (17.512-21).

Trv 6 drnapePopevog mpocsépnc, Ebpoie cupdta-

“el yap to1, Paciretn, cronnosioy Ayotol-

ol’ 8 ye pudsitar, 06kyortd k& Tol pikov qTop.

TPELG yap oM pv voktog Exov, tpia 6 fuat Epvéa 515
&v KMoin: mpdtov yap En’ Tketo vnog amodpac:

AL 00 TT® KOKOTNTO SVVOEV TV Ayoped®V.

@G " 0T 40OV avnp ToTdépKeTaL, &G TE BedV EE

aeidn oedamg Eme’ ipepdevta fpotoiot,

10D 6" GUOTOV HEUANCLY AKOVEUEY, OTTOT  Geidn: 520
¢ &ug kelvog E0elye Tapuevog &v peydpoiot.”

And answering her, Eumaeus the swineherd said,

“I wish, queen, the Achaean men would quiet down.

He says the sort of things that would bewitch your dear heart.

For I kept him for three nights, and I detained him for three days 515
In my hut; for he reached me first after escaping from a ship.

But he did not yet finish telling his own misfortune.

Like when a man watches a singer who learned
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from the gods and sings words that are charming to people,
and they want to listen to him insatiably whenever he sings, 520
so that man bewitched me when he sat nearby in my home.”

This is her first clue that the beggar is not who he claims to be. Our listener must wonder how
Eumaeus’ description of the beggar will strike Penelope. After all, facility with words is her
husband’s defining trait. Is it enough, in conjunction with Theoclymenous’ recent prophecy of
Odysseus’ return, to make her suspicious of the beggar’s true identity??5 How many people share
Odysseus’ ability to charm others? In the Odyssey, words with the root thelg- are “almost
exclusively” associated with Odysseus, as we see here in line 521.262 And, frankly, showing back
up at his own home in disguise is exactly the sort of thing wily Odysseus would do. According to
Eumaeus, this man also claims to know Odysseus, although Eumaeus doubts his honesty. He
relates the stranger’s claim that Odysseus will arrive shortly. Thus, if Penelope believes the
stranger’s second-hand prediction, she now has good reason to feel hopeful that she and
Telemachus will be saved from the suitors.262

Penelope urges Eumaeus to pass along her invitation for a private interview, and throws in

another criticism of the many suitors for good measure (17.528-40).

Tov & adte mpocéeine nepippav IInveldneio:

“Epyeo, 0eDpo KbAeoooV, Tv' Avtiov avTOg Eviony).

00To1 8" 1j& BVpNGL KadHLEVOL EYL0EGOWV. 530
i a0Tod KaTh ddpat, Emel ot Bupodg EHEpwv.

aUTAV HEV YOP KTNUOT AKNpoto KETT Vi olk®,

oltog Kai pHEBv N6V Ta pev oixiieg Edovoty,

261 Harsh 1950, pg. 6-7.
262 Roisman 1990, pg. 227.

263 Bichner 1940, pg. 138-9.
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o1&’ gig Nuétepov TOAELUEVOL LT TAVTO,
Bodg iepevovieg kai Bic kai miovog atyoc, 535
gilomvaovoty nivovst te aifoma otvov
Hoydiog: To 8& ToAAA Katdvetatl: ov yap Ex avip,
olog ‘0dvocedg Eokev, apTv amd oikov dudva.
€1 0’ Odvoedg EBot kai Tkott” ¢ matpida yoiav,
¥ N4 s s s p s SO
alyd Ke ovv @ Tadi Plag dmoticeTor AvopdV. 540

And immediately observant Penelope addressed him:

“Go, summon him here, so he can tell me himself.

And let them sit around and amuse themselves either outside 530
Or right here in the house, since their heart is happy.

For their possessions lie untouched at home,

Food and sweet drink, which their servants consume,

while they come to our house every day,

Sacrificing cows and rams and fat goats, 535
They party and drink tawny wine

Worthlessly; many things are used up. For there is no man,

Such as Odysseus was, to defend the home from ruin.

But if even Odysseus should come to his ancestral land,

Along with his son he’d immediately pay back their force.” 540

After she speaks, Telemachus sneezes,?®* which Penelope takes as a good omen, and she again
rejoices in the potential deaths of the suitors.?%® She again urges Eumaeus to invite the beggar for
a private word.26¢

However, Odysseus insists on waiting until after dark to meet with her,” and thereby

asserts a small amount of control over her.

264 17.541-2a.
265 17.542-3.
266 17.544-50.

267 17.560-73.
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SCENE 10: ATHENA ENCOURAGES PENELOPE TO GO TO THE SUITORS

After the stranger’s fistfight with Iros, Penelope still has not been in the same room with him. Her
documented reticence to appear in the megaron makes such an occurrence unlikely before their

appointment at nightfall, so Athena steps in to speed things up (18.158-68).

TR & dp’ éml ppeoi Ofjke Ot YAavkdmTig AOMvn,

kovpn Tkapioto, mepippovt [Inveronein,

LVNOTNPECTL Govijval, OTmG TETAGEE LOMOTO 160
Oouov pvnompav id€ Tunesca YEvorto

HAALOV TPOG TOGLOC TE KOd VIO 1) TaPOC TEV.

aypelov &’ €yéhaooev Emog T Epat’ €k T Ovopalev:

“Evpovoun, vuog pot Eéadetat, 0O TL Thpog Ye,

HUyNnotpecot eovijval, dneydouévolsi mep Eumng: 165
ondi 0€ kev gimoyut Emog, T6 ke kEPSov €in,

U1 TAVTO LVyNGTH PGV DTEPPLAAOICLY OUIAETY,

ol T &b pév Palovot, kokdc & dmbev ppovéovot.”

Then the glancing eyed goddess Athena put it

In the daughter of Ikarios’ mind, observant Penelope,

To show herself to the suitors, so that she could open up 160
The suitors’ heart and be the more prized

by her husband and son than she was before.

And she laughed uncharacteristically and spoke a word:

“Eurynome, my heart wants, as it never did before,

To show myself to the suitors, although I hate them deeply, 165
And | could say to my son that it would be better

Not to keep company with the arrogant suitors at all,

Who speak well, but intend evil later.”



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 131
This passage contains a few puzzles. Much has been said about Penelope’s decision and her
uncharacteristic, archeion, laugh,?68 though | prefer to focus on the larger questions:

1. What does it mean culturally for a married woman to go before the suitors, and is this
inappropriate?

2. What does this action mean to Penelope? That is, why does she think she is going
downstairs?

These questions together cover the appropriateness of her actions in the following scene.

Concerning question one, we have seen Penelope descend into the megaron before, back
in book one, and no one described her behavior at that time as destructive to her marriage. So,
merely entering into the suitors’ presence is not a problem. She is not doing anything she should
not do just by going downstairs.

Question two considers her motivation for going there, though, which may impact the
appropriateness of her behavior: what does she want out of this little foray, and is it injurious to
her marriage? I have already referenced Emily Wilson’s argument that perhaps Penelope enjoys
male attention from the suitors, and that is why she goes to the megaron,?%® which could perhaps
be seen as contrary to Odysseus’ best interests. However, my analysis thus far shows that Penelope

could not enjoy interacting with the suitors, whom she clearly hates,?”® and who mean to do her

268 See, for instance, Blichner 1940, pg. 141-3; Levine, 1983; and Clay, 1984. 1 prefer Clay’s
solution, “uncharacteristically”, which accounts for both adverbial uses of the word in Homer: here
and lliad 2.269, with reference to Thersites. To laugh is an uncharacteristic action for Penelope,
as up to this point she has been mourning for her husband and worrying for her son.

269 Wilson 2018, pg. 47-8.

271018.165
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son harm.?’* As Murnaghan writes, “The incident is clearly masterminded by Athena... Penelope
herself is portrayed as repeatedly resisting the sexual dimension of Athena’s plan even as she
carries it out.”?’? One could also argue that Penelope’s discomfort is due to the disjunction between
her natural inclinations and this sudden impulse.

However, if Penelope does not want to go before the suitors for the attention, that is a
problem, because it is unusual in Homer for a god to incite a human to act against their own
inclinations.?”® Scholars have been so disturbed by this decision as to treat it as evidence of
Penelope’s “divided mind”.?’* But as has been our practice thus far, we shall explore alternate
possibilities than incoherence.

The text does state motives for this little excursion in lines 18.160b-2:

Omm¢ metdoele pdAoTo
Bopov pvnotmpav 10 Tunesca yévorto
HAALOV TPOG TOGLOC TE KO Viog §) TapOog TEV.

In order to greatly inflame
the heart of the suitors and become more valued
By her husband and son than she was before.

However, there have been discussions as to whether this clause should be attributed to either

Penelope or Athena. | believe, if we must choose, it makes more sense to attribute it to Athena, as

271 18.168
272 Murnaghan 1995, pg. 70.
273 Murnaghan 1995, pg. 70.

274 \/an Nortwick 1979, pg. 270.
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Blichner does.?’® Biichner, and others who place the moment of recognition in book 23, believe
the clause must apply to Athena, because Penelope does not yet know that the stranger is her posis,
line 162. If we need not choose, though, the ambiguity of the text may itself be meaningful, because
it leads us to wonder if Penelope is already thinking about her spouse in connection with the
mysterious stranger who has just arrived. The poet teases the possibility. And in this case, Penelope
is not encouraging the suitors’ admiration for its own sake, but in order to produce an effect in her
husband and son. She wants them to appreciate her value—a value which we know depends on
her chastity. Ergo, she will not cross any lines.

In the end, Penelope pivots. In lines 166-9, she gives Eurynome a different reason to act
on her impulse—namely that she needs to warn Telemachus about the suitors’ plot. Some scholars
have argued that perhaps this motive is better suited to her state of mind,?’® so perhaps this is the
thought she prefers to focus on. But the desire to talk to Telemachus is not, naturally, at odds with
a desire to increase her social capital. Both can be operative in her decision.

Finally, | propose that there is yet another reason Penelope might want to descend to the
megaron, which she would not feel comfortable expressing to anyone else, even if she felt it
privately: perhaps she is curious to catch a glimpse of the mysterious stranger and does not want
to wait for nightfall. In this interpretation, the hopos clause above would in fact apply to both
Athena and Penelope, for though only Athena knows the truth of Odysseus’ identity, Penelope is
wrestling with contradictory possibilities and preparing herself for either contingency. If Odysseus

is downstairs in disguise, then things are not going well for him. Penlope had already been upset

275 See Blichner 1940, pg. 143.

276 See Rutherford 1992, pg. 29-33; Pedrick 1994, pg. 102; Murnaghan 1995, pg. 70-1.
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that the suitors were cruel to the stranger before her talk with Eumaeus, but in light of his
information and the recent omens, she may be all the more disturbed by the suitors’ abuse. She
may want to survey the situation in the megaron for herself.

When Penelope leaves the women’s quarters, she does not relax her usual defenses against

the suitors. In fact, she refuses to take any action that might be viewed as ostentatious (18.169-84).

Trv 8" avt’ Edpuvoun topin mpog udbov Eeuey-

“vai o1 TadTd YE ThvTa, TEKOG, KOTH Holpav EEUTES. 170
AL 101 koi 66 wandi Emog edo pund’ Emikevde,

YPOT  Amoviyapévn Kol Enypicaca Tapelds:

unod’ obT® daKPVOLGL TEPLPUEVN AUPL TPOGHOTO

Epyev, émel kaxlov mevOnuevar dkpttov oiet.

Hon p&v yap tot Toig TNAiKog, OV 6V pdAicTo 175
Npd abavdrtoict yevemoovia idécOat.”

Trv & adte npocéeune nepippwv Inveldmeia-

“Evpovoun, un todta moponda, Knoopévn mep,

YpOT dmovintesOan kol EmtypiccBor dAolpn:

ayAainv yop €uot ye Oeol, toi ‘OAlvumov Eyovoty, 180
drecav, £ oD keivog EPn koiAng &vi vnuoiyv.

GAAG pot Avtovomy e Kol Inmoddpetay dvmyot

ENDENEV, OPpPa KE LLOL TTOPCTHETOV £V LEYAPOLOIV"

oin &’ ovk gloeyu pet’ avépag: aidéopon yap.”

And the housekeeper Eurynome spoke a word to her:

“Yes, indeed everything you say, child, is appropriate. 170
But say something to your son and don’t hide,

Wash your skin and anoint your face;

And don’t go like that, with your face defiled by tears,

Since it’s rather unattractive to always mourn endlessly.

For your son is already of age, whom you 175
Prayed to the gods to see him reach the age of beard-growth.”

And again observant Penelope addressed her:

“Eurynome, don’t encourage these things, although you care,

To wash my skin and anoint with oil,

For the gods who hold Olympus destroyed my 180
Beauty, in the time since that man boarded hollow ships.



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 135

But order Autonoé and Hippodameia
To come, to stand beside me in the halls;
But I won’t go among men alone; for I am ashamed.”

Eurynome encourages Penelope to clean up a little before going downstairs—something Eurykleia
would not do,?’” as her primary allegiance is to Odysseus’ memory—but Penelope refuses. She
has never attempted to show off in front of the suitors, and she will not do so now.

Thus, for the third time, in lines 18.206-11 (cf. 1.326-35; 16.408-17), Penelope descends
from the women’s quarters upstairs, accompanied by two chaperones and dressed in a veil. The
beauty Athena heaped upon her has an immediate effect on the suitors,>’® but Penelope ignores
them. She instead vents her anxieties at Telemachus and criticizes him in front of the suitors

(18.212-25).279

TOV &’ avTod AVTO Youvat', Epw & dpa Bupov E0edyOev,

Tavteg & MPNoavTo mapoil AexEesct KMOTval.

18" ad TNAEUOXOV TPOGEPDVEEV, OV GIAOV VIOV

“ImAépay’, oOKETL TOL Ppéves Eumedol ovdE vonua: 215
ToAg £T° €0V Kol LOAAOV EVI Ppeci KEPOE™ EVOLLOC

viv &', &te O péyag €oot kai Hing pétpov ikdvelg,

kol kv Tig eain yovov Eupevar OABiov dvopdc,

€¢ uéyefog Kai KAALOG OpPDOUEVOG, BALOTPLOC PAC.

OVKETL TOL PPEVEG €101V €vaiotpotl 00oE vonua, 220
olov &1 108 Epyov &vi peydporsty £Toyon,

0¢ ToVv Eelvov Eaoag dekiodnuevat obTmc.

217 pedrick 1994.

2718 17.212-14.

279 Winkler 1990 suggests that her intention here is to mark Telemachus as immature in front of
the suitors so that they will not see him as a threat and abandon their murder plot against him, pg.

147.
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O VOV, €1 TL EETvog v NueTépoiat ooty
fuevoc ®de madot puotoxtdog &€ dheyevic;
ool K aloyog AdPN te pet’ avOpdmoict téhotto.” 225

And their knees went slack, and their heart was bewitched

With desire, and they all prayed to take her to bed.

But she addressed Telemachus, her dear son:

“Telemachus, don’t you have brains or thoughts anymore? 215
Even as a child you’d keep more cunning thoughts in mind;

But now, when you’re grown and reached the age of maturity,

And anyone would say you’re the son of a blessed man,

Looking at your stature and beauty, even a stranger.

You don’t have fit brains or thoughts anymore, 220
Indeed, such a thing happened in these halls—

That you let our guest be wronged in this way.

How now, if a guest is sitting in our home

Could he thus suffer from painful rough handling?

It would be an ugly disgrace for you among mankind.” 225

The poet does not provide any insight into Penelope’s state of mind. However we might suppose
that, on the off chance that the stranger is her husband, she cannot bear to think of the suitors
attacking him. Penelope knows full well that Telemachus cannot even protect himself from the
suitors’ violence, but perhaps she is not speaking for his benefit anyway. She might hope to
indirectly signal to the beggar, who is somewhere nearby (whoever he is), that she does not approve
of this treatment even though she cannot prevent it.

Telemachus points out in 18.226-42 that Penelope’s criticisms are unfair, but before she
can respond to his apologia, Eurymachus proves that she was right to heretofore avoid the megaron

by interrupting their conversation with unrelated comments on her appearance (18.245-9):

“kovpn Tkapioo, mepippov [Inveroneia,

el mhvteg o€ 1dotev av’ "Tacov ’Apyoc Ayaitol,
TAEOVEG KE VN OTHPES €V DUETEPOLGL OOLOIGLY
N®Oev douvoat’, Enel TePlEGTL YOVOIKDV
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£100¢ & péye0oc Te 188 ppévag Evdov &lcag.”

“Daughter of Ikarios, observant Penelope,

If all Achaean men throughout lasian Argos saw you,
Even more suitors in your halls would dine

Dawn till dusk, since you surpass other women

In appearance and stature and balanced mind within.”

Eurymachus is being annoying. Though his speech is sometimes read as “an effusive comment,”?8

his clumsy interjection is a textbook example of cat-calling, per philosopher Kate Manne’s
definition:
... a male bid for women’s attention, which she is held to owe him (falsely). And he may

also evince his sense of (again, illicit) entitlement to openly rank her in terms of her
attractiveness and thus social status-conferring value.?8!

Not only does Eurymachus demand attention from Penelope while she is otherwise engaged, but
he explicitly ranks her against other women. He communicates that he and the other suitors are
motivated by her beauty, and thus the status and pleasure she would confer to a husband. There is
always a certain peril in attempting cross-cultural generalizations: can we be sure that catcalling
would have been as unwelcome in another place and era as it is in ours? Without attempting any
universal response, | will say that Penelope does not respond warmly to Eurymachus, and so there
is no evidence that the behavior was any more welcome in Homeric society than it is now. If our
listener is savvy, they will recognize this behavior as an imposition.

Eurymachus also puts Penelope in a bit of a social bind. Though she may well have hoped

that the suitors’ admiration would increase her value in the eyes of her husband and son, she must

280 Holscher 1996, pg. 135.

281 Manne 2018, pg. 115.
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also realize that if the stranger is Odysseus in disguise, the situation looks bad. Here she is, hosting
crowds of men,?8 while they openly court her, in his own home. Yes, she is desirable as a wife,
but only so long as she maintains propriety.

If Penelope wants Odysseus to trust her, she must find a way to show her disdain for the
suitors. However, her options are limited—we have already seen that the suitors do not respond

well to confrontation. In Atwood’s words:

I knew it would do no good to try to expel my unwanted suitors, or to bar the palace doors
against them. If I tried that, they’d turn really ugly and go on the rampage and snatch by
force what they were attempting to win by persuasion. 3

She must navigate the ever present threat of violence with tact.

But I was the daughter of a Naiad; I remembered my mother’s advice to me. Behave like
water, | told myself.?84

This is her strategy. While the stranger is still nearby, Penelope denies the compliment,?8 name-
drops Odysseus,?® but then she implies that it is time to remarry, invoking a command Odysseus

may or may not have actually given her (18.257-71):

282 The Greek concept of hospitality is quite different from the modern one. It is a social and
religious obligation that Zeus oversees, and hosts are not in a position to freely turn away guests.
I am using the work “hosting” here with the Greek sense of the word in mind.

283 Atwood 2005, pg. 83.

284 Atwood 2005, pg. 83.

285 18.250-3.

286 18.253-5.
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~

“n pev on Ote T ne MoV KaTo maTpidn Yoo,
de&itepnv émi KOPTTD NV gue YEpOL TpoonHow:
‘® yovau, oV Yop olw v o ag Ayoovg
gk Tpoing &b mavtag annpovog dmovéesot: 260

Kol yop Tpdac QoGcl Lo TOG gupevol avopoac,
NUEV GKOVTIOTAG noe puThipag 0l0T®V
innov T OKLTOS WV EmpPrropac, oi KE TAYIoTO
gxpvav péyo VEIKOG opotiov TOAELLO10.
6 oVK 010" 1 kév 1 Gvécer®®” Bede, M kev AAD® 265

avTOD évi Tpoin: ool & &v0doe nhvto HEAOVTOV.
pepviioBon TATPOG Kol UNTEPOG &v Heyapoloty
(0 viv, l ) paAlov €ued amovocev €0vToG:
avTOp Emmv on Toida YEVEMGOVTO omau,
Muracd @k’ €0éAncla, tedv kot Sdpe Mmodoa.’ 270

KEWVOG TS Aydpeve: Td 0N VOV mavTa tedeiton.”

“Indeed when he was leaving, forsaking his native country,

Taking my right hand by the wrist he said:

‘Wife, I don’t think all the well-greaved Achaeans

Will sail back from Troy unharmed, 260
For they even say the Trojan men are warriors,

Both darters and archers of arrows

And riders of swift-footed horses, which most quickly

Decide the great strife od distressing war

Therefore I don’t know whether god will restore me, or [ will be 265
Caught of something in Troy; So all that remains here is yours.
Remember my father and mother in this home

As now, or still more while | am gone.

But when you see our child grow a beard,

Marry whoever you want, and leave your home.’ 270
He said that; and now it will all happen.”

287 Unknown word. See Stanford 1965, pg. 310.
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In other words, Penelope encourages the suitors to believe it might finally be their time, then she
convinces them to offer impressive bride prices,?® all the while emphasizing the inappropriateness
of their present conduct.?8

Some scholars take this story as entirely sincere: Odysseus did tell her to move on
eventually, and she believes that the time has come.?®° Yet, given all of the signs that Odysseus is

at that very moment on his way home, 1 am in agreement with Biichner:

Von einer Entscheidung zugunsten der Freier kann unter diesen Umstanden®®* natirlich
keine Rede sein. Sie muf versuchen, Zeit zu gewinnen und die Telemach und auch ihr
selbst drohende Gefahr einer Gewalttat auf andere Weise abzuwenden. %2

There can naturally be no talk under these circumstances of a decision in favor of the
suitors. She must seek to buy time and divert imminent danger of violence from
Telemachus and also herself by other means.

288 |_esser 2017 points out that she does not directly ask for bridal gifts (pg. 117), but | argue the
implications of her words here are clear. If the suitors actually mean to compete for her hand, they
need to pay the price of entry.

289 18.250-80

2% See, for instance, Holscher 1996.

291 Namely, while her hopes are raised that Odysseus might be on his way home, finally, per
Eumaeus’ report.

292 Bichner 1940, pg. 139.
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So Penelope invents a new ruse. If the suitors were clever, they would become suspicious when
she suddenly gives them a path forward after years of putting them off.2%® Luckily, we know they
are not.

Penelope’s story is a particularly effective performance because it will carry different
meanings to different internal audiences. It gives the suitors the belief that she might remarry, so
she has the freedom to also criticize their behavior while their hopes are raised and their frustrations
lowered. She has long had the right to resent their constant imposition on her household, but she
only demands recompense now that they have reason to be happy with her, i.e. while they are less
likely to lash out. The suitors do indeed offer large gifts in the hope of winning favor.2%

On the other hand, the stranger, regardless of whether he is or is not Odysseus, will hear
her criticism of their behavior and hopefully understand that she is not fond of these men. Also,
though Penelope cannot know this, the real Odysseus should recognize that this is a manipulation
tactic since Athena warned him ahead of time that Penelope leads them on with insincere
encouragements, which do not represent her true wishes (13.379-81): 2%

“f 6& ooV aiel vooTOV 0dVPOpEVT KOTA BuUOV

whvtog Hév P’ EAmel kal rioyeTon AvOpl EKACT,
ayyelog mpoieioa, voog 6¢ ol GAla pevovd.”

“And she, always weeping for your return in her heart,
Encourages everyone and makes promises to each man,

293 Biichner 1940, pg. 140.
294 18.283-303. This is the passage to which Kirchhoff (1859) objected as an obvious interpolation,
as we saw in chapter one.

29513.381.



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 142

Sending messages, but her mind wants other things.”

Her implication that she might now, finally get remarried, could easily fall under ‘she makes
promises to each man’ without implying genuine interest. Some scholars go so far as to argue that
Penelope’s trick will be obvious to Odysseus particularly if he gave Penelope no such instruction
to get remarried once Telemachus is of age.?®® Finally, given his own tendency to deceive others,
Odysseus ought to respect the trick and appreciate the material gain from it: a woman after his own
heart.2%’

Accordingly, Odysseus reacts positively to her scheme (18.281-3):

“ Q¢ earo: yHOnoev?® 58 molvthag diog ‘Odvocenc,
olveko TdV pEv ddpo mapéiketo, 06Aye?® 8¢ Buuov
pelyiolg €méecot, voog o€ ol dAla pevoiva.

So she spoke, and much suffering, godlike Odysseus smiled,
Because she drew gifts from them, and charmed their heart
With sweet words, but her mind wanted other things.

We can infer that Odysseus recalls Athena’s information about Penelope here: 18.283b is a

verbatim reprisal of 13.381b. So, he knows how she feels about the suitors and accepts a positive

2% Bichner 1940, pg. 141; Winkler 1990, pg. 147.

297 See 13.290-310.

29 For smiling as an indicator of superiority and emotional self-control, see Colakis 1986. Smiling
can also express affection. Thus, the suitors, by contrast, often laugh, but never smile; they lack
Odysseus’ self control and feel falsely superior to everyone else (Levine 1983).

299 Note that here thelgo is used of Penelope while she is acting like Odysseus.
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interpretation of her interaction with them. We might expect Penelope to watch Odysseus from a
distance, and if she catches sight of his smile here, she will feel encouraged that they are on the
same wavelength.

Thus, far from being a sign of Penelope’s interest in remarriage, this moment is evidence
of her contempt for the suitors, a performance of homophrosyne with her husband,*® and a test of

the beggar’s identity.

MELANTHO APPEARS

The suitors offer their gifts, and Penelope returns upstairs. The next scene is focalized through
Odysseus as he turns his attention to the enslaved women of the household.

First, Odysseus offers to tend to the fire in the megaron so the women can go back upstairs
with Penelope.® In response, they laugh at him,%°2 and we are introduced to a third enslaved

woman by name (18.321-5):

OV & aioyp®dg évévime MelavBm kaAlmdpnog,

Vv Aoliog pev étikte, kopiooe ¢ [nveddmela,
moida 0& (g dtitadde, 6idov 6™ dp” abvpurata Buud:
GAL" 008" i¢ Exe mévOog évi ppeat TInvelomeing,
AL 1y Evpopdym woyéoketo kai gikéeokey. 303

300 Winkler 1990, pg. 147.

301 18.311b-19.

302 18.320.

303 Odysseus will later act as if he were privy to this information (20.1-14), though it is provided

by the narrator, and is never spoken aloud.
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And Melantho of the pretty cheeks addressed him disgracefully,
Whom Dolios fathered, and Penelope took care of her,

And raised her like her child, and gave her toys for her heart’s delight;
But even so, she had no concern at heart for Penelope,

But she would have sex with and loved Eurymachus.

Since this is the first young enslaved woman whom we meet (Eurykleia and Eurynome both seem
to be old enough to be grandmothers), Melantho serves as a representative for all her agemates.
She was the recipient of Penelope’s care and affection as a small child, implicitly along with
Telemachus, meaning she is likely quite young. She is characterized as ungrateful, because even
though Penelope raised her, Melantho “had no concern” for her mother-figure.

In this, Melantho stands in contrast to Eumaeus, who was raised by the mistress of the
house one generation previously and remains devoted to his own mother-figure Antikleia. He

describes his relationship to her thus (15.361-72):

“Bppo. eV ovv 01 ketvn Env, Gyéovcd mep Epmng,

TOQpa Ti pot pilov €oke petodiijoot Kai Epéadat,

obvekd p” avtn Opéyev dpo Ktypévn tavomémio,

Ovuyatép’ 1p0iun, Vv 6mAoTaTNV TEKE TALdWV -

i O6pod &Tpe@duny, OAiyov 8¢ i p’ fiocov &ripa. 365
avtap émel p° PNV morvnpartov ikdped” duom,

™V pev Emetta Taunvo” Edooav kol popi” ELovto,

avTap EUE YAOTVAY TE YLTAVA TE elpoT Ekelvn

KOAQ LAA™ ApOLEcaoa, TOGV & VITOONLATA S0DCH

aypovoe mpotodde: giket 8¢ pe knpodL paAlov. 370
VOV &” 10N ToVTOV €mdevopat ALY POt oOTA

gpyov déEovoty pdxapeg Oeol @ Emuipve-”

“While she then was alive, although grieving constantly,

It was dear to me to check in and question her

Since she herself raised me alongside Ktimene with the flowing robe,
Her comely daughter, the youngest of the children she bore;

| was raised with her, and she honored me a little less. 365
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But when we both reached attractive youth,

They gave her to Same and chose countless things;

But she, after dressing me in a cloak and tunic

And very beautiful clothing, and giving me sandals for my feet,

Sent me to the country; but she loved me more with all her heart. 370
And now I don’t have these things; but the blessed gods

Prosper the work in which I am busy.”

Eumaeus expresses unmixed gratitude for Antikleia, despite the fact that, in adulthood, the family
that raised him forces him to live a difficult life in the country for their economic benefit (366-72).
Moreover, the experience of growing up in a family as the least-favorite child (365), who was
immediately sent away to work upon coming of age (366-70),3%* would likely be disturbing, even
traumatic. It is unreasonable to demand that a person feel grateful for such an upbringing.
Nevertheless, the text frames gratitude as the proper reaction in these two passages.3% The logic
seems to be ‘The mistress did more than she was obligated to do for this child, and any proper
slave will know their place, recognize that they have no right to expect equal treatment with free-
born children, and be grateful for what they got.” However, Melantho clearly does not feel this
way in 18.321-5. Therefore, the text seems to argue, she is wronging Penelope, by failing to love
her the way Eumaeus loves Antikleia, or at least act as if she does. The parallel between their

upbringings sets up the two as foils: Eumaeus is the “good slave”; Melantho is the “bad slave”.

304 For the sexual implications of sending Eumaeus away once he hit adolescence, see Murray
2021.

305 For the enslaver’s tendency to demand affective labor from their slaves, see Cushing 2021.
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Melantho then rebukes Odysseus, still disguised as the beggar, whom she naturally does

not recognize as her enslaver (18.326-336):3%

P Odvoty’” évévimev oveldeiolg Eméecov:

“Eeive TOAav, o0 Y€ TIG Ppévag EKTEMATOYUEVOS €00,
000" €0éAe1g eBdEY Yahkniov £ dOpoV EABDV

Né mov &g Aéoymv, GAL™ EvOGde TOAL™ dryopevels,
BopcaArémg TOAAOTGL LET” AVOPACLY, OVOE TL BLUD
TapPeic: | pé e oivog Exet ppévag, § vi tot aiel
T0100TOG VOOG &oTiv, 0 Kol petapdvio Baletc.

1 dAvei, 81t “Ipov dviknoag Tov dAqTV;

un tig Tot térya “Ipov dueivov dAiog dvaoti,

0¢ Tic 67 Al KapTM KeEKOTMS XePoi oTifapiiot
dMUATOG EKTEUYNOL, POPLENS OTOTL TOAAD.”

“And she addressed Odysseus with shaming words,
Enduring stranger, were you hit in the head?
And you don’t want to go and sleep at a smithy,

306 For more on Melantho and Melanthios’ accidental verbal transgressions, see Christensen 2020,
pg. 167-172. c.f. Murray 2021, pg. 144, 149-50 on “ritual deference”. Note that the Odyssey
defines the morality of enslaved characters with respect to their enslavers. In the dominant
ideology of the time, a slave cannot be a “good person” in the full sense of that phrase, only a good
slave. As Aristotle put it in the Poetics, 1454a:

E€0Tv 0€ €V £KAOT® YEVEL KOl Yap YuVR €6TIV ¥pNoTY Ko S0DA0G, Kaitol Y& I6m¢ TOLT®V TO
pev xeipov, o 8¢ OAWG PADAOV E0TLV.

“And [goodness] is in keeping with each kind: for even a woman is good, and a slave, even
if of the two of them one is perhaps an inferior kind, and the other is entirely low.”

This narrative enforces the dominant ideology, as narratives are wont to do. The Odyssey

implicitly endorses social hierarchy—see Thalmann 1998.
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Or perhaps at an inn, but talk a lot here,

Boldly among many men, and you’re not at all

Frightened at heart; wine’s got your wits, or

Your brain’s always like this; so you talk uselessly.

Are you puffed up because you beat the homeless Iros?

Watch out that no one better than Iros stands up to fight you
Who could hit you around the head with strong hands

And send you from the palace, covering you in a lot of blood.”

Melantho’s point boils down to a—perhaps reasonable—concern that the strange man might be
planning to spend the night in the palace uninvited, but her tone is aggressive and derisive.
Odysseus retaliates by threatening her,3%” and the girls scatter.3®

Our first look at Melantho does not seem engineered to inspire any love for her. Over the
course of the next few books, her character will grow in prominence, and we will return to

discussions of her and her fellow girls later.

SCENE 11A: INTERVIEW WITH THE BEGGAR

Let us return to Penelope upstairs. By this point, there have been two omens, one suspicious
description (possibly a familiar physique), and an enigmatic smile all pointing towards the
beggar’s true identity. Let us explore the possibility that Penelope has guessed the truth. She is
perhaps not certain, but reasonably confident. If Odysseus has returned, then there is hope that she

may be saved. This is the best possible outcome for her.

307.18.337-9.

308 18.340-2.
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After the suitors have left the palace for the night,3%° Penelope comes back downstairs to
meet with the beggar. For the first time, the text does not emphasize her defensive posture in the

megaron (19.53-5):

‘H 3’ {ev €k Bardpoto mepippwv [nveloneia,
ApTédt ikéAn NE xpuoén Aepoditn.
T mapa pev KMoiny mopi katbeoav, &vO’ ap” €pile...

But observant Penelope came from her room,
Like Artemis or golden Aphrodite.
And they set her chair by the fire, then she sat on it...

She is compared to a goddess, which seems to suggest that she now embodies a self-assured and
comfortable presence. No longer flanked by attendants, carefully veiled, and taking her position
next to a pillar, she goes to the fire. Before, she kept on her feet, as if prepared to turn and go at
any moment, but now she settles into a chair. In sum, she acts more at ease around the beggar than
she ever has around the suitors.

From the beginning of this scene, Penelope is friendly towards her guest. She again insists

that he be treated with respect. She overhears Melantho tell him off again (19.65-9):

1 8 'Odvoi” évévime Mehavlm Sevtepoy avTic: 65
“Eetv’, &t kol VOV €vBAd” dvinoelg 61 vokTa

Svedmv Koo 01koV, OmTEVGELS 88 YVVOiKOG;

AL EEelBe BOpale, TaAav, Kal daitog dvnco:

7 Téxa kai Sard PePAnuévog eicba OOpale.”

And then Melantho addressed Odysseus a second time; 65
“Stranger, are you still bothering us here, wandering around

The palace all night long, staring at the women?

Go outside, wretch, and enjoy your meal,

309 18.426-6.
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Or soon you’ll be hit with a torch, and outside anyway.”

Odysseus attempts to tell her off,31° then Penelope also intervenes in his defense. She asserts his

right to be there in no uncertain terms (19.89-95):

Q¢ pdro- 10D &’ fjkovce mepippwv [Inverdnera,

apeimoAov & évéviev €moc T ot &k T dvouale: 90
“ravtoc, Bopoaién, Koov adeég, ob Ti pe Anbeig

gpdovca péya Epyov, O of) KEPOAT] Avapda&els:

mévto Yo €0 §oncd’, énei €€ dued Exhveg o,

¢ TOV Eglvov Eueddov évi peydpotsty Epoicty

apel mooet eipechat, Emel TuKIVOG AKAyMUot.” 95

So he spoke, and observant Penelope heard him,

And she spoke a word and called the attendant out: 90
“Bold girl, fearless bitch, you don’t at all escape me,

Doing a great deed, that’ll come back on your own head;

For you knew it all well, since you heard me myself

That | was going to question the guest in my halls

About my husband, since I’'m deeply distressed.” 95

This moment speaks to Penelope’s social maneuvering. With the suitors and Telemachus, we have
seen her defer. However, with an enslaved woman, she is free to be direct and even harsh. She
conforms to her position as a noble woman who is expected to control the female staff, but not to
overstep her authority when men are around. She has internalized her social role and acts in
accordance.

Penelope then turns to Eurynome and asks her to bring out a chair and fleece, dippov kai

kaag,3! for the beggar, and once he is situated, Penelope begins the interview by asking who he

310 19.70-88.

311 19.97


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=di%2Ffron&la=greek&can=di%2Ffron0&prior=dh%5C
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C1&prior=di/fron
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kw%3Das&la=greek&can=kw%3Das0&prior=kai%5C
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is.312 She may be waiting for Odysseus to identify himself now that the suitors are gone and they
can speak in relative privacy. Granted this is not complete privacy, as the other women are still
nearby,3'3 but surely Odysseus can work out some sign or token of his identity, if he so chooses.
However, he refuses to give any answer at all.3'4

As per Penelope’s usual, she is unwilling to confront him directly, so next she starts
speaking more and more pointedly, trying to coax him into an admission. Klytemnestra did, in
fact, murder Agamemnon upon his return from the war, so maybe Odysseus has legitimate grounds
to fear her, after all. Her speech, then, is built around assuaging any concerns he might have. She

starts by name-dropping Odysseus once again (19.123-8):

Tov & Mueipet” Encrta nepippwv [Inveloneia:
“EEiv’, 1 TOL U&v Eunv GpeTnv €100C TE Sépag e
dAecav aBdvartol, Ote "TAov eicavéPfavov
Apyeiot, peta toiot & duog mooig fev 0dvooeng
€l KEWVOC v’ MBIV TOV €OV Plov dpguroAevor,
peilov ke kA €0g €in Euov Kol kdAAov oVTw.”

And then observant Penelope answered him:

“My guest, surely the gods ruined my virtue,

Beauty, and figure, when the Argives went to

[lion, and among them was my husband Odysseus

If that man would come and care for my livelihood
My reputation would be better and nobler in this way.’

b

‘Gee, I sure wish my husband would come home!’

81219.103-5
313 Winkler 1990, pg. 148-50.

314 19.106-22.
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Then, she emphasizes that the suitors are there against her will, in case he somehow missed
that during her performance in the megaron earlier, and reiterates her desire to see her husband

return (129-36):

“vOv O’ dyopar TOGO Yap Ol EMEGGELEV KOKA OaipLV.
00001 YOp VOO0V EMIKPATEOVGLY (PIOTOL,

Aovyim te Zdun te Kol VANevTL Zakouvio,

ol T’ awtnv I0axknv evdeiehov dppvépovat,

ol 1 dekalopévny HvevTal, TpOYOVGL 8& O1KOoV.

1@ ovte Eetvov éumdlopan 000’ iketdov

oUTe TL KnpLK®V, 01 dnpogpyol Eactv:

4AL” Odvoi mobéovsa pilov Katathkopot qrop.”

“But now I’m in pain, for some god set such great evils against me.
For as many great men rule islands,

Doulichion and Same and sandy Zacynthos,

And who dwell around far-seen Ithaca,

They court me against my will, and waste my home.

Therefore I don’t care for guests or suppliants

Nor even heralds, who do public works;

But I melt in my dear heart longing for Odysseus.”

She repeats the story of her burial-shroud trick,3'®> and emphasizes that now the trick has been

found out, she is running out of time before she must remarry despite her opposition (157-61):

“vOv O’ 00T €kpuyéetv dvvapat yapov obte TV GAANV
uftw €07 ebpiokm: paia & OTPHVOLGL TOKTEG
paod’, doyordq 68 mdig Plotov Kateddvtwv,
Yyvookov: §on yap dvip 0loc te pdhota

oikov kNdecbat, T® te ZeLg kdO0G dnalet.”

315 137-156. For more on this particular iteration of the trick of the web, see Biichner 1940, pg.

132-4.
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“And now I can’t avoid marriage nor invent

Another trick; but my parents urge me

To be married, and my child knows and hates that

They eat his livelihood; for he is already the kind of man
To care for the household, to whom Zeus gives glory.”

Penelope has comprehensively addressed every concern about herself or her loyalty that she can
anticipate Odysseus might have.3¢ Finally she asks the beggar once again to identify himself, and
he responds with another long, fake life story, calling himself Aethon, and claiming to have met
Odysseus many years ago.3’

For the time being, Penelope is stymied. After twenty years of waiting, the signs all indicate
that her husband is on the way home, and here is a man who looks, acts, and sounds like her
husband, plus some wear and tear. His presence is soothing and familiar. Odysseus is the one
person who could step in and save her and Telemachus from the suitors; she has waited years for
this very moment. Yet she is either wrong, or he is refusing to let her in on his plan. If the latter,
she must ask herself 1. Why he would disguise himself from his own wife, not just the suitors, 2.
Whether he still does not trust her, and 3. What he plans to do next.

Penelope reacts to his claim that he met Odysseus once many years ago by bursting into

tears (19.203-12).

" loke yebdea moAd Aéymv ETOpo1GY Opoio:
TG O™ Ap’ dkovovomg pée dakpua, THKETO 0L YPAOGC:

316 For the sake of fairness, it is worth noting that even if Penelope does not suspect the beggar’s
identity, she might still be attempting to signal her fidelity to the beggar in case he has information
about her husband. She wants him to know that any information he has would be welcome.

317 164-202.
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OG 0& YUV KATUTNKET €V AKPOTOAOIGLY OPECTLY,

fiv T EVpog xotétnéev, émny ZEQupog Katoen:
mKoUEVNG & dipa T motapol TAnBovct péovteg:

G TG TKETO KAAQ TTapniot dAKPL YE0VONC,
KAaovong £0v dvopa mapnpevov. avtap Odveeeng
Boud pev yodmaoav £nv EAéaipe yovoika,

0pOadpol 8° m¢ &l képa Eotacay NE cldonpog

atpépog v PAepdpoiot: SOA® 6 6 ye ddkpva KeDOEV.

He told many lies that sound like truths;

And as she listened tears streamed, and her face melted,
And as snow melts in high mountains,

And Euros melts it, when Zephyr pours down;

And then flowing rivers are filled with the snow-melt;

So her beautiful cheeks melted as she poured down tears,
Weeping for her husband beside her. But Odysseus

Was taking pity in his heart on his own mourning wife,
But his eyes were up, unwavering in his eyelids, as if they
Were horn or iron; and he hid his tears with deceit.

It is easy to imagine her sense of overwhelm: fear for the future, grief, frustration, and confusion.
What he says sounds true, yet she had such strong suspicions.3!® So Penelope cries, but she does

not give up yet.

318 The phrase wevdea moAld &rdpolsty Opoia, “many lies that sound like truths,” could be
focalized to Penelope, to the listener/audience, or it could be a general statement about an innate
quality of his speech: these lies would sound true to anyone who happened to hear them. Given
the lack of indication that the phrase should be attached to a particular individual, | prefer to read
it as a general statement, and therefore to infer that the lies had the specified effect on Penelope

when she heard them.
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First, she probes a little further into his claims. Much as she did with the suitors in the
previous book, Penelope plays along with the stranger here and does not rebut his story. However,

she does ask for confirmation, testing his knowledge of Odysseus (19.215-19).

“vOv pgv on oev, Eevé Y, olw mepnoecsba, 215
€l €10V 01 K€L oLV AvTIBE01G ETAPOITT

Eetvioag v peyapototy ROV OV, MG YOPEVELC.

giné pot onmol’ doca mepi ypot eiporta Eo7to,

avtoc 0 olog &nv, koi £taipovg, of oi &movto.”

“Now then, my friend, I plan to test you, 215
If you really in fact, with his godlike companions,

Hosted my husband there, as you say.

Tell me what sort of clothes he wore on his body,

And what he was like, and his companions, who followed him.”

She asks a question that the real Odysseus would also be able to answer. In fact, Odysseus would
have a far easier time describing himself and his own clothes than an acquaintance who met him
once, many years ago. So, when “the stranger” gives a detailed description of a real brooch
Odysseus once owned, he makes his fake identity less plausible, not more.®°® He also makes what
Vlahos terms a “cruel statement” about how the women of Crete admired Odysseus in his chiton,
which is perhaps not exactly a sensitive thing to say to a grieving widow about her lost husband,
but which reinforces Odysseus desirability as a spouse.®?° Penelope confirms that she remembers
the brooch, and the beggar responds by announcing that Odysseus will be home in the very near

future.

319 Harsh 1950, pg. 11.

320 Vlahos 2007, pg. 110.
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Thus, the beggar’s story has some flaws, and Penelope knows her husband is nothing if not
deceptive. So, she switches tactics and begins gently baiting him into an admission by insisting
that Odysseus will never come home.3?* She only grows more friendly and hospitable toward him
with time. As Biichner says, “Nun er wird der ‘liebe Fremdling’, und sie kann sich nicht genug tun

29 ¢¢

in seiner Ehrung,” “now he becomes the ‘dear stranger,” and she can’t do enough in his honor,”
when she orders her enslaved women to bathe his feet and prepare a bed for him in 18.317-34.3%

Biichner, who does not propose early recognition, notes her friendliness with some
confusion and attributes it to her attraction to the beggar, “Penelope der Anziehungskraft des
unerkannt bei ihr sitzenden Gatten immer mehr erliegt,” “Penclope progressively succumbs to
attraction to her unrecognized husband as he sits beside her”.%?3 This interpretation strikes me as
unlikely both because of the omens about her husband’s return and because, while Athena’s
disguise may not have rendered Odysseus perfectly unidentifiable, it did certainly make him less
physically attractive. However, Odysseus does retain his charming personality, so Biichner’s idea
is not entirely without merit.

Conversely, if our listener prefers the early recognition theory, they may start to wonder if
the poet is referencing “seduction by a foreigner” or “seduction by a god” with a heavy dose of
dramatic irony. Here is Odysseus taking on the role of a foreigner/god in disguise, here is Penelope

acting in concert, although she has recognized Odysseus for who he really is. It is a delightful bit

of playacting between them, built on the unspoken understanding that no true impropriety is

321 19.308-16.
322 Biichner 1940, pg. 134.

323 Blichner 1940, pg. 134.
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occuring—Odysseus knows who he is, we the audience know who he is, and Penelope probably
does too. Moreover, Penelope keeps her solicitousness within the plausible deniability of xenia, so
she has not opened herself to any accusations of infidelity, if for some reason she finds that she
has guessed wrongly. No one can accuse her of impropriety with another man.

To Penelope’s offer of a foot bath, Odysseus protests that only a person who has suffered

as he has should touch his feet.3?* Penelope then summons Eurykleia (18.353-60):

“Z6T1 8¢ pot ypnic mukve gpect unde” Eyovoa,

f] keivov dvotnvov €D Tpépev NS ATiToAAE,

deapévn xelpess’, dte PV TPATOV TEKE UNTNP, 355
| og mHOag viyel, dMynmeAéovsd ep EUmng.

AL dye VOV avotdoa, tepippov Evpikiela,

viyov coio dvaktog OpnAKa. koi tov ‘Odvooeng

10N 101660 €0Ti THSAG TOOGOE TE YEIPOG:

alya Yap &v KakOTTL PpoTol KaToynpacKovsty.” 360

“I have an old woman, quite sharp in her mind,

Who reared and raised well that unlucky man,

Received him into her arms, when first his mother bore him, 355
Who will wash your feet, although she’s feeble.

But come now, stand up, observant Eurykleia,

Wash your lord’s agemate. And I’m sure Odysseus

Has feet and hands like this by now;

Since mortals in bad circumstances age quickly.” 360

Note that Penelope summons his own former nurse, not Eurynome, her attendant. She chooses
someone who knows Odysseus better than anyone. She also compares the beggar to Odysseus in

explicit terms, priming Eurykleia to notice similarities. Once again, this seems to be a test: if

32419.343-8.
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Penelope’s suspicions are correct, Eurykleia will know. And in fact, she does. It is during the
footbath that Eurykleia recognizes Oysseus’ scar.

Our listener must here realize that Athena’s magic is not fail-proof, since Eurykleia is
clearly covered under névtesot Bpotoict. Penelope has not seen the scar, but if the magic can fail,
then it is perfectly reasonable to assume that Penelope is capable of knowing her husband through
other tokens, such as his build, personality, or voice, even if they are not as decisive as his unique
scar.

However, Penelope does not learn that her test succeeded because Athena intervenes: “n
o obT’ abpiican dvvot  avtin ovte vofjoal: / T Yap AOnvain voov Etpanev,” “but she couldn’t
look over or notice, for Athena diverted her attention”.3?° This moment signals that Athena is aware
of, and unbothered by, the limitations of Odysseus’ disguise. She knows that it is not impenetrable,
and so perhaps she did not mean for her original statement to Odysseus to be taken literally. There
are some it will work against, some that it will not, and she is there to prevent those limitations
from becoming a problem for Odysseus’ scheme. So though Penelope has succeeded in arranging

things so that his identity is confirmed, she misses that pivotal moment, lost in reverie.

SCENE 11B: THE DREAM OMEN

When Penelope snaps back to reality, she still cannot bring herself to challenge the beggar’s fake

life story, but the pause has given her time to formulate a new plan.3?¢ She gets more and more

32519.478-9

326 \/lahos 2007, pg. 111.
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creative in nudging him towards an admission. After yet another recitation of her sorrow,%” and a

reiteration of how little time she has left before she must remarry,3?8 in 535-53, she reports a

spectacularly unsubtle dream in which an eagle kills her flock of geese and then explains the

allegorical®?® nature of his own action.®* In the dream, she was at first disturbed by the deaths of

her beloved pets (19.535-43):

“aAN dye pot Tov Ovelpov HTTOKPIVOL Kol KOLGOV.
YVEC Lol KaTdl oikov 8ikoct TupdV Edovoty

€€ VoaTog, Koi € ot iaivopat eicopdmaoa

EMODV O €€ dpeog PEYOS aUETOG AyKVAOYEIANG
miot kot oavyévag NEe koi EkTavev: oi & Ekéyuvo
aBpdot v peyapoig, 0 6’ £¢ aibépa diov aépON.
avTap Ey® KAOTOV Kol EKDKLOV &V TEP OVEIPW,
apei & En’ nyepébovto Ebmlokapideg Ayonad,
oiktp” dAo@upopévny 6 pot aietdc Ektave yRvag.” 33t

“But come now, listen and explain my dream.

Throughout my house, twenty geese from the water

Were eating grain, and | was happy watching them;

But then a huge, hook-beaked eagle came from the mountain
Broke all their necks and killed them; and they were flung

In heaps in the hall, but he soared into the holy atmosphere.
But I shrieked and cried, though I was dreaming,

327 For background on the daughter of Pandareos to whom she compares herself (517), see Anhalt

2001 and Levaniouk 2008.
328 19.509-34.

329 For justification of this dream as true allegory, see Kotwick 2020.

330 C.f. the unsubtlety of “wine-skin” prophecy of Euripides’ Medea, 663-81.

331 Russo 1982 notes that the construction ho moi aietos invites the reading “my eagle”, dative of

possession, though an ethical dative or dative of disadvantage is more likely, pg. 8.
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And around me the long-haired Achaeans gathered,
Weeping piteously because the eagle killed my geese.”

However, the eagle then tells her that the geese are not really her pets (546-50):

“‘Bapoet, Tkapiov kovpn TAEKAEITOTO"

ovK dvap, AL Vmap £6OAOV, & Tol TeETELECUEVOV EOTO.

YAVEG LEV LVNOTHPES, £YD € TOL OUETOC OpVIg

na Tépog, VOV avte 1ed0g TOoIC EiAhAovda,

0¢ Aol UvnoTipotv Agkéa TOTUOV EPom.’” 550

“‘Take heart, daughter of renowned Icarius:

This is no dream but a good true vision which will be realized.
The geese are the suitors, and | was an eagle previously,

now again | have come as your husband,

who shall send a shameful death to all the suitors.’” 550

Despite the straightforward nature of the dream that explains itself, scholars have read this scene
in contradictory ways. Some say that since Penelope likes her geese, she must like the suitors,
t00.3% If we do not believe that Penelope has any suspicions about the beggar, then in this scene
she naively reports her affection for them to her own husband. However, this interpretation
requires us to either ignore Penelope’s thus-far emphatic hatred for the suitors; accept that her
character has splintered at this late point in the narrative;®3 or appeal to the subconscious. | have
already made cases against the first two possibilities elsewhere. Let us now consider the third.
The argument that Penelope has repressed desires for the suitors which become apparent

in dreams was proposed in Devereux’s 1957 article in The Psychoanalytic Quarterly. This journal,

332 See, for instance, Devereux 1957, Rankin 1962, Clayton 2004, pg. 45-6.
333 For a useful recap and refutation of various iterations of this argument, see Rozokoki 2001, pgs.

2-3; Levaniouk 2008, pg. 21-24.
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as the name suggests, was not focused on classical scholarship, but on the then-new field of
psychoanalysis. Devereux took theories of the unconscious and applied them to Homer and
Penelope. | argue that this tactic is problematic because the theory that repressed feeling can reveal
itself in symbolic representation is anachronistic to antiquity. That the poet is representing
Penelope as unconsciously revealing an unconscious desire requires a (Freudian) conceptual
apparatus we have no reason to believe was available to them.®3* | find it unwise to build arguments
upon Devereux’s Freudian analysis, though his work has had a long afterlife.3%

However, if we, like Winkler and Harsh, believe that Penelope suspects Odysseus’s
disguise, the situation is quite different. In that case, the dream is not an innocent report, but a
power play, since she challenges the stranger to explain it to her. Multiple scholars have read the
dream as such. Vlahos, for instance, interprets her affection for the dream-geese as a retaliatory
barb for the stranger’s earlier comment about Odysseus’ popularity with the Cretan women,33¢

though this is not my preferred reading, as it seems to cheapen their relationship. Winkler believes

the dream is a power play and goes so far as to suggest that perhaps she invented it whole cloth:

Critical discussion of this passage has, without exception, assumed that Penelope is here a
translucent speaker... as if she were the homeric narrator of facts and not a character with
designs of her own... Though Penelope does have dreams in the Odyssey, | see no reason

334 Pratt 1994.
35 E.g. Felson 1994, pg. 41: “Penelope’s encouragement of the suitors and her enjoyment of their
attention, suggested especially by her dream-reaction to the slaughter of her pet geese...”

336 19.353. Vlahos 2007, pg. 113.
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to believe that she actually had this dream. It can be seen in its context of covert and

guarded negotiation as her attempt to convey a message. ..’

Winkler makes a prudent observation in that Penelope is not a disinterested narrator, but a character
with her own goals and fears. There are benefits to this theory in that it allows her some agency in
this situation and fixes the problem of splintered characterization. However, Winkler goes perhaps
a step too far in arguing that she perhaps never had this dream at all.

The same imagery in Penelope’s dream, an eagle killing geese, reflects two previous omens

that we know did happen. First, the eagle omen at assembly warned the suitors to vacate Odysseus’

estate (2.146-54):

Q¢ parto TnAépayog, Td 6 aiet® edpHoma Zevg

VYO0ev €K KopLOPTG Openg mpoénke méTechHa.

T 0" EmG PéV P’ EMETOVTO UETA TVOLT|G AVELOL0

TANoi® GAMAOIGL TITAVOUEV® TTEPVYEGCLY:

AL Ote oM péoomy ayopnv ToAven oV ikécony, 150
&vO’ émovnBévte Tva&doOny mtepd Tukvd,

€6 0" 10tV mvT®V KEPOAAS, 66G0VTOo & dAeOpoV:

OpLYOLEVE & dVUYXEGTL TAPELNG AT TE OEPOG

de&1 MEav 614 T° oikio KOl TOAY QOTAV.

So spoke Telemachus, and to him farseeing Zeus sent

two eagles to fly from the peak of the mountain on high.

And first they flew with the break of wind

Stretching their wings beside one another;

But when they reached the middle of the chatter-filled assembly 150
Then they shook their wings fast, whirling around,

337 Winkler 1990, pg. 153. Note that in the years since, readings of this scene have been less
naive—Felson-Rubin, for instance, reads Penelope as cleverly anticipating several possibilities at

once.
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And they looked at everyone’s heads and forboded death;
And tearing at cheeks and throats with talons
They shot to the right through their homes and city.

Second, there is the omen in Sparta, which also presages the suitors’ deaths—several scholars have

already noted its clear parallels to the dream (15.160-5).338

“Qc gpa ol indvtt Enéntoto deE10¢ dpvig,

ailetog apynV xive EP®V dVOXEGGL TEADPOV,

fuepov &€& avAfg: o1 o ibovteg Emovto

Avépeg NOE yuvaikeg: 0 € ooy £yyvhev EABmV

de&10¢ Mige mpdob’ inmwv: ol 8¢ 1ddvTeg

yonoav, kol maotv évi ppeci Bopdg iavon. 165

Thus then on the speaker’s right a bird flew,

An eagle carrying a huge white goose,

A tame one from the courtyard; and men and women

Followed shouting; but it, coming near them

Darted right in front of the horses; and the others

Who saw rejoiced, and the heart in their chest was glad. 165

Helen interpreted that omen thus (15.171-8):

tov & ‘EAévn tavdmenhoc vmopOapévn gato udbov:

“KADTE pev: avTap &y® povtevcopol, oc Evi Bopud

afdavartot farlovot kol o¢ teAéecOon Oilm.

¢ 60 ¥V’ fipma’ dtitaAlopuévny €vi oik®

EMDV € dpeoc, 601 ol yeven te TOKOG TE, 175
®¢ OdVoEVS KoK TOAAY TOOMV Koi TOAL™ EmaAnOeic

oikade VOoTHoEL Kol TioeTon Mg Kol 1jon

oikot, ATdp LVNOTHPCL KaKOV TAVTEGTL UTEVEL.”

And Helen of the flowing robe sais a word before he did:

338 Rankin 1962; Rozokoki 2001, pg. 2; Stockdale 2019 greatly expands on the idea.
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“Hear me: but I shall prophesy, since the immortals

Put in my mind how I think it will be accomplished.

As this animal snatched the goose raised in the house

After coming from the mountain, where its stock and offspring are, 175
So Odysseus after suffering many evils and wanding far and wide,
Will come home and take vengeance: or even he’s already

At home, but he’s nurturing misfortune for all the suitors.”

Thus, the narrative has already established that Odysseus is a savage eagle and the suitors are tame
geese in ornithomantic symbolism. That Penelope uses the same imagery seems to add credibility
to her story: this is how the gods have represented such an event already. | therefore believe that
Penelope had a dream involving geese, an eagle, and the impression that it was a portent, though
she may have tweaked or dramatized it for the beggar’s benefit—and for her to relate this dream
at all is a motivated decision. It amounts to a subtle challenge. | believe that the crucial point is
that by baiting Odysseus into acknowledging her dream is a divine omen, Penelope forces him to
allude to his plot against the suitors, even if he is not willing to speak openly with her.

So, let us postulate that Penelope had some version of this dream, and that her dream is
related to Zeus’ omen from book fifteen, and perhaps also to the omen from book two as well.
Though Vlahos would have us believe that Penelope reports sadness for her geese in order to
needle Odysseus, and others would have us believe that this sadness reflects sincere affection for
the suitors, the parallels to these other omens seem to contradict such ideas. In the case of the omen
in book fifteen, those who care for the tame geese are at first horrified by the eagles’ attacks, until
the prophetic nature of the event becomes evident. It therefore follows that Penelope’s initial
sadness at the deaths of her beloved pets does not necessitate any emotional attachment to the
suitors they represent: the workers at Sparta who chased that eagle have no attachment to the

suitors either. Moreover, when the dream eagle addresses Penelope and explains the omen, he
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“stopped” her crying, xotepntve.33® She was no longer sad once she knew the birds were no birds
at all.34% She is not sorry that the suitors will die. The meaning of the suitors as geese therefore lies
not in the geese’s relationship to Penelope (beloved pets), but in their relationship to an eagle
(prey). Odysseus is a warrior, and the eagle symbolizes his ferocity. The suitors are also birds, but
of a very different nature; they are tame animals that spend their days in a domestic setting eating
and being tended by others, as the suitors do.34

When Penelope asks the stranger to interpret the dream for her, he does so in the only way
possible (‘@ yovar, ob g Eottv Vmokpivachor dvelpov / Ak dmorkiivavt’),3#? but still he says
nothing about his own identity. In her frustration, Penelope insists that the dream might not be real

at all (19.559-69):

Tov & adte mpocésine mepippwv Inveldnsio-

“E€lv’, 1 To1 pév Svelpot dunyavot dkprropvdor 560
yiyvovt', ovo€ T mdvto teeietan avOpdmolot.

dotal yap te TOAL AUEVIIVAV E1GTV OVEIP®V-

ol pev yap kepdeoot tetevyatal, ol o EAEQavTL

TV o1 pév K EABwot d1d TPLoTod EAEQOVTOC,

oil p’ élepaipovtal, £me’ AKPAAVTO PEPOVTEC 565
o1 0¢ dul Eeotdv Kepdov EABwat B00pale,

oi p” &Tvpa kpaivovst, Bpotdv dte KEV TIg idnTOLL.

AL €pol ovk €viedbev dlopan aivov dvelpov

g\0&uev- 1 K domactov &pol kod moudi yévotro.”

339 19.545,

340 Tt is for this reason that I am not completely convinced by Vlahos’ claim that Penelope is
needling Odysseus with the possibility that she enjoys the suitors’ presence.

341 Kotwick 2020, pg. 15-16.

342 19.555-6
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But then observant Penelope addressed him again:

“My guest, really dreams are inexplicable gibberish, 560
And not all of them are accomplished for people.

For there are two gates of fleeting dreams,

For one is made of horn, the other of ivory,

Those which go through sawn ivory,

Deceive men, bearing pointless words; 565
But those that go out through polished horn,

They bring truths to pass, when someone sees them.
But I don’t think my dreadful dream came

From there; it’d be welcome to me and my son though.”343

Thus, she challenges him again: Prove to me that my dream will happen.34
Penelope then pivots and tries one last tack. She announces that she is arranging a bride-

contest for the very next day (19.570-81):34

“8ALo 0¢ ol €pém, oV & évi ppeot BaiAeo oTjow: 570
f0e &M oG elot duomvopog, i p° Odvoog

oikov dmooyncel vOv yap katadnow dedrov,

TOVG TEAEKENC, TOVG KEIVOG &Vi LEYAPOIGLY €010V

{otaoy’ £€eing, dpvoOYOLG BG, dMOEKN TAVTAG:

343 Rozokoki 2001 again cites this line as evidence that Penelope does not care for the suitors,
despite her initial sadness, pg. 3.

344 For theories on the meaning of the imagery of horn and ivory gates, Rozokoki 2001 gives a
useful summary of scholarship on the issue up through the turn of the 21st century, pgs. 4-6; see
also Russo 2002, pg. 223-30; DeSchmidt 2006; Vlahos 2007, pg. 114-115; Haller 2009; Anghelina
2010. The quality of theories ranges from vaguely plausible to unconvincing. However, | shall not
attempt yet another guess on the matter. Suffice it to say that Penelope’s meaning is clear enough
anyway.

345 For background on marriage competitions, see Laemmle 2021.
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oT0¢ 6 O ye TOALOV dvevde dappintackey GiGTOV. 575
viv 8¢ pvnotpecoty debAov TodToV EPNHom-

0¢ 0¢ ke pnitat évtavion Plov &v maddunot

Kol 01010TEVOT TEAEKEDV OLOKOIOEKN TAVTMYV,

@ Kev dp’ Eomoiunvy, voopiocopévn tdoe ddUa

Kovpidlov, pbia KoAov, €vimielov frdtoro, 580
T0D mote pepvnoectan dtopan &v mep Ovelpw.”

“And I'll tell you another thing, and you cast it in your heart: 570
This morning will dawn ill-omened, which shall part me

From the house of Odysseus; for now I shall set as a contest,

Those axes which he used to set up in a row

In his home, like ship’s props, all twelve;

And standing well far away he’d shoot through them. 575
But now | shall set this contest for the suitors.

Whoever most easily strings the bow in his hands

And shoots through all twelve axes,

I’ll marry him, turning my back on this, my marital home,

Though beautiful and full of life; 580
I think I’ll remember it as if it were a dream.”

This bride contest suits Odysseus’ purposes; Murnaghan believes that by setting it, Penelope
“uniquely acts as his accomplice without knowing who he is,” unlike Eumaeus, Philoitios, and
Telemachus, who all act in full knowledge of Odysseus’ identity.34¢ | rather take this as a sign that
Penelope is aware of her husband’s presence in the palace, whether she admits it or not.

The contest is a call to action: Here is how to make the goose-dream a reality, and here is
what will happen if you fail to act.3*” She also sets a ticking time-bomb, which would be a strange

thing to do if she did not know her husband is in the palace already, but makes sense if she has

346 Murnaghan 1987, pg. 20.

347 See Haller 2009.
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suspicions.3*® Perhaps she is simply unwilling to wait much longer for him to right the ship of
home. So she puts a weapon in his hands and sets a deadline to act.®*® Moreover, she establishes
rules for the contest that are obviously designed to find, not the ‘best” man, aristos, as is customary
in marriage competitions, but her own husband.3%° Odysseus knows, and so does she, that he used
to perform the trick regularly, as the iterative diappintackev (575) indicates. The subtext could not
be clearer. Penelope has no interest in marrying anyone but her husband, and she has come as close
to accusing the stranger of being him as she can manage. If ever there were a moment to come
forward as the real Odysseus, then this is it.

However, all the beggar does is tell her not to delay and state that Odysseus will be there
before the suitors manage the feat.%>! Penelope gives up, goes to bed, and cries until Athena puts

her to sleep.3%?

MELANTHO AGAIN

After the interview, the spouses depart to their separate beds, and book nineteen ends. Penelope

does not appear at the beginning of book twenty, nor is she mentioned, but its opening passage has

348 Harsh 1950, pg. 12-3.
349 VVlahos 2007, pg. 116-7.
30 Thalmann 1998, 173.
3%119.582-7

352.19.603-4.
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bearing on her all the same. This scene is focalized through Odysseus as he settles in to sleep (20.1-

13).353

AVTOp 0 &V TPodoOU® eVvaleTo diog OdvGaeLS:
KAWL pEV doéymrov Poénv otopes’, avtap Hmepbe
Koea TOAL" dlwv, ToVg ipgveskov Ayatol:
Evpovoun 8° dp” €mt yhoivav Baie kounOévt.
&vO’ 'OdvoeLg LVNOTHPOL KOKA OPOVE®VY Vi Buud 5
KEIT &ypnyopowv:
Tai & €k peydpoio yovoikeg

fioav, ot pvnoTipoly EUGYECKOVTO TAPOG TTEP,
GAMANGL YEA® TE KOl EDPPOGVVTV TAPEYOVCUL.
100 0" pivero Bupoc €vi othecot piloiot:
TOAAG 0& pepunpile Kot epéva kol kot Bupov, 10
Ne petaigog Oavatov tedéelev ekdorn,
M &1 46 pvnotiipoty Hrepedloilct pryfivar
Botata kol mopato: kpadin 8¢ oi Evéov HAGKkTeL. 3
But godlike Odysseus was lying on the sleeping porch;
And beneath was stretched an untanned bull’s hide, and above
Were many sheeps’ fleeces, which the Achaeans would sacrifice;
And Eurynome put a cloak on him as he lay.
There Odysseus lay contemplating evils in his heart for the suitors, 5
Awake;

but some women were going out of the house,
Who would sleep with the suitors even before,
Laughing and chattering with one another.
And the temper in his dear chest was roused,;
And he debated bitterly in his heart and mind 10
Whether he should arise and bring death to each girl,
Or let them sleep with the arrogant suitors
For the last and final time; but the spirit in him howled.

353 For further reading on female desire in the Odyssey, see Peradotto 1993, though it does not
mention the young enslaved women.

35 For some unusual features of this scene I will not discuss, see Russo 1968, pg. 291-4.
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Here, Odysseus overhears some of the enslaved women departing the palace for the night, who,
he intuits, are going to sleep with the suitors.®*® The poet emphasizes their merriness in line 8,
implying that these women are going to the suitors freely, so the relationships must be consensual.
The girls are not individualized, nor are we encouraged to see them through any other lens than
their relation to their enslaver, Odysseus. Most of them do not even have discrete identities. The
elderly nurses Eurykleia and Eurynome clearly are not part of this group, so Melantho is the only
one among them given a name. She is a figurehead for the group of young women as a whole, and
our listener is encouraged to imagine them all as she has been characterized thus far: mouthy,
promiscuous, a liability to the household.

This characterization is not fair.3*¢ In the two previous books, we have heard Melantho
twice rebuke the disguised Odysseus, symbolically betraying her enslaver, and our listener is
encouraged to smart at the injustice of such disrespect. However, Melantho does not know who
this stranger is, so she did not mean to disrespect Odysseus. Moreover, in both cases, her complaint
is reasonable. She just does not want a strange man creeping around her home late at night,

watching her.3%’

355 That they leave the house to do so indicates that they actively pursue these relationships, rather
than merely being pursued themselves as Fulkerson 2002 notes (pg. 346).

35 For a reading of the enslaved characters of the Odyssey through the lens of Disability Studies,
see Christensen 2020, chapter 6, “Marginalized Agencies and Narrative Selves,” pg. 149f.

357 18.326-336; 19.65-9.
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We have seen Penelope go to great pains to insulate herself from men, and in this her noble
status is both an advantage and a disadvantage, because although the suitors are only after her
because of her status in the first place, Homeric society’s concern with Penelope’s chastity offers
fragile protection from sexual abuse (by a man to whom she is not married, anyway). Penelope’s
position subjects her to scrutiny, yes, but also shields her from some kinds of harm, because she
only has value to the suitors as a wife for as long as her reputation remains intact. The very footprint
of the palace, with private upstairs quarters just for her, is designed with her protection in mind.

However, the enslaved women who run the household do not have this advantage, double-
edged though it is. They work throughout the palace and cannot stay hidden away upstairs, nor do
the suitors value them as potential wives. In Atwood’s words: “We ground the flour for lavish
wedding feasts, then we ate the leftovers; we would never have a wedding feast of our own, no
rich gifts would be exchanged for us; our bodies had little value.” % Male guests have no reason
to care about harming these women’s social standing, so the maids are vulnerable to whoever
wanders by. A strange man in the palace late at night, in other words, may pose a very real threat
to Melantho and the other women, so their reason for wanting to get rid of him is likely to be the
same as my own would be in a similar situation.

The unfortunate irony is that, although enslaved women have less insulation from harm,

their enslaver would still feel entitled to control his slaves’ sexuality, because they are also valuable

358 Atwood 2005, pg. 12.
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assets, 3 if of less value than a wife.3%° Greek society conflates wealth, including slaves, with
honor in the term geras,®! so damaging a man’s assets damages his social status as well. Slaves
are—quite literally—objectified in this system as physical manifestations of a hero’s prestige. To
illustrate, consider how Achilles perceived the loss of Briseis qua geras as damaging his standing
among the Achaean warriors in the lIliad. And indeed, some scholarship reproduces this
phenomenon in the modern day. E.g. Sheila Murnaghan’s discussion of the conflict between
Achilles and Agamemenon in Disguise and Recognition in the Odyssey makes repeated mention
of Achilles’ lost “prize” without acknowledging that the prize in question was a human being. 362
Moreover, when Agamemnon attempted to reconcile with Achilles through bribery in Iliad
9, he emphasized that he would not only pay huge rewards for Achilles’ return to battle, but he

also offered to return Briseis, Achilles’ asset, undamaged (9.131-4):

“10G Pév ol dMo, petd 6 Eocetat v 10T AmnvPwV,
kovpn Bpionog: €mi ¢ péyav dpkov opodpon

U wote TG eVVi|g EmPriuevar 10E pryivar,

1 Bépg avBpdTOV TEAEL AVOPDY NOE YOVOIKDY.”

359 See Christensen 2020, pg. 164, for an analysis of the sexual control of slaves re: Eurykleia.
360 For some historical evidence on the comparative legal punishments for the rape of those of
various social positions in ancient Gortyn, see Cole 1984, pg. 108-9. The fines for the rapes of
enslaved women were lower than those for the rapes of free women.

361 Autenrieth 1920, pg. 56: “Ehrengabe”, “Ehrenstellung”, “Ehre”. C.f. “A meed of honour, a
special prize apart from the general division of spoils...something given by way of showing
honour to a person... the dignity or honours of a king,” (Cunliffe 1953, pg. 77).

362 Murnaghan 1987, pg. 6.
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“I shall give him these, and with them will be her whom I took,
The daughter of Briseus; and | shall swear a great oath

That | never took her to bed and had sex with her,

As is the custom of men and women.”

Agamemnon implies that, because he has not had sex with Briseis, she retains the same value she
had before he took her, so by returning her, he will reinstate Achilles’ honor to its previous level,
with the boost of his extra gifts. | argue that this is why Odysseus feels entitled to dictate the sex
lives of Melantho and the others: because they are assets on his estate, as part of the wealth that
contributes to his high status in the community.

Odysseus likely also feels entitled to control their reproductive labor, i.e. he would feel
entitled to father their children. This is common in Homer: Menelaus had a son Megapenthes ek
doulés, from a slave,®® and though Laertes renounced his right to sleep with Eurykleia when she
was young, he did so out of respect for his wife Antikleia, not for Eurykleia’s wellbeing.3%4 In fact,
the only enslaved women described as mothers in Homer bear the children of their owners, not of
lovers or partners of lower status,3®° whose children are presumably beneath our notice. Setting
aside the emotional complexities of a mother raising the child of the man who owns and has raped
her,%6¢ reproductive labor is physically taxing. The pregnancy itself lasts for nearly a year. If the

mother survives giving birth, she requires a significant recovery period afterwards, and will need

363 4.10-11.

364 1.428-33.

365 Franco 2012, pg. 56.

366 This is a central concern of Barker’s 2018 novel The Silence of the Girls, which follows Briseis

in the Achaean war camps during the Trojan war.
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to nurse the child for another two years or so. If the enslaver feels entitled to the benefit of this
labor on his own behalf, then the possibility of a slave becoming pregnant by one of his rivals
might trigger his anger. Hence Odysseus’ fury when the maids go to sleep with the suitors in 20.1-
13—although, curiously, the poet seems hesitant to make this connection explicit, as none of the
young maids are ever described as pregnant or mothers already.

Finally, Odysseus as an enslaver must fear any expression of independent agency by his
slaves, since enslaved people sit in the uneasy position of both “object” and “person”. Seneca
reports a Roman proverb which seems fitting here: totidem hostes esse quot servos, a person has
as many enemies as slaves.*®’ Slaves who disobey are dangerous. Consider, for example, Eumaeus’

former nursemaid, whose story he tells back in book 15 (417-22):

“Eoke 0& matpog £Uoio yovi) Poivics’ €vi olk,
KOAT T€ peYaAn te kol dyAad Epya eidvia-

mv o dpa Poivikeg molvmaimalol NLEPOTELOV.
mAvvovon TIC TpdTa uiyn Koiln mopd vii

€OV Kol QIAOTNTL, T TE PPEVAG NTEPOTEVEL
OnAvtépnot yovaréi, kol i} K gvepyog Enowv.”

“And there was in my father’s house a Phoenician woman,

Lovely and tall and knowledgeable of impressive works;

And then the exceedingly crafty Phoenician men seduced her.

First, while she was washing beside the hollow ship, one of them mixed
With her in sex and love, which seduces the mind

Of female women, even if she’s good.”

Through sex, the “object”/”woman” who was Eumacus’ caretaker became irreparably corrupted.

And because enslaved people are not merely objects, but people with their own thoughts and

367 Seneca, Epistula Morales, 47.
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feelings, the nursemaid is dangerous in a way that a broken tripod is not. Eumaeus’ former nurse
betrayed her enslavers by placing her personal desire to leave with the Phoenician men over her
duties to the family as nurse, an action that had devastating consequences for young Eumaeus.
Further, Eumaeus’ claim that sex ruins women appears to be representative of a pervasive belief,
given the depiction of Melantho and the others. The girls qua property have been damaged; the
girls qua people cannot be trusted.

However, even with all these factors at play—Odysseus’ previous dislike for Melantho, his
entitlement to the womens’ bodies and labor, his potential fear of betrayal—the explosive rage
here in book twenty seems to exceed the occasion. Note that Odysseus cannot, logically, know
where these women are going. All he sees and hears is that these women are leaving the palace
late at night, after their shift is over, as it were, and he correctly guesses that they are en route to
sleeping with the suitors. He is not privy to the information that Melantho would habitually sleep
with Eurymachus, because though the narrator tells the audience so at 18.324-5, no one told
Odysseus. We might argue that he must have found out katd 10 clwndpevov, that the poet spared
telling Odysseus because they do not want to waste time communicating information to him that
the listener already knows, but this is an inelegant solution. Or, perhaps the poet is hesitant to
spend more time humanizing the women by giving them too much in the way of lives and
personalities. In any case, Odysseus condemns these women on the basis of mere innuendo.

We might perhaps speculate, then, that Odysseus’ anger in book twenty is not entirely a
product of the character’s psychology, but also of narrative utility. The text raised the specter of
sexual jealousy when Odysseus decided to spy on Penelope back in book thirteen, during his
conversation with Athena. We, the audience, should be reasonably confident by this point in the

narrative that there will be no payoff as far as Penelope is concerned. Therefore, the text needs
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someone expendable to take her place in order to give that plot satisfying resolution. Thus, in book
eighteen, the poet introduces Melantho to serve as payoff for that plotline at the narrative’s climax.
Odysseus’ rage has a target, one which has been painstakingly rendered as not worth mourning
once she is gone, because she is just a “bad slave”. That is not to say that Odysseus’ anger is
psychologically incoherent—I hope | have shown that it is a product of the violation of cultural
norms and entitlements—only that the narrative has intensified it to redirect the listener’s
suspicions away from Penelope.

Let us then return to the opening of book twenty, but switch perspectives and focus on the
maids’ points of view rather than Odysseus’. Here, they are universally portrayed as willing sexual
partners for the suitors. Yet, because they have been serving the suitors for years, they may well
have been exposed to sexual abuse over a long period. Atwood, attempting to flesh out these
characters more fully, dramatized their situation. She speaks once again in the voice of Penelope,

as she reflects on her life:

...[T]here was no master of the house. So the Suitors helped themselves to the maids in the
same way they helped themselves to the sheep and pigs and goats and cows. They probably
thought nothing of it.368

It is also possible that some of the maids could have consented to sleeping with the suitors. They
would also have come to know these men over several years, and some may have formed sincere

attachments, as Atwood imagines:

Several of them did fall in love with the men who had used them so badly. I suppose it was
inevitable. They thought I couldn’t see what was going on, but I knew it perfectly well. I

368 Atwood 2005, pg. 90.
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forgave them, however. They were young and inexperienced, and it wasn’t every slave-girl
in Ithaca who could boast of being the mistress of a young nobleman.36°

Atwood presents the women’s experiences as more varied than the Odyssey does, perhaps
unsurprisingly given that the Odyssey only gives an unique identity to one girl. But in Atwood,
some of them were in love, some were victims, some were both. We might imagine that a real
group of a dozen or so women would naturally have different experiences. And, recalling
Sheffield’s theory of sexual terrorism, which argues that the constant threat of sexual violence
engenders the victims’ compliance,3’ it is no wonder that the enslaved women and girls of the
Laertid household would comply with the suitors’ expectations for them. All in all, the maids’
actual situation re: the suitors is far more complex than anything the Odyssey describes.

The text itself extends the women no sympathy. Part of this may be explained by rape
culture’s tendency to victim-blame,®”? but I argue the women’s enslaved status also contributes to

their villainization. Amia Srinivasan writes, concerning the problem of rape in the modern world:

Brown and black women in places of white domination have often been considered, owing
to their supposed hypersexuality, unrapeable. Their rape complaints are therefore
discredited a priori. In 1850 in the British-ruled Cape Colony, in present-day South Africa,
an eighteen-year-old laborer, Damon Booysen, was sentenced to death after confessing to
raping his boss’s wife, Anna Simpson. Days after sentencing, William Menzes, the judge

369 Atwood 2005, pg. 91.

370 Sheffield 1984.

371 Manne 2018, especially “Chapter 6: Exonerating Men”, pgs. 177-219, and “Chapter 7:
Suspecting Victims”, pgs. 220-248; and Solnit 2014, especially “Cassandra Among the Creeps,”
103-117; Herman 1989, pg. 20. E.g Herodotus 1.4.2: dfjAa yap on 611, €i un avtai EfodAovto, ovk

av pralovro, “for clearly if the women hadn’t wanted it, they wouldn’t have been carried off.”
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in the case, wrote to the governor of Cape Colony to say he had made a terrible mistake.
He had assumed Anna Simpson was white... Menzies urged the governor to commute the
sentence, and the governor obliged.3"

| do not naively equate the indigenous population of colonial Africa with enslaved persons in the
ancient Greek speaking world as somehow interchangeable. However, enslaved people certainly
constitute a dominated population, one which is regularly condemned in the text. Eumaeus, in his

role as “the good slave”, expresses this pervasive bias against his fellows most clearly (17.320-3):

“dudec 8, 0T GV PNKET EMKPATEOGLY GVAKTEC, 320
oVOKkéT” Emert’ Eé0éhovotv Evaioia EpydlecOot:

er

AUIOL Yap T  APETNG amoaivotol e0pvomTo ZeVg
&vépog, 0T’ Ev v Katd SovAov fuap EAnoty.”

“But slaves, when their masters no longer rule over them, 320
Then they no longer want to do what’s right;

For far-seeing Zeus takes away half a man’s virtue

When the day of enslavement takes him.”

So this is just how slaves are, according to the Odyssey: untrustworthy.373

There may also be a racial component as well, for though racial lines were not constructed
in the same way they are today, race was still a powerful social force in Homeric society, as Jackie
Murray writes.3’* The system of enslavement we see in Homer is not race-based as it was in some
more modern European and American systems, but it seems probable that members of the

disadvantaged race of herders would have been more susceptible to kidnap and enslavement, and

372 Srinivasan 2021, pg. 12-3.
373 Thalmann 1998, pg. 70-4.

374 Murray 2021.
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so may be overrepresented among enslaved populations.®” Penelope, on the other hand, is
indisputably a member of the privileged heroic race. The relationship between Penelope and
Melantho does seem to be racialized according to Murray’s criteria: Murray argues that Eumaeus
is subject to kinship restrictions, which are “a mechanism of racecraft,” on the basis of his status
as a herder.3® Similarly, although Penelope raised Melantho like her own child,®’ as the text goes
to great lengths to emphasize,®’® Melantho, like Eumaeus before her, was dropped from the family
unit and put to work upon coming of age. Both their familial ties are alienable.

In any case, the narrative implies that Melantho and the other nameless, faceless women of
the house are irredeemable. We are invited to assume that all these women have betrayed Odysseus
through sexual activity, because he is the rightful owner of their sexuality and reproductive
capacity. The poet does not care whether these girls would have much choice in their relationships
with the suitors. Like Anna Simpson, the enslaved girls are responsible for any sexual contact with
men. ‘Girls like that” do not have chastity which can be violated through rape. The enslaved women
of the Odyssey, and Melantho especially, are unrapeable—anything that happens to them is not
rape.

That is also how Odysseus sees them, and he will treat them in kind.

375 Murray 2021, pg. 146-7.

376 Murray 2020, pg. 144; 147-9.

377 18.322 seems to suggest that Penelope took Melantho from her rightful parents in order to enjoy
the experience of raising her.

378 18.321-5
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In discussing scene 11A we briefly raised the question, Why does Odysseus disguise
himself from the women of the palace—from Penelope and the rest? The answer: he wants to see
if they are behaving appropriately around the suitors. And what will he do if they do not meet his

standards of behavior? The answer: he will kill them (20.10-13):

TOAAA O& pepunpile kot ppéva Kal kot Bopdv, 10
né petaioc Oavatov tevéetev Ekdo,

N &1 46 uvnotiipoy drepeldloict uryfivar

votota Kol Topota: Kpadin 6€ ol Evoov LAAKTEL.

And he debated bitterly in his heart and mind 10
Whether he should arise and bring death to each girl,

Or let them sleep with the arrogant suitors

For the last and final time; but the spirit in him howled.

Victoria Wohl argues that “One reason that the idealization and ideologization of Penelope's
submission can be portrayed as so natural and unproblematic is that the violence is worked out in
Odysseus' relations to other women, namely the seductresses Circe and Calypso”.3”® Though |
agree with the first part of Wohl’s argument, I argue that gendered violence is far more blatantly
“worked out in relation to” the enslaved women, who are at Odysseus’ mercy, than the goddesses
Circe and Calypso. Melantho and her fellows embody the sexual openness Penelope cannot, and
they will die.

| argue that in 20.10-13 Odysseus is plotting honor killings, which are a pattern of violence
whereby a family attempts to restore its collective honor through violence against the member who

incurred dishonor:

379 Wohl 1993, pg. 23.
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The collective reputation of extended families depends on their female members’ sexual
purity, and it is the obligation of the male relatives to control their conduct tightly and
prevent them from shaming their families. Once this honor is lost, the deviant woman
cannot regain it. According to the unwritten honor code, the shame can only be purged,
and the family’s reputation restored, if she is killed by her kin. There are ample reports of
cases in which minor transgressions of conduct norms such as wearing “immodest” clothes,
talking to men, and smoking have been interpreted as signs of immoral behavior and have
resulted in a homicide. Victims of rape also have been killed by their families due to their
loss of sexual purity, irrespective of the circumstances.3®

Contrary to common misconception, honor killings are not inherently tied to Islamic religious

practice, but are cross-cultural.8! Rather, the four cultural and structural roots of these killings are

380 Oberwittler, Kasselt 2014, pg. 653.

381 Oberwittler, Kasselt 2014, pg. 658. We often see in Greek literature that when honor is lost
through sexual indiscretion, the only recourse is violence. Consider, for instance, the words of
Candaules’ wife, after Gyges had seen her naked (Herodotus 1.11):

‘vdv 10l SudV 08BV Tapegovcséwv [Moyn didwui aipecty, oOxotépnv fodieat tpanésbat. 1 yap
Kovdavlea dmoxteivag €ué te kol v PaciAninv &e v Avddv, 1| adtdv 6e avtika oVt
amoBvnokew O€l, d¢ v un mavto melfdpevog Kovdadin tod Aourod 10mg td un o€ del. AL fiTot
KEWOV ye TOV TadTa fovAedoavta 6el andArvcOat, ) og TOV EUE Youviy Bencdpevoy Kol o ooVt
0¥ vopulopeva.’

‘Now, Gyges, I give you the choice of two present paths, whichever you want to turn down.
For either kill Candaules and have me and the kingdom of the Lydians, or you must yourself die
right now, so that you don’t obey everything Candaules says in future and see things you shouldn’t.
But either he must die for wanting things, or you must die for seeing me naked and doing things,

which are not permitted.’
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as follows: “patriarchal control of female sexuality”; “collectivism of extended family clans™; a
“pastoral economy”; and “lack of a monopoly of power”.%¥ | argue that Homeric society meets all
these conditions. There is no centralized authority to which Odysseus can appeal to redress his
grievances, so it is up to him to protect his family honor, nor would he see this violence as
illegitimate or unjust, but rather as his right.3 On that very note, another distinctive feature of
honor killings is that they often involve the joint action of co-offenders who may be the victim’s
own blood relatives, because these killings are socially sanctioned. Oberwittler and Kasselt
mention the case of one killing in which a husband and teenage son acted together to kill the boy’s

mother and her partner.3* This seems an obvious parallel to Odysseus and Telemachus’ joint

suspicions against Penelope.

Here the wife is enforcing sexual norms, but it is nevertheless clear that her honor has been
taken from her, and her only recourse is to kill one of the men responsible, with the result that the
number of men who have seen her naked is once again singular. Thus her disgrace will not become
public, and the family cannot lose their respectability in the eyes of their community.

382 Oberwittler, Kasselt 2014, pg. 657. This last criterion, “the lack of a monopoly of power,”
distinguishes the Homeric world from Classical Athens, for example, where there was a legal
system in place to handle crimes of adultery and assault. See Cole 1984; Omitowoju 2002 for more
on that legal system and its moral implications.

383 Oberwittler, Kasselt 2014, pg. 654.

3842014, pg. 663
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Following such reasoning, Odysseus will kill any woman who brings shame to the family
unit, including Melantho, but also his own wife.®¥ The maids experience what could have
happened to Penelope. Odysseus spies on her, too—and in fact, he puts far more effort into
determining her loyalty than any other woman’s. As a nobleman’s wife, modesty dictates that
Penelope must keep her distance from other men, because she is an extension of Odysseus via
marriage, and her reputation reflects back on him,3® so her behavior is paramount. Greek myth
presents wives as capable of either virtue or treachery; some treacherous wife types are embodied
in Klytemnestra and Helen.®¥” And if Odysseus finds Penelope not to be conducting herself as a
married woman should, the remedy for her behavior is the same as for Melantho’s. He is in disguise
because he needs to assess how his family’s honor has fared in his absence, so he can decide how
to proceed. Our listener will by this point trust in Penelope’s faithfulness to him, and Odysseus
himself also seems satisfied on that issue by book twenty, but observant Penelope must sense that
there are real stakes to passing his tests. He is still deciding which, and how many, women to Kill.

We can use Agamemnon and Klytemnestra as an example here. Imagining the situation
from Klytemnestra’s point of view, after her affair with Aegisthus had begun, she had no choice

but to murder Agamemnon upon his return or be murdered herself. And for her crimes, her own

385 Some modern studies indicate that as many as 40% of honor killings are carried out by the
victim’s romantic partner (Oberwittler, Kasselt 2014, pg. 654). There does not seem to be any
indication, as far as Homeric literature attests, of another mechanism to resolve a family’s shame.
386 Thalmann 1998, pg. 118.

387 For a comparison of Helen and Penelope in the epic poetry, see Gregory 1996 and Lesser 2019.
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son Orestes will later murder her in turn. Her sexual indiscretion necessitated the end result, and
there was no possible outcome that did not involve violence after that point.

Thus, the men around Penelope—the suitors and Odysseus—scrutinize her for her value
as a wife, and they all pose threats to her physical safety. She cannot rebuff the suitors too harshly
lest they rape her in vengeance, but she also cannot encourage them and incur her husband’s wrath,
lest he kill her. And Telemachus, too, has expressed his frustrations with her for the effect of the
suitors on his inheritance, though this is not within her control. Penelope is surrounded by men
who all want something different from her. And if she fails to balance their interests—as twelve

of the maids fail—she will lose everything.

SCENE 12: PENELOPE PRAYS TO ARTEMIS

Penelope wakes before dawn in great distress. She did everything in her power to coax the stranger
into revealing that he is Odysseus, and nothing worked. While they were together, she felt
confident in her belief of who he was, but with a little time and distance, her confidence is shaken.
Worse, she has made a terrible gamble, because if she is wrong about the stranger, then today she

might have to marry one of the suitors. 388

388 She has not publicly announced the contest and could, in theory, fail to follow through, but the
text does not present this as a possibility. Penelope seems to feel that this decision cannot be

unmade.



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 184

Night affords women the privacy to speak freely in Greek literary convention.3® In fear
and sadness, Penelope prays out loud to Artemis. First, she asks to be snatched away like the
daughters of Pandareos (20.61-78).3%° Then in the second half of her prayer, she reveals that she

had a dream of Odysseus the previous night (20.79-90):

“0¢ &l diotdoetoy OAOUTIO DT EYOVTEG,

né u évmiokapog Parot Aptepug, 6pp’ ‘Odvoija 80
0cGopévn kol yolov Do oTuyepnV deikoiuny,

uUNnoé T xelpovog avopog Ed@paivorlt vonua.

AL TO HEV KOl AVEKTOV EYEL KAKOV, OTIOTE KEV TIC

Auoto pév kKhain, TuKvadg GKoyfIEVOS Top,

vOKTOG & VITvog Eynotv—o Yap T EMEANGEV ATAVTOV, 85
€cOL®V M0 Kak@V, Enel ap PAEQAP’ AREIKOAOYN—

avTap Epol Kol Ovelpat’ EMEGGELEV KOKA OOiL®V.

THOE Yap o pot VuKTi Tapédpadev lkedog avTd,

7010¢ £V 010¢ NeV Gpa oTPATd: AOTAP EUOV KTip

xoip’, émel ovK Epdunv dvap Eupevar, AL map fjon.” 90

“I wish those who have Olympian homes would destroy me,

or fair-haired Artemis would shoot me, so that even seeing 80
Odysseus | might go below the hateful earth,

and never at all please the mind of a worse man,

but someone has even a bearable misfortune, whenever

he cries by day, grieving constantly at heart,

but sleep holds his nights—for he forgets everything, 85
good and bad, when it enfolds his eyelids—

but a spirit sends even evil dreams against me.

For again this night, someone like him slept beside me,

just like the one who went with the army: but my heart

389 See Bensch-Schaus 2020.
3% See Levaniouk 2008 and Lesser 2017 for more on the myth of Pandareos and its connection to
Penelope. Though this comparison does invoke “bride of death” as a plot type, now that Odysseus

is on the scene and planning to move against the suitors, the plot is unlikely at this stage.
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rejoiced, since I didn’t think it was a dream, but reality already.” 90
Penelope dreamed about someone ‘like him,” like Odysseus, but the dream only upsets her more.

If the contest of the bow goes awry, she will lose the hope that she could ever sleep beside

Odysseus again. She would honestly rather die than remarry.
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SCENE 13: PENELOPE FETCHES THE BOW

After eavesdropping on the suitors again,3®! Penelope goes to fetch Odysseus’ bow for the marriage
competition.3%? Her fears have not stopped her from going forward with the competition, but she
continues to stack the deck in her husband’s favor. She specifically seeks out this particular bow,
rather than allowing the suitors to choose their own weapons, and the text digresses into the bow’s

mythological history.3*® Not only is the competition based around Odysseus’ own special trick,

391 20.387-9:

‘H 8¢ kot dvinotwv Ogpévn mepikairéa dippov
kovpn Tkapioto, tepippwv Inverdneta,

avopdVv &v peydpoioty Ekdotov udbov dKove.

But observant Penelope, daughter of Ikarios
having set an elaborate throne in a spot across from them

heard the speech of each man in the hall.

‘Avinotwv (387) is a hapax, but from context it must be an out-of-the-way position within
earshot, perhaps across from the men somehow.
392 For further reading on the physical description of such weapons, see Balfour 1890; Rose 1934;
MacLeod 1984. For the significance of this bow as a symbol of the economy of xenia, see Ready
2010.

393 21.1-41.
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but she forces the participants to compete using a weapon that only he is familiar with—another
significant advantage over everyone else.

When Penelope reaches the storeroom where the bow is kept, she reacts to her husband’s

heirloom emotionally (21.42-56):

‘H &’ dte om BaAapov Tov dpiketo dla yYovouk®dv

0000V 1€ OpVIVOV TPOCEPRNOETO, TOV TOTE TEKTWV

Eéooev EmoTapévog Kol éml otaduny 1Buvey,

&v 0¢& otabpovg dpoe, 00pagd’ Emébnke pasvac: 45
avTiK’ dp’ 1y navta Bodg dnélvce Kopdvng,

v 8¢ KANid” fike, Oupéav & dvékontey Oyfog

dvto Titvokopév: T & avéERpayev Mite TadpPog

Bookdpevog Aeyudvi: o6 ERpaye kold BVpeTpa

mAnyévia kKAnidt, metdoOnoav 8¢ oi oxo.3% 50
No ap” €p  VymAic cavidog BN EvBa o6& yniol

gotaocav, &v o’ dpa tfiol Bumoea gipat’ €ketto.

&vBev dpelapévn amd Tassdrov aivuto TtoEov

adTQ YOPLTH, OC 0l TEPIKELTO PAEIVOG.

glopévn 8¢ xat’ adOL, @iloig &mi yodvaot Ogica, 55
KAode pada Ayéwmg, €k 6 fipee TO&ov dvakTog.

394 Stanford 1965 describes the door’s mechanism thus (359): “The nature of the door’s fastenings
and method of opening them have been much discussed. We learn from 4.802 that the leather thong
(indc) passed through an aperture in the door, and from 1.441-2 that it was used to lock the door
from the outside by shooting out the bolt (which was on the inside). When the room was
unoccupied, this thong would be tied to a hook (kop®vn) on the outside of the door; this hook was
also used as a handle for pulling the door to (cp. 1.441-2). The thong could not open the door from
the outside. For this purpose a curved key... had to be inserted with a careful aim (titvokopévn)
to strike back the bolt. In order to do this it was necessary, of course, first to untie the thong from

the kopmdvn.”
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But when she, divine among women, reached the storeroom,

And stepped up on the oak threshold, which a craftsman once
Skillfully sanded and straightened to the line,

And joined in the posts, and put on the shining doors, 45
Then quickly she loosed the leather strap from the handle,

And put the key in, and aiming it she pushed back the bars

Of the doors; and they made a noise like a bull

Grazing in a field; so the beautiful doors rang out

When struck with the key, and swiftly they opened like wings. 50
And she stepped on the lofty floor; and there stood

The chests and in them lay perfumed clothing.

There she reached out and took the bow from its peg

With its case, which brightly covered it.

Sitting right there, putting it on her dear lap, 55
She cried very shrilly, and grasped her lord’s bow.

This bow and its history is reminiscent of a time before the war,3% and the sensory description of
it and the storeroom—with its scents, sounds and textures—makes Penelope’s overwhelm
palpable. Perhaps, though, she is crying not from sorrow for the past so much as from fear for what

will happen next. The poet does not say.

SCENE 14: THE CONTEST

When Penelope has gathered herself, she returns with the bow to the megaron and the suitors. In
comparison to her easy manner the night previously, for the fourth time, the text iterates her careful
self presentation: her spot by the pillar, her veil, and the attendants on either side.3% Then, she

announces the contest to the suitors (21.67-79):

395 \/an Nortwick 1983.

3% 21.63-6.
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avtiKo 0& pvnothpot petndda kot pdro pvdov:

“KEKALTE LEL, LVIOTHPES AYNVOPES, Ol TOJE OMLLOL

Explet’ €001épey kal mvépey EUUEVEC aigl

AvOPOG ATOLYOUEVOLO TTOADV YPOHVOV: 0VOE TV BAANV 70
pvBov momcacOot Emcyesiny £dvvache,

GAL" gue iépevor yijnon Bt te yovaika.

AL dryete, pvnotiipeg, £nel T00€ Qaivet’ debiov:

oo yap péya t0Eov Odvootog Beioto-

0¢ 0¢ ke pnitat’ évtavion Plov &v maddunct 75
Kol 010i6TEVOT) TEAEKEWDV SVOKAIOEKN TAVTWOV,

1@ Kev G’ Eomoiuny vooeiosapévn toe dMdua

Kovpidiov, udia kodov, évimieiov Prototo,

10D mote pepvnoectan diopon &v mep ovelpw.”

And immediately she addressed the suitors and spoke a word:

“Hear me, heroic suitors, you who use this house

To eat and drink unendingly while my husband

Has been gone for a long time; nor could you 70
Use any other pretext of speech,

But wanting to marry me and make me your wife.

But come, suitors, since this shines out as the prize.

For I will set out the great bow of godlike Odysseus;

Whoever most easily strings the bow in his hands 75
And shoots through all twelve axes,

I’ll marry him, turning my back on my marital home,

Though beautiful and full of life;

But I think I’ll always remember it in dreams.”

So she sets the competition as promised, reprising lines 19.577-81 exactly.
During the competition, she is no friendlier to the suitors than she ever is. They struggle to

string the bow, and Eurymachus exclaims in shock and embarrassment (21.249-255):397

397 The speech itself is somewhat disjointed because, as Stanford 1965 put it, “Eurymachus’

emotion disturbs his syntax” (364).
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“® woOmot, f pot dyog mepi T odTod Kod TEPL TAVTOV-

o0 Tt Yapov T0660DTOV AdVPOLaL, AYVOUEVOG TTEP— 250
elol kol dAlo ool Ayotides, ai pHEv &v avTi

aperido 10akm, ai 6* GAAnow moAlecov—

AL €1 0N T00006VOE Ping Emdevéeg eipev

avtiféov ‘Odvaiiog, 8 T° 00 duvapesHo Tavicoat

t6&ov- €leyyein O¢ kol éocouévolot TvhEécOat.” 255

“Oh good god, I’'m in pain for myself and all of you:

I’m not as much bothered about the marriage, although it’s upsetting; 250
There are many other Achaean women, some here in

Sea-surrounded Ithaca itself and some in other cities;

But if in fact we fall so short of the strength of

Godlike Odysseus that we can’t string

The bow; and this is a disgrace for future men to hear about.” 255

If our listener had any doubts about the suitors’ interest in Penelope until this point, this should be
the end of them. The suitors do not want her for her own sake, but for the high-status position she
represents in the community. They want to fill the power vacuum Odysseus has left in his wake,
and if they fail in this task, they will be humiliated. Thus, Eurymachus gives the game away, that
all along, he and the other suitors have seen Penelope as a transferable asset. By that logic, as we
have seen in the introduction, it is only in the suitors’ interests to maintain her value for as long as
they have hope of possessing her. If she remains a part of Odysseus’ oikos and its cumulative
wealth, then they can damage his community standing by damaging her.

At Eurymachus’ outburst, then, our listener is reminded of the reality of Penelope’s
dilemma for all these years: how on earth can she manage the suitors’ threats against herself,
against the household she is responsible for protecting, and against her son—while also preserving
her honor? Let us not forget that if her husband does return, and she has not remained celibate
during his absence, she may well become his victim in an honor Killing. It is an impossible task.

And now, if none of the suitors can string the bow, and cannot take possession of her through the
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marriage competition, and are proven inferior to Odysseus by their failure, this is an exceptionally
dangerous moment for her, because they may turn violent. She wants the suitors to fail, but only
if Odysseus is here to reclaim his control of the household, because without his protection her
situation is worse than ever. If she sets the contest, she must trust that he is here and, as always,
has a plan.

So he does. The stranger asks to try his hand at the bow,3® and though the suitors refuse,

Penelope backs him up enthusiastically. She tells Antinoos off (21.312-19):

“Avtivo’, 00 HEV KOAOV ATEUPELY 0VOE diKoov

Eetvoug TnAepdyov, 8¢ kev tade douad’ ikntot.

E\mean, of ¢ 0 Egtvog ‘Odvootog péya toEov

gvtavion yepotv te Pinet te et mdncog, 315
oikadé P dEecban kai £nv Onoecban dkortiy;

000" aTdC Tov 0T ¥ €vi oNBecoty EoAme:

unodé tig Hueiowv Tod vy’ giveka Bupov ayedmv

€vBdaoe davhobm, €mel 000 PV ovdE Eotkey.”

“Antinoos, it’s neither noble nor right to mistreat

Telemachus’ guests, who has come to this house:

Do you expect, if the guest strings the great bow

of Odysseus, trusting in his hands and strength, 315
that he will lead me home and make me his wife?

I’'m sure he himself doesn’t expect this in his heart,

so let none of you feast here grieving in your heart

because of this, since it isn’t likely, definitely not.”

The extra emphasis on oude men oude calls to mind, ‘the lady doth protest too much, methinks,’
but the suitors do not seem to notice. They have no reason to guess her suspicions about the

beggar’s identity, and therefore have no reason to doubt her motives.

398 21.275-84.
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They still are not happy though, and Eurymachus argues (21.320-9):

Trv & avt’ Edpdpayog, IodvBov ndig, vtiov ndda- 320
“kovpn Tkapioo, mepippov [Inveroneia,

0¥ 11 og TOVO™ GEecban AToped’, 00dE Eotkev:

OAA" aioyLVOUEVOL PATLY AVOPDY NOE YUVOIKDV,

U TOTE TIG €101 KOKOTEPOS AAAOG Ayoudv:

‘N ToAD yeipoveg &vdpeg dpdpovog dvdpog dxottty 325
pvavtat, 000€ TL T0EoV €HE00V Eviaviovoty:

AL BALOG TIG TTTYOG AvNp AAAANUEVOC EAODV

pNidiog &tdvucce Prov, Sia &’ fxe c1dfpov.’

®¢ épéovs’ - MUiv 0 av EAéyyea tadTa Yévorto.”

And answering her Eurymachus, son of Polybos, said: 320
“Daughter of Ikarios, observant Penelope,

Of course we don’t think this guy would marry you; it’s not likely;

But ashamed about our reputation among men and women,

In case some other, less noble Achaean says

‘Much worse men are courting the wife of an 325
Excellent man, and they don’t even string his polished bow;

But a wanderer and a beggar came and

Easily strung the bow, and shot through iron.’

That’s how they’ll talk, and it’d be embarrassing for us.”

At this point, Penelope loses her temper and insults Eurymachus (21.330-3).

Tov & avte mpocéeure nepippwv Inverdmeia-
“Evpdpoy’, ob mtog Eotv £bKAETaG Koo STjLoV
gupevor ol 81 oikov dtnalovieg E60V6ty
avdpoc aplotijog: Tl 6° EAEyyea TodTa Tibechs;”

Then wise Penelope addressed him again,

“Eurymachus, no one can at all have a good reputation
Throughout his deme who disgraces and consumes the home
Of a noble man; why do you consider this a disgrace?”
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She then proposes a more appropriate prize for a man who is not eligible for marriage in a final
attempt to put the bow into Odysseus’ hands.3%
However, Telemachus jumps in and orders his mother to her room again.*® Penelope has

lost all control over the situation, so she goes (21. 354-8):

‘H pév Oapproaca méiy oikdvde PePriket-

Tod0¢ yop udbov memvopuévov EvBeto Boud. 355
€6 0" Umepd avaPaca GOV AUEPITOAOIGL YOVOILEL

K\aiev Enert’ ‘Odvotia, eilov Tdctv, depo ol VTVoV

Novv ént Prepdpoict Bare yAavkdmig AOnvn.

And she, astounded, went back to her space,

For she took her child’s well-reasoned speech to heart. 355
And after going back upstairs with her attendants

She cried for her dear husband Odysseus, until

Glancing-eyed Athena cast sweet sleep on her eyelids.

So ends Penelope’s role in the battle against the suitors. Athena, Odysseus, and Telemachus will
prevent her remarriage by force, but they will not grant Penelope self-determination. The control

over her life that she has thus far managed to assert through her social savvy has run out.

KILLING GIRLS

Following the killings of the suitors—an action which can, at least, be read as “preemptive self-

defense”—Odysseus vents his rage on the women of the palace, an action which cannot.*®! His

39921.334-43.
400 21.344-53.

401 Wilson 2018, pg. 41.
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cold-blooded vindictiveness, and the particular form of retribution taken, are key to understanding
the social landscape for the women of Ithaca. This scene is therefore inseparable from the poem’s
handling of moral themes.*%> However, the killings of the slaves are understudied, both in their
own right and in connection with Penelope. Consider how, for instance, in the introduction to The
Ethics of Revenge and the Meaning of the Odyssey, Loney discusses Odysseus’ culpability in the
deaths of two groups: his fellow Ithacan warriors, and the suitors.*%* Nowhere in the introduction
does Loney even mention the enslaved people Odysseus has killed in book 22, though he is far
more responsible for their deaths than for his fellow warriors’. Odysseus orders the girls killed,
but he is responsible for the deaths of his men only through his failures as a leader, not by intent.
It is possible that Loney neglects the deaths of the enslaved women because, although family
members of the men who die express their anger toward Odysseus, no one does so for the women—
not even Dolios, Melantho’s father. Thus, the enslaved women’s deaths may be excluded from
practice of tisis (vengeance, payback), which Loney studies. However, in failing to consider social
exclusions in that practice, he has in fact reproduced them in his own book.

First, Odysseus summons Eurykleia and asks her to tell him which women are “innocent”,
vnieitdée, and which ones “are dishonoring” him, dtudlovst.*®* Eurykleia answers him thus

(22.419-29):

Tov & adte mpocéeine ik Tpoedc Edpdrdeto-
“rotyap &ym tot, TEKVOV, ANV KaTOAEE®.
TEVTINKOVTA TO1 €io1V €Vi PEYAPOLIoT YOVOIKES

402 Fylkerson 2002. See also Davies 1994 on the mutilation of Melanthius in this book.
403 |_oney 2019, pg. 1-9.

404 22.418.
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dumat, Tag pév T Epya dddcapev Epyalecbat,
eipa e Eaivev kol dovAosvuvny avéxesOar:
AoV 0MdeKa Tacat Avoldeing EméPnoay,

oVT’ éue tiovoat ot  avtry [Invelomeiay.
TnAépoyog o€ véov pev aé€eto, oo € untnp
onpaivew glackey émi SUOTict yovousiv.”

And immediately the dear nurse Eurykleia told him:

“For I’ll lay out the truth, my child.

There are fifty female slaves in your palace

Whom | taught how to do their work

Both to comb wool and to carry out a slave’s job;

Of these, twelve in all stepped into shamelessness,

And honored neither me nor Penelope herself.

And Telemachus only recently came of age, and his mother
Did not let him take charge of the slave women.”

So, there are twelve women out of fifty total who behaved shamefully. Though Euryklia herself
helped train all of them, she hands them over to Odysseus without hesitation.

Eurykleia offers to wake Penelope, but Odysseus bids her to hold off, and instead fetch the
young women who deucéa pnyavoovto, “devised shameful things”.4%> Thus far, the language is
euphemistic; Odysseus and Eurykleia continually turn to words of honor, shame, and dishonor,
but how did these girls “step into” shame? Again, the only sensible conclusion seems to be that
sex ruins even good women.*% Wilson reads the necessity of their deaths arising not from “a
nonexistent crime’, but as an effort to purge the house of the last traces of the suitors.*?” But we

should not forget Odysseus’ rage from the beginning of book twenty; he clearly holds animosity

40522.432.
406 15.417-22.

407 Wilson 2018, pg. 52.
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towards the girls. Whatever happens next is a result of that rage. His revenge fantasies from that
scene will be made real.

Odysseus then speaks to Telemachus, Eumaeus, and Philiotios, and he uses more explicit

terms (22.435-45):

avtap 0 TnAéuayov kol BovkdAiov 0€ cuPdTnv 435
€1G & KOAEGOGAEVOG EEN TTEPOEVTO TPOGTVONL"

“Gpyete VOV vékvag popéety kal dvoyde yovaikog:

avtap Emetta Opovoug mepkaAriag NOE TpomECoC

o0t Koi 6modYYolst moAvTpNToIct Kabaipety.

avTAp MV 01 TAVTO dOUOV KATAKOGUNoNGHE, 440
dumag e&ayayovteg Ebotabéog peydpoto,

pesonyvg 1€ B6A0V Kol ApdpovVog EpKEOS ARG,

Bewvépevar Elpeotv TovuNKeESLY, €1 O KE TAGEMV

Yoyos e€apénode, kol Ekhehdbwovt’ A@poditng,

™V Gp’ VIO pvnotipotv Exov pioyovtd te Aabpn.” 445

But he called Telemachus and the cowherd and the goatherd 435
To himself and addressed them with winged words:

“Begin carrying out the corpses, and order the women to help;

But then make them clean the lovely chairs and tables

With water and porous sponges.

But when you have put the whole house in order, 440
Lead the slaves out of the well-built hall,

Between the rotunda and the faultless courtyard wall,

And strike them with long swords until you have stripped away

All their lives, and they forget the sex,

Which they had under the suitors and mixed secretly.” 445

Lines 22.443-5 reiterate that, from Odysseus’ perspective, it is the maids’ having sex with the
suitors that is the ultimate source of their dishonor. As we’ve seen, in honor societies, women’s
sexual indiscretions are believed to tarnish the entire family’s reputation. Of course, we might
wonder if Odysseus is also acting with an eye toward the future. Perhaps it is practical to consider

whether any of these women might one day produce an heir to one of the dead suitors who could
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return and seek revenge on behalf of their fathers in future. Forward-thinking Odysseus is
concerned with such things at least as early as the lliou Persis, where it is he who Kkills the baby
Astyanax.*%® However, if Odysseus is thinking along those lines here in book 22, he makes no
mention of that fear. We can only guess as to his other motivations.

Strangely, Odysseus outsources the violence itself. After ten books’ worth of build-up,
beginning with his conversation with Athena in book thirteen, through his first hostile interaction
with Melantho in eighteen, to his eruption into vengeful rage in book twenty, we have been led to
expect him to exact the punishment himself; but here, right at the plotline’s climax, he suddenly
finds he is otherwise engaged and asks Telemachus, Philoitius, and Eumaeus to do the dirty work
for him. Why? It is almost as if the poet, once again, is attempting to deflect culpability from the
primary couple. Let us remember that this narrative plot began with Odysseus’ suspicions against
Penelope. But when it became clear that there could be no payoff to his suspicions, a decoy onto
which to displace them was found in Melantho. This renders that plotline one step removed from
the narrative’s main couple. Now again, the poet swaps Odysseus out for Telemachus: two steps
removed. Melantho is (bad) Penelope; Telemachus (bad) Odysseus.

Odysseus tells Telemachus, Philiotius, and Eumaeus how to kill the girls in specific terms:
stab them with swords. Furthermore, before having them killed, Odysseus wants the men to put
the doomed girls to work cleaning up the blood of the men they once slept with. Atwood’s
versification of this scene captures the viscerally horrifying and emotionally disturbing aspects of

the maids’ work:

We scrubbed the blood

408 \West 2013, pg. 226. In other versions of the myth, it is Neoptolemos who kills the baby.
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Of our dead
Paramours from floors, from chairs

From stairs, from doors,
We knelt in water
while you stared*®®

This is not a quick or easy job. Over a hundred men have been killed, tables overturned, a feast
ruined. This is hours of difficult and disgusting work that the girls must do, all while their future
murderers watch on.

After the women have finished cleaning the megaron and carrying out the bodies,

Telemachus “takes initiative, to an almost unprecedented degree,” (22.457-64):410

aOTAP EMELON AV PLEYOPOV SIEKOCUTOAVTO,

dumag 6” e€ayayovieg Ebotabéoc peyapoto,

pesonyvg 1€ 06A0L Kol dpdpovog EpKeog aARC,

gileov &v otetvel, 60ev o mmc Nev GADEL. 460
10iot 8& TnAépoyoc memvopévoc npy. Gyopedetv:

“un pev on kaboapd Bovatm amd Bouov Eroiunv

AoV, ol 0N €Ut} KeQaAl) kat dveidea yedav

untépt B° fuetépn mapd e pynotipoy iowov.”

But when they set the entire hall in order,

After leading the the slave girls out of the well-built hall,

Between the rotunda and the faultless courtyard wall,

They shut them in the confined space, from which they couldn’t flee; 460
But then wise Telemachus began speaking to the men;

“I can’t take their life with a clean death,

They who poured disgrace on my head and

My mother and they would sleep beside the suitors.”

409 Atwood 2005, pg. 6.

410 Wilson 2018, pg. 52.



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 199
Telemachus goes above and beyond preventing any future heirs from returning and causing
trouble. Rather than killing the women with swords, as directed, he chooses a method of execution
that is, by his reckoning, appropriately disgraceful for them.*'! Telemachus’ particular form of
retribution against these girls is even more vindictive than his father’s. What is more, these women
are likely his agemates, and people he grew up with. His rage towards the women is more personal
than Odysseus’ cold calculations.

Moreover, there seems to be a strange parallelism between the competition of the bow and
these women’s deaths. For the competition, Penelope asked the suitors to shoot through twelve ax
heads arranged in a line.#'2 In this test of manhood, the suitors fail at the first hurdle, while
Odysseus succeeds, and Telemachus would likely have succeeded also if not for his father’s

interference (21.125-9):

TPpic HéV pv meépéev €pvooectan peveaivay,

Tpic 0¢ pednke Ping, Emeinduevog 16 ye Boud
VEVPNV EVIOVOELY S1OTGTEDGELV TE GLOTPOV.

Kol vO ke 0N P’ étdvuooe Pin 10 Tétaptov AVEAK®YV,
AL’ ‘Odvoevng dvéveve kai Eoyebev i€pevov mep.

Three times he struggled, wanting to draw it,

And three times he relaxed his might, hoping at heart

To stretch tight the string and shoot through the iron.

And now he would have stretched it by force, drawing it a fourth time,
But Odysseus nodded at him and he stopped trying.

411 “Hanging was always considered a dishonourable and shameful death by the Greeks,” (Stanford
1965, pg. 389); “The difference between death by sword and by rope is one of honor,” (Fulkerson
2002, pg. 343), though she differentiates between moral and religious judgments against the maids.

412.21.74.
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Telemachus allows himself to fail so that Odysseus can reassert himself as the rightful head of the
household. However, now that Telemachus has free reign over these women, he lines the twelve
of them up in a row, just like the ax heads. He then kills them with “excessive violence and cruelty”
413 in a perversion of the ritual.

So, Melantho and her peers die, and the text even embellishes their deaths with a poignant

simile (22.465-73):

¢ ap” &pm, kol mEloUA VEOG KLAVOTPHDPOL0 465
kilovog €Eayac peyding mepifaiie 06A010,

VYOG’ EMEVIOVDGOG, UY TIG TOGLV 0vdaC TKOLTO.

®G & Ot av 1 kiyAot TavvcinTEPOl 1€ TEAELOL

gpket EVimAnEmot, 6 07 Eotnkm €vi Oduve,

avly otépeval, oTuyepdg & VredéEato Koitog, 470
O¢ aly’ €Eeing Kepalag Exov, auei 6¢ mdoog

Seipfiot Ppoyot oo, Snwg oikTiota Odvotey.

fomapov 6& mddeoot pivovld mep ob T pdda OMv.

So he then spoke and he fastened a rope from a great, dark-prowed 465
Ship on a pillar, and he cast it around the rotunda,

Tying it up high so that no one could touch the ground with their feet.

And just like when long-winged thrushes or doves

Fall into a trap which is set in a thicket

While going to their roost, but a hateful bed receives them, 470
So they held their heads in a row, and around all

Their necks were nooses, so they would die very pitifully.

And their feet twitched for a little while, but not very long.

If the suitors are fat, tame geese, and Odysseus is a wild eagle, the maids are not even lazy, fat

geese like the suitors, but small, delicate doves or thrushes:** trapped, easily broken. It is not a

413 Allan 2010, pg. 24

414 See Fulkerson 2002, pg. 339-40.
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triumphant, heroic simile like those we usually see when warriors take down their enemies. It is
pitiful. The simile seems to draw the ethics of Telemachus’ decision into question.

Thus the text disposes of its embodiment of female faithlessness and treachery, and
Penelope is saved.*> Odysseus then has the house purged with sulfur, greets the remaining thirty-

eight enslaved women of the palace, and sends Eurykleia to fetch his wife.#16

SCENE 15: THE AFTERMATH; PENELOPE WAKES UP
Our listener knows well what has happened, but Penelope misses everything. Book twenty-three

opens with Eurykleia rushing upstairs to find her still asleep in her room (23.1-9).

Cpnig & eig vmepd’ dvePriceto kayyardmoa,
deomoivn épéovaa pilov oGy Evdov Eovia-
yodvora 8 éppdoavto, t6deg & Vmepiktaivovto. 4t
oth & &p’ Vmep KePUATS kal v mpdg pobov Eeimev:

“Eypeo, IInveldmera, pilov tékog, dppa oMo 5
0pOadpoiot teoiol Ta T EAdgan Lot TavTO.

NA0’ ‘Odvoevg kai oikov ikaverat, Oyé mep EA0MV:

pvnotiipac 8 Ektevev dyfvopac, of 0 £dv oikov

KNoeckov kol kot &dov Promvto te maida.”

The old woman went upstairs cackling,*®
To tell her lady that her dear husband was home;
Her knees bent and her feet flew.

415 Fulkerson 2002, pg. 343-5.

416 22.480-500.

417 Uncertain word. “[app. up-, upo- (4) + an unknown eriktainomai]”, Cunliffe 1953, pg. 396.
Logically, it must be a verb of hastening.

418 Stanford 1965, pg. 391.
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And she stood above her head and addressed a word to her;

“Get up, Penelope, dear child, so you can see 3)
With your own eyes what you want every day.

Odysseus has come and reached home though gone so long;

He killed the arrogant suitors, who would trouble

His home and eat his possessions and overpower his son.”

Penelope’s immediate response is to refuse to admit Odysseus could be home on Ithaca again

(23.10-24).

Trv 8" avte mpocéeune mepippwv [Inverdneia- 10
“nodo @iAn, papynv o€ Beoi BEcav, of e dSvvavral

depova motfjoat kol Exippova Tep LAA’ €6vta,

Kol e YaMePovEOVTO aO0PPOcHVNG EMEPncay:

ol 6¢é mep EPAayav- mpiv 88 ppévac aiciun noda.

tinte pe AwPeveic molvmevOéa Bupov Exovcsav 15
tadTo Tape Epéovoa Kai € Vvov [ dveyelpelg

Noéog, 6¢c W émédnoe @il PAEQP’ AUEUKOADYOC;

00 Yap o To10vde Katédpadov, & 00 ‘OdvesEDg

Gyet’ émoyopevog Kakoidiov ovk dvouactnyv.

GAA" Gye VOV KoTaPn Ot kai dy Epyev HEyapovoe. 20
el yap Tig U’ GAAN e yovoukdv, ai pot Eoot,

TadT EA00DG” fiyyetle kol €€ Vvou dvEyelpe,

M K T GTLYEPDG UV EY®V anémepya véechal

avTic E6m péyapov: o& 8¢ TodTd ye yiipag ovioet.”

And immediately observant Penelope addressed her; 10
“Dear nurse, the gods made you mad, who can make

someone senseless even though they’re quite sensible,

And put the feeble-minded into wisdom;

They’ve misled you; before you were right in your thoughts.

Why do you mock me when my heart is grieving, 15
Saying these things off the mark, and you wake me from sweet

Sleep, which closes and binds my sweet eyelids?

For I haven’t yet had such sleep since the time Odysseus

Went to see that villainous, unnameable place Swillium.

But come on, go downstairs, back to the megaron. 20


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ge&la=greek&can=ge0&prior=a)/llh
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For if any other woman of mine

Came and announced these things and woke me up,
Then I’d send her away immediately and severely

Into the megaron again; but your old age will save you.”

This has been Penelope’s stance all along: continue waiting while all the time denying the
possibility that he might still be alive.4%
However, then Eurykleia explains that the stranger is Odysseus in disguise, and that

Telemachus was in on the scheme (23.25-33).

Trv 8" avte mpocéeune eikn Tpoedg Evpdkdeia- 25
“ov ti og AwPevm, Tékvov gikov, AL ETVUOV TOL

MA0” Odvoeg Kol oikov IKaveTaL, O dyopedm,

0 Eglvog, TOV mdvteg dtipwv v peydpotot.

TnAépoyog &° dpa. puv mhAat 1degv Evoov €6vta,

AL 0OO0PPOCHVNGL VOT|LLOTO TATPOS EKEVLOEY, 30
0pp” avdpdVv ticarto Pinv vIepnvopedVTOV.”

“Qc Epab’ M 87 Exapm kal and Aéktpoto Bopodoa

ypNi TepmAéxOn, Prepdpmv & dmd Sdxpvov fkev

And then the dear nurse Eurykleia addressed her in turn; 25
“I’m not mocking you, dear child, but it’s true:

Odysseus has come and arrived home, as | say,

The stranger, whom everyone was dishonoring in the palace.

But Telemachus has known he’s here a long time,

But he hid his father’s plans with good sense, 30
So he could pay back the overbearing men’s violence.”

So she spoke, and the other rejoiced and leaping from bed

embraced the old woman, and let a tear fall from her eyes

419 Zerba 2009 reads her behavior as a practice of skepticism, and argues that she refuses to act on
a question that is not yet settled. | personally believe, as | have argued elsewhere, that Penelope

knows more than she lets on. Penelope attempts to keep others in suspense, not herself.
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Eurykleia’s eagerness for Penelope to get with the program already emphasizes her fundamental
alignment with Odysseus and the male line over Penelope.*?° She is attempting to hasten Odysseus’
triumphant reunion with his wife, not thinking about Penelope’s understandable hesitancy. She
therefore foils Penelope in her caution.

At the news that the stranger is Odysseus and the suitors are dead, Penelope is overjoyed.
Her sudden positive reaction coheres with the view that she had suspected the beggar’s identity.
Likewise, her lack of sorrow over the suitors’ deaths once again confirms that she has no fondness
for them. She only asks how Odysseus could have managed to fight off so many men alone (23.34-

8):

Kol v ovinoac’ £neo ttepdEVTO TPOS VO

“e1 &’ fye oM pot, paio @iAn, vnuepteg éviomeg, 35
el £1e0v ) oikov ikdveral, g dyopevelg,

OmImC oM LVNOTHPOLY AVaLdECL YEIpaG EPTKE

LodVog €MV, 01 8™ aigv aoAréeg Evoov Euvoy.”

And she addressed her speaking winged words:

“Come on, if you’re telling me the truth, dear nanny, 35
If he really has come home, as you say,

How did he put hands on the shameless suitors

Alone, who always stayed together inside?”

Her question is natural given that he had been up against over a hundred other men, apparently
with no help, since he had not let Penelope know that Athena herself would be pitching in during

the slaughter.42

420 Thalmann 1998, pg. 81.

421 Odysseus did imply that the gods were involved to Telemachus at 19.41-6.
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Eurykleia then explains how Odysseus managed to kill the suitors; however, she has not
yet mentioned that so many women are also now dead, though she was the one who betrayed their
names to Odysseus, presumably with the knowledge of what might happen to them. As Eurykleia
has always been primarily attached to Odysseus and Telemachus over the women of the house,
their deaths may be unimportant to her.#?2 From this point on, though, the text seems to want us to
forget Melantho and the others. Those women are dealt with and gone, and they deserve no more
of our attention. Ultimately, they are treated as disposable, unlike Penelope, because of her
important position relative to Odysseus. She is not replaceable, by the plot’s logic.%?®> However,
our listener will know what is missing from Eurykleia’s story, and will know that the other women
were not merely killed, but hung. Our listener should therefore remember the danger Penelope

faces going into the reunion—she is not yet safe from violent retaliation.

422 Her lack of concern for them is reminiscent of the speaker’s attitude toward Philoneos’ mistress
in Antiphon 1.20—it is an afterthought:

“v0” @V 1) pév Srakovicaoa Kol yeipovpyncaco Exel T Entyelpa oV dEio fv, 00OV aitio ovGo—
@ yop dnuokoive tpoyicheica mopeddodn—n 6 aitia te §jon kai EvOvunbeioa EEet, £av DUEIC T€
Kol oi Bgol BéAwoY.”

“For these actions, the woman who performed and carried them out has the wages worthy of them,
although she’s not responsible—for she was tortured and handed over to the executioner—but the
woman responsible and who premeditated it will have hers too, if you and the gods are willing.”
423 See Hauser 2020 for Penelope’s significance to the closure of Odysseus’ nostos plot, though |

do not cosign Hauser’s reading of Penelope’s own plot.
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Penelope, meanwhile, is not ready to wholeheartedly accept that her husband has returned,
though Eurykleia assures her that she has seen a sema, his scar, which proves his identity.*?* This
is not enough. Despite her initial suspicions about the stranger’s identity, the fact that he ignored
opportunity after opportunity to reveal himself and his plans may have made her lose confidence
in her intuition. This situation has developed rapidly and in directions she may not have foreseen.

She agrees to go downstairs to see him,*?® but has no idea how to react to him (23.85-95):

Q¢ papévn kotéPory’ vIEp®In: TOAAL O€ o1 KNP 85
dpuov’, §| andvevde pilov Toov E€epeeivor,

1 mopoTaca KOGELE KApN Koi Yelpe Aapodaoa.

1 0" énel elofABev kol VEPPn Adivov 0030V,

€let’ Emert’ ‘Odvoiog Evavtin, &v Topog avyi,

TolYov 10D £1€pov- 0 & Gpa TPOG Kiove LaKpTV 90
670 KéT® OpOWV, TOTOEYEVOS &1 Ti pv gimot

ip0iun mapakortig, émel 1dev 0QOaALOTLY.

N8 dvew SV Noto, Theog 8¢ oi ftop Tkavev:

dyel &’ dAlote pév pv Evoradiong fiokev,

8ALote & dyvOGacKe Kakd ypol sipat Exovra. 95

So speaking she descended from upstairs; but her heart stirred 85
Relentlessly, whether to question her dear husband from a distance,

Or stand beside him, kiss his head, and take his hands.

But when she entered and crossed over the stone threshold,

She sat across from Odysseus, in the firelight,

By the other wall; but he had sat against a great pillar, 90
Looking down, awaiting if his strong wife would say

Anything, when she saw him with her own eyes.

And she had sat silently, and amazement reached her heart;

And sometimes she found a likeness by looking in his face,

But sometimes she wouldn’t know him, with awful clothes on. 95

424 23.73-4.

425 23.81-4.
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Earlier today she went to lie down, and now, in a matter of hours, scores of people are dead, and
the stranger is calling himself the real Odysseus. It is too much to process, too much to come to
terms with so suddenly. As Lateiner puts it, “imagine your intimate or lover of twenty years ago,
the loved one unseen since then, now suddenly back and very bloody” #?® Penelope wavers on
whether to accept him.

Eurykleia and Telemachus, however, do not seem to understand how jarring this must be.
Telemachus, ever critical of his mother, jumps in “impatiently” to criticize her reaction,*?’ but

Penelope tells him she needs to be sure of him first (23.104-10):

Tov & adte mpocésine nepippav IInveldneio:

“rékvov gudv, Buudc pot évi otnbecot Tébnmey, 105
000¢ TL TpocPicat duvapat £rog 00d” Epéecdat

008’ ic O idéc0 évavtiov. €1 8 dtedv o1

g0t 'Odvoedg kai oikov ikdvetol, 1| paAo Ve

YVOooUEd dAAMA®V Kol Adiov: 6Tt yop UiV

onuad’, a on kol vt kekpoppéva duev an’ GAAY.” 110

And then observant Penelope addressed him,

“My child, the heart in my chest is astonished, 105
And I can’t speak or say a word

Or look directly into his eyes. But if it’s true,

He’s Odysseus, and has come home, surely we

Will know each other and better; for we have

Signs, which are hidden from others, but we know.” 110

426 |_ateiner 1994, pg. 266.

421 23.97-103. Stanford 1965, pg. 395.
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At this, Odysseus backs Penelope up against their son:*?® Telemachus has been asserting his
authority at Penelope’s expense since their first scene together in book one, but Odysseus is now
back as the head of household. This is his job.

Odysseus and Telemachus both depart to stage a fake wedding, and Eurynome washes the

gore off Odysseus.*?® Penelope is alone with her thoughts for the time being.

SCENE 16: THE TEST

Penelope needs to establish for herself that this is real, so she devises a new test during the
interlude, just as she devised a new tack during the interlude in the interview of book 19.
The stranger returns, cleaned and returned to his former glory, and becomes agitated that

she does not respond immediately (23.164-72):

ay & avtig kot &p” ECet” dmi Opovov Evlev dvéoTn,

dvtiov fig dAdyov, Kai pv mpdg udbov Eeure: 165
“donpovin, mepi oot ye yovouk@®dv OnAvtepdov

Kfp atépapvov EOnkay Oldumia douat” Eyovieg:

00 pév K’ AN y* ®e yovn teTAnoTL Buud

AvopOg apeotain, 6g ol Kok TOAANL LOYNGOG

ENDO1 EkooT® &t £ TaTpida yolav. 170
AL drye pot, poda, otdépecov AExog, Seppa Kol adTOg

AMEopon- 1) yop Th Ye 610npeov &v ppeci Ntop.”

Then he sat back down on the chair he had stood up from,
Across from his wife, and spoke a speech to her; 165

428 23.11-122.
429 Thalmann stresses that Eurynome’s presence in this scene balances Eurykleia’s (1998, pg. 81).

Odysseus and Penelope each have an ally.
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“Crazy woman, they who have homes on Olympus

Made your heart harder than all women’s;

No other woman with a stubborn heart

Would stand apart this way from her husband, who after suffering
Much misfortune returned in the twentieth year to his native land. 170
But come on, nanny, lay out my bed for me, so | can go to bed alone;
for the heart in this one’s chest is iron.”

Then Penelope responds (23.173-180):

Tov & adte mpocéeine nepippav IInveldneio:

“donpov’, ovt dp T peyaAilopon ovt dBepilm

obte Mnv &yopon, péia d’ €d 0id olog Encoa 175
€€ 104N €mi vnoOg 1V doAympETLOL0.

GAA" Gye ol oTOpECOV TLKIVOV AEY0G, EvpuKAeLa,

430 ghotadéoc Buldpov, OV P’ avtdg Enoiet:
&vBa ol Exbelonn TuKvov A&xog UPaAeT’ govny,

EKTOC
KOE Kol yAaivag kol pryea oryoloeva.” 180

Then observant Penelope answered him;

“Crazy man, I’'m not proud, I’m not slighting you,

nor am | too amazed, and | know very well what sort of man 175
you were when you left Ithaca on a long-oared ship.

But go ahead, lay out the thick bed, Eurykleia,

430 Though there have been arguments about manuscript readings for the direction the bed is to be
moved, I ascribe to O’Sullivan’s point (1983, pg. 24): “[that argument] concentrates on the
direction in which the bed is supposed to be moved, out or in, whereas the basically alarming thing
for Odysseus about Penelope's words is their unmistakable implication that the bed that he left
literally rooted to the spot is mobile at all, that these weak women can be casually instructed to
shift it about. It is this, without any attention to direction, that suggests to him that someone else
must already have shifted his bed from the spot in which it was rooted.” I therefore follow the

manuscript reading.
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Outside the wellbuilt bedroom, which he himself made
Put the strong bed out there and put on the mattress,
Fleeces and covers and shining blankets.” 180

Penelope is hesitant to trust him, but rather than risk provoking him by declaring her skepticism,
she soothes him. Her use of the second person eéstha,**! which Stanford once called a “confused
abridgement” of ‘I know what sort of person Odysseus was...” *3? is intentional, though it is not
an unambiguous statement of belief. She pacifies him with some misdirection: | remember you; |
will not contradict your claim.433

Yet, in the next breath she tests the man. Moments before, in 171, Odysseus asks Eurykleia
to prepare a bed for him—mno surprise, as she is his own nurse. Penelope now turns to her and
reiterates the request to prepare their marriage bed, but to do so outside the bedroom itself. Ektos,
outside, takes the first foot sedes of line 178, lending it emphasis. Only three people know the bed
cannot be moved—herself, Odysseus, and Actoris (which might be a patronymic for Eurynome)—
because it was carved out of a tree that grew on the site of the home. That Penelope may ask
Eurykleia, not Eurynome, to move the bed is fortunate, because Eurykleia cannot give up the trick

by reacting in surprise to an impossible command.

431 23.175.

432 Stanford 1998, pg. 397-8.

433 VVlahos takes this also as a rebuke along the lines of, This is not how you used to treat me:
“Penelope is telling Odysseus that she is standoffish because she remembers and wants back the

same considerate, gentle and loving husband who left for Troy twenty years earlier” (2007, pg.

125).
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Penelope’s trick here shows that she is learning. She knows from her conversation with the
stranger in book 19 that she cannot coax this man into telling the truth, if he is Odysseus, so instead,
she lays a trap for him. If the stranger does not react, he is not the real Odysseus and not her
husband. In such a case, then at least she has temporarily placated this dangerous stranger while
she figures out what to do next. If he does react, then she can reassure him the bed has not been
cut from its post.

That is exactly what happens. In anger, ochthésas,*3* the stranger reveals that he knows the
truth about their bed, proving that he is in fact Odysseus. Thus, Penelope’s manipulation
successfully identifies the real Odysseus, a character who is himself known for his own skilled
manipulation. The text lends strong emphasis to the symbol of Penelope’s trick. As Stanford says,
“for the first time in the whole Od. Odysseus is mastered by a sudden impulse.” 43 When he
exclaims in shock and anger, he utters the phrase mega séma, a term elsewhere used for a divine
sign from Zeus.**® The bed itself is a sign: first, it indicates to Penelope that Odysseus is the same
person he claims to be i.e. the son of Laertes; second, it confirms that Odysseus is the same man
to her, the husband who loves her;*¥” and third, it indicates to the reader that Penelope is Odysseus’

intellectual equal.

434 23.183. Cf. Il. 2.308: “&v0’ épdvn péyo ofjua: dpdkwv &t vdyta dapowvoc”; see also 1. 24.349:
“01 & el odv péyo ofjpa mépes "Thoto Elacoav’.

435 Stanford 1998, pg. 398.

436 23.188

437 VVlahos 2007, pg. 120-1. For more on these two separate kinds of recognition, see Currie

2022.
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The reader is already well used to Odysseus’ lies. As the beggar he consistently provides
different backstories to the people he encounters, presumably in order to appeal to each one
personally, as when he tells the enslaved Eumaeus that his own mother was enslaved t0o.4% This
is a claim he does not repeat in the fake life story he gives Penelope in book 19 when there is no
camaraderie to be gained from an enslaved relation. Our listener is therefore well-versed in
Odysseus’ particular tactics. However, even though Odysseus operates in a socially marginalized
position when posing as a beggar, he never faces the same gendered constraints she does, nor the
threat of gendered violence. When the text indicates that she is capable of manipulating not only
the suitors, but Odysseus himself, it makes a clear point about her personality and capabilities that
can be read back into all of her previous interactions. It is for this reason that | reject Richard
Heitman’s argument that Penelope “is doomed to prove inferior in métis to Odysseus on any
conceivable scale.” She has unambiguously outsmarted him at least once, and the text emphasizes
her like-mindedness with her husband, suggesting they are on par with one another.43
Penelope is then able to explain herself and calm Odysseus down again once she is certain

of his identity (23.205-217):

“Qc edaro- tfig & avtod Ato yovvato kol pilov fTop, 205
onuat’ avoyvovon té ol Eumeda tEepad’ Odvooelc.

dakpuoaca & Emelt’ 100G dpdpev, dpel 68 yeipog

deipty PAAL" ‘Odvoijt, kapn & Ekvc’ NOE mpoonvda:

“un pot, Odvoced, okvlev, €nel T Tep GAAN LAMGTO

avBpdnv TEnvLco- Beol 6 dralov O6ilvv, 210

438 14.203. For more on how Odysseus tailors his life story to suit his audience, see Ahl, Roisman
1996, pg. 161-6.

439 Heitman 2005, pg. 6.
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o1l V@d1v aydoavto mop  GAAAOIGL uévovTe

{Png tapmivar kol ypaog ovdov ikésOat.

avTap U VOV pot Tdde Ydeo PUndE vepéooa,

obvekd 6~ 00 10 TpdTOV, &mel 1dov, B’ dydmmoa.

aiel yap pot Bupog évi otecot giloioty 215
gpplyet un tic pe Ppotdv dmdpotto Enecov

EMOOV—ToAAOL Yap Kakd kEpdea PovAehovotv:”

So he spoke, and her knees and dear heart dropped, 205
As she recognized clear signs that Odysseus gave.

And she cried and ran straight to him, threw her arms

Around Odysseus’ neck, and kissed his face and said:

“Don’t be angry with me, Odysseus, since in everything else

You’re smarter than everyone; but the gods gave us misery, 210
Who resented us remaining beside each other

To enjoy our youth and reach the threshold of old age.

But don’t be mad at me about this or fight with me,

Because I didn’t at first, when I saw you, welcome you.

Since the heart in my dear chest always 215
Shuddered in case someone would come and trick me

With words; for many people plan evil profits.”

Penelope now explains her extreme caution. She is afraid that if she had betrayed her husband even
by accident, she would still be liable for the destruction of her chastity—and the destruction of her
marriage, which she has been valiantly preserving. In other words, she has gone to great lengths
to avoid Felson’s plot types two and three, “seduction by a foreigner” and “seduction by a god”,
out of fear for the repercussions such an indiscretion would have.**° Once a woman’s chastity is
lost, it cannot be regained,*! so it was more prudent to wait until there was no doubt about the

identity of her husband. Sheila Murnaghan stresses that the “brilliance” of Penelope’s test lies in

440 For more on Odysseus’ return as Theoxenia, see Murnaghan 1987.

441 Oberwittler, Kasselt 2014, especially pg. 653.
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its reciprocal nature: it establishes Penelope’s faithfulness at the same time that it proves her
husband’s identity, and so their bond is mutually reinforced.*42

Penelope then contrasts herself with Helen (23.218-230):

“o00¢ kev Apyein ‘EAEvn, Awdg Exyeyavia,

avopl Tap’ AAAOSAT® Epiyn GIAOTNTL KOd EVVA),

&l §On & pv odtic apnior visg Axandv 220
aEEpevon oikovde gidny éc matpid’ Euellov.

mv & 7N to1 péEan Bdg dpopev Epyov detkéc:

™mv & dnv oV Tpdcebev £ ykdtOeto BvUG

Aypnv, &€ fig mpdta kai Nuéag Tketo mévhog—

VOV 0, €mel iom onuat’ aptepodén KatéAeEaug 225
eOViic NUeETEPNC, TV 0V BpoTOC GALOG OTOTEL,

GAA" olot 60 T &yd Te Kod dupimolog pia povvn,

Axrtopig, fjv pot d0dke marnp €Tt 0edpo KlovoT,

1} v@d1v gipvto BOpag mukivod Bardpoto,

neifeig OM pev Buopov, ammvéa mep POA Eovia.” 230

“And Argive Helen, born of Zeus,

Would not have mixed with a foreign man in love and bed,

If she had known that the warlike sons of the Achaeans 220
Would lead her home again to her native country.

But a god stirred her to act against her will;

And not before a god put it deep in her heart, a ruinous

Folly, because of which grief first came to us, too.

But now, since you’ve laid out obvious signs 225
Of our bed, which no other mortal had seen,

But only you and | and my one single attendant,

Actoris, whom my father gave me when | came here,

Who guarded the doors of our concealed bedroom,

You’ve persuaded the heart of me, although it’s hard.” 230

442 Murnaghan 2011, pg. Xii.
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The current situation’s correspondence to the exemplum here is somewhat loose, as homeric
exempla often are.** But it is not so irrational as some have argued. Penelope does not compare,
i.e,. liken herself, to Helen, as some have said, but instead emphasizes their differences: even
someone as shameless as Helen (and therefore unlike herself) would not have acted so recklessly
if the consequences had been apparent from the outset.*** Penelope does give a generous
interpretation of Helen’s actions, though, in claiming she acted under divine influence.*® Some
scholars find this invocation of Helen’s name inappropriate,**® or even argue the speech nearly
amounts to an admission of guilt. Per Wohl, “This is really a defense of herself: if Helen can be
forgiven for having committed adultery, she should be pardoned for almost having done the same.
It is an admission of how close she came to infidelity, an apologia for her awareness of her own
sexuality.” 447 Yet contextually this does not work: Penelope is apologizing for holding back, not
rushing headlong. Moreover, the gods’ involvement is not an exoneration of the actions of
mortals,*® as in Homer, mortals are still culpable for their behavior even if the gods put them to
it. So Penelope does not excuse Helen, but uses her as a worst-case-scenario example of what

could have happened if she herself had not been cautious: the anti-Penelope.**® Women’s hasty

443 Slater 1983.

444 See Morgan 1991.

445 Cf. Sappho 16.5-13a.

446 See for instance Fredricksmeyer 1997.

447 \Wohl 1993, pg. 44.

448 It may mitigate her culpability, as Gregory 1996 argues, though (pg. 15).

449 See Lesser 2019, pg. 195-8, 202-3.
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decisions have ruinous consequences, and Penelope would have been responsible for the
destruction of her family, if she had welcomed the wrong man into her bed, as Helen did. No matter
the reason.

I thus reject Marilyn Arthur’s argument, working from Helen’s example, that women were

not considered morally culpable for adultery in Homer:

Such an attitude... proceeds from a social climate in which the moral code encompassed
men alone. Chastity or faithfulness for women in such a period was not a moral obligation
but a simple regulation which was ordinarily adhered to; when the rule was broken it was
a matter between the men in whose power the women were understood to be and whose
responsibility they were.*0

To the contrary, Penelope positions herself and Helen both as moral agents in 23.218-30. Helen
caused grief, and Penelope is desperate not to do the same. And while Helen, semi-divine, is never
punished for her crimes, that does not mean that Penelope would not be. As the text tells us, Helen
is the daughter of Zeus, and through her, Menelaus will receive immortality;*! no one is going to
butcher that golden goose. When it comes to a close and personal relationship to Zeus, Penelope
has more in common with the dead enslaved girls than with Helen, hence her vulnerability to
violent retaliation.

Luckily, the signs prove Odysseus’ identity. Penelope has evaded adultery and is safe

(23.231-40):

“Qc @ato Td & &L iAoV Ve’ ipepov dpGE yOo10-
KAaie 6 Exov dAoyov Buopapéa, Kedv’ eidviav.
®¢ O" 0T dv Aomdo1og yij viXouévolst eoavi,

450 Arthur 1973, pg. 17.

451 4.561-9.
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ov 1€ IToceddmv edepyéa vij” évi TOVTe

paion, €meryopévny avépm Kol KopaTt Tyd— 235
nadpot & EEEPLYOV TOALTG AAOG IEPOVOE

VIOLEVOL, TOAAT 8 Tepi ypol TETpoPEV ALY,

domactol 8 EméPav yaing, KakdTnTa QuyovTec—

¢ dpa T Aonactog ENV TOCIS glcopomon,

dglpfic 6”00 T TAUTAY APIETO TYEE AEVK®. 240

So she spoke, and the urge to weep arose even more in him,

And he cried, holding his beloved wife, with a trustworthy heart.

As when welcome land comes into sight of swimmers,

Whose wellbuilt ship Poseidon smashed upon the sea

Weighed down by wind and a strong wave— 235
And few swimmers escaped the gray sea to dry land

And much seawater has crusted on their skin,

And they happily reach land, fleeing misfortune—

That’s how her spouse was welcome to her when she saw him,

And she wouldn’t let her white arms go from his neck at all. 240

The reverse-sex simile*? is surprising;*>® Odysseus was the subject in line 232, and so we would
logically expect this comparison will be to him. Yet the feminine pronoun in 239 tells us all along
that we have been hearing about Penelope. The simile places her in a dangerous environment that
makes manifest the invisible and unnamed perils of her home in Odysseus’ absence. She, as the
swimmer, is immersed in danger and responsible for navigating it unaided, just as Penelope has
been immersed in the threats of the suitors, traitorous slaves, and lying travelers. Though noble
wives were expected to stay inside and supervised at all times—their white arms, @ryee AevKo,
untouched by sunlight—and therefore out of harm’s way, Penelope has been forced to take on a

more active role in her husband’s absence. She has been working tirelessly to cultivate the pretense

452 See Foley 1978.

453 \Verbal misdirections are well attested in Homeric comparisons. See Pelliccia 2002.
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that she may be on the verge of remarrying at any time in order to keep the suitors treading water,
so to speak. Thus, the shipwrecked sailors are an appropriate metaphor.

But Odysseus is dry land, who replaces her dangerous and uncertain environment with
safety and certainty. His arrival signals a return to Penelope’s rightful place, where she does not
have to work to maintain her own safety. That is Odysseus’ job now. She can be clever and capable
when need be, but she does not relish the responsibility. Until now, she has avoided the stewardship
of other men via the specter of Odysseus, paradoxically asserting agency through “rules intended
to deny her privilege”.#** Claiming that Odysseus might return at any time may well have been a
ploy to keep other men at arms’ length, regardless of whether she had any hope left, but she now
welcomes the return of her rightful kurios. She is the perfect wife by Homeric standards because
although she is like-minded with her cunning husband, she desires above all to return to her place
under her husband’s control. Rather than working against her husband as Klytemnestra and Helen
do, she uses her considerable intellect to “exercise... the subtlest feminine arts of self-defense,”
and preserve his continued authority over herself.4%

Joel Christensen has argued that, because Penelope subsumes her interests to Odysseus’ in
this way, “Even the best woman in Homer does not get to be a fully realized human being.” 4°¢ By
this he seems to mean that the constraints of the text force her to prioritize Odysseus over herself,
and that, since this is portrayed as constituting correct morality, she is therefore unable to act with

individual autonomy. Christensen is correct insofar as Penelope does work to serve Odysseus’

454 Gregory 1996, pg. 16.
455 Stanford 1998, pg. 399.

4% Christensen 2020, chapter 7: “Penelope’s Subordinated Agency,” pg. 175f: 202.



Shanahan Penelope and the Psychology of the Marginalized 219
interests, as she must do being a woman, but I disagree that her marginalized status renders her an
incomplete human being. The fact is that many women throughout history have had to prioritize
their husbands over themselves. This is reality, and if the constraints of a patriarchal society render
a person less than human, then many actual, historical women cannot be fully human either.

But Penelope exhibits a subtle understanding of the limitations of her position, and works
to ensure that, of the few roles available to her, she preserves the one which pleases her best. There
is no outcome that involves emancipation from the patriarchy. However, though she has less
capacity for self determination than her husband, she uses what she has to achieve the best possible
outcome available to her. She professes devotion to her husband, and remaining his wife (or
anyone’s wife) means living under male control, so she consents to do so. It can be difficult to
untangle to what extent she does subsume herself to Odysseus’ interests, and to what extent their
interests simply align, but I would propose that many of the choices she makes serve both of them.
The same is true for her relationship to Telemachus: when Penelope acts with Telemachus’ safety
in mind, she also acts on her own behalf, because she loves her son and does not want to see him
harmed. Their best interests naturally align because they care for one another. | therefore argue
that we ought to give Penelope more credit: she preserves her happiness as well as she can under
a repressive system.

This is Penelope’s last scene in the Odyssey, though ghosts in the underworld will talk
about her and her legacy during the second nekuia of book 24. The ghost of Amphimedon explains
the cause of his early death to the ghost of Agamemnon, including the third iteration of the story

of the web.*” Not every detail Amphimedon reports corresponds to the poet’s narrative of the

457.24.120-90.
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events he relates, but the suitors have been consistently wrong about everything, so this is not a
problem, nor do I think it wise to hold Penelope accountable to others’ impressions of her.
Agamemnon then responds with an encomium of Penelope,*®® praising her as the model woman,

99 ¢c

in comparison to his own wife, Klytemnestra: “oi kAéoc oD mot’ dAgitar / )¢ dpetfic,” “the fame of
her virtue will never die”.**® Agamemnon, great misogynist that he is, is a curious choice to deliver
this verdict, though he is most qualified to speak on the dangers of an unfaithful wife. He knows
best that if Penelope had not been virtuous and had failed Odysseus’ tests, one or the other of the

spouses would have had to die. It is because of her faithfulness that both are still alive, far from

the halls of Hades. “Disdain and cunning tricks” ends in Reunion.

458 24.191-204.

459.24.196-7.
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CONCLUSIONS

In this dissertation, | hope to have provided an alternative to accepting the so-called incoherence
or indeterminacy of Penelope’s character. I have argued that throughout all Penelope’s scenes,
from book one up to the spouses’ reunion in book twenty three, she has expressed contempt for
the suitors. There is no evidence that she has any fondness for them, or that she even knows them
very well. Nor does the poet allow the suitors any particularly attractive qualities in the first place.
Fenik, e.g., has described the two most prominent suitors, Antinoos and Eurymachus, respectively,
as “the most hardened and unredeemed criminal in the story,” and “surreptitiously vicious”.*6° The
suitors shift between “flattery” and “naked enmity” to get what they want,*®! have no
compunctions about violence, and are defined by “fraudulent dissimulation and defiant

knavery.”*%? In the scenes commonly cited to argue for an attraction between Penelope and one or

460 Fenik 1974, pg. 198. For a full account of their characterization and roles as figureheads for the
group as a whole, see pg. 198-207.
461 Fenik 1974, pg. 203.

462 Fenik 1974, pg. 204.
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the other of them, | have argued that the relevant features of Penelope’s comportment can be better
read as symptoms of fear. Penelope avoids, deceives, and sometimes leads on the suitors in order
to maintain her own and her son’s safety.

For this argument, |1 have made use of the wealth of scholarship that precedes me both
within and outside of Classics. Feminist theory of the second wave, especially work by Hermann
and Sheffield, was crucial. Anthropological research into honor cultures and honor killings,
including Thalmann’s The Swineherd and the Bow, also contributed immeasurably to this
argument. Finally, | hope to have contributed to the early recognition theory popularized by Harsh
and Winkler—and by Margaret Atwood in her Penelopiad, a work which | regard as a valuable
commentary on the poem.

Using these frameworks, I have isolated and analyzed every one of Penelope’s scenes from
the Odyssey so as not to miss any material that might contradict my argument. | have also included
material that has been somewhat neglected in other studies on women in that text. Namely, this
dissertation takes a close look at Melantho and her fellow girls’ fate as a dark mirror of Penelope’s.
All the women of Ithaca—Penelope, Melantho, all of them—are defined by their relationship to
men, especially Odysseus, and those who ally themselves with the wrong men are killed. It is my
opinion that Melantho’s death meets the definition of an honor killing, and | argue that Penelope
may sense that this is a possible outcome for herself as well. Penelope survives because she is
faithful to her husband, but also because she proceeds with utmost caution at all times.

Some scholarship on Penelope seems almost to discuss a different character from the
Penelope | conceive—one who wavers on the precipice of infidelity. To return to an argument of

Felson’s quoted in a previous chapter:
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“Each spouse and storyteller, now out of danger, interprets all prior events only in terms of
REUNION. Thus Penelope, remembering selectively, depicts the suitors solely as villains
who devoured Odysseus’ household. Her version of COURTSHIP exonerates Odysseus,
and herself, for their slaughter. Penelope has trimmed her plots to a single type, the story
of holding the suitors at bay until Odysseus’ return. Though Penelope forgets the other side
of the story, Homer’s audience need not. Penelope’s encouragement of the suitors and her
enjoyment of their attention, suggested especially by her dream-reaction to the slaughter
of her pet geese, indeed diminish their criminal culpability.”463

Felson describes a character who enjoyed the suitors and their attention, who floats between the
roles of faithful wife and irredeemable flirt, only to rewrite the narrative in retrospect. In this
characterization, Penelope is partially responsible for the suitors’ presence in her house and
therefore also for their subsequent deaths. Yet we have never seen her express affection for them
directly. The strongest evidence Felson offers for Penelope’s culpability is her reaction to her dead
pets in the dream omen—about which the suitors knew nothing. Can that dream justify Felson’s
claim that Penelope encouraged the suitors to remain in the palace? Perhaps not. The idea of
Penelope’s fractured character, put forward by generations of scholars, is not borne out by the
evidence. Neither does it support the Duck-Rabbit reading, nor does it support the Analytic
arguments against Penelope’s coherence that came before, since both arguments depend on the
existence of contradictory evidence. However, | argue that the Analytic tendency in Homer
criticism has failed on the psychological level, and that their misreading was then picked up by
Homer scholars of the 1990s and repackaged as indeterminacy.

It is possible that the invention of false problems was an inevitable by-product of the
scholarly tradition, in that the Analytic tendency in Homer criticism resembles “paranoid

criticism” as described by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. It indulges in an unrestrained “hermeneutics

463 Felson 1994, pg. 41. Emphasis mine.
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of <positivist> suspicion” and obsessively pursues vestiges of pseudo-Homers, like Penelope
sniffing out pseudo-Odysseuses.*%* Because so little is known about the origin of the text, any
given verse is a possible candidate for ‘interpolation,” and scholars become determined not to miss

any. As Sedgwick writes:

[P]aranoia, once the topic is broached in a nondiagnostic context, seems to grow like a
crystal in a hypersaturated solution, blotting out any sense of the possibility of alternative
ways of understanding things or things to understand.*6°

The assumption that any given textual problem arises from interpolation(s), and that identifying
interpolations is the scholar’s priority, is a foregone conclusion in the paranoid mindset. This is

because paranoia tends to grow with time; it is necessary from its nature:

That paranoia is anticipatory is clear from every account and theory of the phenomenon.
The first imperative of paranoia is There must be no bad surprises, and indeed, the aversion
to surprise seems to be what cements the intimacy between paranoia and knowledge per se
[...].46

Thus, Analytic scholars want to find problems, and so do not seek solutions other than the scalpel
to remedy them: there are no alternative explanations; there must be no bad surprises. And “an
inferior poet wrote this garbage,” is an interpretative stance that seems both invulnerable and
versatile, capable of being mobilized against any number of issues, from lexical abnormalities, to
incongruous stylistic features, to character defects. Thus, any verse that strikes the ear as odd can

be marked as illegitimate.

464 Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,” in Touching Feeling, 2003.
465 Sedgwick 2003, pg. 131.

466 Sedgwick 2003, pg. 130.
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In my introduction | have already argued against using the “originality” of any given verse
as a measure of its validity: | do not believe that we should assume that an infallible Ur-text existed
and is reconstructable. Moreover, though, | here suggest that Analytic misreadings of Penelope
may be influenced by gender bias. As we have seen from the multitude of interpretations of her
character, character analysis is more an art than a science. Different people will find different
patterns of behavior to be natural or unnatural, depending on the influence of their personal
experiences and culture. When scholars had gendered expectations for her behavior that the text
did not support—because they assumed that a “faithful” wife would be simple, easily understood,
and that she would defy all men but her husband—they blamed the poet(s). They did not consider
how Penelope’s physical safety was at stake, and then they criticized the text for failing to meet
their expectations. It was not their expectations that were wrong, they decided, but the text itself.
Denys Page, for instance, mocks Penelope’s behavior in the recognition scene, saying: “And then,
to our bewilderment, we are led to believe that Penelope already knows him to be Odysseus and
is only ‘making trial of her husband’!” 467 He has entirely failed to consider that Penelope can and
must lie. Yet, the fact that he has no trouble recognizing that same behavior in Odysseus shows
that he is capable of identifying a lie for what it is... when a man is speaking.

Unfortunately, the idea of Penelope’s fractured character may be a symptom of a larger
problem, because any Analytic argument on the basis of character could be subject to social biases,
as we tend to assess characters on the page with the same expectations we use to assess characters
in real life. These biases may influence analyses, because the wrong set of expectations will yield

the wrong results. We can imagine this problem as a mathematical function: plugging correct x

467 page 1955, pg. 115.
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values (data) into the wrong mathematical function (gender, racial or classist assumptions) will
yield an entirely different graph. In the same way, characters who exist in marginalized social
positions are subject to misreading, because we apply inappropriate sets of expectations to them.
And as we have seen, misreadings can persist for decades.

Of course, some bias is also baked into the text and does not arise from misreading.
Penelope was glorified, but Melantho vilified. Both of them were forced to navigate the same
power vacuum and the opportunistic grifters who appeared on the scene, but the two women had
different rights, privileges, and tools available to them.

Unlike Penelope, Melantho had no protection from the suitors. Realistically, it was in her
best interests to ally herself with them, because avoiding them was not an option. Maybe it was
she who betrayed Penelope’s trick to the suitors—remember the words of Antinoos at the council

(2.108-110):

“koi T0TE 0N TIC E€1me YOVOUKDV, T| Gaea 1o,
Kol TV Y GAADOVCAY EQEVPOUEV AYAOOV 1GTOV.
O¢ 10 pev €€etélecoe kal ovk £06A0VG” VT AvayKNG:”

“And then one of the women who had known the trick told us,
And we caught her unweaving the shining cloth.
So she finished it by force, and didn’t want to.”

Melantho was sleeping with Eurymachus, and so it is not a stretch to think that she may have
revealed this information to him, whether accidentally or on purpose. Given that so few enslaved
women are granted names at all, as we have previously seen, it is perhaps natural to want to stick
the blame to one we know, and so Melantho is our best bet. In the world of the text, revealing the
trick is an act of betrayal; surely Eurynome and Eurykleia would never. But if Melantho did betray

this information, can we be sure she did not do so for her own safety, trying to ingratiate herself to
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men who posed a threat? What did Melantho owe, morally speaking, to the people who enslaved
her? Nevertheless, the text casts her as a villain and sacrifices her along with the suitors at the end.

If there is a villain of the Odyssey Penople might have had affection for, it was not a suitor
but Melantho. We see glimpses of their relationship in the text: we know that Penelope raised
Melantho as a small child. It seems that Melantho’s alliance with the suitors has angered
Penelope,*68 and the fact that Penelope enslaved Melantho once she was old enough, as Antikleia
did to Eumaeus before her, unambiguously shows that Penelope was no real mother to her. She
harmed her. Nevertheless, she may have also, selfishly, cared for her—just as Achilles may have
loved Briseis, whether or not Briseis loved him back.

The text does not center their relationship, and interestingly, since we do not see Penelope
finding out that twelve of the enslaved girls have died in the Odyssey, the poet is spared depicting
her reaction. But one may imagine that Melantho’s death would have been distressing for Penelope
in a way that the suitors’ were not. Margaret Atwood offers one possible version of the scene. She
has Eurykleia tell Penelope that the girls have been killed at the same moment in which she

announces Odysseus has returned:

‘But which maids?’ I cried, beginning to shed tears. ‘Dear gods—which maids did
they hang?’

‘Mistress, dear child,” said Eurycleia, anticipating my displeasure, ‘he wanted to
kill them all! I had to choose some—otherwise all would have perished!’

‘Which ones?’ I said, trying to control my emotions.

‘Only twelve,’ she faltered. ‘The impertinent ones. The ones who’d been rude. The
ones who used to thumb their noses at me. Melantho of the Pretty Cheeks and her cronies—
that lot. They were notorious whores.’

‘The ones who’d been raped,’ I said. ‘The youngest. The most beautiful.’

468 18.321-5.
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Dead is dead, I told myself. I’1l say prayers and perform sacrifices for their souls.
But I’ll have to do it in secret, or Odysseus will suspect me, as well.*%°

Atwood’s version honors the emotional complexity of Penelope’s reunion with her husband, which
comes with painful costs as she negotiates his chronic mistrust and violent disposition. However,
in the text of the Odyssey as we have it, Penelope, who raised Melantho “like her own child,” moida.
8¢ &¢, cannot mourn her.*’® The surviving thirty-eight enslaved women cannot mourn her. The

poet will not let them. It is criminal.

469 Atwood 2005, pg. 125-6.

47018.323.
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