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The ways in which poets, dramatists, novelists, musical composers, and visual
actists have responded to Homer's Penelope from the Middle Ages to the present time vary
widely and are predicated upon the way in which they view her conduct in the story. The
artists of the Middle Ages embraced Penelope as a paragon of virtue, the model for "the
good wife.” It is from this period that Penelope acquires the epithet for which she is still
well-known, "chaste Penelope.” During the Renaissance, Penelope retains her virtuous
qualities but takes on new traits associated with enlightenment and knowledge. Here
Penelope emerges as a model for the upper class Renaissance woman who, for the most
part, is better educated and who exercises more personal freedom than her Medieval
counterpart. The Baroque and Enlightenment Periods introduce a Penelope endowed with
heroic qualities associated with perseverance and courage. However, for her intellectual,
emotional, and spiritual strength she is both praised and vilified. The Romantic and
Victorian artists also present Penelope as the model of feminine virtue, but because their
vision of womanhood precludes intellectual strength, they strip her of her cunning
intelligence. With a few exceptions, she is viewed simply as the "forlor wife” of
Odysseus. Although in the modern age Penelope remains the symbol of wifehood, she

also comes to represent independence, genius, and heroism. It is during this time that the

issue of Penelope's adulterous nature is reintroduced.



As we see from the hundreds of portraits of Penelope, she is treated primarily asa
type: the sweet and faithful wife, the wanton harlot, the wise woman, the unsuspecting
lady, the jealous harpy, the good-natured matron, the damsel-in-distress, and the
courageous hero. In truth, Homer’s Penelope represents the quintessential woman,

everywoman and everyman-for contained in her are all of the components of womanhood,

as well as humanity.
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Chapter 1
The Making of Penelope

In the pathway of the sun,

In the footsteps of the breeze,
Where the world and sky are one,

He shall ride the silver seas,

He shall cut the glittering wave.
I shall sit at home, and rock;
Rise, to heed a neighbor's knock;
Brew my tea, and snip my thread;
Bleach the linen for my bed.

They will call him brave.

(Dorothy Parker, *Penclope”)!

Introduction

In this lament Penelope speaks to us about the disparate lives she and her husband
lead: While Odysseus journeys across the sea free to follow the wind, Penelope remains at
home, performing household duties and participating in community life. Parker’s Penelope
does not grumble about her life of domesticity or begrudge Odysseus a life of adventure.
What does emerge in the last line, however, is a complaint about the way they will both be
remembered in history——that he will be the one deemed heroic, the one considered
"brave.” Although Penelope does not express exactly how she thinks "they” will
remember her, the catalogue of her duties followed by the ironic tone of the last line
suggests what she anticipates will happen: that she will be viewed as unbrave and unheroic
and will ultimately be regarded as unimportant. Strangely enough, Penelope does not seem
to be angry because she is relegated to "women's work," as a reader may expect a modemn
female writer would portray Penelope; instead, she is mad because she will not be
accorded the same kleos, or fame, as her husband even though they both display similar
arete, or excellence, in the roles society expects them to play. Itis for this reason that the

voice of Dorothy Parker’s Penelope exudes sarcasm and bitterness.2



Although much attention has been accorded Odysseus in the arts,3 Parker’s poem
demonstrates that Penelope has achieved her own place in Western tradition. In fact,
Parker’s ironic treatment of Penelope represents but one response to Homer's character in
the modemn world. From the 14th Century to the modemn age, over 300 poems, works of
fiction, paintings, works of sculpture, operas, and various other types of musical
compositions refer to or focus on Penelope. (See Appendix A.) However, despite
Penclope's obvious popularity, no one has offered a definitive study of her presence in and
influence upon Western culture. Although I do not suggest that my study can undertake
such a task, I do intend to present an initial investigation into this pivotal figure. In order to
lay the scholarly groundwork for a more detailed investigation of Penelope and the
implications of her presence within Western tradition, I trace the artistic response to

Penclope from the middle ages to the 20th Century in this study.

Seminal Works on Penelope

In Pénélope: Légende et Mythe Marie-Madeleine Mactoux chronicles the treatment
of Penclope in the arts from the Archaic Age of Greece to the Byzantine Period. From
plays written during the Golden Age of Greece? to highly decorative vases created during
the Hellenistic Age> to frescoes painted during the middle of 3rd Century A.D.,5 Mactoux
demonstrates that Homer’s story about the cunning and faithful Penelope has lived on in
the arts. Another work that lists references to various Greek and Roman figures, Jane
Davidson Reid's encyclopedic Classical Mythology in the Arts, 1300-1990's , catalogs
over one hundred artistic works referring to various characters from Homer’s Odyssey ,
from the middle ages onward.? As both Mactoux and Reid demonstrate, since the Greek
Archaic Age artists and writers have adapted many of the exploits found in Homer's tale
and have borrowed the principal characters of the Odyssey for literature, the visual arts,

and musical compositions—and Penelope, in particular, seems to have inspired a great deal



of interest.8 Specifically, Mactoux shows that Penelope's popularity and tradition are
associated with the ways in which philosophers and artists have interpreted her conduct in
Homer’s story.

For the most part, interpretations of Penelope's legend consists of two disparate
views. The first holds that she is the model of womanhood, remaining chaste and faithful
for the twenty years Odysseus is away. Allusions to her virtue can be found in numerous
literary and critical works, from ancient to modern times. The other view maintains that
she is deceitful and adulterous. Stories that she was seduced by the god Hermes or
deceived Odysseus with Antinoos or all of the suitors have persisted through the ages.? In
my work I propose that the treatment of Penelope has in fact been more complex than
generally believed and that this complexity adds to the tension and resolution between
Penelope and Odysseus in Homer’s story.

Lastly, I should mention that scholarly interest in Penelope has continued to grow
in recent years, allowing for a fuller portrait of her to emerge. Marylin Katz's Penelope's
Renown : Meaning and Determinacy in the Odvssey 10 and Nancy Felson-Rubin's
Regarding Penelope : From Character to Poetics 1! both discuss Penelope's complex
image in the Odyssey and offer valuable insights into the way in which Penelope has been
perceived in modem scholarship. Specifically, Katz explores the notion of fame with
regards to Penelope, tracing the scholarship that has shaped our reading of her in Homer's
story. On the other hand, Felson-Rubin examines Penelope's multiple images found in the
Odyssey by looking at the ways in which other characters in the story view her. Because
my study examines the way other artists have responded to Homer's Penelope, my work
differs from both Katz's and Felson-Rubin's work. However, it adds a valuable
dimension to the way in which Penelope's actions have been interpreted by those who have

read her story or viewed her conduct in Homer’s plot.



Penelope Through Time

My study is organized into seven chapters. Chapter 2, entitled “Paradox or
Paradigm: Penelope in the Middle Ages,” explores the image of Penelope found during the
12th to the 14th Centuries. As we will see, artists of the medieval period embraced
Penelope as a paragon of virtue. Artists, like Giovanni Boccaccio, Christine de Pizan,
Geoffrey Chaucer, and John Gower identified Penelope primarily as "the good wife.”

Throughout the rest of my exploration, I demonstrate the ways in which Penelope's
qualities are expanded upon or adhered to by artists from subsequent periods of time. I do
not claim to be an expert in all of the historical periods that I discuss or a scholarin each of
the fields that I highlight. However, in order to present a detailed examination of Penelope,
I must ground the artistic response to her in philosophical and historical contexts. Some of
the comments I make, though broad in scope, help to explain unique views of Penelope
that arise through time.

In Chapter 3, "Brave New Penelope: Penclope in the Renaissance,” we see that
Penelope retains her virtuous qualities but takes on new traits associated with enlightenment
and knowledge. In particular, painter Domenico Beccafumi, and poets Louise Labé, John
Skelton, Sir John Davies, and Thomas Carew emphasize Penelope's intelligence and
independence, as well as present her as a chaste and honest woman. During the 15th and
16th Centuries Penelope emerges as the model for the upper class Renaissance woman,
who is, for the most part, better educated and exercises more personal freedom than her
Medieval counterpart.

In Chapter 4, "Penclope’s Great Fame and Notoriety: Penelope during the Baroque
and Enlightenment,” we see that artists working during 17th and 18th Centuries introduce a
Penelope endowed with heroic attributes. However, for her intellectual, emotional, and
spiritual strength she is both praised and vilified. As] also demonstrate, the translations
published by George Chapman in 1616 and Alexaader Pope during the 18th Century



contributed to the explosion in plays, operas, poetry, musical compositions, and art that
focus on Penelope. Specifically, I examine Claudio Monteverdi's opera, /! ritorno d'Ulisse
in patria, John Mottley and Thomas Cooke's ballad opera, Penelope, and numerous
paintings by Angelica Kauffman.

In Chapter 5, "Virtue Defiled: The Penelope of the Romantics and Victorians,” |
show that although the Romantics and the Victorians remained enamored of Penelope and
continued to present her as a model of the good woman, her virtuous image is tarnished.

In particular, Lord Byron lambasts virtuous women like Penelope, and Frances C.
Bumand rejects the idea that a woman could remain chaste for twenty years. Thus, during
the 15th Century, the idea of an adulterous Penelope takes shape again, nearly two
thousand years after the Greek historians and poets presented this view of her.

Chapter 6, "Etemnal Wife and Internalized Other: Penelope’s Multiple Personae in
the Modern World," illustrates that the changing aesthetic of the 20th Century did nothing
to harm Penelope's stature as a figure worthy of attention. However, picking up the thread
of Penelope’s possible adultery and joining it to her image of the virtuous woman, James
Joyce presents us with the most complete portrait of Penelope. As I demonstrate, Joyce's
Molly Bloom embodies all of the qualities associated through time with Penelope.
Likewise, Carlo Carra, Ezra Pound, and Dorothy Parker all expand her virtues to
encompass those traits valued in the modern age. Although Penelope remains resolutely
tied to the symbol of wifehood, she also comes to represent independence, genius, and
heroism. Of the Modernist poets I explore in this chapter, only H. D.'s Penelope reminds
us of the frail heroine that emerged during the Victorian Age.

In Chapter 7, "Penelopeia: Penelope in Homer’s Story," I turn back to the Odyssey
in order to demonstrate that the qualities these various artists endow Penelope with are
indeed found in Homer's work. Here, in order to demonstrate that Homer presents a

complex figure, I will look at particular passages in which Penelope appears in



oris mentioned by others in the Odyssey. At the end of this section, I will present an
analysis of Homer’s depiction of her and compare this to those offered by artists
responding to his Penelope.

The Electronic Search for Penelope

Electronic technology has enabled me to locate an enormous number of works
relating to Penelope that I otherwise would not have been aware of. Although I had found
numerous print sources that guided the early stages of my research, it has been the
electronic databases, such as FirstSearch, MLA, and the Humanities Index, and the
electronic library catalogs, electronic newsgroups, and the World Wide Web that netted me
the most sources. What began as a respectable list of eighty-five works of art rapidly
expanded to over three hundred possible sources. From my modem at home, I perused the
holdings of numerous university libraries, such as Harvard, Princeton, Johns Hopkins,
and University of Texas at Austin. Via e-mail I spoke with several scholars who suggested
works for me to read, and I participated in ongoing discussions regarding areas relating to
my project. Using the World Wide Web, I was able to post my research on the Internet in
order that other scholars could look at and comment on it. The final component of my
research will be an electronic open house, via the MOO, in which I will be able to discuss
my work with other scholars in "real-time.” In sum, through this new technology I have
been able to conduct a very thorough search of my subject that not only changed the scope
of my project but enriched my understanding of Penelope.

But the new technology presented me with a problem that I had not been prepared
to face—the overwhelming number of sources from which to choose. With over three
hundred works to consider, I was forced to pare down my sources to a rore manageable
sum. In order to do this, I traced Penelope’s presence in Medieval art in which she

appears. This gave me an instrument by which to measure her image during the time



periods that follow. After I had ascertained how Medieval poets portrayed Penelope in
their works, I then applied this norm to the way artists who came later responded to her.
This method allowed me to eliminate repetition in my own work and concentrate only on
the significant differences that emerged in my study.

These deviations offered the most insight into the way the tradition surrounding
Penclope has shifted with the introduction of new ideas and technologies. For the most
part, the artists that I highlight fall into three distinct categories. First, Ilook at major
artists whose ideas are generally viewed as responsible for shaping Western tradition or
influencing others with their art and vision. Among these are Chaucer, Monteverdi,
Byron, Joyce, and Pound. Secondly, I focus on artists whose response to Penelope
includes new art forms not previously available, such as John Mottley and Thomas
Cooke's ballad opera and Carlo Carra's Cubo-Futurist paintings. Lastly, I have chosen
works by artists whose worldviews or aesthetics run counter to the norm for the period of
time in which they were working and result in a unique view of Penelope. Here, I found
the paintings of Angelica Kauffman and the burlesque of Burnand and Williams to be
important to my study. In ail, I am examining thirty-three works in detail and alluding to
numerous others as points of references for my study.

I would also like to point out that the list of the primary sources I have gathered for
this study appears in Appendix A. In order that my work may assist others in their
research, I have listed these sources by the periods of time I delineate in the body of my
text. 1 have also included pertinent information regarding each of these works, including
the type of art, the date ascribed to the works of art, and the country of origin and the

gender of the artists.



Additional Comments

In the interpretations of the works of art I discuss in this study, I am offering my
own personal, provisional view. Because of the focus of my study is Penelope and how
various artists portray her in their works, I concentrate only on this conceptin the art
discuss. The vast amount of material that I must address precludes me from offering an
exhaustive, thorough presentation of each artist and each work of art. Therefore, I warn
the reader that I am not attempting to present, in any way, an authoritative reading based on
a close analysis of these works in close context to the authors's corpus and specific
aesthetic of the period. Instead 1 am offering possible readings that explain Penelope’s
presence in specific works of art that occur at specific periods of time. I hope those who
read this study will take my interpretations further with their own areas of expertise, for
that is the nature of scholarship and preliminary studies.

It should be noted that when I use the word "artist” in my work, I am referring to
all men and women who engage in the creative act—that is writers, visual artists, and
musical composers, among others. "1 should also mention here that I will refer to Penelope
as "hero” rather than "heroine.” Primarily this is due to the fact that heroine carries with it a
connotation that is not appropriate to epic literature, or asI will argue in the second portion
of my work, to Homer'’s Penelope. However, when indeed Penelope appearsin a
*romance novel,” such as Edwin Bynner's Penelope's Suitors in which she warrants this
title, then I will certainly employ it. Lastly, in an effort to be consistent with Odysseus’s
Greek name, I will refer to him as Ulysses only when he is called this by the artist whose
work I am examining.

The spelling of the archaic words has been changed so that the reader can follow the
works more freely. I cite the poetry by line, unless other notated. Lastly, in examining
Homer's text, I rely Richmond Lattimore's translation. However, I have been guided by

several translations over the course of my research. A complete list of these works appears



at the end of my study. (See Appendix B.) In regards to the other foreign texts I am using,
I have elected to translate all of those works written in modern French (when the French
text is available to me) and a selected few of those written in Italian and Latin. All other
works written in languages beyond these are published translations and are notated in the

bibliography.
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Chapter 1
Notes

1 Dorothy Parker, "Penclope,” Sunset Gun (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1928) 34.

2 Marion Meade, Dorothy Parker: What Fresh Hell Is This? (New York: Penguin, 1987)
xvi. Meade points out that Parker was well-known for her sarcasm and wit. She writes:
*[Slhe had been dubbed the wittiest woman in America, her quips preserved, repeated, and
printed so that by 1927 scarcely a snappy line uttered anywhere was not attributed to her.”

3 W. B. Stanford, The Ulysses Theme: A Study in the Adaptability of a Traditional Hero
(Dallas: Spring Publications, 1963). See also The Odyssey and Ancient Art: An Epic in
Word and Image, ed. Diana Buitron et al (Annadale-On-The Hudson: Edith C. Blum Arnt
Institute, 1992).

4 Marie-Madeleine Mactoux, Pénélope: Légende et Mythe (Paris: Annales Littéraires de
L'Université de Besancon, 1975) 49.

5 Mactoux 107-110.

6 Mactoux 177-178. It should be noted that there is much debate concerning the
interpretation of the Roman Fresco.

7 Jane Davidson Reid, Classical Mythology in the Arts, 1300-1990's, vol. 2 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993). 'For her reference to Penelope, see 850-854.

8 See also, Odette Touchefeu-Meynier, Thémes odysséens dans I'art antique, (Paris:
Editions E. de Boccard, 1968).

9 Mactoux, 49-60, 97-102. During the Classical Age, Penelope was viewed as virtuous.
Perhaps for this reason she does not figure prominently in the works of this period.
However, Herodotus is credited with linking Penelope to Pan. Thus, he raises the
suspicion that Penelope had committed adultery. During the Hellenistic Period historian
Theopompus de Chios, the student of Isocrates, believed that Penelope's conduct toward
the suitors was not necessarily as virtuous as some had previously thought. Others, such
as Dicearchus, a student of Aristotle, argue that her appearance before the suitors
demonstrate her low moral character. Likewise, playwright Dosiadas portrays Penelope as

Pan's mother by Hermes, and poet Theocrites claims that Pan is her offspring, sired by all
of the suitors.

10 Marylin Katz, Penelope's Renown: Meaning and Determinacy in the Odyssey
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991).

11 Nancy Felson-Rubin, Regarding Penelope: From Characterto Poetics (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1994).



Chapter 2
Paradox or Paradigm?
Penelope in the Middle Ages

Of all the things which are seen to have been bestowed through God's gift to the
advantage of humanity, we consider nothing to be more beautiful or better than a good
woman, who is a part of our own flesh, and we part of her own flesh. Quite rightly we
are compelled by the law of nature to love her, and this is to the benefit of society, even
if she troubles us. (Marbod of Rennes, "The Good Woman, early 12th Century)!

Lucretia, Penelope, and the Sabine women carried the banners of chastity and (with few
followers) brought back their prizes. My friend, there are no Lucretias, Penclopes, or
Sabine women now; beware them all. (Walter Map, "The Letter of Valerius to Ruffinus,
Against Marriage,” c. 1180)2

Introduction

Marbod of Rennes'’s and Walter Map's comments about women demonstrate the
ambivalence that existed during the Middle Ages regarding women and virtuous conduct.
From Marbod's point of view "good women" do exist and deserve to be cherished, even if
their presence is a nuisance to men. Map, writing close to one hundred years later, rejects
Marbod's stance and asserts that virtuous women disappeared with the likes of the
legendary Penelope, Lucretia, and the Sabimz women. Marbod's attitude is no more an
anomaly than Map's. In fact, the writings of these two men represent the Medieval view
toward women: Women are held in high reg;rd and are worshipped for their beauty and
virtue and at the same time are vilified as base creatures, worthy only of contempt. Female
virtue, for many of the artists and thinkers working during this period, is perceived to be a
paradox and not a standard mode of conduct natural to women.3 The 12th Century
theologian Gratian, for example, held that women had no souls. One can surmise that

without a soul, women lacked the basis for a spiritual nature. In effect, what Gratian and

11
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others who subscribed to this view were saying is that women were incapable of virtue. It
is in this strange light that we begin our examination of Penelope in Western tradition in the
14th and 15th Centuries.

Although no text of Homer's Odyssey could be found in Europe from the
beginning of the Middle Ages until the late 14th Century, Medieval artists were very
familiar with the story of Odysseus and his wife Penelope through works by Ovid, Virgil,
Statius, Cicero, and Apuleius. As W. B. Stanford and J. V. Luce point out in The Quest
for Ulysses, knowledge of the Greek language had all but disappeared, and interest in the
Odyssey and Greek literature had diminished greatly during the anti-Greek sentiments of
the 11th Century.# However, the end of the 12th Century saw the reintroduction of
Odysseus to the West with Benoit de Sainte-Maure's Romain de Troie. Humanism, which
had been responsible for the renewed interest in classical literature during Benoit's
lifetime,S had influenced artists working during the 1300's as well. Giovanni Boccaccio,
Christine de Pizan, Geoffrey Chaucer, and John Gower, for example, all turned to the
Greco-Roman classics for inspiration. In particular, each of these artists presented
Penelope as a paragon of female virtue, the model of the faithful wife.

Despite the keen interest in the afterlife—the punishments awaiting those who sin
and the rewards for those who don't—we cannot say that the entire Medieval Age and its
writers ascribe to beliefs that limit their artistic scope.6 Though many, like Boccaccio,
Christine, and Gower, moralize about virtue and vice, others, such as Chaucer,
demonstrate a complex view toward man's (and woman's) struggle with sin. If Map's and
Marbod's rather disconcerting views toward women demonstrate anything at all, it is thata
direct connection exists between those artists who lean primarily toward didacticism and
simplistic approaches to subject matter and a one dimensional portrayal of Penelope and
other figure and characters. Along these lines, those artists who place greater stock in

creating intricate literary works that offer multiple ways of seeing and understanding the



stories produce a much more complex Penelope, thick with description.? Therefore,
Penelope's presence in these works affords us an opportunity to explore the Medieval
artists's view toward women and virtue and to examine the complexity of each artist’s

writing.

Dante Alighieri

We begin our assessment of Penelope in the Middle Ages with Dante. Of the five
Medieval artists who refer to Penelope in their work, Dante proves to be the most difficult
to evaluate, primarily because he appears to focus on her the least. When we do locate
Penelope among his numerous poems and prose works, we notice only a passing reference
to herin Inferno 26. At first glance this may seem strange to us, considering that he
devotes all of Inferno 26 to her husband Odysseus and refers to him again in both
Purgatorio 19.22 and Paradiso 27.83 of the Divine Comedy. However, Dante's
treatment of Penelope—or lack of it—should not surprise us. Even in his earliest works,
Dante's feminine ideal is Beatrice, a woman he has known since childhood and whom he
elevates to a lofty status in Paradiso. Dante's admiration and love for Beatrice is well-
documented in many of his works, but particularly Vita Nuova. Due to the courtly tradition
that he subscribes to early in his career and the deep devotion he holds for Beatrice, Dante
may not be free to tum his gaze upon other women, no matter how fictional they are.
Furthermore, when we consider that the Divine Comedy is essentially a poem in which
Dante declares his great religious faith and advocates reform in both the Church and State 8
then it makes sense that pagan women (or men for that matter) do not prove to be the most
prominent symbols of good Christian conduct. We must keep in mind that he goes as far
as relegating Virgil and other pagans he admires to hell, making it clear that none of them
make excellent models for Christians to emulate. Statius, for example, is Christianized in

order to escape the fate the other virtuous pagans suffer in the story. Therefore, with a few

13



notable exceptions, Dante turns to more acceptable female role models, like Beatrice and the
Virgin Mary, to symbolize various aspects of religion, virtuous conduct, and political
beliefs.?

In sum, Dante's neglect of Penelope in light of his keen interest in Ulysses signals
to us that he does not view her of any importance to Western tradition. As a pagan, she
does not make an acceptable role model for his Christian audience. Asa virtuous pagan,
she lacks the qualities that would have made her a suitable figure to punish in hell. As we
will sce;, Dante's view of Penelope represents the way many artists treated Penelope in the

Middle Ages, for she appears minimally in works during this time.

Giovanni Boccaccio

Like Dante, Giovanni Boccaccio was a Florentine, one born during the time Dante
was writing the Divine Comedy. Also, like Dante, Boccaccio witnessed many events and
chahges occurring in both Italy and Europe. The plague, continued struggles between the
Church and secularism, growing acceptance of the classics, and the ascendancy of
humanism all contribute to Boceaccio's worldview.10 Known specifically to us through
The Decameron, a collection of stories from numerous sources, Boccaccio achieved
greater status during his life for his scholarly works written in Latin.!!

Because Boccaccio lived in a time of transition, his sensibilities embrace portions of
the Medieval and the Renaissance worldviews.!2 It is essentially this combination that we
find in his treatise, De claris mulieribus, or Concerning Famdus Women.'3 Here, in this
collection of 104 biographies of famous women, written during 1355-1359, Boccaccio
moralizes about the female virtues and, at the same time, seems to promote the more
forward thinking idea that women could achieve greatness through many of the same
methods that men could—that is, through the arts, scholarship, and secular rule.

14



In choosing the women who deserve great renown for their actions in Concerning
Famous Women, Boceaccio focuses on Greek and Roman pagans. In light of Dante's
deemphasis of pagan role models in his work, it may seem strange that Boccaccio excludes
Christian and Hebrew women in his. However, there are a few notable exceptions to this
rule. Boccaccio includes Eve, the first entry in his work. Calling her our "original mother”
who desired a "greater glory” than what God had given her and allowed herself to be
tempted by the serpent, he does credit her with discovering spinning and weaving (1-3).
We also find stories about Pope Joan, Constance, Camiola, and Joanna. In his preface,
Boccaccio does explain that he focuses on pagan rather than Christian and Hebrew women
because the latter had the "sacred commandments and examples of their teachers” to guide
them (xxxviii). On the other hand, pagan women achieved fame without the benefit of
God's divine word. Furthermore, Boccaccio claims there are many other works that
already describe the great achievements of Christian and Hebrew women; his, he says,
will be the first to highlight those of pagans (xxxix). One other interesting choice that
Boccaccio makes is to cite examples of women who have gained fame through both
virtuous and immoral conduct. In doing so, Boccaccio gives himself the opportunity to
moralize on both good and bad behavior. And moralize he does. I should mention here
that many scholars, like Guarino, believe Boccaccio turns to biography, especially the
stories of famous women, because he desires to instruct his female audience about good
and bad behavior. Like Dante and other Medieval thinkers, he is concerned with the
rewards and punishments of the afterlife and believes it is his duty as a writer to educate
others and to "strengthen" their will.!4 However, his penchant for using these women as
paragons of virtue and vice produce in Boccaccio's work very simplistic characters. In
particular, Boccaccio's Penelope achieves none of the complexity that others demonstrate.

Because Boccaccio had access to the works of Homer, he was more fortunate than

previous Medieval writers who alluded to characters or episodes from the lliad or the
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Odyssey. Through his close friend Petrarch, Boccaccio met Leontius Pilatus, whom
Petrarch had asked to translate Homer and who later served as a Greek tutor to Boccaccio.
Although it is not clear just how much Greek Boccaccio leamed from Leontius, Boccaccio
did indeed work closely with him on the translation of both Homeric texts. We know, for
instance, that Boccaccio "rearranged, copied, and sent” the translations to Petrarch after
Leontius left for Constantinople. For this reason, there is little doubt that Boccaccio had a
more intimate understanding of Homer’s work than any other Medieval writer before
him.15

If indeed Boccaccio had read Homer in the original, he came away with a very
pedantic view toward its female protagonists. He calls Clytemnestra, for example, a
"faithless wife" and claims that she may have been compelled to kill the "noble”
Agamemnon for bringing a mistress home with him from the war (71-72). He also
suggests that both Helen and Circe are lustful and wanton (73-78). However, because
Penelope rejected the suitors's advances and was determined to wait faithfully for
Odysseus to return home, Boccaccio holds her up to the readers of Concerning Famous
Women as the paragon of "untarnished honor and inviolate chastity.” Furthermore,
Penelope represents "a holy and eternal example for women” (81).

In Boccaccio's version of the story, Odysseus was taken by force from Ithaka and
was later presumed to be dead. Although he says that Penelope doubts her husband is lost,
Odysseus's mother Antikleia is not so sure and hangs herself when she hears this news.
Overwhelmed by the various offers of marriage by her countrymen, Penelope remains
steadfast in her decision to "grow old in chaste and eternal widowhood" (81). Boccaccio
says that it was "divine light” that gave Penclope the idea to deceive the suitors with her
trick of the shroud, and it was "divine mercy" that allowed Odysseus to return in time to
save Penelope from the hoards of suitors angered by her deception (82). He also suggests

that the reason Odysseus disguises himself when he returns to Ithaka is to watch the suitors



without alarming them. Although he does not address the reason why Odysseus reveals
his true identity to Telemachos and not to Penelope, we can guess from his reading of the
story that Odysseus, watching the antics of both the suitors and the untrustworthy servants,
does not want to endanger his wife before he has a chance to gain the upper hand in the
palace. When Odysseus does indeed finally reveal his identity to Penelope, Boccaccio says
that she barely recognizes him. This version of the Odyssey ends happily with Penelope
falling into Odysseus's arms—no mention is made of Odysseus leaving her again.

I should mention that in the last portion of his tale Boccaccio does take the poet
Lycophron to task for saying that Penelope was unfaithful to Odysseus with one of the
suitors. Lycophron, one of the Pleiad, was a Greek grammarian and poet living in
Alexandria who wrote tragedies during the early 3rd Century.!6 According to Boccaccio,
Lycophron claims that Penelope, like all of the Greek wives waiting out the war’s end, was
led into adultery by Nauplius, a panderer. Boccaccio says that just because one writer
makes injurious claims against Penelope, she should not be discredited in light of the
many, many "praiseworthy” comments that have been made about her (83).

Praising Penelope's character in this way brings us to the issue of Boccaccio's
paradoxical view toward women and the role Penelope plays in this attitude. Although
writing a book about famous women suggests he may want to glorify particular female
historical figures, Boccaccio is still a product of his time. Despite the fact that he credits
certain women with "daring, intellectual power, perseverance, natural endowments,” he
cannot bring himself to respect the gender as a whole. In the same preface in which
Boccacciopraises women, he also assails them. He writes:

If men should be praised whenever they perform great deeds (with
strength which Nature has given them), how much more should
women be extolled (almost all of whom are endowed with

tendemess, frail bodies, and sluggish minds by Nature), if they
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have acquired a manly spirit and if with keen intelligence and

remarkable fortitude they have dared undertake and have

accomplished even the most difficult deeds. (xxxvii)
This passage implies that women deserve respect only when they rid themselves of their
womanish spirits and accomplish tasks worthy of men. Without this drive, however, a
woman is "an imperfect creature excited by a thousand foul passions. . . . No other
creature is less clean than woman: the pig, even when he is most wallowed in the mud, is
not as foul as they” (The Corbaccio ).}7 One way a woman can transcend the sty, it scems,
is through sexual purity—that is, chastity. Unfortunately, in Boccaccio's viewpoint this
virtue is the exception rather than the rule. Elsewhere he states: "When the women see
their possessions settled, they tumn all their attention to pimps and lovers. And let it be clear
to you that she who seems most chaste and virtuous in the cursed multitude would rather
have one eye than be content with one man" (The Corbaccio ).'8 This attitude undermines
his portrayal of Penelope and other virtuous women found in Concerning Famous Women.

For Boccaccio, then, the story of Penelope's rejection of the suitors serves as an

allegory for the way all women should reject the sin of lustfulness. Through Penelope’s
singular example, Boccaccio moralizes about marital fidelity, chastity, and fortitude.
When we consider that Boccaccio places little faith in women to conduct their lives
virtuously, it may not be an accident that he chooses Penelope and other legendary (and
many times, fictional) women to exemplify "good women." But what really interests us
here is that Penelope emerges not as a complex figure representing a host of meanings, but

as a pure and unassuming "type” symbolizing fidelity, overpowered by Boccaccio's potent
didacticism.



Christine de Pizan

Most scholars agree that it was a negative view toward women, found in the works
of Boccaccio and other male writers, that compelled Christine de Pizan to pen many of her
numerous books.1® The Book of the City of Ladies (LaCité) , in particular, suggests a
direct response to Boccaccio's work on famous women?? in a similar way that her
L'Epistre au Dieu d'Amours and Le Dit de la Rose both debate the supporters of Le
Roman de la Rose in regards to the way women are portrayed in that work.

The circumstances by which Christine became a professional writer2! provoke
interest. Her father, a court astrologer under Charles V, moved his family from Venice to
Paris when she was only three years old. Growing up in the French court, Christine
married the court notary, Estienne de Castel, who died less than ten years later. After his
death she was left in charge of her family's finances and was forced to support herself and
three children. It was at this time that she turned to writing. That Christine was able to
make a living in a career women did not ordinarily pursue demonstrates both her fortitude
and talent. Furthermore, the topics that she writes about suggest a wide range of interests
and a deep understanding of many issues: poetry, proverbs, histories, hagiography,
biographies, intellectual debates with other scholars, illuminated texts, sociological issues,
and advice to kings on government and warfare. Besides her notoriety in the debate over
Le Roman, she gained respect for her position as the official biographer of Charles V. 1
should also mention that Christine wrote in both the formal language of her day and in the
vernacular. Thus, during the late Middle Ages through the early part of the Renaissance
men and women from all levels of society read and studied her writing. In fact, at least
twenty-seven manuscripts of La Cité are known to exist today and six tapestries had been
produced illustrating portions of her book. The first English translation of La Cité
appeared in 1521 by Bryan Anslay, entitled The Boke of the Cyte of Ladyes2? Today, her
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work has inspired interest in some female scholars who find her defense of women akin to
feminism.23

Patterned after several sources, most notably Augustine's City of God and
Boccaccio's Concerning Famous Women, The Book of the City of Ladies (LaCité ) offers
something that none of its predecessors do—that is, 2 woman praising other women and
defending their honor. Like Augustine, she outlines the virtues inherent in a heavenly city;
however, she chooses to populate hers with only virtuous women. Like Boccaccio, she
moralizes about famous women; however, she excludes those whose conduct should not
be emulated and includes only appropriate examples from all available sources found in
Western tradition.2+ Thus, we find heroes from both Judeo-Christian and classical texts.
Furthermore, by calling them "ladies” rather than referring to them as Boccaccio does when
he condescendingly calls them "women,” Christine emphasizes a particular kind of female
conduct—that is, one more becoming to a "lady."25 Anotherimportant difference  have
already mentioned is that La Cité is written in the vemnacular.26 Following the model of
Dante's Divine Comedy rather than Boccaccio's or St. Augustine's works, Christine
created literature that one did not need to be schooled in Latin to understand. Thus, she
wrote for an audience comprised both of aristocrats and literate tradespeople.

LaCité begins with Christine distressed over men's poor treatment of women and
their allegations that women are innately evil. Itis at this point in the story that she is
visited by three female allegories, Reason, Rectitude, and Justice, who assure her that
women are not born spiritually or intellectually inferior to men (1.2.2). In the course of the
conversation they have with Christine, these women assist in building the city and laying
out the criteria for entry into it. From them we learn that all women, no matter what class
they come from, can become citizens of the city so long as they are virtuous. Christine
organizes female virtue into well-defined categories, such as those who excel in "political

and military accomplishments,” "learning and skill,” "prudence,” "vision and prophecy,”
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*filial piety,” "marital love," "chastity,” "constancy and steadfastness," "faithfulness,”
those who gain fame "by coincidence,” those who exemplify "integrity and honesty,”
"generosity,” and lastly those who are "saints and martyrs."27 It is under the rubric of
sexual purity that we find Penelope.

Christine's Penelope is "a most virtuous lady,” who exemplifies "chastity.”
Known also for her wisdom and piety to the gods, this Penelope pays absolutely no heed
to the many proposals of marriage she receives from various aristocratic suitors. In
Christine's version of the Odyssey, there was one particular king whom Odysseus had to
eliminate. In all, however, Odysseus had no reason to think ill of his wife's behavior
during his absence, but "was very happy with the good reports” of her conduct. Speaking
directly to Rectitude, Christine inquires about the general complaint men have made that
they cannot find beauty and chastity in the same woman. Rectitude informs Christine that
there are many women who exemplify both, most notably Penelope. Thus, despite her
great beauty, Penelope appears as a paragon of chastity, an allegorical figure representing
marital fidelity and beauty unspoiled (11.41.1).

Although Christine's Penelope has a lot in common with Boccaccio's, her views
toward women and virtue differ widely from those of her predecessor. Both Penelopes are
allegorical figures representing marital fidelity. However, while Boccaccio believes that
women are predisposed to unfaithfulness, Christine claims that chastity in women is not an
anomaly but a virtue many women possess. In fact, she believes that women far surpass
men in all virtues (I.14.1-1.15.1). Therefore, Penelope functions differently in the two
works. In Concerning Famous Women, she constitutes one of but a few examples of
women who have gone beyond their nature to become virtuous. On the other hand, inLa
Cité she represents what we all can achieve if we follow God's word.

It is interesting to note that Christine inherits much more from Dante than she does

from Boccaccio, for she shares Dante's worldview concerning virtue and sin. This shared



vision is manifest in the way Christine constructs her heavenly city and sets up its rules for
entry into it. Like Dante's Empyrean, Christine’s city is open to anyone who attains God's
grace. However, for Dante this rule precludes pagans from joining the heavenly host.
Furthermore, because both writers possess faith in man's goodness (although Dante
grapples more than Christine does with the notion of evil and original sin), women are not
kept from entering due to some innate vileness they cannot transcend. Christine’s desire to
set standards for female conduct in La Cité results in a one-dimensional portrait of
Penelope and points us to Boccaccio's treatment of Penelope found in Concerning Famous
Women. Like Boccaccio, Christine is a keen thinker whose moralizing codifies Penelope’s

presence in Western tradition.

Geoffrey Chaucer

Geoffrey Chaucer, another poet influenced by the literature and intellectual ideas
blossoming out of humanism, translated and revised works by continental writers for an
English audience. In particular, Chaucer was influenced by Italian thinkers, such as Dante
and Boccaccio, whose works Chaucer may have come in contact with during a visit to
Florence. Although scholars believe that Dante's Divine Comedy was a great source of
inspiration to Chaucer, we cannot ignore what he owes to Boccaccio.28 In fact, Chaucer’s
debt to Boccaccio may be rather large when we consider the numerous works he seemsto
borrow from the writer. Troilus and Criseyde, for example, reminds us of Boccaccio's
Filostrato. Likewise there are similarities between The Decameron and The Canterbury
Tales, Concerning Famous Women and The Legend of Good Women, De casibus virorum
illustrium and the "Monk's Tale," and Il Teseida and the "Knight's Tale." Even his
treatment of particular subjects and themes seem to be derived from those presented by
Dante and Boccaccio. That Chaucer would be interested in exploring female virtue, then,

should not surprise us. Nor should we be surprised to find that Penelope appears as an



allegorical figure in the works that discuss good and bad women. He is simply following
in the fashion of his predecessors. However, Chaucer’s own view conceming female
virtue demonstrates more complexity than Boccaccio's and his portrayal of female
characters in works that Penelope appears in indicates an understanding of what some
perceive to be the female mind.29 However, we should keep in mind that Chaucer
produced works that women found odious to them and at the same time created many
sympathetic female characters. What this indicates is that Chaucer avoids a single-minded
approach to subject matter and characters. Depicting women (and men) in various ethical
situations suggests, for instance, moral ambivalence and resists promoting one particular
stance toward good and evil. That Chaucer seems to vacillate, creating works that both
honor and dishonor women, makes it difficult for his audience to pin him down and
stereotype his work.30

Although Penelope's presence in Chaucer’s work is meagre—one simple line in
each poem—she expresses Chaucer’s contradictory and complex view toward women. As
a potential widow, Penelope typifies the growing number of Medieval women who through
their widowhood enjoy independence and greater privileges than their younger, married
counterparts.3! However, the way that Chaucer portrays her indicates that, while she may
seem like a fixed symbol in a rapidly changing world, she actually symbolizes the
impossibility of such absolute constancy. Furthermore, in examining her presence in all of
his works, we see that she emerges as evidence that Chaucer develops a keen
understanding of how to create complex themes and characters.

Before moving into a discussion about Chaucer’s Penelope, I should mention one
of his earliest works of poetry from the courtly tradition, which demonstrates the
contradictions found in his work and thinking in regards to women and virtue—his
translation of Le Roman de la Rose. When his translation first began to circulate in

England, Chaucer incensed no other than Queen Anne, who believed that the popular



French poem was unkind to women. In fact, the Queen's outrage may have been what
forced Chaucer to write The Legend of Good Women. Although there is much debate
surrounding how much of Le Roman he might have actually translated,32 we do know that
before Chaucer pens the works associated with more favorable portrayals of women, he
also writes Troilus and Criseyde, another work that promotes a decidedly negative view
toward women and goodness. It may be little wonder that women in positions far superior
to his own took Chaucer to task for these poems. However, Le Roman may also
demonstrate that Chaucer resists any limitations on subjects he wants to pursue, no matter
how unpopular these subjects are. The fact that this work aroused the anger of his female

audience only adds to the complexity of his attitudes toward women.

The Book of the Duchess

Believed to have been written in 1369 after the death of Blanche, wife of John of
Gaunt and mother of the future Henry IV, The Book of the Duchess follows the pattern of
a traditional elegy. However, Chaucer imbues his poem with his own feelings33 and style,
reconciling the pagan and Christian worlds in the story and introducing—perhaps for the
first time—a fictional narrator, the knight. Itis also a dream-poem, in which the poet falls
asleep while reading a story, meets a knight who tells him a story of his lady (who is
patterned after Blanche), and awakens with the book still in his lap. In the poem Penelope
appears as a point of comparison for the virtuous conduct of the knight's lady. Chaucer
writes: "She was as good, so have I reste, / as ever was Penelopee of Grece” (1080-2).
Thus, this lady—that is, Blanche—is as excellent a woman as Penelope. Because Chaucer
had so much regard for Blanche, using Penelope as a point of comparison for the Duchess
isinteresting: It marks the first time Penelope is found in his work, and she appears in
tandem with a character representing someone from Chaucer’s life. Thus, Penelope's

importance as an allegorical figure representing the good woman emerges early in
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Chaucer’s work and is linked with someone he truly admires. We see that Chaucer does
possess a great deal of respect for certain women, in this case Blanche, but does not glorify

the entire gender unconditionally.

"The Compleynt of feire Anelida and fals Arcite”

Approximately five years after Chaucer penned The Book of the Duchess, he began
*The Compleynt of feire Anelida and fals Arcite.” Influenced by Boccaccio's Il Teseida,
Chaucer’s poem presents the story, well-known during this time, of the betrayal of Queen
Anelida by her knight-lover, Arcite. Because scholars agree that it is a highly successful
example of Chaucer’s control over meter and form,34 there is much disappointment
because it is unfinished. Its complexity is represented by multiple points of view found in
the work: The first portion of the poem provides the plot by an omniscient narrator while
the last part includes Anelida's complaint about Arcite's treatment of her, written in the first
person.

The figure of Penelope is used in the story once again to represent faithfulness.
This time, however, she does not symbolize a chaste wife drawn from Chaucer’s own life,
but a fictional unmarried character who seems to possess a naive devotion to the wrong
man. Of Anelida's virtue Chaucer writes: "And for to speken of hir stidfastnesse, / She
passed bothe Penelope and Lucresse” (81-2). Anelida's faithfulness to Arcite is wasted
because he prefers to tum his attention to another woman, "proud and newe"(143), who in
turn treats him rather shabbily (a further mark of his unworthiness of Anelida's love).
Because Arcite's betrayal of Anelida causes her great anguish and pain, we are moved to
sympathize with the plight of a woman so chaste and loving that she reminds us of
Penelope. The lesson the poem seems to teach is that men do not want what they can easily
have (197-204). If this is indeed true, then Chaucer may be wamning "good women" to be

more attentive to "bad men." Yet in a society in which a woman must suffer in order to be
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deemed "good,"35 there would be no escaping situations like the one Anelida finds herself
in. Thus, Chaucer seems to be critical of the courtly tradition and the kind of conduct it
holds dear. Penelope's presence in this tale serves to demonstrate what happens to some
good women, at least legendary ones like Penelope, who select more excellent men to give
their love to. That Arcite is no Odysseus is made quite clear when the former rejects his
true love fora woman less excellent than Anelida. Although Penelope suffers for twenty
years while Odysseus is away, he, at least, does return to her. Anelida's real problem is

not Arcite. Itis that she is not clever enough to give her love to the right man.

Troilus and Criseyde

That Penelope underscores Chaucer’s resistance to predictability is most obvious in
Troilus and Criseyde . Widowed and living under the protection of Hector, Criseyde lives
a chaste and virtuous life. However, when Pandarus tells her about Troilus's affection for
her, Criseyde makes it apparent that she is ready to embark on a romance with the young.
man. After becoming involved with Troilus, she is forced to return to Greece and her
father. Her pledge to stay true to Troilus is broken when she falls in love with Diomedes.
Thus in a short period of time, Criseyde betrays two men—her dead husband and her new
lover. Although some scholars argue that the Medieval audience would understand that
Criseyde's poor conduct is derived from her lack of Christian morals,36in light of Queen
Anne's admonishment of the work that Chaucer hints at at the end of Troilus and Criseyde,
we may safely say that Chaucer was aware that not all of his audience would be as
forgiving of his portrayal of Criseyde—no matter how pagan she is.

Chaucer’s repentant attitude at the end of the story, of course, comes a little late.
What is more, it comes with his statement that he would gladly write books highlighting the
virtues of particular good women like "Penolopegs trouthe and good Alceste” to offset his
poor treatment of women in this tale (1772-1778). Penelope's presence in a work that



highlights the poor conduct of the female protagonist seems to suggest that although
Chaucer held Penelope and females like her in high esteem, he was also believed in the
human failings of women as a whole. Thus, Chaucer departs from a general admiration of
women traditionally associated with courtly romance, and in doing so he demonstrates an

interest in pursuing less popular stances on traditional themes.

The Legend of Good Women

Shortly before completing Troilus and Criseyde, Chaucer began work on The
Legend of Good Women. Atfirst glance, The Legend seems to indicate a change from the
previous poem since Chaucer presents stories of only "good women.” Although never
completed, the stories that he did finish praise such legendary wives as Cleopatra, Thisbe,
Dido, Hypsipyle, and Medea. In the prologue he mentions many other women that he
intends to highlight—even Queen Anne is represented here as Alcestis. But some scholars
are also quick to point out that even in this work Chaucer demonstrates an ambivalence
toward his subject matter. The fact that he never completes the poem suggests a general
lack of faith in what he was writing.37 Nonetheless, the prologue credits Homer's
Penelope with virtuous conduct, as seen from this one line: "Penalopee and Marcia Catoun,
/ Make of youre wifhod no comparyson"” (206-7). Once again Penelope appears as an
allegorical figure representing the virtuous wife. However, despite the compliment
Chaucer pays Penelope, Chaucer’s interest in extolling virtuous women adnauseam comes
into question when we consider he never finishes this poem.

Chronologically, The Book of the Duchess and "The Compleynt of feire Anelida
and fals Arcite,” precede Le Roman, Troilus and Criseyde, and The Legend, but they have
more in common with another work that was written after Troilus and Criseyde—the
"Franklin's Tale.” Although all three of these poems demonstrate a different attitude

toward women, Penelope's role of the chaste wife remains unchanged.



"Franklin's Tale"

The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer’s masterwork, is the story of twenty-nine pilgrims
who set out for Canterbury. Meeting at the Tabard Inn, the host of the party suggests that
each pilgrim entertain the group by telling stories along the road. If Chaucer indeed
intended to tell the number of stories the host suggests, then The Canterbury Tales is also
incomplete. Only twenty-four stories are told by twenty-three of the pilgrims, with
Chaucer telling two stories himself.38

The Franklin, a freedman aspiring to gentility, tells a marriage story39—the tale of
Dorigen, a newly married woman who is left behind by her knightly husband. While heis
away in England, she is approached Bﬁ?\;;clius, who wishes to become her lover.
Although she finds his desire for her inappropriate, out of fear for her husband's safe
return, she does promise to love Aurelius if he can make the rocks on the coast of Brittany
disappear. With the help of a magician, he meets her request. When her husband returns,
Dorigen confesses to him what she had promised Aurelius. Although her husband agrees
that she should keep her contract, she is later released from her promise by her lover.

For the last time in all of Chaucer’s works, Penelope appears as an example of
virtue and faithfulness. Chaucer writes: "What seith Omer of gode Penalopee?/ Al Graece
knoweth of hir chastitee” (735-736). Ironically, Dorigen is not quite as chaste as Penelope,
for she pledges to have sex with another man. Chaucer’s portrait of Dorigen, the
distressed wife, is the most complex of all the female characters with whom he has
compared Penelope. Essentially, Dorigen is good and loves her husband, but she is
willing to undertake a deed that will bring about her faithlessness in order to bring her
husband safely home. Herein lies the real similarity between Dorigen and Penelope. Like
Penelope, Dorigen possesses cunning. Far from being helpless and meek, Dorigen
exhibits a spirited nature willing to take risks. In penelopean fashion, she pledges herself



to a man in order to ensure the safe return of her husband.40 That she admits her
questionable conduct to her husband only further demonstrates her innate goodness. For
all of Dorigen's lamenting over her predicament, she is no damsel in distress waiting for
someone to save her from her plight. Her deal-making with Aurelius suggests that she can
take charge of her situation. Itis interesting to note that Chaucer’s complex portrait of
Dorigen is found in his final work and in the same one in which the Wife of Bath is found-
—another female character generally regarded as complex.4!

In looking back at Penelope's presence in all of Chaucer’s poems, we see that she
provides us a way of understanding Chaucer’s complex views toward women and the
notion of female virtue, as shown in Figure 1.

In the Book of the Duchess, for example, Penelope's goodness is used as a point of
comparison for Blanche's; both women exemplify excellence at being wives. Because this
poem eulogizes a friend, it differs from his other poems because it represents a personal
expression of grief. In "Anelida and Arcite” Penelope and Anelida both demonstrate
steadfastness; however, since Anelida chooses to love a man unworthy of her, she shows
none of the wisdom that Penelope (or Blanche for that matter) possesses. Thus, Anelida
may be good, but, unlike Penelope, she isn't very smart. Because Chaucer did not finish
this work, we can surmise that he may have lacked the initiative to complete a story
adhering to such simplistic views toward good and bad conduct.

As Chaucer makes clear in Troilus and Criseyde, Criseyde's character differs
widely from Penelope's. A deceitful woman who makes her good lover suffer, Criseyde
does not demonstrate any of the faithfulness that Penelope possesses, though ironically
both women are Greek. As the story indicates, Criseyde represents but one kind of woman
and is not an indictment of all Greek (or Medieval) women. Departing from writing about
women like Criseyde, Chaucer then turns to legends of virtuous ones in The Legend of

Good Women. 1If completed, The Legend would have offered Chaucer's audience ciories
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of faithful wives. Here, Penelope exemplifies good wifely conduct with which few

women could compare. But as I have already mentioned, due to the fact that ittoo is

unfinished, Chaucer may have been uninterested in those simple depictions of virtue.

Character

Anelida

Good Women

Dorigen

Allusion to Penelope

*She was as good, so have | reste,
as ever was Penelopee of Greee.®

*And for to speken of hir stidfastness,
She passes bothe Penclope and Lucresse.®

*And gladlicr | wol write, yif yow leste

Penolopeés trouthe and good Alceste.”

*Penalopee and Marcia Catoun
Make of yourc wifhood no comparyson.®

*What scith Omer of gods Penalopee
Al Gracce knoweth of his chastitee.”

Description of Poem

The carliest of his longer poems.

A pacan to the wife of John of GaunL.
A "good" wile, based on a real person.
No moral ambivalence is

Unfinished, only 300 lincs complete.
Reevaluation of courtly tradition.

A “steadfast® woman who chooses an
"inconstant® lover.

Based oa well known story.
Reevaluation of the courtly tradition.
An "untrue” woman who makes her
*true® lover suffer.

Because Criseyde exemplifies a bad
woman and follows onc in which the
woman is good, Chaucer's views
resist stercotyping

Unfinished work.

Chaucer may have been forced to
write it, and therefore lost interest.
The deeds of "excelient” legendary
wives.

Chaucer seems uninterested in writing
tales of virtuous women.

Completed story in uncompleted
collection.

Reevaluation of courtly tradition.

A "chaste® wife who does a bad thing
foragood reason.

Chaucer's most complex character to
which he compares Penelope.

Figure 1 Penclope’s Presence in Chaucer's Poems




Under the rubric of "The Marriage Group” from Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales,
we meet the Franklin who tells the pilgrims the story of Dorigen. Unlike the faithful
Penelope, Dorigen promises to become the mistress of another man while her husband is
away. However, she breaks her vow of chastity in order to ensure her husband's safe
return. What Dorigen and Penelope seem to share is cunning and a willingness to push the
bounds of convention for the sake a bigger, more important goal. Hence with Dorigen,
Chaucer creates a complex character faced with obstacles keeping her from attaining the
kind of absolute goodness that makes some other Medieval female characters we have come

to know seem like caricatures.

John Gower

Chaucer's influence in England extends to his good friend John Gower. Asone of
two men to whem Chaucer dedicated Troilus and Criseyde, Gower is frequently linked to
Chaucer and his ideas. Possibly born in Kent, Gower trained for law. Later, he moved to
the priory at St. Mary Overie in Southwark in order to access their library for his writing.
Itis ;ﬂso thought that he was twice married, but there is much debate about his life due to
the lack of documentation. However, it is true that he married late in life at the age of
seventy to Agnes Groundolph. This fact about Gower proves important to understanding
Confessio Amantis because in the story the main character—the lover—is told that he is
too old for love, much as Gower himself may have been reminded.42

Confessio Amantis, or The Confession of the Lover, constitutes one of three long
Gower poems written in different languages. This particular one was written in English
and differs from the rest because he refrains from straight moralizing and turns instead to
the more popular discussion of love. I should point out here that most scholars believe that
Gower wrote Confessio Amantis before Chaucer began planning The Canterbury Tales.

Thus, Gower's collection of stories organized around a narrative predates Chaucer’s own
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work. The text of the poem comprises over 33,000 lines and contains 141 stories, written
in octosyllabic couplets. Seven of the eight books correspond to the seven deadly sins
(Book I, Pride; Book II, Envy; Book III, Wrath; Book IV, Sloth; Book V, Avarice;
Book VI, Gluttony; Book VIII, Lust). Book VII deviates by presenting a discussion on
morality and philosophy for kings. Gower employs a narrative device that connects all of
the stories: Amans, a lover, confesses to Venus's priest Genius. Afterward, Genius
relays to the man tales of good conduct and love. In the end, the lover comes to understand
virtue and is forgiven his sins. Unfortunately for him, however, he also learns he is too
old for love.

Gower's reference to Penelope appears in Book VIII in his discussion of good
wives. He tells us that he sees four women who come "commended” for their "faith” in
marriage—a faithfulness for which they enjoy great fame in their old age.#3 The four
wives he mentions here include Penelope, Lucretia, Alceste, and Alcione. Gower’s
Penelope suffers much anguish over the absence of her husband; however, despite the fact
that she is alone at home, she stays faithful to Odysseus. Gower writes:

Penelope that one was hote,

Whom many a knight hath loved hote
While that herlorde Ulixes laie

Full many a yere and many a daie
Upon the greté siege of Troy:

But she which hath no worldés joy
But only of her husébonde,

While that her lord was out of londe,
So well hath kept her womanhede,
That all the world therof toke hede
And namélich of hem in Grece. (438-9)
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Thus for Gower, writing within the Medieval courtly tradition that values virtuous women,
Penelope is an allegorical figure representing the wife who attains great fame for chastity
and faithfulness. And because Penelope's story falls within the confines of excellence in
marriage, she appears as a paradigm of virtue.

Because Gower is known for his didacticism, Penclope's presence in Gower’s
poem indicates a moral stance on female conduct and virtue. Although scholars believe that
Gower's views about moral conduct influenced Chaucer, Gower does not resist predictable
stances about virtue and vice as Chaucer does.4+ Instead, Gower emulates the kind of
stereotyping that the courtly tradition and moralistic writing produces. The fact that
Gower's Amantis has fallen out of favor during the 20th Century while Chaucer’s The
CanterburyTales enjoys great stature may be due to his pedantic writing.43

Conclusion

During the late Middle Ages Penelope is mentioned in passing in Dante's the Divine
Comedy and functions solely as a reminder to the audience what Ulysses's rejected to
pursue his life of glory. In Concerning Famous Women, we are treated to our first real
glimpse of the Medieval view of Penelope. Here, Boccaccio presents a Penelope who
symbolizes the good and faithful wife. This rather simple depiction of her makes sense
when we consider that Boccaccio had set out primarily to instruct his female audience about
good and evil conduct. Although Dante too moralizes in the Divine Comedy, Boccaccio's
work on the whole is less grand, less philosophical, less intellectual than Dante's.
Boccaccio's Penelope, then, emerges as a one-dimensional figure, despite the fact that
Boccacio devotes more ink to telling her story than Dante does. I should also mention that
Boccaccio's paradoxical views toward female virtue indicate that the good conduct of his

Penelope represents an exception rather than the rule.
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In The Book of the City of Ladies, Christine constructs a city for virtuous women
from all of Western tradition and walks of life. Because the purpose of Christine'’s work is
to elevate the status of women and defend them from men who hold their genderin
contempt, her zealous approach to her subject matter produces a simple portrait of
Penclope. As an allegorical figure representing the chaste wife, Christine's Penelope
reminds us of Boccaccio's. This is ironic when we consider that Boccaccio may have been
one of the male writers whose work Christine responds to with La Cité.

Of all of the five artists who allude to Penelope in their work, Chaucer turns to her
most frequently. Although she can be found in The Book of the Duchess, "The Compleynt
of feire Anelida and fals Arcite,” Troilus and Criseyde, The Legend of Good Women, and
the "Franklin's Tale,” her appearance in these works is limited to one line in each. Forthe
most part, Penelope is an allegorical figure representing the good wife; however, her
goodness comes to mean more than a simple adherence to sexual morés. As Chaucer
indicates, because she chooses to be faithful to her husband, Penelope exemplifies a high
level of intelligence. Thus, Chaucer’s Penelope is good because she exhibits both chastity
and wisdom. Because she appears as a constant among the virtuous, the sinful, and those
in between, she serves as a point of comparison for other characters. In the works in
which Penelope appears, however, Chaucer questions the belief that human beings can
achieve absolute goodness through sexual purity and sustained rationality. Thus with
Penelope, Chaucer ridicules the moral and ethical systems held dear by religious thinkers
and other secular writers. He presents a complex figure, despite the meagemess of the
lines of verse devoted to her. Gower, on the other hand, presents Penelope as a simple
allegorical figure representing marital fidelity, much in the same way as Boccaccio and
Christine. Although Gower may have been influential in Chaucer's work and intellectual
development, in Confessio Amantis he lacks the ability to create complex characters and



seems uninterested in challenging closely held beliefs regarding women and virtue as
Chaucer does in The Canterbury Tales.

Thus, during the Middle Ages Penclope emerges as the symbol of the faithful wife.
In the works of Boccaccio, Christine, and Gower, for example, Penelope symbolizes the
good wife who rejects the sin of lust and, instead, embraces chastity despite her loneliness
and fear. However, as we have seen, Chaucer expands on the concept of Penelope's
chastity, allowing her to take on more complicated personae or making her a point of
comparison for other character’s conduct. Specifically, Chaucer demonstrates skepticism
toward notions of absolute goodness and evil. By using Penelope as a point of
comparison, he demonstrates that it is impossible for woman (and man) to attain perfection,

and thus makes it a little easier for us to accept our human failings.
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Chapter 3
Brave New Penelope:
Penelope in the Renaissance

The business and office of congruity is to put together members
differing from each other in their natures in such a manner that they
may conspire to form a beautiful Whole. . . ; nor does this Congruity
arise so much from the body in which it is found, or any of its
members, as from itself and from Nature, so that its true seat is in the
mind and in reason; and accordingly it has a very large field to exercise
itself and flourish in, and runs through every part and actioa of man's
life, and every production of Nature herself, which are all directed by the
law of congruity. (Leon Battista Alberti, 1452)1

Introduction

Separated from Nature but capable of understanding her, men of reason can find
balance by appropriating her harmonizing elements. As Alberti's treatise suggests, the
product of a mind that has found such "Congruity"” is beauty. That this passage comes
from his treatise on architecture tells us that Alberti, a humanist scholar and architect
working during the Renaissance, believes true beauty reveals itself in art. However, when
he links reason and other enterprises of the mind to "a man's life,” there is no mistaking
what else he is implying here. According to Alberti, Renaissance art is a product of the
male mind and is connected, therefore, to the male experience.

While this androcentric viewpoint gave rise to some of the most highly regarded
works of art ever created by Western culture, it calls into question where woman fits into
this well-wrought schema with its orderly hierarchy and measurable boundaries. What is
interesting about the Renaissance period, however, is that, despite the fact that women
were excluded both from practice and from the theoretical notions underlying its
aesthetics,? the "heightened realization” of Nature and "heroic™ approach to art freed artists

to experiment with some of the tenets held dear during the previous time, especially with
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regard to woman. If we look past the social conventions that, indeed, limited women's
general participation in this brave new world,* we see that the result of this kind of break
with tradition produces, in some cases, a "large{r] field” for women—at least for certain
female characters—to "exercise” and "flourishin.” In particular, we find in the
Renaissance temperament a Penelope who is liberated somewhat from the constraints of

virtue placed upon her in the God-dominated universe of Medieval thinkers.

The Renaissance Field of Vision

What differentiates the Renaissance worldview from that of the Middle Agesis that
the artists of the Renaissance harkened back to the principles of rationality and scientific
thought found in classical Greece. In doing so, they adopted an aesthetic that rejected the
qualities traditionally associated with women, embracing those instead that women had
generally been denied. In literature, for example, the sweet sentiments of the dolce stil
nuovo , which praised the qualities of the lofty lady, gave way to the heroic poem extolling
male bravery. Furthermore, because the methods that Renaissance artists turned to for
determining design and proportions were inextricably linked to the male physique, women
were omitted even from the foundation that Renaissance art was built upon. In Women,
Art and Society Whitney Chadwick reminds us that Renaissance artists used the male body
to represent the ideal proportion for expressing spatial relationships in their work.
Specifically, they looked to the braccio, the Florentine unit of measurement based upon the
length of a man's arm, to guide them in their quest for aesthetic and ideological harmony
that they believed was indeed achievable through such rational enterprises as painting,
architecture, and sculpting.> For Alberti and other artists working during this time, man—
rather, the male gender—was indeed "the measure of all things."6

This new status as the measuring stick by which all other objects and experiences

are evaluated implies a philosophical shift in thinking from the Medieval Age and is realized
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in man's redefinition of the universe. Although he had inherited a "closed universe"? from
the Middle Ages, the Renaissance artist's secular and scientific approach to art led him to
reject the limitations placed on this universe by his predecessors and, in doing so, elevated
his own position in this cosmos.8 In his element Renaissance man faced no restrictions on
what he could achieve, and within his cosmos Renaissance man could measure and order
space, achieving in his work ideal beauty derived from "unity, harmony, and coherence.™
Therefore, not only was the Renaissance aesthetic defined by the dimensions of his own
body, but it was also created specifically for his new field of vision. Most importantly, it
was one in which he was master, capable of controlling and knowing all of its parts.

Much debate arises whenever we try to classify and organize periods of time under
one rubric. However, the Renaissance poses an even greater challenge for a historian since
its name camies with it certain implications and suppositions. That renaissance means
"rebirth” suggests that the periods of time preceding and following it represent a kind of
death. Also, attempts to pin down the exact moment when philosophical and aesthetic
shifts occur fail because dividing time into clusters of events and ideas called "periods” or
"eras” implies that time follows a logical pattern when it does not.!0 Lastly, because the
arts embrace intellectual ideas at different tempos, we find it very difficult to organize them
into a cohesive system to delineate. But it becomes obvious to anyone investigating
European history that changes were long underway that undermined religious authority and
ushered in a different attitude during the 16th and 17th Centuries toward man, woman, and
the universe .

The rise of individualism, obvious in the personal contributions to the Romanesque
and Gothic cathedrals that dominated the landscape of the Middle Ages,!! and the growth
of secularism that followed events, such as the Black Plague and the Papal Schism of the
14th Century, may have contributed to the breakdown of the Medieval religious hierarchical

system that so defined the previous period.!2 Likewise, as we saw with Leontius



Pilatus's translation of the Odyssey in the previous chapter, increased travel between the
West and East made copies of ancient texts by classical writers and philosophers
available.!3 The presence of new manuscripts by Plato and even pseudo-mystics like
Hermes Trismegistus greatly enhanced the authority of classical thought and stretched the
Christian worldview.!4 We can also point to the fall of Constantinople as an important
event leading to the Italian Renaissance. At that time Eastern thinkers fled with theirideas
and differing perspectives to the West to escape the storm of Turks threatening their
empire. Furthermore, we can also cite the rise of mercantilism and the establishment of the
artisan guilds as signs that economic and political changes had taken root and were edging
out the feudal system that had stabilized the economy of the Middle Ages. However, some
scholars point to the ascendancy of humanism—with its the optimistic view that people can
know and understand the world around them—as the true mark of the Renaissance spint
that brought about some of the most important changes occurring in Europe from the 14th
to 16th Centuries.!5 Because the Renaissance supposes a continued refinement of events
and ideas that had begun earlier during the Middle Ages, we can describe it, then, as the
"process of transition between the Medieval and the modern world. . . that intellectual and
spiritual ferment of which the mind of man. . . was quickened and enlarged with a sense of
old freedoms regained and of new regions to be explored.!6 Rather than the beginning of
change, the Renaissance marked a world that was continuing to be transformed and
expanded—but at a higher rate of speed than ever before.

The Feminine Element in the Renaissance

Itis interesting to note that despite the transformation of culture taking place,
feminist scholars exploring the Renaissance see little change in women's roles during this
period from those of the Middle Ages. Looking specifically at the heroic epics written by
Tasso and Ariosto, Donna Gunsberg, for example, points out that, as in the Middle Ages,



women in the Renaissance were prized for beauty, youthfulness, chastity, passivity, and
their ability to perform specific feminine tasks like needlework, weaving, and nurturing the
sick. She tells us that "aberrations"” in this pattern do occur, which focus primarily on
women's freedom of movement and pursuit of more masculine enterprises. However, she
tells us that these deviations are viewed dimly by the male authors who present them in
their work.17 Likewise, in her book on the catalogues of women that proliferated during
the ancient and Medieval times, Glenda McLeod mentions that texts focusing on women
lost their influence during the Renaissance because “the Western notion of femineity
changed very little” during this period.!8 While androcentric views did dominate the art
and religio-political policy from the classical periods onward in Westem tradition—as
Alberti's treatise on architecture certainly indicates—we must also pay attention to the
periodic dismantling of the hierarchical structure and the subversion of order that had so
relegated women to a status of "domination and subordination”!? in society. AsIhave
shown in the previous chapter, male, as well as female, poets of the Middle Ages
contributed to these ideas that challenged conventional views regarding women's status.
New attitudes that came out of women's education and patronage of the arts emerged
during the Renaissance and helped to break down some of the barriers that had restricted
women's position in society.20 Although certainideal feminine characteristics remained
static from the 14th Century onward, some artists played outside these boundaries, blurring
what had been deemed socially acceptable or divinely ordained.

The Artist and Penelope

Interest in making sense of their own world and that of the classical one preceding
them incited many artists to explore and redefine traditions they had inherited or
rediscovered. Therefore, although Renaissance artists remained imbued with the fervor of

their religious values, creating works of art derived from Biblical stories and Church



legend, we also find them tuming to art that explored secular themes of Classical myth and
legend. It should come as no surprise, then, that during the Renaissance, the number of
artists who contributed to the legend of Penelope more than quadrupled from the previous
period. Instead of five poets alluding to or writing about chaste Penelope, we find twenty-
six visual artists, musical composers, and writers keeping the story of Homer’s Penelope
alive in their tapestries, frescoes, paintings, vocal compositions, poems, plays, and poetic
catalogues.

As I pointed out in the previous chapter, the Penelope that emerges in the Middle
Ages represents the good wife who rejects the sin of lust and, instead, embraces chastity—
despite how lonely and frightening her situation really is. Although he works within this
tradition at the literal level, Chaucer expands on Penelope's persona by moving beyond the
conventional metaphors associated with her; specifically, Chaucer endows Penelope with
intelligence. However, others like Boccaccio, Christine, and Gower embrace the
traditional view of Penelope, and in their works she symbolizes simply the good woman,
the model after which all women aspiring to virtue should pattern their lives. Following
this tradition, we find Renaissance poet Ben Jonson paying homage to the Countess of
Rutland, whom he claims is a better wife than Penelope.2! Or we hear the madrigal of
William Byrd, in which chaste but miserable Penelope prays to the gods for a swift end to
her pain—because if she cannot have her Ulysses, she would rather die.22 Christopher
Marlowe even draws upon Penelope’s virtuous reputation in his play Dr. Faustus by
repeating her Medieval epithet, "chaste Pcnclbpe."23 This theme is repeated elsewhere in
Robert Herrick's "The Parting Verse"24 and many other works of art found during this age
of rebirth. (See Appendix A). However as I will show, some artists do not restrict
themselves to this view of her. Instead, they expand on Penelope's qualities and highlight

other aspects of her conduct besides her faithfulness. Deviating from a conventional view
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of her, artists like Domenico Beccafumi, Louise Labé, John Skelton, Sir John Davies, and

Thomas Carew, all bring a new perspective to the Medieval tradition that persisted in the
14th and 15th Centuries.

The Visual Arts

Nowhere is the Renaissance spirit more obvious than in the visual arts. Here the
artist synthesizes notions of harmony and balance with scientific principles regarding
measurement and proportion found in Greek Classicism, thereby creating art that elevates
and immortalizes the human experience. These ideals all come to fruition in Florence and
Rome during the first two decades of the 16th Century in a period known as the High
Renaissance. The principles underlying the High Renaissance eventually spread and, in
some cases, were translated according to local sensibilities by artists living outside this

sphere of activity.

Domenico Beccafumi

The Sienese artist, Domenico Beccafumi, is indicative of those artists working
outside of the Florence and Rome who adapted elements of the High Renaissance style.
Also called "Il Mecherino,” Beccafumi began his career by adhering to the aesthetic
conventions of the Quattrocento that prevailed in Siena despite the new ideas circulating in
other parts of Tuscany. Viewed as "archaic,” the art that Beccafumi and others following
this tradition produced was not, for the most part, mimetic and was less attuned to
proportion and issues of spatiality than the art created later in the Renaissance.25 However,
having spent some time studying in Rome and Florence, Beccafumi later did demonstrate
some interest in the classical themes and styles that dominated the art of those cities.
However, the strong commitment to principles of rationality that defines the art of the High

Renaissance succumbs to notions of mystery and romanticism in Beccafumi's painting.



Although art historians classify his work into four periods, ranging from a late Medieval
style to a unique interpretation of Mannerism,26 his paintings, for the most part, are
generally regarded as "pre-classical or naive mannerist."27

Beccafumi's Penelope appeared shortly before his semi-conversion to the notions
surrounding "rational principles” found in the classical style and is believed to synthesize
the Sienese Gothic tradition and some of the new aesthetic principles inherent in the spirit
of the High Renaissance. Painted in 1519, the painting was created to symbolize the
spindle vendors in his native town. Originally attributed to another Sienese painter and
associate of Beccafumi, Baldassarre Peruzzi, the painting was later purchased by
Manfredini and moved to its present location at the Seminario Patriarcale in Venice. The
debate that ensued early on concerning the artist's identity finally resulted in its attribution
to Beccafumi. This painting was part of two exhibitions démonstmting the rise of the
Italian Renaissance tradition in Tuscany, thus underscoring Beccafumi's contribution to the
genius of the period.28

Looking at Penelope, we see a lone figure gazing wistfully out over the Tuscan
landscape. In her right hand she holds a spindle whose thread is stretched diagonally
toward her left. Holding on to a column, she leans back slightly. The folds of her loose
fitting dress seem to rise carelessly in the breeze. Her youthful and sensual body is
enhanced by the graceful fabric that is cinched at her breast and waist. What is significant
about Beccafumi's interpretation of Penelope is that our focus is drawn to the trick for
which she was well known. That Odysseus is not portrayed with her perhaps stresses her
solitary existence and the necessity for herto act alone to protect hetselfahd her family.
Furthermore, because no other man accompanies her either, Beccafumi emphasizes her
chaste rejection of the horde of suitors that inundated her at the palace during Odysseus's

absence. The spindle she holds in her hand reminds us of her shrewd method of outwitting



these overbearing suitors. Thus, in this painting Beccafumi captures the many facets of
Penelope's Homeric legend.
Little criticism exists concerning this particular painting by Beccafumi. However,
we can look at the way mythological or legendary figures helped to shape notions of gender
in Renaissance Italy to guide us in understanding Penelope. According to H. Diane
Russell:
Images obviously can and do convey gendered ideas about religion,
law, work, and the like, but as a powerful mode of discourse in
their own right, they need to be examined in their own terms. . . .
[Plower is considered to be interlocked with gender. In terms of
visual images of women created by male artists, the images may be
seen as part of a patriarchal discourse on women which often asserts
itself as power over t;romen. As in the case of gender, and
inseparable from it, this power is presented in a context that appears
natural and logical. ... [W]oman is good, woman is bad. She is
the Virgin, and she is Eve. .. Woman is shown as saint, virgin,
carnal temptress, lover, witch, shrew, worthy. There are overlaps,
moreover, between some of these categories, especially as regards
the sexual nature and behavior of women.29

Beccafumi's Penelope proposes a particular view of women that goes beyond that of the

good woman.

Looking back to the Medieval view of Penelope, we remember that two significant
ideas emerged. First, she represents chastity and virtuous conduct. Second, these traits
were expanded so that new meanings could be derived from them. It is obvious that
choosing Penelope to represent the vendors of the spindle trade indicates that a certain level

of popularity and prestige followed Penelope into Renaissance Italy. That she would be



readily recognized as an icon representing anything suggests that she had achieved some
measure of renown. But that her prudence would represent sexual abstinence for these
vendors is doubtful. Her steadfast nature portends, instead, for the clients of these
merchants fairness and carefulness, as well as mastery of her art. Considering that she is
portrayed holding a spindle and thread in her hands, we can posit that the public recognized
and associated her with clever weaving. Her cleverness and faithfulness introduces traits
like shrewdness, intelligence, and loyalty—all of which would certainly be considered
valuable assets in the business environment of this guild. That qualities like these are
associated with a female figure indicates the beginning of a shift in thinking in regards to
female virtue because, as we have seen, female virtue was defined solely as sexual purity.
Thus, Beccafumi's painting, one of the earliest works of arts created during the

Renaissance relating to Penelope, breaks from tradition and moves into a more modem

view of women.

Penelope and Renaissance Poetry

Beccafumi's presentation of Penelope as a symbol for merchants is a unique
response to Penelope found during this period, for all other representations of her during
the Renaissance connect Penelope to themes of love and marriage. Poets Louise Labé,
John Skelton, Sir John Davies, and Thomas Carew all incorporate Penelope into their
sonnets, narrative poems, and epigrams, whether they are lamenting love unrequited,
complaining of love betrayed, or extolling love fulfilled. Of these, French poet Labé offers

one of the most distinctive responses to Penelope.

Louise Labé
A daughter of a wealthy Lyonnaise rope-maker, Labé lacked little while growing

up. However, the one unfortunate loss Labé experienced as a youth occurred shortly after
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her birth, which most scholars believe took place around 1520-1523, when her mother
Etienette Roybet died. Labé was left to be reared by a distracted father, who travelled
frequently, and an overwhelmed grandmother. Growing up in this manner allowed Labé
much freedom in her own lifestyle. Like her older brother, Labé received an excellent
education—even by Renaissance standards. She excelled in music, languages, such as
Italian, Spanish, Latin, and Greck, horsemanship, writing, and needlework. Described
equally as robust and beautiful, legends about her exploits—both romantic and otherwise—
abound. We do know that her brother taught her swordmanship and battle tactics.
References to her war campaigns can be found in writings during the period, though most
scholars reject the possibility that she did indeed participate in actual battles. Her
contemporaries allude to her love affair with the dauphin, the future Henry II; they point to
passages of her work they believe were intended for her royal lover. Debates about her
relationships with other poets of the period, like Olivier du Magny and Claude Rubys, also
suggest a less than chaste attitude toward marriage.30

Looking over her work, we can see that Labé possessed a passionate temperament,
which indeed was a source of worry for her father, who did little to control her.
Concemed with his daughter’s zest for living and free lifestyle, however, her father
consented happily to her engagement to Ennemond Perrin, another wealthy rope-maker.
That both her father and her husband shared this profession led to Labé's title, *labelle
Cordiére.”3! Farfrom settling into the life of a haute dame lyonnaise,32 however, Labé
turned to writing. Quickly she found a place for herself in Lyon's literary society, her
home becoming the center of an important salon for poets and thinkers of this period. Her
own work demonstrates a musical quality influenced by an acute awareness of rhythm and
sound. Specifically, she is known for producing poems about love, popular at the time.
The collection of sonnets she wrote exude sensuality and sexual tension. In fact,itisin the

first of these poems that we find her allusion to Penelope.



In "Sonnet 1,” Labé incorporates the separation motif found in Homer's Odyssey
perhaps to parallel her own situation. Presumably written for poet Olivier du Magny
during his absence, this poem—from her collection of twenty-four sonnets—tells of the
poet's longing for her lover. She writes:

Non hauria Ulysse o qualunqu'altro mai
Piu accorto f0, da quel diuino aspetto
Pien di gratie, d’honor et di rispetto

Sperato qual isento affanni e guai.

Pur, Amor, co i begli ochi tu fatt'hai
Tal piaga dentro al mio innocente petto,
Di cibo et di calor gia tuo ricetto,

Che rimedio non v'e si tu nol' dai.

O sorte dura, che mi fa esser quale
Punta d'un Scorpio, et domandar riparo

Contr’ el velen' d'all'istesso animale.

Chieggio li fol' ancida questa noia,
Non estingua el desir a me si caro,

Che mancar non potra ch-i non mi muoia.

No one before me, not Ulysses even,
Nor any other thought he might endure
Such deep and pressing torment from that pure,

That proud, incalcuable god in heaven!
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So I am stricken, Eros, by your blue
And mighty gaze; and so I must decay
Through heat and luxury. There is no way

I can recover, but it be through you.

O bitter luck; as though the Scorpion's sting
Upon me sought escape from suffering

Through this same creature, trusting it might still me;

And thus I long to free myself from pain
Yet must succumb to its own cause again.
I seek relief in love. Yet love shall kill me33
For the most part, Labé expresses sexual desire and the kind of pain that separation causes
for lovers. Though she asks for her longing to go away, she recognizes that it is the only
thing that keeps her alive while her lover is not with her. What interests us most, however,
is that Labé takes the role of Odysseus and casts Du Magny as Penelope. That she does so
assumes a fluidity of gender and a blurring of sexual stereotypes, which we did not see
during the Middle Ages.34
It should first be noted that of the sonnets comprising this volume of poetry,
"Sonnet I" constitutes the only one written in Italian—the rest of the works are in French.
Although Labé'’s poem follows Petrarchan structure here, the themes found in her poem
represent unique and particular experiences from her own life. In fact, the sexual imagery
suggests a rejection of the Petrarchism that was so prevalent during the period in which she
was writing.35 Described as a "literary fad" that embraced certain rhetorical notions,

Petrarchistic poetry centered on the love of a chaste and beautiful woman whose physical



nature lifted the lover to higher notions of hope and whose moral goodness drove him to
hopelessness.36 In Labé'’s "Sonnet 1," we see a subversion of the platonic notion of love
usually associated with sonnets of this type.

Labé begins conventionally enough by casting Du Magny in the place of a specific
lady love, Penelope, and herself in the role of the wandering Odysseus. That she portrays
herself as possessing an "astute” intelligence, or accorto (2), makes sense in light of
Labé's educational background and uncommon interest in battle strategies. Portraying
herself in this way tells us that Labé does not limit herself to interests generally associated
with women; she is fully capable of male enterprises of adventuring and warring, as well
as the active wooing of a lover. Thus, we understand at this point in the poem that she
rejects the role of the patient and chaste wife, relegating it instead to her lover, who himself
is full of "grace” and "honor” (3). Her description of Du Magny's "holy face,” or diuino
aspetto , and beautiful eyes, or begli ochi (3, 5) at first suggests a platonic love affair that
cannot be consummated due to the high-mindedness of the beloved. However, looking at
the sestet that follows, we notice a reference to "Scorpio,” the animale (9, 11) that feeds on
Odysseus / Labé. Because the first eight lines of the poem suggest a spiritual relationship
between the two lovers, the introduction of sexual and martial imagery here surprises us.

In Western tradition the scorpion symbolizes "veracity,” or accuracy and frankness.
In Labé's poem, then, the presence of the "Scorpion” infuses a kind of candor into this
poem not usually seen in other love sonnets. Governed by Mars, the planet named for the
warrior god, and representing male sexuality with its penile-like appendage full of poison,
the Scorpion can engender danger in even the purest of relationships.37 Thus, the peril
Labé laments seems to be derived from two different venoms infecting her relationship with
Penelope / Du Magny: jealousy and sexual intimacy. Bored by the "tedium of life,” or
noia, without her beloved, Labé experiences the "pain of poison” that forces her to plea to

the "wild beast” for a "remedy,” or riparo, that will cure her worrying over her beloved.



Furthermore, stung at night by sexual desire for her beloved, Labé "beg(s] the sun at
dawn" for relief from the "costly desire,"” or carodesiro (12-14) she experiences.38 The
carodesiro emerges as an important clue to understanding the kind of pain she is
experiencing—that is, peace of mind, happiness, and perhaps even the relationship itself.

That it was Du Magny who journeyed to Rome away from Labé shortly after
establishing their intimacy does not seem to matter here. As her contemporaries point out,
Labé did not lead the life of a typical Lyonnaise housewife. In fact, her own life serves as
an example of the kind of deviation that Gunsberg discusses in her schema. Labé's time
was spent in a flurry of activity that her husband paid little attention to. Left to her own
devices, she wandered Odysseus-like far from marital contentment and fidelity.39 We
know that while Du Magny was away, Labé took another lover, Claude Rubys—one who
lived in the vicinity and seemed to travel far less than his predecessor. Therefore, when Du
Magny returned from Rome, he was much chagrined to find himself replaced by another
lover. Labé's fickleness proved that she was no Penelope, while Du Magny certainly
appears to have remained steadfast in his passion for her. In fact, according to some
sources, Du Magny, jealous of Rubys and angered by Lab€'s rejection, defamed Labé by
publicly denouncing her as a whore, or "courtisane publique."$® We also know that not
long afterward, Labé left Rubys and moved to the countryside. She died a few years later,
“déprimée et malade."3!

Much debate surrounds when exactly Labé produced her sonnets. The possibility
that she wrote them in response to Du Magny's attack on her seems plausible. Ardouin
posits that they could also have been written for another military soldier, or "I'homme de
guerre,” orthat they represent ideal love encompassing all of her many loves.42

However, when we consider the confessional nature of this poem, we tend to follow the



suggestion of her contemporaries that advocates the poems were indeed intended for Du
Magny*3 although they could have been written after he returned to Lyon and discovered
her unfaithfulness.

Although Labé€'s Penclope is described in terms suggesting great virtue, she also
represents an object of sexual desire. That the feminine is equated with sexuality is a theme
in Westem literary and philosophical thought; however, in light of the poetic tradition Labé
follows in her sonnets and the way in which she transcends gender roles, we see that the
sexual nature of her work does not set out to objectify women. In fact, the reversal of
gender roles allows Labé to exert control over her life. As Odysseus, she can openly desire
Du Magny / Penelope without the taint of wantonness.

Even Penelope escapes the confines of her gender by representing the male Du
Magny. This Penelope is not loved solely for her goodness, although her worthiness is
made evident by the lover’s praise. Instead, the fire she "burns” in her lover drives her
lover to yeamn for her. "Holy" she may be, but holy her lover does not care for her to
remain—if indeed she could join him. Unlike most Petrarchan sonnets, the despair this
poet feels does not center on the moral goodness of the beloved. Instead, it seems to rest
on the fact that she is not present to consummate their love. That he cannot quell his ardor
for his absent lover is what drives him to his death (14). However, by drawing a parallel
between Penelope and Odysseus and the separated lovers in her poem, Labé¢ hints at
another possible ending to the lover’s pain: Like Odysseus, she will eventually retum to
Penelope and fulfill their passion for one another.

Labé may have parlayed the personal freedom she experienced in her personal life
into the freedom she gave herself in her poetry. As Odysseus, she assumes the position of
the wandering husband who enjoys sexual liaisons with many goddesses but who misses
and prefers his Penelope, nonetheless. We may argue that because she was writing within

a particular poetic tradition, Labé chose to follow the pattern and place herself in the role of



the male lover pining away for his beloved. But as we saw with another female writer,
Christine de Pizan, women could redesign the tradition to fit themselves within it.
Throughout her writing, Christine remained resolutely female. That Labé assumed the
male role seems to be more of a personal choice derived from her own upbringing than a
decision to work within a tradition. Furthermore, while this male libertine spirit may not
have been unusual at the time of the 16th Century, certainly assuming the male role in order
to pursue sexual freedom does provoke interest. Sexual stereotyping did not fade away
during this time and the kind of blurring of gender roles sets Labé apart here from her

contemporaries.

John Skelton

As the poet laureate of Oxford, Louvain, and Cambridge, tutor to Henry VIII,
ordained priest, and Tudor poet who wrote The Garland of Laurel and Philip Sparrow,
John Skelton achieved much fame during his lifetime that has dimmed during subsequent
generations.%* Few students today have read his satires of the corrupt Cardinal Wolsey,
who served as advisor to Henry VIII, or have studied the "Skeltonic” verse he developed to
deliver the quick punches of his wit. Save for the Romantics and a few modern poets, like
Edith Sitwell, Robert Graves, and W.H. Auden, most critics view Skelton's work as too
Medieval, too imbued with religious fervor for contemporary tastes.*S Indeed Skelton's
membership in the priesthood and his acceptance of Catholic orthodoxy reflects a sturdy
moral fiber, but the way in which he parries openly with ideas he views as outmoded or
wmng-minded by jabbing at social conventions and viciously attacking literary styles in his
parodies renders him hard to classify. For the most part, the poetry that emerges from his
intellect, particularly his dramatic monologue Philip Sparrow, lays open the tension found

in an England in transition to the modern age.



In John Skelton's Poetry, Stanley Fish delineates the various ways critics have
categorized Skelton's place in literary history. Although Fish himself views Skelton's
work as conservative and Medieval, others such as lan Gordon, H.L.R. Edwards, and
Judith Larsen believe he represents the new thinking of the Renaissance. What these
authors ail demonstrate, however, is that Skelton possesses traits common in both periods.
In regards to his response to Penelope, whom—like the poets of the 14th and 15th
Century—he employs as a model of female conduct, Skelton leans toward a more
progressive view of women we generally associate with humanism found in the 16th
Century.36 Furthermore, his portrayal of Jane Scroup, the young female character who
recites the story of Penelope in Philip Sparrow, indicates a less conventional attitude
toward women than we would expect from a poet with a narrow sensibility.

Philip Sparrow was written sometime after 1504 when Skelton had retired to
Norfolk as the rector of Diss. Disillusioned by the kind of treachery and corruption he
experienced as a young naive clergyman involved in court life, he found contentment in the
countryside.37 Here at Norfolk Skelton's work as a poet flourished. Obvious in this
particular poem is Skelton's erudite learning, talent for satire, and his ability to sustain
humor.#8 This reputation is evident when we consider that Skelton uses over eight
hundred English words in his poetry before they appear in the New English Dictionary,
translated classical Latin texts into English, and in Philip Sparrow identifies over seventy
different species of birds for the first time in the English language. The 1,382 lines of this
poem are divided into three parts: a mock lamentation over the sparrow's death by its
owner—a pre-pubescent Norfolk schoolgirl named Jane Scroup, satirical praise of the
"lady” Jane by Skelton, and Skelton's irreverent defence of his work.49 Although the
poem may be seen as "a study of innocence and experience,” 50 Jane Scroup's youthful
longing and the feminine models that she aspires to, as exemplified by Penelope and those

legendary women known for less virtuous behavior, create a tension in Philip Sparrow



that takes it beyond a Medieval moralistic commentary on virtue. Also of interest to usis
the stream of consciousness technique Skelton employs in this poem that allows us to enter
into the thoughts of Jane Scroup. Although the term was invented in 1890 by William
James and applied to the writing of avant-garde novelists of the late 19th and early 20th
Century, such as Edouard Dujardin, James Joyce, Dorothy Richardson, Virginia Woolf,
and Marcel Proust, we find the first example of this narrative style in John Skelton.5!

While mouming the loss of her pet, Jane Scroup presents us with the concemns any
young girl at the threshold of womanhood may have about love, marriage, and the world
around her. But Skelton's Jane Scroup is not any typical girl and her bird, not just any
bird. Jane emerges as a well-read young woman who can quote directly from Church
services, discuss Greek mythology, knows the bible, world history, and geography, and is
amazingly well-versed in English literature. Furthermore, the numerous sexual innuendos
Jane makes throughout the poem reflect her budding womanhood and her frankness
regarding the subject of sex. Infact, Jane treats Philip more like a dead lover than a freshly
killed sparrow.52 If we also keep in mind that birds often symbolize "the power that helps
people to speak reflectively and leads them to think out many things in advance before they
take action,"53 then we can interpret Jane's discussion of Philip's death as a prelude to
more important issues about life that she wishes to resolve.

Itisin the first part of the poem—the mock lamentation that parodies the catalogues
of women popular during the late Medieval period—that we find Penelope. As the poem
begins, Jane intersperses her thoughts with the Catholic Office of the Dead. Here, she tells
the story of Philip and his demise and mentions other lovers separated by death, such as
Pyramus and Thisbe, and Andromache and Hector (stanzas 1-6). Angered at her cat Gib,
who wrought such violence on her lover, she threatens to avenge Philip. The images that
follow emphasize the fierceness of the housecat and the punishment he will eam for the

murder (stanzas 16-19). Calling others to mourn Philip with her, Jane begins along



catalogue of birds that adds to the irreverence Skelton has already established by extolling a
sparrow's beauty and virtue and holding a lofty Church service (as the Mass of the Dead)
under such circumstances in the first place (stanzas 23-29).

Next, Jane reminds us that she is "just a maid, / timorous, half afraid” (stanza 32).
However, she moves into a catalogue of independent matrons like the the Wife of Bath and
wanton women who cuckolded their lovers and husbands like Dame Gaynour, and
Cresseid (stanza 32). Directly after telling the story of Troilus and Cresseid, Jane praises
Penelope:

Though I remember the fable

Of Penclope most stable,

To her husband most true,

Yet long-time she ne knew

Whether he were live or dead;

Her wit stood her in stead,

That she was true and just

For any bodily lust

To Ulysses her make,

And never would him forsake. (stanza 53)
That Penelope's story follows the long catalogue of birds and the tale of legendary
unfaithful Cresseid suggests two things. First, Skelton is poking fun at the numerous
catalogues of women circulating Europe that were intended to educate women on good
morals. Secondly, he is using Cresseid to highlight Penelope's own good conduct—a
common practice for other poets bent on moralizing. But this Penelope represents more
than just a model of fidelity to Skelton (and Jane), for upon closer examination we find that

along with her virtue she also possesses something as important as a faithful nature—that

is, a great "wit.”



Writing about wit in the Renaissance, William Crane tells us that interest in this
subject during the early part of the 16th Century coincided with the rediscovery of the
classical study of rhetoric. Works focusing on wit, such as Lyly's Euphues: The Anatomy
of Wyt, demonstrate that serious attention was given to defining and delineating wit and its
relation to the intellect and virtue. For thinkers of this time, then, it came to mean the mind,
particularly those qualities of balance and intellectual quickness. It differed widely from
"wits," since the plural form of this word implied the general ability to think, the faculties
of the mind.5>* Along these lines, Renaissance rhetorician Gabriel Harvey defined wit as
"an affluent spirit, yeelding inuention to praise or dispraise, or anie wayes to discourse
(with judgment) of cuerie subiecte.”55 As Crane further points out, John Skelton's satires
show both a flair for and interest in notions of wit.56 We may extrapolate, then, that
Skelton's use of the word carries with it the meanings accepted at the time. Looking back
at Penelope's "wit," we see that Skelton is talking about more than just her ability to think
through the problem of the suitors; instead, he endows her with a creative intellect that can
craft a plan and carry it out successfully in order to achieve her goal——that is, the safe retun
of her husband and the safeguard of their property while he is absent.

Viewed in this way, Penelope emerges as cunning, as well as virtuous and faithful.
This form of cunning that Skelton endows Penelope with differs from the tradition that was
found in the ancient period that associated Penelope’s shrewdness with infidelity. Itis
interesting to note that many scholars perceive Skelton's treatment of women as
demonstrating both a Medieval respect for women who display good conduct and a
loathing for those he views to be less virtuous. Though we may agree that Penelope attains
Skelton's high regard because of her virtue, we cannot disregard the fact he also extols her
"wit." This casual compliment of her intellect shows a uniqueness in Skelton not found in

many other literary artists considered to be more modern than he is.



Like Boccaccio's catalogue of women, Skelton's parody presents both virtuous and
sinful women; however, we recognize instantly that Jane has no understanding of the
stories she so easily recites. Because Jane cannot distinguish evil from good, she lumps
these women all together under the rubric of lovers. Cresseid's unvirtuous conduct, then,
has as much value to'Jane as Penelope's goodness. Thus, the intent of this catalogue does
not seem to be inclined toward moral instruction, as we would imagine it to be. Instead,
Jane's recitation that mentions in one breath both Penelope's faithful devotion to Odysseus
and Cresseid's betrayal of Troilus suggests Jane's youthful ambivalence regarding fidelity
—maybe she will never forget Philip, maybe she will replace him with another bird.
Similarly, Jane's earthy longing for Philip also hints to a connection with the lusty Wife of
Bath. Her frequent references to kissing and caressing Philip, which she does not
recognize as preludes to further sexual misconduct, alert us to Jane's precariously innocent
age. The sexuality she only hints at here will become a reality for her when she enters into
womanhood. Therefore, the tension in the story of Jane Scroup the schoolgir resides in
our awareness of what awaits Jane Scroup the woman. The possibility of both moral and
immoral conduct loom in the foreground, exemplified by the good and wanton women Jane
is fascinated by.

As exemplified by both Penelope and Jane, Skelton's women are far from one-
dimensional types. Specifically, what is interesting about Philip Sparrow is that Penelope,
as well as the other women Jane mentions, possesses the ability to get what she wants.
Although Jane doesn't seem to be aware of this, Skelton makes it clear to us adults who
cavesdrop into Jane's thoughts that Penelope emerges as a positive example of wit, the
metaphor for the new woman of the new age.57 His response to Penelope undercuts any

stereotyping of women we may associate with him, but bestowing wit on a woman of such
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good character as Penelope certainly does not veer far from Skelton's reputation as a
defender of good morals. Thus, the humanism and conservatism found in Skelton's

response to Penclope express his reputation as a poet writing during a transitional time.

Sir John Davies

Unlike many of his contemporaries who served as courtiers under Elizabeth I, poet
Sir John Davies practiced law. Although his body of work is considered to be "one of the
airiest and nimblest” of Elizabethan writing, Davies's poetry moves beyond mere
frivolity.58 A product of the neoplatonism that had spread from Italy to England, Davies's
ideas combine an interest in “new metaphysics” with the scientific and philosophical views
coming out of "new astronomy."5? I should also mention that Davies avoids divisive
religious debates in his work despite the fact that the arrival of hermeticism in England
prompted Protestant philosophers to embrace the ideas of men like Giordano Bruno in
order to confound their Catholic opponents.S0 Instead, he opts for themes focusing on
love and spirituality, those elements he sees as uniting humans with each other and with
God. Because of his ability to move "from the abstract to concrete, from ideal to real, from
sacred to profane,” his work is seen as one of the best examples of the Elizabethan
temperament.6! |

Orchestra, or a Poeme of Dauncing , published in 1596, is considered to be one of
his two best works. Containing one hundred and thirty-six stanzas, this poem, centering
on the debate that ensues when Antinous asks Penelope to dance with him, associates
dancing with cosmic order and hierarchy.62 Through the education she receives from the
very learned Antinous concerning the cosmic dance and its relationship to reason, Penelope
attains a higher level of understanding of the universe. Thus, engaging in this merry

entertainment with Antinous is not presented as an example of infidelity but as Penelope's



engagement in the intellectual and spiritual life she has long neglected. Infact, Davies
makes it clear that Penelope’s mourning over Odysseus's absence is tantamount to a
rejection of godly order and reason.

In the introduction of his poem, comprising the first six stanzas, Davies's begins by
reminding us of "chaste” Penelope's "unspotted” reputation gained by remaining faithful to
Odysseus during the twenty years he is away. This description of Penelope seems to align
Davies with other Renaissance poets who have embraced a more conventional view of her.
However, Davies moves beyond this acknowledgement of Penelope's virtues and on to the
real story—that is, the event that Homer "forgot” to tell us because he was too “old and
blind” to notice. One evening Antinous made "courtly love” to Penelope at the palace, and
this incident changed her life and her way of thinking forever. In order to understand
Davies's version of the story, we must keep in mind that this Antinous differs widely from
the arrogant and selfish suitor Homer presented us in the Odyssey, for Davies's wooer is a
"fresh and jolly knight” paying homage to the lady Penelope in proper courtly fashion.
Also Penelope, according to Davies, believes she is widowed, having heard that Odysseus
had been killed by Neptune. Thus, her revised marital status paves the way for her to be
courted by Antinous without the taint of sin (stanzas 1-6).

In his retelling of the story Davies adapts many of the the circumstances
surrounding Book 18 and other parts of the Odyssey . Upon hearing Phemius's song of
the Trojan War, Penelope appears before the suitors, her beauty enhanced by Athene's
power. Following Phemius's praise of Odysseus's deeds, the minstrel turns to more
festive songs because the court prefers dancing and merrier music to the mournful praise of
Odysseus.53 Shortly before Penelope joins the other suitors downstairs, Antinous had
arrived, "disguiséd and unknown.” Although he did not have wooing on his mind when
he showed up at the "sovereign castle,” Antinous is spurred to action after catching a

glimpse of Penelope's great beauty as she listens intently to the minstrel's music.



Graciously approaching the queen, he asks her to dance with him, including in his
invitation a reference to the universal joy that dancing brings (stanzas 7-13).

After Antinous's noble proposal, the blushing Penelope rejects his offer because
she doesn't know how to dance and because it seems like a foolish pastime her
*forefathers” would eschew (stanzas 14-15). Surprised by her reply, Antinous denies "that
dauncing is a frenzy and a rage" unknown by her forebears and new to their generation.
From this point in the story onward Antinous and Penelope engage in a debate concerning
the importance of dancing. Their discussion turns first to the history of dancing and then to
the place dancing holds in cosmic order and hierarchy. What is interesting about
Antinous's speech is that he works extremely hard to persuade the queen to see his point of
view. From his arguments, as well as his increasingly detailed and lofty evidence, we
ascertain that Penelope, though portrayed as less enlightened than Antinous, is no
intellectual weakling or moral pushover. She makes her suitor work very hard to present a
case convincing enough to win her over.

After explaining to her that dancing is as ancient as the universe, beginning "when
the first seeds whereof the world did spring,” he argues that it is the "proper exercise” for
love. He, then, moves into a metaphysical discussion about the stars, in which he links
celestial motion with music. For Antinous, the harmony of the ancient stars results in love
which manifests itself in dance (stanzas 16-22). Penelope is obviously unmnved by this
theory because Antinous takes the debate further by positing that dancing is connected to
reason—an argument an intelligent queen may find more appealing. He says: "Reason
hath both their pictures in her treasure, / Where Time the measure of all moving is/ And
Dancing is a moving all in measure.” Thus, by connecting dancing to music, Antinous
draws attention to its scientific underpinnings, for—as he reminds us—music requires
measurement of rhythm, which is, in essence, an aspect of time. To further clarify his

point, he says that since knowledge of astronomy and mathematics is needed in order to



determine and understand time, time is inextricably linked to reason. Because the
Elizabethans linked Reason to God, what Antinous is really implying here is that dancing is
not only a reflection of cosmic order, love, and reason, but it is also a divine gift from God
in which Penelope must participate in order to achieve a high level of spirituality. Asif this
is not convincing enough for her, Antinous adds that Queen Penelope cannot attain full
"nobility” without engaging in this pastime (stanza 23-96).

Bored by his "tedious praise” of dancing, which she "despise[s]," Penelope attacks
Antinous's argument by questioning love's value and associating it with vanity and cruelty
(97-101). But the suitor is well-prepared for this onslaught of the lady's criticism. He sets
out to separate love from "Lust:" The latter of these he admits is "traitorous” and
dangerous. Focusing on "true Love," then, Antinous demonstrates that dancing is not
unlike many other benign passions such as needlework. He also tells her that it brings
people together, particularly wives and husbands who would ordinarily fight over small,
unimportant issues. Ending his argument, he uses reverse psychology on her. He tells her
that moving is the natural state for all matter—that she does not dance signals her
abnormality. Besides, he adds, only barbarians reject dancing. Atthe completion of this
speech, he prays to king "Love” to help Penelope see the truth. When Love appears, he
gives Penclope a "crystal mirror” to look into. Revealed to herin the glass is a "bright
moon"” and a "thousand sparkling stars” that "amazed her sight.” This is the court of Queen
Elizabeth she sees reflected in the glass. Her mind "sooth[ed]" by this "enchanting
pleasure,” she is transformed, and her "weak judgment” gives way (stanzas 102-131).
"Rapt with sweet pleasure” at the music and motion she takes part in, Penelope puts aside
her weaving and joins Antinous in a dance. Thus, Antinous liberates Penelope from the

narrow-mindedness that kept her from loftier interests and from fully uniting with God and

reason (stanzas 132-136).



Davies does not disguise the fact that the enlightened Penelope represents his own
queen, Elizabeth I, for in the last section of the poem he links the two women. In the
introduction to the last stanzas Davies adds this comment: “Here are wanting some stanzas
describing Queen Elizabeth. Then follow these." Here he discusses Penelope's new
enlightened state and her dance with Antinous. We should also keep in mind that there was
a long tradition of associating Elizabeth with various goddesses and heroes, such as
Astraea, Isis, Diana, Deborah, and Judith.54 Choosing the beautiful and widowed
Penclope as his model for the Queen does more than flatter Elizabeth—it recounts a fact
about Elizabeth's status as an unmarried monarch and her reputation as a brilliant leader.
We must keep in mind that at the time Davies wrote Orchestra, Elizabeth was sixty-one
years old. At this point of her life she was quite capable of successfully running a country
as well as attracting young men to her side. That a woman as noble as Penelope is
educated by a man as ignoble as Antinous may signal to a contemporary audience a lack of
respect for woman's (and his queen's) natural intellectual powers. However, this is not
necessarily the case. First, because he reworks Homer’s story so that Antinous lacks the
qualities that made him so despicable in the Odyssey, Davies's wooer emerges as an
intellectual with a good grasp of the science and philosophy of his age. Secondly, many
times the tutors and teachers of aristocratic Renaissance women during this time were men.
Thus, the position that Antinous assumes as Penelope's teacher is not unusual for the
period.

In 1523 Reformationist Jean-Louis Vivés published De l'institution de la femme
chrétienne, a work addressing women's education within an enlightened society. Arguing
that "most of the vices of the women of this and previous centuries stem from lack of
cultivation,” Vives outlined the parameters for the instruction of women. Not to be
outdone, the Catholic Church turned its attention to its female members and began teaching

young girls to read and study catechism.65 As we saw with Louise Labé, women from



wealthy and aristocratic families were able to attain excellent educations in areas beyond
domestic interests. Elizabeth herself ascended the throne having been well educated.66
That she had united a country torn apart by religious wars and had succeeded in defeating
her numerous foes in battle and in negotiations is testimony to Elizabeth's intellectual
powers. Thus, it is highly unlikely that the instruction of another solitary female monarch
indicates that Davies, a loyal subject of Elizabeth, sees women as unable to achieve a high
level of leaming. Rather, it tells us what women can attain if they receive the same
educational advantages as men are allowed. For Davies, then, Penelope represents the new
woman for a "golden age” (stanza 126), the period of England's imperial influence undera

woman whose goodness and intellectual capacities rivalled even Penelope's.67

Thomas Carew
Bom about the time that Davies was writing Orchestra, Thomas Carew has been

linked to both the Cavalier poetry that emerged during the reign of Charles I, as well as the
Metaphysical poetry of the Pre-Baroque 17th Century.68 A better description of his work
has been offered by scholar Louis Martz, who characterizes Carew's poetry as an example
of Mannerism. According to Martz, Mannerism is:

a world of high style, a world of ultimate elegance and

refinement expressed in postures and gestures of aristocratic

hauteur, a world of highly crafted dance, song, costume,

and scenery, with ‘the dramatic use of light, the elongation

of the figure and lively sinuosity of line' characteristic of

mannerist artists.69
Indeed, sophistication about art and life seems to define Carew's personal interpretation of
mannerist style. His worldliness can be seen in the rather brazen references to sex found in

much of his work. In fact, during his day his vivid sexual imagery distinguished him as a
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purveyor of porography and fueled his reputation as a libertine.?? Although John Donne
and BCI; Jonson exerted great influence over his style of writing,”! Carew did indeed draw
upon the libertine tradition of French writers, such as Pierre de Ronsard, and Italians, like
Giambattista Marino.72 Also in his work we find evidence of the classical tradition
reflecting his interest in the Latin and Greek poets, particularly those writing about love.”3
In "Rapture,” a pastoral poem influenced by Tasso and Ovid as well as Jonson

and Donne, the speaker attempts to seduce a young woman into a sexual relationship.74
The steady application of promises of pleasure are combined with strong arguments about
why she should make love to him. Penelope, together with other legendary and
mythological women, is evoked to give credence to his conviction that "we only sin when
Loves rites are not done” (11). But Carew's Penclope does not represent the chaste wife
we have met thus far in the literary tradition of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. She
is, instead, an "amorous” woman who tantalizes the young men of Ithaka with her beauty.
Carew's portrayal of Penelope signals to us the reintroduction of the adulterous wife found
in works of the late classical writers that we have discussed previously in Chapter 1. The
boldness that we find in Carew's amatory verse underscores the loosening of the moral
strictures that define the courts of this period and reemerge periodically thereafter,
particularly in the 20th Century. Thus, we find in Carew's erotic poem a modem
sensibility regarding the realities of love embraced by many poets from the 19th Century
onward.

Divided into six stanzas of rhyming couplets, "Rapture” begins with an address to
Celia, the woman to whom Carew had dedicated his love poems: "I will enjoy thee now
my Celia, come / And fly with me to Love's Elizium" (1-2). More a command than an
invitation, these words seem to presage the final outcome of the young man's pursuit of his
lady's love: He will have her. The numerous arguments he gives to convince the woman

to give in to their desire serve to tantalize both her and us in a kind of verbal foreplay rather



than to seduce a truly intrepid woman. Thus, when he reminds her about the rapturous
delights that await her, we quickly realize that she has not really forgotten. The sport, then,
isn't wondering if she'll give in, because she surely will, but when she will finally
succumb to his appeals. For Celia seems to enjoy teasing her lover with her prolonged
indecision.

The first hurdle standing in the way of their mutual bliss is the "Giant, Honour.” In
order to coax Celia past this "idol,” Carew taunts her with the idea that only the "valiant”
and the "wise" dare push past him. He ends with an argument that a strong-minded
woman would heed: Honor has been concocted by men in order to squelch the ambitions
of "free wom[e]n" (2-20). It becomes obvious that Carew must appeal first to Celia's
intellect in order to undermine her moral sense. Complying with societal strictures
regarding love and sex is a sure sign that she is a weak woman. In effect, he dares her to
live by her own moral code, one that is more to his liking as well.

Parts three and four of the poem include the bulk of Carew's sexual imagery.

Here, he explains in great detail exactly what he plans to do to Celia if she would mount
"on the wings of love.” Waiting for her in a utopian landscape are "Love, Innocence, /
Beauty, and Nature"—far better allies than Honour. Taking her to this "delicious paradise”
where nothing holds them back from expressing their passion for one another, he promises
that he will make her a bed amid the "Cypress grove” of "Roses, and fresh Myrtle.” Their
pillow will be "the downe of Venus Doves.” There, they can "slumber” or engage in
"active play," a euphemism for the sexual plcasun_'e they will enjoy. To elevate their
experience to a loftier realm, he connects the physical expression of their love to
spirituality: "And so our souls that cannot be embrac'd / Shall the embraces of our bodys
taste.” Their senses heightened by this experience and revitalized by Nature who will

"shoot into [their] veins fresh fire,” they will make love again (21-54).



Depleted from their lovemaking, he compares himself to an "empty Bee" that needs
to draw nectar from a "spicy flower.” In this extended metaphor, Celia becomes
synonymous with a garden. Her body takes the form of the ". . .ripned Cherry, / The
warm, firme Apple,” "the vale of Lillies, and the bower of bliss.” Like the countryside
they have escaped to, she is the "swelling Appenine” where he wants to "retire,” bringing
“that great Elixar to [her] hive” (55-77). These promises and compliments obviously still
aren't enough to entice her to give in to him because he follows them up with even more
details of the love he will make to her. Itisinteresting to note that in this section of the
poem he digresses into a diatribe on marriage. In doing so, he makes it clear that their
lovemaking does not need to be confined by the bonds of marriage or conventions of
society. He tells her: "Of husband, wife, list, modest, chaste, or shame, / Are vain and
empty words, whose very sound / Was never heard in the Elizian ground.” There in their
paradise they are beyond any moral constraints. The fact that they aren't married should
not hinder them from expressing the love they feel toward one another (78-114).

His argument takes a new slant when in part five he cites examples of women
renowned for their great virtue—who he reveals were actually not that moral after all.
Here, with Penelope, we find Lucretia, Daphne, and Petrarch's Laura, all of whom were
not "slaves to the Tyrant” that he has already identified as Honour. About Penelope he
writes:

. . .The Grecian Dame,

That in her endless webb, toyl'd for a name

As fruitless as her work, doth there display

Her self before the Youth of Ithaca,

And th’'amorous sport of gamesome nights prefer,
Before dull dreams of the lost Traveller. (125-130)



As we have seen thus far in this chapter, evoking the image of Penelope generally implies a
connection to chastity, as well as other qualities valued in women. However, Carew
revises previous notions of Penelope by proposing that she enjoyed taking company with
the suitors and was glad to give up waiting for Odysseus to return (116-146).

Using Penelope like this paves the way for his final argument, for in the last section
he reiterates once again that chastity shackles women, keeping them from their "sacred
right" and causing men to fight for women's honor. Returning to his original topic, he tells
her that by holding on to her "Honour,” she requires him to fight if someone offends her.
This, he implies, will result in "blood-shed” and will cause him to leave the Church.
Tuming away from religion, then, will force him to become an atheist. Thus, an honor that
results in another’s fall from grace is no honor at all: "...Then tell me why / This Goblin
Honour which the world adores / should make men Atheists, and not women Whores."
Thus, she would be doing them both a favor by giving herself over to him (146-166).

We are first struck by the use of the imperative and future tenses that inject the
poem with urgency and vitality. However, itis the logic that Carew uses on Celia to
convince her to become involved with him that gives this poem its wit. Likewise, its
sexual imagery and frankness remind us of contemporary erotic poetry. Because the
speaker produces a more powerful argument as his bid for the woman's affection mounts,
we may posit that the woman presents an intellectual challenge for him. By using Penelope
and other important literary figures in his argument, Carew suggests that they are a
powerful force to subvert. Her appearance at the end of Carew's long argument makes us
aware of the importance Penelope's reputation has maintained in Renaissance society. It
becomes paramount for him, then, to subvert that position in order to persuade Celiato

give in to him. His Penelope is a woman who outwardly demonstrates chastity but whose
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real actions are decidedly libertine. Thus, by recreating Penelope in this way and, then,
using her as a model for Celia, Carew links his beloved to a woman known for her great
virtue who also enjoyed the pleasures of love.

Appearing at the end of the Renaissance, Carew's poem serves to emphasize the
change in viewpoint regarding women and virtue that had occurred and alerts us to themes
and subject matter that have become fair game in a modemn, secularized world. Because
Celia is never portrayed as immoral in Carew's poem, he suggests a general relaxation of
the moral code that limited sex to mamage. Although sexual liberation does not necessarily
indicate an equality of the sexes, it does suggest here that women during the late
Renaissance could engage in sexual relationships under certain circumstances without
losing their good reputations. In fact, a strict adherence to virtuous conduct, according to
Carew, is more dangerous for everyone than giving oneself over to one's lover. These
ideas about sex that Carew and other poets promoted in their poetry run counter to what
was deemed acceptable—at least on the surface of society. It becomes apparent when
reading about the sexual antics of various court figures, particularly queens, that the rules
about illicit sex were not always followed to the letter. Elizabeth I, though unmarried, was
quite active sexually, and Hearietta Maria, the consort to Charles I, was involved in
numerous extramarital affairs. In fact, Carew himself assisted Charles's Queen in covering
up her relationship with Jermyn St. Albans.?> With this in mind, it makes sense that
Carew would redefine female virtue in his poem. No longer is it equated with an
unrelentless devotion to sexual purity; instead, it supposes an intelligence that can evaluate
a situation and determine on its own when and how to act. As Carew's theme and subject
matter certainly indicate, if a woman chooses to engage in sexual intercourse with a man
outside of marriage, she can and should. The suitable lover for a strong-willed woman,
according to Carew, is a man who can wittily sustain her intelligence with his pleas and

imaginative discourse.



Conclusion

In looking back over the artists whose work we explored in this chapter, we see
that a pattern emerges regarding Penelope. During the early part of the Renaissance, we
see that she maintains her reputation as the chaste wife that she established during the
Middle Ages. Domenico Beccafumi, Louise Labé, and John Skelton, working from 1519
to the mid-1500's, all retain this image of her in their art. However, each of these artists
moves beyond this one-dimensional view of Penelope, endowing her with other qualities
as well.

In Beccafumi's painting, Penelope, she symbolizes craftsmanship and honesty,
qualities necessary for the Sienese spindle vendors to promote to their customers. That
qualities like these are associated with a female figure indicates the beginning of a shift in
thinking in regards to female virtue. As we have seen, female virtue was defined primarily
as sexual purity. Thus, Beccafumi's painting, one of the earliest works of arts created
during the Renaissance relating to Penelope, breaks from tradition and moves into 2 more
modern view of women. In an interesting reversal Bf gender roles, Louise Labé takes on
the persona of Odysseus and portrays her lover Olivier du Magny as Penelope. Although
Penelope seems to remain fixed in the role of the beloved lofty lady found in the Petrarchan
sonnets that were the rage at the time, this is not the case. Instead, she is viewed asa
woman who, though still a virtuous woman in all other respects, is valued for her
sexuality. Labé's response to Penclope marks the first time since the Hellenistic writers
that any artist acknowledges the human aspect of Penelope's sexuality. That this response
comes from a woman who was supposedly involved in numerous affairs of her own,
enjoyed a great deal of freedom, and exerted much control over her own life does not
surprise us. The last of these artists, John Skelton, endows Penelope with intelligence in

his poem, Philip Sparrow. His parndy of the catalogues of women that were popular



during this time does not besmirch Penelope's status as a model of female virtue. In fact,
by linking her with other women who achieved what they wanted, despite their less savory
wantonness, he underscores her "wit.”" Because the Renaissance came later to English
poetry than it did to the poetry on the continent of Europe, Skelton's response is unique.
Considered by many to be Medieval and very conservative, Skelton's view toward
Penelope is more modem than many of the Renaissance poets who came after him.
Roughly fifty years after Labé we find Sir John Davies's poem, Orchestra,ora
Poeme of Dauncing. Here Davies presents us with a Penelope who is modelled after
Queen Elizabeth I. Intelligent, serious-minded, and concerned about proper conduct
befitting a woman of her status, this Penelope makes an excellent paradigm for the
enlightened female ruler. And finally, at the end of the Renaissance almost fifty years after
Davies, we find Thomas Carew's revision of Penelope in "Rapture.” In this rather
sexually explicit poem that borrows from several different traditions of English poetry,
Carew tells us that Penelope was not as chaste as her reputation made her out to be. In
fact, we leam that Penelope enjoyed flaunting herself in front of the suitors and was glad to
end her mourning over Odysseus. Carew employs Penelope to convince the young woman
he is attempting to seduce that good women enjoy sexual pleasure. Although sexual
liberation does not always indicate real freedom for women, it does signal—at least in this
poem—a change in definition of female virtue. Penelope's conduct is not portrayed as
wanton nor does Celia appear to be in any danger of being labelled a fallen women if she
indeed makes love to Carew. Because it becomes clear that Celia, like Penelope, is a noble
and intelligent woman not given to indiscriminate passion, female virtue seems to take on
qualifications other than absolute sexual purity. Thus, the Renaissance view of Penelope
expands on and revises Penclope's status as the chaste wife of Odysseus. Talented in her
craft, honest, sexually active, intelligent, enlightened, and liberated from traditional moral

constraints, Penelope moves beyond the conventional view into a brave new world.
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73 Sadler cites Ovid, Catullus, Sextus Propertius, as well as Anacreon and other Greek
lyric poets.

74 Bush, 173. Bush categorizes this kind of poem whereby a young man attempts to
convince a woman to make love to him as the "persuasion to love"” tradition, which can be
"sober or sportive.” Here, Carew opts for the sport of love.

75 Sadler, 14. We leamn that upon secing the Queen with St. Albans in the hallway, Carew
purposely puts out the light he was carrying in his hand. That Carew was leading the King
to his mistress’s chamber adds to the irony of the situation.



Chapter 4
Penelope's Great Fame and Notoriety:
Penelope During the Baroque and Enlightenment

Woman is all mind, and it is because she is all mind that she feels
within her, as it were, a desert. She knows no sentiment, no superior
force upholding her, no spring of tendemess to slake her thirst; nothing
save an activity of mind, a sort of libertinage of thought which plunges
her back into the disenchantment of life at every moment. Her hearnt
floats without anchor to which it may moor. At the same time her
faculties lack a link to unite them and a superior purpose to govern
them; they lack faith, devotion, one of those great currents that make
woman triumph over the weaknesses of her moral will. !

Introduction

The woman of the 18th Century, according to Edmond and Jules Goncourt,
possessed a mind—or more precisely, a soul—similar to a vast harsh "desert” landscape.
Like grains of sand, her ideas were whisked about by capricious winds and were unable to
light anywhere for very long. Unrelentingly the heat of her environment dried up
"devotion” and "tenderness.” Sound judgment was swept away in the storms of her
passions. Far from appearing verdant and full of life, her soul was arid, without strength,
lifeless.

It is interesting to note the reason behind this rebuke of women's "moral will."
Previously, as I have shown, Renaissance women from the upper class enjoyed a high
level of education, on a par many times with that of their male counterparts. By the time of
the Enlightenment, women were no longer content with learning for the sake of knowledge
and were embarking on pursuits not normally associated with their gender, like medicine,
writing, and painting. The fear that women were indeed infringing on the male domain
drew a negative response from many who fretted over women's new place in the "modermn”
world. Philosophers, like Rousseau, devoted much thought to women's true nature and

natural state. As the Goncourt Brothers's essay indicates, women should limit themselves
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to the home rather than expand into the laboratory, not because they were not intelligent
enough to handle the challenge but because they would be corrupted by going against what
they are naturally meant to do. They write:

No science repels her; the most virile sciences seem to exercise a

temptation and a fascination. . .. The dream of the woman of the

cighteenth century was universal knowledge, and a compendium of

talents, inspired by an example of genius, the alert and light genius

of Voltaire, who seemed to embrace whatever he touched and who,

by way of relief from sifting a world of passions, took to dabbling

in that of science for sport. What was it to produce? Merely a

dainty monstrosity, a woman who knows how to blood-let and to

pluck a harp-string, to teach geography and to play-act, to piota

novel and to draw a flower, to herborise, to preach and to

rime. . . 2
As we can see, the debate that ensues conceming women during the Baroque Period and
the Age of Enlightenment moves beyond questions on intelligence and sexual status to
those focusing on what happens to women's moral sensibilities when they leave their
"natural place” behind for more masculine pursuits. The Penelope of the late 17th and 18th
Centuries is a highly intelligent woman in control of her environment, who like her
Medieval and Renaissance counterparts is still viewed as the virtuous wife and good
woman. However, that she presides as mistress of her home and participates in the retum
of her husband allows artists to explore, for the first time, the connection between virtue
and female heroism. Opera composer Claudio Monteverdi and painter Angelica Kauffman
clevate their moral Penelope to heroic status, while Mottley and Cooke, whose ballad opera

is written in the mock-heroic style, ridicules her virtuous qualities and holds her femininity

up for scorn.



The Effect of Printing on Homer's Popularity

The interest in Penclope that we saw in the Renaissance does not abate in the
century and half that follows. The twenty-six Renaissance artists who responded to her in
their work no doubt had been influenced by the availability of the complete Homeric texts
translated into Latin. As we remember, it had been under Petrarch'’s influence that
Homer’s lliad and Odyssey had been reintroduced to Europe during the late Middle
Ages3 That Homer's Odyssey could finally be read in its entirety led to the explosion of
interest we saw take place in the arts after the late Middle Ages.

After the invention of the printing press in the mid-1400's, classical texts became
available to the reading public in a way they had never been before. Early on, Milan
emerged as the center of printing for texts written in the Greek language; however, it was
not long before other Italian cities began producing classical Greek texts in translation. A
Florentine press, for example, is responsible for publishing the first printed work of
Homerin 1488-9. Edited by Demetrius Chalcondylas of Crete, it appeared as a two
volume folio dedicated to Lorenzo de' Medici:# According to John Winterich, Venetian
printers, the Aldines, were responsible for making Homer popular in Europe with their
multiple editions of his work during the early 1500's. Winterich also mentions that interest
in Homer’s work caught fire in Northern Europe after it appeared in print at Louvain in
1523. However, it was in 1581 from a French translation of Homer that the first English
version of the lliad came to be. Not long after, in 1596, Peter Colse's loose retelling of
the Odyssey, entitled Penelope's Complaint, or a Mirror for Wanton Minions, was made
available for the English public.> However, in looking over the lists of texts published by
these early presses we notice that early Church fathers like Tertullian, ancient and
Byzantine thinkers like Cicero, Seneca, Aristotle, and Boethius, the Greek historian

Thucydides, and writers like Virgil, Dante, and Boccaccio dominated those chosen for



publication. Therefore, although Homer owed his existence in Renaissance Europe and his
early popularity among the educated classes to the few printers and translators who
undertook publication of his work, his poems became part of the Westem literary canon
due to the publication of translations that appear later during the Baroque and
Enlightenment periods, specifically Chapman's Homer in 1616 and Pope's in 1715 and
1726.5 The result of the energy both men poured into their work—that is, the second
explosion of interest in Homeric literature—cannot be overstated. The effect of their labor
is the profusion of responses to Homer's Penelope that are tied for the first time to actual

episodes of the Odyssey, rather than to a static reaction to what she represents.

Imprinting Penelope

That the complete story of Penelope—the mistress of Ithaka and her home while her
husband is away—is finally available in the vernacular and in more affordable copies
makes her a perfect space in which Baroque and Enlightenment artists and thinkers could
play out the debate over women's role in society and the heroic ethos this role may
engender. The Medieval and Renaissance artists had no such luxury. Due to the
unavailability of a complete Homeric translation, late Medieval artists, like Dante,
developed their own versions of the story based upon references ancient writers made to
the work or were forced to ignore telling the story at all. And although Boccaccio had
access to the Greek manuscript and a Latin translation of the Odyssey, he chose to embrace
the tradition already developed suggested by the earlier Italian master. Other poets, like
Gower and Chaucer, followed suit, content to portray her as she had been already
accepted—chaste and virtuous. An undated drawing believed to have been executed during
the late Middle Ages shows Penelope at the loom weaving away, seemingly unaware of the

hordes of dangerous suitors threatening her.? For these artists she is a type, a model of



excellence, an allegorical figure. As I have shown, the complexity artists endow her with
is found in the way they expand on her allegorical meanings rather than scrutinize her
actions.

The Renaissance period, for the most part, follows after the Medieval view of her.
The few artists who do deviate from the static vision of Penelope take a few liberties with
the tradition they had inherited. For Beccafumi, Skelton, and Labé, she remains a model of
virtue; however, their unique responses to her are derived from the way they redefine her
excellence. By stretching her qualities to include fairness, creativity, and wit, they bring
herin line with her female Renaissance counterparts. But she remains chaste, nonetheless.
Even Davies's portrait of the "dancing and enlightened Penelope” remains true to her
previously accepted reputation as a good woman. Only Carew's adulterous Penelope
deviates from the accepted norm. Even Peter Colse's The Complaint of Penelope,
instrumental in spreading the popularity of the Odyssey , follows the conventional reading
of the poem. Despite his obvious access to a complete text of the Odyssey , his Penelope
possesses none of the wit or cunning that we saw in Gower’s or Davies's work.

During the Baroque and Enlightenment period, Penelope's popularity continued to
grow, due to Chapman's and Pope's translations. Accepted by then that Penelope
embodies intelligence, shrewdness, creativity, and chastity, the focus shifts to how these
qualities define the female heroic ethos, for the strides women were making during this

period required a new paradigm for femininity.

Claudio Monteverdi

A figure who stands at the crossroads of late Renaissance and Baroque tradition is
Claudio Monteverdi. Known for his laments, operas, and numerous books of madrigals,
Monteverdi achieved notoriety early in his career for debating Giovanni Maria Artusi

concerning the aesthetics of "modern music.” For the most part, Monteverdi advocated an



avant garde approach to his compositions, called the seconda pratica or "second things,”
that claimed kinship among poetry, rhetoric and music. For Monteverdi—a lover of the
humanist tradition that embraced the text as the progenitor of wisdom—poetry deserved as
much attention and respect as the music composed to accompany it.8 This careful treatment
of words led to many important collaborations with librettists who welcomed the input of a
far-thinking musical composer, such as Monteverdi, into their work. This, in turn,
resulted in operas lauded for their poetry, message, and musical innovation.

Of the three operas that remain of the seven Monteverdi composed between 1606-
1643, Il ritorno d'Ulisse in patria best exemplifies his unique philosophical views
regarding love and spirituality, and as I will show, female heroism. Derived from the
libretto by Giacomo Badoaro, llritorno borrows from all parts of Homer's works, but
concentrates heavily on those episodes taking place in Books 13-23. Priorto llritorno ,
Monteverdi had collaborated with Badoaro on another opera, Le nozze d'Enea con Lavinia,
which is now lost. Although the librettist follows closely Homer’s plot, the way in which
the opera rejects the notion of erotic love between Ulysses and Penelope and embraces
religious symbolism indicate other influences at work here. As scholars have pointed out,
Monteverdi participated in the development of the libretto for /l ritorno until he liked the
story he would be setting to music.? Tomlinson tells us, "The final product seems to
reflect a viable compromise of the interests of composer and librettist more than the struggle
of a composer victimized by an unsafisfactory text."! Although some scholars have
argued tha’t Monteverdi and Badoaro shared similar philosophical viewpoints, it becomes
obvious to anyone working closely with llritorno that Monteverdi departs from the
younger man's view of love and the way it should be tx;cated in this particular composition.

It is well documented that Badoaro belonged to the Accademia degli Incogniti, in
Venice founded by Giovanni Francesco Loredan and inspired by Giacomo Marino. This
Venetian group of thinkers was described by their critics as "libertines.” As David



Kimbell tells us, these men "introduced to opera an unbridled sensuality unimaginable in
the Neoplatonic world of the earlier generation."!! In llritorno , however, we see none of
the cynicism regarding love that these younger men advocated; instead, we find once again
the Neoplatonic principles that Monteverdi had subscribed to earlier in his career.
Furthermore, the way in which the characters in the opera are presented reflect
Monteverdi's own thinking about the nature of true love and devotion.!2 Thus, despite the
fact Badoaro originally wrote the words for Monteverdi's opera, the composer stamped
their meaning with his own sensibilities. With llritorno, it becomes difficult to separate
composer from librettist.

Scholars are quick to point out that Monteverdi was also influenced by Giambattista
Marino—and not completely without reason. Thirty years separate Monteverdi's first
opera from ll ritorno. The ideas of Petrarch's humanism that first compelled him to assert a
new aesthetic when he was a younger man composing L'Orfeo had continued to be shaped
by others more contemporary to the time of llriforno. Like many artists living in Italy
during this period of time, including his collaborator Badoaro, he had adopted some of the
aesthetic principles associated with Marino popular at the time. Monteverdi's "anti-
introspective” approach to his subject matter, for example, was based upon the theories
found in Marino's poetry.!3 Although we can see from the opera itself that character
development and the presentation of true feelings are overshadowed by "style and
structure,” !4 another more important force than Marinism drives this particular opera about
Ulysses and Penelope.!5

Following the death of his dearest friend and frequent collaborator Striggio, as well
as other more personal hardships,!6 Monteverdi became a member of the clergy in 1632 at
the age of sixty-five.17 Although little scholarship discusses Monteverdi's religious views,

we can find in Il ritorno a deep religious conviction that centers on the adoration of the



Virgin Mary. Therefore, while Monteverdi may well have adopted Marinist tendencies in
his approach to his art by the time of Il ritorno, the work itself is decidedly Marianist.
Looking closely at the opera we notice that Il ritorno d'Ulisse in patria offers
multiple ways to read Ulysses's return to Ithaka and the role Penelope plays in his
homecoming. First, on aliteral level, the story highlights the events leading up to the
reunion of Ulysses with his wife and son. Like the views we have seen previously
regarding Penelope, she emerges as the virtuous but resolute mistress of her household
who inspires respect and worship in all who come into contact with her. Second,asa
morality tale the story presents the lot of "everyman and woman,” portrayed by Ulysses
and Penelope, who suffer hardships that test their moral mettle. However, itis the
allegorical reading that offers the most compelling portrait of Penelope. Here, Ulysses
comes to represent a Christ figure, the savior who offers a new life and restores hope to the
forsaken and miserable, while Penelope emerges as the Virgin Mary, the virtuous woman
chosen by God to serve as the conduit for human redemption. As portrayed by
Monteverdi, Penelope's status in the story is elevated, for she is not relegated toa
secondary role of the long suffering wife, or even a damsel in distress waiting to be saved
from dangerous suitors. She is the Queen of Heaven, through whom the savior must be
born and who shares his glory upon his return. Accordingly the traits that Homer endows
Penelope with are replaced with those Monteverdi finds more befitting the mother of God:
Cunning is replaced with forthrightness, skepticism over the stranger’s identity is
transformed into unswerving loyalty to God, and the earthy treatment of language,
particularly in Book 23, becomes the confirmation of her faith. But despite these changes
in Penelope's character, we find that Monteverdi presents her as a woman in charge of the
physical (and spiritual) well-being of her people, and in doing so, he accords her heroic

status.



Before moving into my discussion of the opera, I would like to point out that I am
following the libretto adopted by L'Opera Montpellier. This particular libretto is believed to
be Monteverdi's original version of llritorno ratherthan the version that prevailed laterin
the 1640's.18 Although the libretto for /l ritorno D'Ulisse in patria was never printed,
manuscripts of the work suggesting how Monteverdi may have performed the opera have
survived.!? Although discrepancies among the various surviving scores suggest that
Monteverdi may have planned many changes for the opera—among them, the eventual
organization of the opera into three acts from its five act structure, as well as cuts in verses
and scenes—the lack of hard evidence that Monteverdi had indeed devised these changes
leads us to accept the structure most scholars believe he presented at the Venice public
opera house in the autumn of 1641.20

In the Prologue we find the theme of the opera. Here we are introduced to Human
Frailty, who sings about the lot of common man. As in a typical morality tale, allegorical
figures—Time, Fortune, and Love—appear as characters who seduce everyman.
Presaging the three suitors who later bedevil Penelope in the story, these enemies can cause
us to become ciechi, or "blind” to the true way if we do not place our faith in God (49).
The rest of the opera plays out this theme, juxtaposing the actions of Penelope, who
remains steadfastly loyal to Ulysses, with those of the servants and suitors who are enticed
by lust and greed to disregard the truth. In Act I, we learn about Penelope’s woes as she
awaits the return of her husband from his travels. QOverwhelmed by three kings who are
courting her, she is, a misera regina or a "hapless queen,” who wavers between anger at
Ulysses for deserting her and at the gods for making her life so wretched (51). We leam in
this part of the story that she has been remarkably faithful and chaste while her husband is
away. Deviating then from Homer’s story, there is no suspicion of any wrongdoing by
Penelope with the suitors, nor do we find any mention that she tricks them with her

weaving. Despite these differences, we do notice that this Penelope has much in common



with Homer’s: Both are grieving over the absence of Ulysses. Thus, in the beginning of
the story, Monteverdi's opera captures the spirit of Homer’s Penelope in Ody.1. 341-342
(7} ¢ pou aiel &vi oTrifecor phov kijtr / Teltrer, ¢mel pe pdAhiota kabiketo mévBog
&AagTov: "...which always afflicts the dear heart deep inside me, since the
"unforgettable sorrow comes to me, beyond others, . . . ). Ulysses's retumn is presaged by
Eurycleia, who resolutely points out that he must retumn because he left—thus, order in the
universe ordains that Ulysses will come back to Ithaka. Right from the start we see that
Penelope’s lack of hope borders on sin—if she truly placed her faith in natural order—that
is, God—then she would know Ulysses would have to return. Thus, Penelope emerges
early in the opera as everywoman tempted to sin by her lack of faith. And like the young
hesitant virgin called to duty by God, Penelope is at first presented as human and very
capable of faithlessness .

Monteverdi takes many liberties with the suitors and servants found in the story.
First Melanthius, Penclope’s servant Melantho from the Odyssey , who is corrupted by the
wooers, is a lady-in-waiting who has fallen deeply in love with only one man,
Eurymachus. And while Eurymachus appears in Homer’s story as one of the belligerent
suitors who dogs Penelope at the palace, here he is a gentle courtier who returns
Melanthius's love. In Monteverdi's story, Eurymachus plots to convince Penelope to
marry one of the kings courting her because he and Melanthius are afraid that if Penelope
does not commit herself to another man soon, their love will be discovered. Thus,
Monteverdi presents Penelope as an unbending queen who does aot tolerate expressions of
earthly passion in her home. As we see in this version, the love between Melanthius and
Eurymachus is a false one predicated on lust. In contrast, the pure love that Penelope feels

for Ulysses centers on the unselfish concerns of family, community, and God. Not found



in Penelope's laments for Ulysses, then, is sexual desire (56-60). Though her retainers do
not understand Penelope's distrust of love, they do not hate her for it, but they do see her
conduct—as virtuous as it may be—as selfish and wrong-headed.

In Scene V we meet Ulysses and the retinue of sirens and nereids who are
protecting his sleep. Aboard the ship, Ulysses is unaware of Neptune's rage against the
Phaeacians. Still desiring punishment for Ulysses, Neptune turns his attention to these
people who foolishly return Ulysses to Ithaka against the gods's wishes. Because
arrogance drives them to go against the gods, they suffer from the peccato or "sin” of pride
(60-67). From Jove, Neptune receives permission to punish the seamen, but only because
such punishment is just. Thus, after Ulysses is placed on the shores of Ithaka, Jove
destroys the ship. That Ulysses escapes the god's vengeance suggests that he is untainted
by the Phaeacians's sin. Ulysses's arrival on Ithaka parallels Christ's sinless birth.
Furthermore, Ulysses’s homecoming, flanked by semi-deities, indicates his lofty status—
this is no mere mortal whom the sea bears. When Ulysses wakes up on the shore of his
home, he is greeted by Minerva disguised as a shepherd, reminiscent of the shepherd’s
visit to the manger scene after the birth of Christ. Ulysses's encounter with the goddess
follows closely Homer’s story: Ulysses lies about his identity to her, and later, upon
leamning who she is, he and she hatch their plot against the suitors (68-76).

Act Il finds Melanthius trying to convince Penelope to marry one of the suitors.
Penelope remains steadfast in her decision to wait for her husband, arguing that love is
fickle and not to be trusted. This passage signals once again that, for Penelope, true love
has little to do with earthly desire. And we will see later when Ulysses does indeed return
to her, Penelope's reaction to him is less wifely than it is motherly (80-82). Any hintof a
sexual relationship between Penelope and Ulysses is missing from Monteverdi's version of
the story. We also learn in Act II that if earthly pleasure does exist, it can be found in

nature, the true expression of God's presence.
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In Scene ii Monteverdi presents Eumacus's pastoral setting as the symbol for this
aspect of earthly life. We realize by the description of the verdant hills and lush landscape
that spring has arrived on Ithaka. Thus, the hint the Easter and rebirth resonate in the voice
of the happy shepherd and of Penelope who later visits him there. In this earthly paradise
the beggar Irus shows up to taunt Eumaecus. Irus's evil presence, not unlike that of the
snake in the Garden of Eden, is juxtaposed to Ulysses's visit to the herder’s hut in the
scene that follows. Unlike Irus, however, the disguised Ulysses conducts himself nobly.
And because of his royal bearing and wise words, Eumaeus believes the stranger is a god
who has come to test the old shepherd's hospitality and goodness. While Ulysses remains
with Eumacus, Minerva turns her attention to bringing Telemachus home from Sparta.
Deviating once again from Homer’s story, Monteverdi has Minerva carting the young man
to the shepherd's hut in her chariot. Here, with the old shepherd, Telemachus meets his
father for the first time. However, in an episode that can only be described as dramatic and
symbolic, the disguised Ulysses is swallowed up by the ground and is resurrected as his
true self. That Ulysses represents a savior figure becomes absolutely clear at this point of
the story. After their tearful reunion, Ulysses and Telemachus make plans to rid the palace
of the three kings (82-96).

In Act III Monteverdi juxtaposes Ulysses's counsellors (Minerva, Eumeaus, and
Telemachus) with those giving Penelope advice. Melanthius and Eurymachus, reunited to
discuss their failure at seducing Penelope into remarrying, misunderstand Penelope's fede,
or "faithfulness,” and call it instead pride and obstinacy. By remaining steadfast,
Penelope’s conduct runs counter to women's normal character, for Melanthius tells us that
woman is by nature volubile e leggera, or "fickle and flighty” (96-100). Thus, in this
exchange between the two lovers we are alerted to the fact that Penelope is unlike normal

women, her divine nature becoming more evident in the scenes that follow. What



Melanthius and Eurymachus fail to realize is that what is natural on earth is not natural in
heaven—Monteverdi's Penelope resides in the clouds of neoplatonic enlightenment rather
than in their earthly realm of false appearances.

In Scene ii Monteverdi departs once again from Homer’s text. Here he suggests
that Penclope does not rid herself of the suitors, primarily because they are worthy kings
who have endeared themselves to her through their courtly manner. Although we learn she
is not interested in marrying any of them, she does not ignore them. Thus far, they have
been circumspect in their attentions to her, though a little pompous and impatient. Infact,
these suitors—Antinous ("against reason”), Pisander ("one who persuades”), and
Amfinomos ("double law")—have been portrayed up until now merely as love hungry and
frivolous, rather than unsavory and dangerous; in Monteverdi's version they pine away for
Penelope, on the one hand, and are eager to enjoy a mermry life as the king of Ithaka, on the
other (100-104).

When Eumeaus shows up at the palace to announce that a stranger has arrived with
news of Ulysses's impending return, Penelope does not believe the shepherd. Asin the
Virgin Mary's response to the angel Gabriel's announcement of the coming of Jesus Christ
(Luke 1:26-34), Penelope is "troubled” by the "herald” Eumeaus's news of the coming of
Ulysses. When the three not-so-wise kings hear the news, their true natures emerge.
Fearing retribution for seducing the queen, they begin to plot the death of Telemachus.
When an omen appears that suggests they will be punished by Jove for their actions, they
change their minds but agree to push Penelope into making a decision to marry one of them
(104-114).

We get a sense of Telemachus's youthfulness in Act IV. Here, he tells Penelope
that he has fallen in love with Helen and understands why Paris abducted her. It was
worth the stragi, or "carnage” of Troy to have the love of such a woman. This speech

enrages Penelope, and she lectures him about his folleggia, or "foolish ideas” (114-118).



Although the reason behind Penelope's rebuke of Telemachus differs from the one found in
Homer’s story, it does reminds us of Penelope's speech in Ody. 18. 215-225
(""TnAéuay’. oukén To ppéveg Eumredol oudt vénua. .. " : "Telemachos, your mind
and your thoughts are no longer steadfast. . ."). Here, she lambasts Telemachus for losing
his kerdea , demonstrated when he allows the stranger to be so poorly treated by the
suitors. We must keep in mind that at this point in the story Monteverdi needs to clarify
Telemachus's position in this household. Penelope's lofty status as the Virgin Mary and
Ulysses's as Jesus Christ makes the logistics for them sharing a son in the tradition of
Homer's difficult. To solve the problem, Monteverdi's Telemachus emerges first as a
young man searching for knowledge—not unlike Homer’s presentation of him. Thus,
Telemachus's trip to Sparta in search of Ulysses and his interest in Helen suggest an early
stage of his jouney to enlightenment. However, later, when Telemachus takes part in
planning Ulysses's return to the palace, his position is raised to that of an apostle of Christ.
His steadfastness and devoted relationship to Penelope-Mary later suggests that he
represents the Apostle John2! or perhaps even Christ's own brother James.

When Eumaeus and Ulysses arrive at the palace, they are humiliated by Antinous.
Monteverdi juxtaposes Antinous's conduct with that of the poor shepherd in order to
highlight Eumaeus's true nobility—Antinous may indeed by a king, but he lacks the innate
goodness of the modest and hard-working Eumaeus. As in Ody. 18. 90-109, Ulysses also
gets the chance to demonstrate his physical prowess when he beats Irus in a fight.
Penelope rewards the stranger by offering him a place to live at the palace. In Scene iii the
three kings make their bids for Penelope's affections. In a scene reminiscent of the three
kings laying gifts at the feet of the Holy Family at the manger, Pisander offers Penelope his
kingdom, Anfinomus offers her pompose spoglie, or "sumptuous trophies," and Antinous
promises her ori, or "gold.” As in both Homer'’s story and the New Testament account of

the three kings, Penelope-Mary accepts these gifts graciously as in Ody. 18. 301-304



("aAho &' an’ aAhos Bddpov "Axaiddv kaAdv Eweikev. / 1) piv Emret’ GvéPay’
Umrepedia Sia Buvaikédv, / Tij 8’ am’ aupimolor Epepov epikaAAéa Sdpa.” :
"And each of the Achaians brought a different beautiful present; and she, shining among
women, went back to her upper room, and her maidservants carried the beautiful presents
for her."). However, she is much surprised when Minerva causes her to issue the contest
of the bow in appreciation for their confanto, or "tributes.” Too late to change her mind
after making such a promise, Penelope allows the suitors to begin the contest. When each
man tries and fails, the disguised Ulysses asks Penelope for a chance to participate in the
contest, foregoing the prize if he wins. To the chagrin of the kings, Penelope assents.
Managing to string the bow, Ulysses turns the arrows on the three kings dumbfounded by
the old man's ability (118-132).

The last Act opens with Irus recounting to the audience the slaughter of the suitors
and, then, killing himself. Parallels to Judas Iscariot abound in the reckless folly of this
suicide and Irus's lack of fidelity to his master (132-134). Itis interesting to note that of all
of the men and women slaughtered by Ulysses in the Odyssey, Irus's name is not
mentioned. Thus, he makes an appropriate storyteller in Monteverdi's version of
Ulysses's return. Awaiting the outcome of the fight, Penelope and Melanthius fret over the
sounds they hear. When Eumaeus shows up to tell Penelope that the stranger had killed the
suitors and that this stranger is really Ulysses, she refuses to believe him. Penelope
remains steadfastly loyal to the "true” Ulysses and awaits a sign that he has indeed arrived.
Once the stranger reveals the special sericodrappo, or "silken sheet” that Penelope had
woven for her bridal bed, however, she is convinced completely. Falling into his arms,
she tells Ulysses that she had rejected him earlier because he might have been a false god
who had come to test her loyalty. Besides the obvious change in signs—missing is the
olive bed symbolizing conjugal love—Monteverdi's scene also lacks the tension between

Penelope and Ulysses found in Homer's story. The quick resolution to the problem of
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identifying the stranger avoids the ambiguity found in Homer’s text and fails to develop
Penelope’s cunning nature. However, because Penelope represents the Mary figure in the
story, she should not need to test Ulysses-Christ's true identity for very long. Once the
proper sign is given, Monteverdi's Penelope leaps into his arms without expressing any
indignation over his long absence,22 for God sends the savior when he is needed.

Monteverdi's story ends with the gods deciding to end Ulysses's torment and to
placate the suitor’s families. Penelope and Ulysses do not retire to their bed to share stories
of their adventures. When they sing of ymning for one another, we come to understand
that theirs is a spiritual love untainted by earthly pleasure (134-158). In fact, we learn from
the opera that the proper passion to experience is Christ's Passion on the cross. According
to Monteverdi, what Ulysses and Penelope are expressing, in effect, is the proper joy we
should all experience following Christ's resurrection.

Although human frailty opens the opera, the story ends with a different theme—the
joumey to our "true home” is one of renewal and rebirth. Through his reunion with
Ithaka, Penelope, and his son, Ulysses's odyssey becomes an allegory for man's journey
to God. It has been noted that "opera was the creation of the baroque, when men seem to
have lost their grip of the transcendent.”23 The implication here then is that opera could cut
a path to rediscovering the sacred and exist as an avenue for expressing the profane.
Monteverdi's use of religious symbolism associated with the coming of Christ suggests
that he opted for the loftier of the two courses. Therefore, Ulysses's return to Ithaka also
represents Christ's return to His fatherland, or more precisely, heaven.

Penelope emerges in the story as the zealous and resolute mistress of her home who
inspires awe in her underlings for her supernatural adherence to virtue. And because she
represents the Queen of Heaven as well, her focus on maintaining order and running the
palace in this spiritual homeland amounts to the keeping of the flame of faith alive while the

savior prepares to return. Therefore, that she adopts the role of the ruling lord before



Ulysses's coming is not treated negatively by Monteverdi. Her steadfastness creates an
atmosphere that stifles sinful lust and arouses curiosity in those who do not yet understand
what she is waiting for. Monteverdi treats their ignorance, particularly that of Telemachus,
Melanthius, and Eurymachus, not with disdain but a forgiveness reserved for the
unenlightened.

By revisioning /lritorno as both a morality tale and the story of Christ's
Resurrection, Monteverdi appears to offer a conventional approach to the debate regarding
women's role in society. Like her Medieval and many of her Renaissance counterparts,
Penelope constitutes Virtue. However as the Virgin Mary, Penelope’s position as the fount
of Christianity is above reproach and sets her above all others. Marianne McDonald points
out:

This Penelope has a new heroism and it is of resistance. She

is an anti-Phaedra. Man may be a victim of his passions, but

not Penelope. In the prologue . . . the character playing

Ulysses also plays Human Fraiity. A woman plays this role

in the Glyndebourne production. We can see Penelope as an

example of Human Frailty, buffeted by time, fortune, and

love, but her strength is heroic resistance.24
That Penelope oversees Ithaka before the coming of Ulysses makes sense, for she is like
the Virgin Mary guiding the souls to God's kingdom. Once Ulysses arrives, his
reinstatement as king of his homeland is predicated upon Penelope's acceptance of him as
her "true lord," both literally and figuratively, for we must remember that Christ comes into
being only through the body of Mary. Along these lines, Mary's position as Mother of
God endows her with powers similar to those of Christ.25 Thus in the opera, the Queen of

Ithaka may fall into Ulysses's arms, but her status as the Queen of Heaven guarantees her



position as co-ruler of the community. The power Penelope-Mary wields over her
household and the suitors before Ulysses-Christ returns and the sharing of that power upon
his homecoming is indicative of her contemporanity to the sentiments of the time.

In order to stay true to this reading of Penelope, Monteverdi had to eliminate those
qualities, then, that Homer's Penelope was most noted for: cunning and ambiguity. The
tricks of the loom in Ody. 2.88-95 and the bed in Ody. 23.181-204, two of the most
significant occurrences from the Odyssey which demonstrate Penelope's cunning
intelligence are omitted or minimized. Because Monteverdi's Penelope-Mary neverreally
faces any danger by being seduced by the kings, the trick of the loom becomes
unnecessary. Secondly because Penelope-Mary would never be portrayed as outwitting
Christ, Monteverdi diminishes the importance of the trick of the bed. By the time Penelope
solicits his response to her comment about the bedcover, enough evidence that connects the
stranger to Ulysses has been given by other members of the household. The ambiguity that
laces the conduct and language of Homer'’s Penelope regarding her true intentions with the
three suitors and her acceptance of Ulysses as her husband, likewise, is also missing from
Monteverdi's story. According to Monteverdi, Penelope allows the kings to remain at the
palace because she feels a familial tendemess for them, rather than the multitude of
possibilities that Homer’s texts includes. Furthermore, Penelope's explanation for not
accepting the stranger as Ulysses lacks the possibility that she is angry over his long
absence and poor treatment of her found in Homer’s story. Penelope-Mary merely
explains her obstinacy as steadfastness to her faith in God. Therefore, for Morteverdi the
clergyman, the queen of Ithaka's transformation into the Queen of Heaven involves less
attention to Marinist cynicism—it is associated with an abiding faith in God and love of

Mary and serves to elevate Penelope to a position that is beyond reproach.



Nota Cambiata From Italian Opera to English Ballad Opera

Prior to Monteverdi, the move to recreate Greek drama motivated late Renaissance
dramatists to combine poetry with music on stage. Because the purpose of music was
merely to highlight the words spoken by the performers, it played a secondary role in these
carly works. Penned by Florentine writers from the upper class, early operas were
performed in private salons and attended by royalty and wealthy patrons. Dafne , written
by Ottavio Rinuccini and set to music by Jacopo Peri and Jacopo Corsi in 1597,
exemplifies this earliest form of opera called dramma per musica.26 The popularity of these
spectacles spread to other parts of Italy, finding their way to the court of Mantua where
Monteverdi served first as string player and later as maestro della musica. 27 Monteverdi's
innovation, only some ten years later then, was to elevate the status of music as "an equal
partner” with the drama.28 As we have already seen, his aesthetic sensibility about the
written word resulted in a harmonious relationship between poetry and music. His Orfeo
(1607) influenced generations of composers from all parts of Europe for years to come. It
also helped to lay the groundwork for many operatic forms, such as opera buffa,2° opera
seria ,30 and operetta31

While scholars have little doubt about the beginnings of Italian opera, there is much
debate regarding the development of English ballad operas. Although musicologists argue
that the ballad opera arose out of a reaction to the dominance of Italian opera,32 literary
scholars instead point to drama, particularly Restoration drama found in England during the
mid to late-1600's,33 as the major force shaping the ballad opera. Bridging the two views,
we can say that the ballad opera was a theatrical form that combined the traditions found in
Elizabethan drama, French burlesque 34 commediadell'arte,35 political writing,36 and
Italian opera, and thereby redefined entertainment for the English opera-going public.
Unlike drama written during the Restoration period that focused on the aristocracy and

opera seria that focused on gods and heroes drawn from Greco-Roman heroes of myth



and legend, ballad operas generally turned to stories about the working class.
Furthermore, because ballad operas lacked lofty language and serious subject matter, they
were also called also people's opera. In 1725 the first ballad opera, The Gentle Shepherd
written by Allan Ramsay, appeared. However, it was John Gay's A Beggar's Opera ,
which enjoyed a successful run,37 that inspired playwrights to this form. Although ballad
operas proliferated for only a short period of time, from 1728 to 1750, scholars in both
fields do note that they had a hand in the development of the opera buffa. In fact, scholars
have traced the demise of gperaseria to the development of the ballad opera.38

John Mottley and Thomas Cooke

Mottley and Cooke's ballad opera, Penelope, opened on May 8, 1728 at the Little
Theatre at the Haymarket and ran the whole of three days.32 Although criticized for bad
acting during its production, Mottley and Cooke's script offers little in the way of wit
either. However, it does interest us for three reasons. First it deviates slightly from the
typical ballad opera form by presenting (like Italian opera) male and female heros found in
tragedy. In doing so, it set the trend in English opera for years to come.40 Secondly, it
pokes fun at Alexander Pope's translation of the Odyssey and the religiosity he accords the
work.4! Most importantly, it presents a unique response to Penelope; for although many
of the scenes highlighting her cunning are eliminated from Mottley and Cooke's plot, their
Penelope does emerge with the traits associated with the female heroic ethos. In their
version of the story, Penelope emerges as a strong-willed woman determined to remain
faithful to Ulysses at any cost. Her resolve disturbs her family, servants, and wooers and
directs attention to her status as an independent thinker. However, far from holding up

Penclope’'s qualities up as exemplary, Mottley and Cooke heap ridicule on Pope's



100

seemingly unrealistic depiction of this ancient heroic figure. Although they portray heras
an independent woman in control of her environment, they also depict her single-
mindedness as evidence of stupidity and unreasonableness.

Mottley had already begun work on the piece before Cooke had joined him. By that
time, Cooke had gained a respectable reputation as the translator of Hesiod. However, the
careers of both men suffered immensely after Penelope made its debut, for they took on a
powerful foe when they mocked Pope, who recognized quickly that these men were
attacking his talent. Soon after, Pope got revenge on Cooke by humiliating him in The
Dunciad, a satirical work that ridiculed dull writers of his time. Pope's complaints are not
necessarily unfounded, for the way in which Mottley and Cooke interpret Homer's work,
even in jest, veers as far from its spirit as they claim Pope's version to be. Although we
can find much proof of Mottley and Cooke's disdain for Pope's work in Penelope, one of
the most notable pieces of evidence that affects our reading of the title character is the form
Mottley and Cooke took for their ballad opera: In response to Pope's heroic couplets,
Mottley and Cooke wrote Penelope as a mock heroic. Therefore, not only Pope's work
but the fact that he treats her so seriously comes under attack in their work.

In their preface to the opera, Mottley and Cooke explain the philosophical
framework that defines their response to the Odyssey. First, they tell us that they portray
Ulysses as a sergeant of the Grenadiers and Penelope as the landlady of the alehouse
because they want to tum attention to the poor and working class of England. They are
quick to point out that they were not attacking Royalty—which they may have been accused
of doing since they were holding up Homer’s noble couple for mockery. Furthermore,
they argue that Homer would approve of their version of the story because it remains
faithful to his intention to entertain. Turning to Aristotle to shore up this claim, they remind
us that Aristotle had proclaimed The lliad to be the model of tragedy and the Odyssey , the

model of comedy. For them, Homer is also the father of farce.
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To be honest, we can find farcical elements in Homer's work. Odysseus's wailing
at the Phaiakian banquet in Ody. 8.522-535 amounts to "physical buffoonery” (cbs 5¢
yuvi) kAainol pidov Téow apugimecoUoa. . .42 and his linguistic and physical trickery
of Polyphemos in Book 9 exemplifies broad humor.43 Furthermore, some of the situations
that Odysseus and others find themselves in appear unrealistic. That Odysseus and
Telemachos overcome so many suitors in Book 22 does seem like hyperbole. In fact,
Mottley and Cooke focus primarily on the last of these three features of farce. According to
their reading of the story, that Penelope remained chaste for the twenty years her husband
was away only underscores the farcical qualities of Homer’s work—which of course Pope
missed. Equally silly is that Penelope would have had so many suitors at one time making
fools of themselves for so long. Therefore, Pope's serious approach to Penelope emerges
as the main reason behind their attack on the poet. To be fair, I should also mention that
they were also critical of Pope's dignified depiction of the disguised Odysseus: Thata man
as noble as Odysseus pretends to be a tramp begs for humor. Likewise, they felt that in
Pope's hands Athena appears to be more of a witch than a goddess.+* However, an attack
on Pope's work is not the real focus of their play, for we must keep in mind that Penelope
is, of course, about Penelope.

While we can't deny the comic element present in various episodes of Homer’s
Odyssey, we do not generally find it in those dealing with Penelope. We must keep in
mind, though, that Mottley and Cooke are not ridiculing Homer's poem; instead, they
mock Pope's pompous aesthetic that they believe elevates Penelope to unseemly tragic
proportions. Lest we forget the "seriousness” with which we should approach the story of
Penelope, they subtitle their work A Dramatic Opera. The fact that Pope skewered Cooke
and not Mottley in the Dunciad indicates that he was keenly aware of Cooke's contribution
to the collaboration. As I mentioned earlier, Cooke knew ancient Greek through his work
with Hesiod and may have read Homer in the original. Familiarity with the story could
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have led him to read the text differently than Pope, for it becomes obvious that, for Cooke,
Homer's epic held more possibility of humor than Pope cared to depict. However, what
Mottley and Cooke find ridiculous in Pope's translation speaks volumes about their own
views toward women and chastity. Their incredulity over Penelope’s conduct during
Odysseus's absence stems from a disbelief that any woman could remain chaste under such
dire circumstances and be worthy of so much admiration by so many men at one time.
Ultimately, they not only attack Pope, but they satirize the notion of good women, forin
their story Penelope makes everyone miserable with her virtuous conduct.

In the Prologue of Penelope we learn that Penelope, a "chaste” and "brave” (14)
woman, has been living a "widow'd life” (15) while her husband is away. Despite her
virtue that brought her great fame, they raise some questions about her conduct toward the
suitors:

Oh! ye bright Stars of Love! ye virtuous Fair!

When you behold our widow'd Wife's Despair,

When you behold her charming in Distress,

All beauteous in her Negligence of Dress. . . . (15)
Alluding to Penelope's appearance before the suitors in Ody. 18.205-304 ( "Qds pauévn
kaTéBaw’ Uepdia oryaldevra, ok oin. GHa Ti) YE kal &uglolol Bl EmovTo .
.. - So she spoke, and made her descent from her shining chamber, not all alone, since
two handmaidens went to attend her. . .) Mottley and Cooke suggest that the "matron” may
not have been as "chaste” as some have made her out to be:

When, in Distress, our virtuous Dame appears,

Her Tresses loose, her Eyes bedew'd with Tears,

Leam, Oh! ye Fair, learn from our lovely Wife,

How to Support, with Fame, a widow'd Life. (15)
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Thus, she uses her tears and beauty as methods to attain wealth and achieve fame. Right
from the start, Mottley and Cooke interpret Penclope's cunning as calculating intelligence
bent on fulfilling her desires at the expense of others.

In ActI we learn that Penelope mourns the absence of her husband and rejects all
romantic overtures made by the suitors. She complains to her maid Doll, who is
reminiscent of Homer’s treacherous Melantho, that even heavy drinking does not relieve
her pain. In fact, her suffering is so intense that she has lost all desire to keep herself neat
and clean. However despite her hard-drinking ways and slatternly appearance, the men
still pay court to her. Cleaver the butcher, Thimble the taylor, and Hopkins the parish clerk
all hang around her alehouse in the hopes that she will assent to marrying one of them. She
outmaneuvers them, though, by weaving on her loom. Like Homer’s Penelope, this
alehouse owner weaves during the day and unravels her work at night. The suitors,
however, present less of a danger to Penelope than her maid, for Doll is pushing Penelope
to marry also—for reasons we are not yet clear about (17-23).

Scene ii introduces us to Thimble, the first of the suitors to call upon Penelope. In
order to talk to Penelope, Thimble knows he must bribe Doll. Happily he gives hera
"silver thimble" to curry favor with her. We get a sense of Thimble's lack of intelligence
here, for he has yet to figure out Penelope’s trick and does not realize that Doll is in cahoots
with Cleaver. Furthermore, even though he has given Doll a gift, she does not give him
good instructions about where to find her mistress. Ambiguously, Doll directs him to "the
Bar, or the Room behind” (24-25). Thus, he knows less about Penelope’s whereabouts
after bribing Doll than he did before he gave hera gift. In Scene iii we meet the second
suitor, Hopkins. If Thimble is dull-witted, then Hopkins is just plain naive. To Doll he
speaks of the "tears” and "sorrow" he feels over Penelope. Presenting the maid with a
Bible, he invites her to attend his Church services, not so much to save her soul but

because she seems like a church-going person. Like Thimble, Hopkins has absolutely no
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idea of the kind of woman he is dealing with. Not being able to size up Doll leads us to see
that neither of these suitors are man enough for a woman described as intelligent. In the
last scene we are introduced to Cleaver, who plots with Doll against Penelope. With Doll's
help, he plans to marry Penelope, kill her and take her money, then marry Doll. Thus we
learn that Cleaver is wooing Penelope for her wealth and not for her intelligence, goodness,
and beauty (28-31).

Mottley and Cooke suggest then that the suitors from Homer’s story were not
necessarily smitten by Penelope’s charms, as many had believed. That Penelope has no
knowledge that Doll is accepting bribes from the men and is plotting her death makes us
aware that she is not as smart as she is made out to be. Portraying Penelope as something
less than circumspect is but one way Mottley and Cooke deviate from Homer'’s text: The
death plot directed at Telemachus in the Odyssey is shifted instead to Penelope in Mottley
and Cooke's version.

Act 11 opens with Ulysses, a worn out soldier from the wars, retuming home to the
alehouse. Disguised in beggar’s clothes, he shows up at the door asking for food.
Commenting to Doll that he had lived a better life than he is currently living, Doll mocks
him and sends him away to beg elsewhere. The interchange between Ulysses and Doll
results in Telemachus's intervention. The young man feels pity for the beggar and invites
himin. Calling out to his son, Ulysses quickly discloses his true identity to Telemachus by
revealing the "mole” upon the young man's toe. Ulysses tells Telemachus that he wants to
remain incognito in order to test his wife's "Faith” and to outwit the suitors. Later in scene
v, the disguised Ulysses approaches Penelope—who has been sitting in her room writing a
letter to him—with a story of her lost husband. Excited at first to hear news of her

husband, she later becomes outraged when she hears that Ulysses has been living with
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Circe rather than coming home to her. Her tears move Ulysses to the point that he almost
reveals his identity to her, but he manages to hold back. In the song that follows he swears
to himself that they will never "part again” (32-44).

The major points found in the Odyssey , Books 16-19—the reunion between
Odysseus and Telemachos, Odysseus's return to the palace disguised at the beggar, and his
interview with Penelope—all find their way into Mottley and Cooke's play. However Act
II condenses the action and reduces Penelope's importance to the plot. First, in Ody.
18.215-225 it is Penelope who gives the stranger shelter and chides Telemachus for his
lack of hospitality. Mottley and Cooke also associate Telemachus with some of the most
important episodes that had belonged to Penelope in the Odyssey. When Ulysses reveals
his identity to Telemachus, for example, his doubting son requires a sign from the stranger
(the mole on his toe) that indicates the man's true identity. Thus, the ofjua®’ or "signs"
that Penclope and Odysseus discuss in Ody. 23.105 become the link between father and
son in Penelope. As we will see later, Mottley and Cooke's Penelope requires no such
proof of Ulysses's identity. In fact, they take the stance that Ulysses remains in disguise to
test Penelope, indicating he does not trust her. Although Homer leaves Odysseus's
motives for disguising himself in the palace ambiguous, Mottley and Cooke's work leaves
no room for interpretation. The suggestion here, of course, is that Penelope may not be as
chaste as she is made out to be, and in order to be certain, Ulysses must find out through
trickery. Lastly, Mottley and Cooke's Penelope becomes jealous of Ulysses's relationship
with Circe. As we know from the Odyssey, Penelope does not learn about Circe during
her interview with the beggar. Furthermore, when she and Odysseus share their stories,
Penclope does not appear to be upset in any way when he mentions Circe's name. By
portraying Penelope as jealous, Mottley and Cooke reduce her to pettiness.

In the last act Penelope invites the stranger to remain with her at the alehouse.

Ulysses thanks her and pays homage to her "virtue:"
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How few, alas! the Wives of high Degree,

Who live to Rules of Abstinece like Thee!

For twenty years can keep their nuptial Vows,

And present Lovers flight for absent Spouse!

You mind your household Cares, attend your Trade,

Nor ever think upon the Masquerade,

Oblige your Customers, can make a Biil,

And waste no Time at Ombre or Quadrille. (45-46)
In effect what he is intimating here is that women from the upper class waste their time with
adulterous affairs and frivolous activities, like dancing. This common woman
demonstrates far better wisdom because she keeps her mind focused on her business and
her family. Considering that Homer’s Penelope was indeed a queen and hence from the
upper class suggests that Mottley and Cooke are not only attacking elite women of their
period but the serious approach that Pope takes with Homer’s Penelope. That a rich
woman could avoid the temptations lurking at court is unconceivable. Therefore, the
situation Homer puts Penelope in—that is, the long length of time that Ulysses is away and
her unsure marital status—is supposed to be comical.

In Scene ii the suitors taunt Ulysses, calling him a "Conj'rer” due to his wild
appearance. This insult alludes to the way Mottley and Cooke view Pope's treatment of
Athena, which they claim depicts her as more witch-like than divine. In a obvious mockery
of Pope's version of Ody. 13. 291-310 (xepdaAéos K €in kal émikhotros 8s ot
wapéAbou. . . : It would be a sharp one, and a stealthy one, who would ever get past you
in any contriving. . .) in which Athena lauds Ulysses for having powers of invention just
like her, their Minerva disguises Ulysses as a sorceror, an identity more closely related to a
witch. The scene ends with the four men challenging each other for Penelope's hand in

marriage (46-48).
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In the meantime Minerva shows up to help Penelope. Besides being a sorceress,
she is also a sot: She spends time at Penelope's alehouse because she can't find beer as
good at the Royal Oak on Mt. Olympus. When the fighting breaks out, Minerva stays with
the frightened Penelope. In fact, we learn from the goddess that it was she who "guarded”
Penelope’s "Honour" while Ulysses was away. Thus, in Mottley and Cooke's version,
Penelope's moral character was not responsible for her chastity, but Minerva's magical
powers. When Minerva discloses the true identity of the beggar, Penelope accepts this as
truth without hesitation. Mottley and Cooke intimate that part of the reason she isin sucha
hurry to believe the goddess is that she cannot contain her sexual desire any longer—she
has become, finally, "impatient." And her impatience is focused on sexual satisfaction.
After a long fistfight, the suitors are driven out of the alehouse, and Penelope leaps into
Ulysses's amms. The opera ends with the two lovers dancing in the hay and planning their
"second wedding" (48-60).

Mottley and Cooke drastically change the episodes that define Books 19-23 of the
Odyssey. First, unlike Homer’s Penclope in Ody. 19. 576-580, Mottley and Cooke’s does
not suggest the contest of the bow; they credit the suitors for devising the famous
challenge that will decide whom Penelope will marry. Also, in their version Penelope is
not visited in her dreams by a wise goddess; in Penelope she is frightened out of her wits
by a drunk Minerva who offers little in the way of good advice. In fact, both women drink
heavily together while they wait out the fighting. Portraying Penelope as alush
undermines Pope's respectful treatment of her, but it also subverts Homer’s depiction of
her as well. Far from being circumspect and sensible, their Penelope behaves erratically,
as seen in the way she spills her drink down her apron. Furthermore, that Minerva had to
intervene to keep Penelope faithful to Ulysses suggests that Penelope could not possibly
have done this on her own. In fact, after Minerva announces that the stranger is Ulysses,

Penelope cannot contain her desire to have sex with him. What Mottley and Cooke hint at
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here is that it takes supernatural powers for a woman to behave virtuously, especially one
who is left alone for such a length of time. Lastly, Mottley and Cooke's Ulysses says he
owes his life to Minerva. Missing from this version is the idea that Penelope played a big
role in her husband's return.

In the ballad opera, then, Penelope is chaste and good only because Minerva makes
her so. Although she rejects the suitors and keeps the alehouse running smoothly without
the assistance of any men, she drinks to excess and spends her time crying. Smart enough
to run a business, she is foolish in the ways of the world. She does not know that Doll and
Cleaver are plotting her death and that Cleaver really does not love her. Although we are
missing the trick of the bed that defines Penelope's great cunning. Mottley and Cooke do
include the trick of the loom, though not much importance is placed upon it. Thus, the
Penelope that Mottley and Cooke present is not as intelligent as Homer’s and lacks the
cunning and virtue that brought her great kAéos, or "fame."#5 In fact, their Penelope gains
more notoriety than fame. Their treatment of Penelope subverts any notion that she

possesses a heroic nature.

Neo-Classic Art, Heroism, and Penelope

In the mid-1700's many visual artists returned to the simplicity of classical
principles, redirecting their energies to symmetry and linearity. Thus, neo-classicism arose
out of a response to Rococo, a decorative style of the late Baroque period featuring
asymmetrical designs and curved forms. For the most part, artists based their subject
matter upon grand heroic themes found in classical history.#6 Epitomizing the Neo-Classic
style, then, are such works as Gavin Hamilton's Oath of Brutus (1763), Jean-Baptiste
Greuze's Septimius Severus Reproaching His Son Caracalla for Having Made an Attempt
on His Life in the Defiles of Scotland (1769), and Jacques-Louis David's Oath of the
Horatii (1784-85).



109

Looking specifically at Greuze's works, Albert Boime, in Arz in an Age of
Revolution, 1750-1800 , sheds some light on the general notions underlying Neo-Classic
art. He points to the "the masculine emphasis and the themes of devotion to patriarchal
authority” found in works from this period.%7 In fact, he tells us that after the Seven Years
War the English aristocracy, who were commissioning works from artists like Benjamin
West and Angelica Kauffman, identified with the Greek heroes of the lliad and Odyssey.48
More and more they preferred works of art that emphasized qualities characterized by
Achilles and Odysseus, as well as other Greco-Roman figures of legend and myth. The
focus on heroism during the Neo-Classic period extended to both genders. Painters and
Sculptors also explored women's heroic nature in their art. It should come as no surprise
that a female artist like Angelica Kaufiman, considered to be one of the leaders of English

neo-classicism, would be interested in Penelope's heroism.

Angelica Kauffman

Of all the artists working at the end of the 18th Century, Angelica Kauffman is one
of the most provocative ones to discuss. First, she was fascinated by Homer’s Penelope,
having painted her more than any other figure from Greco-Roman myth and legend. In
fact, she paints eight scenes depicting Penelope from various episodes of the Odyssey.
Secondly, as an artist Kauffman received much acclaim at a time when few women were
able to make a living as painters. Therefore, as a female artist who is highly intrigued by
this legendary figure, she brings to the canvas a different perspective of Penelope than the
male artists who have painted her. The fact that Kauffman appears to be the only female
artist who has ever painted Penelope also generates interest, for it raises questions
concerning the way Penelope has been neglected by female artists of the 19th and 20th
Centuries. Lastly, because she worked at the end of the 18th Century, her style and
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worldview embrace those prevalent during the period of time that we call neo-classical; in
fact, she is considered to be one of the two foremost painters working in this style in
England during this time.

That Penclope appears frequently in Kauffman's work and is presented as a
courageous and enterprising woman indicates that Kauffman regarded Penelope as a heroic
figure worthy of admiration. And the fact that Penelope's heroic conduct is found in
activities particular to women intimates that, for Kauffman, femininity does not preclude
women from being considered heroic. Unlike Monteverdi, Kauffman does not have to
couch Penelope's heroism in religious symbolism or link her to religious figures in order to
demonstrate her power. Furthermore, what Mottley and Cooke may have viewed as weak
and ineffectual traits in women, Kauffman holds up as the epitome of the female heroic
ethos.

Itis interesting to note that Kauffman may have felt some kinship with Penelope,
for she herself found great fame without sacrificing her femininity. Born in 1741 in an area
of the Swiss Tyrol, Angelica Kauffman began her career as a painter as a young girl. The
carly death of her mother left Kauffman under the sole care of her father, a portrait painter
and muralist who encouraged his daughter to study art. Together they traveled extensively
throughout Europe. With the exception of the fifteen years she spent in England during the
mid-1700's, she and her father lived primarily in Italy. While a young woman in Rome
she met collectors and other artists, such as Abbé Winckleman, Benjamin West, Gavin
Hamilton, and Raphael Mengs.42 She was especially influenced by the Neo-Classic style
introduced by Hamilton and Mengs. Her biggest advantage during these early years was
that she could communicate with most of the artists working at the time. Her knowledge of

multiple languages and her training, not to mention her gender and beauty, allowed her
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access to the many artistic and cultural camps that were emerging in Rome. From this
fluidity of movement, Kauffman came into contact with various artistic styles and theories,
some of which were later responsible for her wide popularity.50

Although Italy played a great role in developing Kauffman's style, it was England
where she made a name for herself as an artist.5! There she came to the notice of Joshua
Reynolds, who introduced her to influential artists and collectors. Her eventual entry into
the Royal Academy of Art in 1768 signifies a major feat for the time.52 At the first
exhibition of the Academy, Kauffman showed only historical works that brought her great
acclaim and set her apart from the many other artists who showed only portraits and
landscapes. The neo-classicism she subscribed to in these canvases set the trend forart in
England for years to come.

Although she was one of the most important artists working in England at this time,
Kauffman's reputation suffered greatly among the art critics of the 19th Century. Although
some of the complaints about her work—that she did not produce enough "serious” art and
that her male figures were too effeminate53—may have been warranted, we must keep in
mind the professional and personal limitations she faced. First, despite the fact she
preferred painting large historical scenes, her financial constraints required her to spend
much of her talent painting portraits and working in the decorative arts, which were far
more lucrative.>4 Secondly, because she was not allowed to study the male nude, she had
to draw upon her own insights into the principles for executing the male form. Itis very
ironic that the woman who had been a member of the Accademia di S. Luca, a founding
member of the Royal Academy, friend to Goethe, West, Reynolds, enjoyed the patronage
of Joseph II of Austria and other members of the nobility of Europe, and whose funeral

rivalled even Raphael's for its pomp, was relatively ignored from the 19th Century until the
late 1960's.
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As] have shown previously, themes of female heroic conduct began to appear
during the Baroque period. However, portraying strong female characters had not
necessarily become the norm among visual artists of the Neo-Classic period. The women
in Greuze's paintings, for example, are depicted as "passive characters, dependent and
often simpering."53 Yet Kauffman, a young, attractive womar. emerging as one of
England’s best artists, chose to paint scenes of the Odyssey in which Penelope is the focal
point of the action and considered to be pivotal to the story. Like the paintings of male
artists of the period depicting Severus, Brutus, or the Horatii, Kauffman's historical
paintings of Penelope are heroic in nature. Therefore, instead of featuring only male
figures actively performing great deeds, Kauffman expands her palette to include Penelope
quietly orchestrating the events that ensure safety for herself and her family and taking
steps that will assist in the return of her husband.

In her essay "Kauffman and the Art of Painting in England,” Wendy Wassyng
Roworth comments upon Kauffman and her interest in Penelope:

. . .This subject was extremely rare in painting. Unlike the more
frequently portrayed classical heroines, such as Lucretia, Virginia,
Iphigenia, Polyxena, Araidne, Cleopatra or Andromache, Penelope
is not a passive victim, an abandoned maiden or a grief-stricken
suicide. Noris the subject suitable for the rather erotic
representations of bare-breasted female victims so popularin the
seventeenth century. Penelope is the ideal married woman and
mother: patient and faithful, gifted by Athena herself with a talent
for womanly handicraft and a clever, crafty mind. It isnot
surprising that a young female painter with artistic skills, intelligence
and wit would exploit the image of Penelope, who was so rarely

depicted in art. Penelope, like so many other females in Classical
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literature, may weep and mourn, yet her perseverance and cunning

allowed a more positive interpretation of female virtue and strength.

Protected by Athena, the chaste warrior goddess of wisdom and the

arts, Penelope provided a suitable character through which

Kauffman could advertise her talents.56
Thus for Kauffman, Penelope possesses qualities associated primarily with women—that
is, patience, craftiness, and sensitivity. Furthermore, she is endowed with those attributes
particular to virtuous women, modesty and faithfulness. Rather than ridiculing her or
ignoring her for these traits, Kauffman holds them up as worthy of emulation and honor.

For the most part, Kauffman tumed to three sources for her portrayal of Penelope.

First, she drew from a book popular at the time, Comte de Caylus's Tableaux tirés de
l'lliade, de I'Odyssée d'Homere et de I'Enéide de Vergile. This text delineated parts of
Greek and Roman epics in order to discuss theories of narrative action.57 According to
Roworth, she was also influenced by Shaftesbury's theory, prevalent at the time, that "the
viewer [should be made aware] of the presence of absent loved ones through symbolic
attributes. . .when they cannot include all sequential events in the single scene.”58 'Ijhe
third book Kauffman used was Homer's Odyssey. Looking at the detail found in the
Penelope paintings, it becomes obvious that she relied upon the text to guide her.5° Thus,
for the theoretical notions underlying her art, Kauffman turned to Caylus and Shaftesbury;
for the detail of the scenes, the poet himself.

Penelope at Her Loom

The first of many Penelopes that Kauffman painted is Penelope at Her Loom.60
Completed in 1764 while Kauffman was working in Rome, it began a trend that would
continue for the rest of her life—that is, painting Penelope. Looking at the canvas, we see

Penelope sitting alone in a stately room with her back to an open window. Missing from



114

the picture is the loom, for it is stationed in front of Penelope out of our sight. With
melancholy and despair, Penelope gazes away from the loom. On the floor at her feet lie
her dog, Argos, and Odysseus's bow. We can tell from Argos's sad eyes that he too
suffers from the loss of Odysseus. His right paw rests upon the bow as if by touching it
he can touch Odysseus. Although Kaufiman portrays Penelope as beautiful, she does not
present her provocatively arrayed or overly youthful. She remains as she is described in
the Odyssey —a matron, the wife of Odysseus and mother of Telemachos.

In this painting Kauffman captures the spirit of Penelope found in Ody. 2.93-95 (1}
Bt BSAov TévE' aAhov évi @peot peppripiEe. . . : And here is another strategem of her
heart's devising. . .) and in Ody. 19.516-517 (. . .ruxwval 8¢ pot &ug’ &Bivdv Kijp
oEeian peAebioves dBupopéane EpéBouav. : 1 lie on my bed, and the sharp anxieties
swarming thick and fast on my beating heart torment my sorrowing self.). Alone in her
chamber in front of her loom, Penelope secretly unravels the shroud of Laertes in order to
delay an unwanted marriage. Her thoughts torment her and she feels sorrow over
Odysseus's absence. Likewise, we feel this hopelessness in Kauffman's Penelope. She
does not weave on the loom, denoting that she no longer believes it matters anymore that
she postpone the inevitable marriage—Odysseus will not return. Sitting away from the
window, Penelope no longer searches for signs of his ship on the water. His bow, which

' represents Odysseus, lies carelessly on the floor of her room because he will not need it

anymore. Penelope's despair is written in the gloom that pervades the entire canvas.6!

Penelope's femininity is obvious in Kauffman's painting. First and foremost, we
notice the space where she resides: alone inside a room of her palace. That she is
confined throughout the Odyssey in the palace, never leaving the interior of the building, is
indicative of her role as wife and mother. As Nancy Tuana points out in The Less Noble

Sex,
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One of the striking features of the history of political theory

is the general concurrence on the 'proper’ roles of woman.

With centuries of scientific theories documenting woman's

inferiority, and powerful theological wamings of her

dangers, this agreement is hardly surprising. Like Locke,

many political theorists accepted such beliefs as axioms upon

which they developed theirideas. Upon these foundations,

they constructed conclusions that can be traced throughout

the history of political theory: woman's activities are to be

limited to the private realm of home and family and are to be

govemned by man.62
Thus, according to Tuana, women's proper place has traditionally been within the home
under the control of men. The underlying tone here is that in this space woman is both
passive and powerless. The activities that women participated in that took place in this
interior space have been underrated by men but also understandably reviled by
contemporary women seeking to carve out a better power base for themselves.

Although we find Kauffman's Penelope grieving alone in her room, she is far from
weak and ineffectual, for she has been engaged in a trick that has managed to safeguard the
life of Telemachus and to deter her marriage to one of the suitors. That she had outwitted
the men for so long is testament to her strength. Therefore, Kauffman's Penelope may be
hopeless, but she is far from helpless. Her power lies not in physical prowess but in more
important areas: intellectual preeminence and "resistance."63 Despite the constraints that
may be placed upon her due to her femininity, she emerges in Kauffman's work as a heroic
figure. That it was engraved later by Ryland in 1777 and named Perseverance 64 further
demonstrates that others were quite aware of the heroic ethos of the character of Penelope.

It stands to reason that Kauffman would raise Penelope's status in her art: Asa woman
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who kept the creditors at bay and cared for her husband and father by her talent with a
paintbrush, Kauffman resembles Penelope, who with her loom endured even more

challenging tests of strength.

Penelope Taking Down the Bow of Ulysses

The second painting of Kauffman's Penelope series is Penelope Taking Down the
Bow of Ulysses (1768).65 Exhibited at the first exhibition of the Royal Academy in 1769,
it had first been shown earlier at the Society of Artists exhibition in honor of King Christian
VIIL. By this time, Kauffman had moved to England and was building a successful career
as an artist. There is much conjecture as to how large a part her close friendship with
Reynolds played in her success during this time. Though there is little doubt that Reynolds
held her in high regard and may have been in love with her, Kauffman's reputation was
derived from her own talent for painting and pleasing her clients.56 The four paintings that
she showed at the 1769 67 exhibition caused a sensation due to their unique subject matter.
As1 mentioned previously, all were based on classical themes that focused on the Greek
and Trojan legends.68 With the exception of Benjamin West's Agrippina Landing a
Brundisium with the Ashes of Germanicus and Kauffman's works, most of the other
paintings shown at the exhibit were portraits and landscapes. As Walch points out, the
paintings "placed her right alc;ngside Benjamin West as one of the two leading painters of
classical history then in London."62

Of the four paintings exhibited at the show, Penelope Taking the Bow of Ulysses
is the only one that deals primarily with the Odyssey and is the only one that focuses
primarily on a female character. Based on Odyssey 21.42-62 ('H &’ &ve &) 6&Aapov
Toév aikeTto Bia yuvaikdv oliBov Te Bpinvov TrpocePrioeTo. . . : When she shining
among women, had come to the chamber, and had come up to the caken threshold. . .), we
find Penelope majestically reaching up to the bow hanging on the wall of the storeroom.
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Crouching below her is one of her attendants arranging the arrows in their quiver. Our
eyes focus on Penelope's face and hands, awash in light among the shadowy features of
the bow and her maid.

As in her first Penelope painting, Kauffman once again draws from Caylus's text.
What is significant about Penelope Taking Down the Bow of Ulysses is that it presents a
scene no one before has ever painted before in Western tradition. Following
Shaftesbury's advice Kauffman uses the bow to represent the absent Odysseus, just as she
did in Penelope at the Loom .70 Thus, when Penelope touches the bow submerged in the
dark shadow, she, in effect, touches her husband who may or may not be present in the
great hall in the guise of the stranger. Penelope's face and hands are well lit, signifying the
hope she holds for the competition—and perhaps even the revelation that Odysseus is
indeed present and will win the contest. Because the bow contest is a collaboration
between Athene, the goddess of weaving and strategies, and cunning Penelope, the focus
on Penelope's hands makes sense here. Though no longer busy at the loom with her
trickery, her clever hands are engaged in yet another scheme to bring down the slow-witted
suitors.

Manners and Williamson intimate that the criticism Kauffman received for The
Interview of Hector and Andromache also lends itself to the Penelope painting. One critic
commenting on the works remarked, "The defects in her method are in my opinion,
counterbalanced by the many beauties of thought and feeling with which her work is
permeated.”™ He goes onto say, "'She shows great wisdom in her choice of a subject. . ..
Her composition is full of grace, and the figures have the quiet dignity of the Greek
models. Her women are most womanly, modest and loving, and she conveys with much
art the proper relation between the sexes, the dependence of the weaker on the stronger,
which appeals very much to her masculine critics™7! This may well be true because

according to Roworth, John Parker, a friend of Joshua Reynolds, bought all four of
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Kauffman's works, thus bringing her much critical and financial success. Having just
inherited Saltram Park at this time, Parker was in the process of decorating it. Itis believed
that Kauffman's paintings were commissioned specifically for this estate.72 Walch makes
this comment about Kauffman's work from the 1769 exhibition: *Moreover, the subjects
of these paintings are well suited to her talents, as none calls for overly dramatic or overly
masculine treatment that would have been quite beyond her capabilities at this or any other
time.” He also mentions the "stoicism" found in Penelope's demeanor.”3

Kauffman's predilection for painting Penelope may reflect her understanding of
herself as a Penelope figure, for she too exudes cunning intelligence. Just as Penelope
knew how to handle the suitors, Kauffman was well aware how to deal with those who
could make or break her career. The critics are right. Itis true that Kauffman does not shy
away from emphasizing Penclope's femininity by portraying her as beautiful, modest,
loving, and unmasculine. However, rather than seeing these attributes as a sign of her
weakness as a woman, she portrays them as evidence of her heroism. Furthermore,
Penclope emerges in this painting as courageous and determined, which are generally
regarded as masculine qualities. Her active participation in the contest undermines any

attempt to view her as passive and weak, or to divorce these traits from the feminine nature.

Penelope Weeping Over the Bow of Ulysses

I should mention here that Kauffman painted a continuation of this scene
approximately seven years later. Commissioned by Lord Exeter for Burghley House,
Penelope Weeping over the Bow of Ulysses 74 was executed between 1775 and 1778.75 A
rather obscure painting, little has been written about it and the image available is small and
in black and white.

Taken from Ody . 21. 53-56 (€vBev dpeEapévn and Tacodiov alvuto
TOEov. . . : From there she reached, and took the bow from its peg. . .) this scene shows



119

Penelope seated, holding Ulysses's bow. Itis obvious that she has already removed the
bow from its place on the wall. Now, it rests in her lap as she cries overit. Herheadis
turned downward signifying her sorrow. Alone, she allows herself a moment to grieve for
her husband, who may not come in time to stop the suitors. That Kauffman does not
begrudge Penclope her tears indicates that it is not shameful for womento cry. Itisnota
sign of weakness to feel sorrow and to allow oneself to express pain, for Penelope does
not indulge herself for long. As we know, she returns to the great hall to begin the contest.
In his commentary on Kauffman's work, Walch refers to Penelope's stoicism,”6
demonstrated by her ability to continue with her task despite her suffering.

At the heart of this painting is Penelope's emotional outburst. As Kauffman shows
us, Penelope cries for a good reason. She is at the brink of ruin. The bow contest is a last

ditch effort she has concocted to save herself from the suitors. Unless Ulysses comes

now, she may not have any other option but to marry one of these men. The hope and
revelation that glowed in her face in the previous painting is now missing from this one.
Penelope is feeling crushed by a fate she cannot control.

Itis interesting to note that in 1767 Kauffman was involved in a scandal that almost
destroyed her reputation. Swept off her feet by a man posing as a Swedish nobleman,
Kauffman realized too late that he was a fraud. By that time she had married the man, who
was, in truth an already-married valet, taking the guise of his master. When his ruse was
discovered, he kidnapped Kauffman and ransomed her to her father. Later, Kauffman was
able to buy him off and he disappeared. Her marital position in question, Kauffman could
not marry again until his death, which came shosily afier iu 1780. During the iime of her
"ill-fated romance" and the subsequent gossip Kauffman managed to continue painting and
to get commissions. Although the taint of scandal followed long after his death, she lost no
work and few friends.”7 Like Penelope, she endured.
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Penelope Invoking Minerva's Aid for the Safe Return of Telemachus

Five years after the success of Penelope Taking Down the Bow and the other
works from the 1769 exhibition, Kauffman executed her third Penelope painting. This
one, Penelope Invoking Minerva's Aid for the Safe Return of Telemachus,”8 was shown in
the 1774 exhibit at the Royal Academy. Based on the action taking place in Ody. 4. 762-
769 (KAUBI nev, atyrdxoto Aids Téxkos, &TpuTcdun. . . : Hear me, Atrytone, child of
Zeus of the aegis. . .), we find Penelope pleading to Minerva for her help in stopping the
suitors's plans to ambush Telemachus's ship. Some scholars claim that her friend, Frances
Anne Hoare, posed as Penelope for this picture. However, as Roworth points out, the
disparity between the features Kauffman gives Penelope and the portrait Kauffman painted
of Frances Hoare at Stourhead makes this impossible.??

Following Homer’s text, Penelope and her maidservants beseech Athene. In the
hands of one of the attendants is a container holding the barley grains they offer to the
goddess. Kauffman includesin her painting a statue of Athene to signify her presence in
the scene. With her hand raised, Penelope looks up at the goddess, who in turn gazes
down on Penelope. Once again, Penelope is awash in light, demonstrating that the
goddess listens to her entreaty and will guard over Telemachus.

Although Penelope herself is not able to single-handedly take on the suitors who
plot against her son, she knows how to go about thwarting their efforts. By asking for
Athene's help, she places her well-being in the hands of someone else more capable of
dealing with these men than she. As in the previous painting, we are compelled to look at
Penelope's hands, which motion both up to the goddess and down toward the floor of the
room. When looking at them, we are reminded of what connects the two women: As the
goddess of weaving and strategies, Athene certainly would certainly favor Penelope, a

woman who weaves a plot to outwit the suitors. That the goddess hears Penelope on this
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occasion and watches over her throughout the Odyssey is indicative of Penelope's worth,
for Athene has made it clear that that she respects only those mortals who are cunning and
wise.80
Like Penclope, Kauffman relied on her hands for her art, as well as for her artifice.

According to Roworth, The London Chronicle had this to say about Kauffman and her
ability tocreate:

This Artist, considering her sex, is certainly possessed of very great

merit. She is endued with that bold and daring genius which leads

her to employ her pencil upon historical paintings which are much

superior to portraits and landscapes as an epic poem is to a pastoral,

or a tragedy to a farce 8!
Thus, with her art Kauffman devises her own shroud that epitomizes her brilliance and
clevemess. That she outclassed most of the male artists of her time demonstrates that she
could stand up to the challenges that faced her as one woman among so many men. This
point is borne out when we consider that most comments made about Kauffman often
express surprise at a woman's ability to carry out the large themes required by history
painting.

The Return of Telemachus

As in the paintings of Penelope with Ulysses's bow, Kauffman painted a
continuation of Penelope Invoking Minerva's Aid for the Safe Return of Telemachus. This
painting, entitled The Return of Telemachus 82 was exhibited in 1775. Edward Stanley,
11th Earl of Derby commissioned this work, along with Andromache Fainting at the
Unexpected Sight of Aeneas on his Arrival in Epirus, for his London house. Intended as an
"overdoor"—that is, a pediment over a doorway—this work is "wide, horizontal format,

with figures arranged across the picture plane within a shallow place."83 It is only one of
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four decorative works authenticated as Kauffman's work. Most of what is attributed to her
are simply copies and were reproduced, which is a testament to her popularity as a
decorative artist.84

Kauffman deviates only slightly from the action found in Ody. 17. 31-39 (Tov 8¢
oAU Trpcd> T €lde Tpogds EUpUxAaia. . . : Farthe first to see him was his nurse
Eurykleia. . .). Aswe see from the picture, having just run down the flight of steps,
Penelope embraces Telemachus, who has just returned safely from his journey.
Penelope’s face and body overshadows Telemachus's, who seems more like an adolescent
than a young man who has come of age. An old woman, apparently Euryclea rushes from
behind him. Her joy cannot be contained, for she has thrown her arms above her head in
an obvious gesture of happiness and disbelief. Four others servants remain behind
Euryclea, each motioning toward Penelope and Telemachus. That they do not run to greet
him signifies their fear of his return and their obvious displeasure over the failure of the
suitors's plan to kill him. The tendemness displayed among mother, son, and nurse, then is
Jjuxtaposed against the action of the maidservants who have been plotting with the suitors's
against Penelope’s family.

Manners and Williamson point out that "the picture is tamely painted with strong
local colours on the various dresses.”85 Walch seems to be in agreement that it is more
subdued than many of the rest of Kaufmann's paintings. He says that it is "not exactly
heroic in tone {it is] at least iconographically adventuresome."86 Keeping in mind the size
of the work (2’2" x 5'4") and the location it was designed for, a grander painting may have
not been appropriate. But I disagree that the work lacks a heroic theme. The presence of
the anxious servant women is a reminder of the dangers that still await Penelope. This

happy moment that she and Telemachus share is only temporary, for soon the suitors wiil
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be back at the palace even more rapacious than before. With their plot to kill Telemachus
out in the open, very little will contain them. She will need a far better trick to outwit them
the next time.
The Parting of Ulysses and Penelope, Penelope at Work, and Penelope Awakened by
Euryclea with the News of Ulysses's Return
The three additional Penelope paintings that Kauffman executed, The Parting of
Ulysses and Penelope, Penelope at Work, and Penelope Awakened by Euryclea with the
News of Ulysses's Return , are obscure works. In the case of the first two pictures, the
images are not available for viewing, and in the case of the latter, little information can be
found on its background. However, I would like to include a brief discussion about them
using the materials that are available.
The first of these, The Parting of Ulysses and Penelope (1775), 87 belongs to the
collection of the Earl of Derby in Knowsley. Manners and Williamson describe it in this
way:
On the extreme right is a circular altar adorned with blue fillets and
branches, with a Greek word inscribed on a medallion in front. A
bearded warrior with clasped hands approaches and gazes with an
expression of great solicitude upon a matronly female, seatedina
fainting state, upon a chair, and two women attend the fainting lady.
The golden sacrificial vessels stand on the ground between the
group of females and the altar. Sharf states that the composition is
far superior to, and much more effectively coloured than, the
companion picture ... but he is uncertain respecting its actual
subject. 2ft. 2in. X 5ft. 4in.88

We can cull some details about this work from this commentary. First, as the title says, the

action takes place between Penelope and Odysseus, who is about to leave. The observation
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on Penelope's matronly features intimates that this departure occurs after Odysseus has
returned to Ithaka and that it is referring to his last journey. Penelope faints because she
must once again experience the loss of her husband who has already been gone for twenty
years of their marriage.

Penelope at Work 8° was created in 1782 for Sir William Hamilton, the British
Ambassador to the court of Naples. After the death of her father, Kauffman returned to
Rome for a short visit, then moved on to Naples for five months. Because Hamilton was a
renowned collector of Greek vases, Kauffman's visit to the Hamilton home resulted in this
painting inspired by one of the vases he had in his collection.0 The painting, described as
alarge oval (2 x 1'7") piece, features Penelope and two female assistants working at the
loom.%! Like Penelope at the Loom executed eleven years earlier, it refers to the trick that
Penelope played on the suitors found in Ody. 2.93-95.

The last of these, Penelope Awakened by Euryclea with the News of Ulysses's
Return,92 alludes to that moment in Ody. 23. 1-9 (Ipnis &' £l Umrepey’ GvePriceTo
kayxaAéwoa . . . : The old woman laughing loudly went to the upper chamber. . .)
when Euryclea goes to Penelope'’s chamber to alert her to the fact that Odysseus has
returned and that he was indeed the stranger. Painted in 1773, it was engraved twice, once
by Burke in 1773 and again W.W. Ryland in 1785. Walch tells us that the engraving is
damaged; therefore, it is difficult to discern some of the objects clearly.93

Asleep in her bed, Penelope is turned on her side so that we can observe her resting
peacefully. Gone are the tears she has wept and the anxious look on her face. Euryclea
approaches her. Reaching out to her mistress, she touches her lightly on her shoulder.
Euryclea's right hand clutches her breast as if in relief. The background of the painting is
dark, as is Euryclea's dress and the bed on which Penelope lies. Only Penelope's body
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and the back of the nurse emerge from the shadows. Although it is hard to make out many
of the objects found in the image, Walch tells us that in the picture there are coals smoking
on the brazier, a burning torch, and statue of Athene 94

From the way Kauffman depicts this scene, it is obvious that Penelope is already
dreaming about her husband's return. That she has lost the fretful look on her face and
relaxes easily on her bed indicates that she senses his presence in the palace. The loving
look on Euryclea's face suggests that she gladly bears the news to her mistress. The
smoldering coals suggest the death of the fiery suitors, whom Odysseus has just slain. As
we remember from Penelope Invoking Minerva's Aid, Kauffman includes a statue of
Athene to indicate the goddess's presence in the scene. Besides showing great favor to
Penelope, with whom she shares many traits, Athene has also brought Odysseus safely
home and has helped him defeat the men who had overrun his home.

Walch mentions that Kauffman's Penelope paintings have no precedent. The
works are unique in that they depict for the first time scenes from the Odyssey that had yet
to be highlighted in the visual arts. Furthermore, they are important because they have
been copied by other artists working after Kauffman. Most notable is John Flaxman, who
derived many of his ideas from Kauffman's canvases.?5 So despite the neglect she
suffered, Kauffman did indeed influence generations of artists with her approach to
Homer's story, whether she was credited or not for her brilliant insight in the epic.

The Penelope we find in Kauffman's work embodies those qualities generally
thought to define femininity. As we have seen, Kauffman views Penelope as enterprising,
cunning, modest, beautiful, intuitive, patient, wise, intelligent, loving, clever, and
sensitive. However, rather than ridicule Penelope for being "womanly,” Kauffman
elevates her to heroic proportions. Despite the constraints placed upon Penelope’s

movements because of her gender, she never appears to be passive or at the mercy of the
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suitors. In fact, Kauffman interprets Penelope's actions in staving off the suitors and
caring for her home as active deeds, worthy of praise. That a female artist known for her
great beauty and talent accords Penelope mega kleos makes sense, for Kauffman saw a

mirror image of her own life as a woman and an artist when she looked upon Penelope.

Conclusion

Atatime when women were pursuing activities outside the home and distant from
those traditionally associated with them, Penelope emerges as the epitome of female
heroism. Despite the fact that Homer’s Odyssey is readily available in translation and is
relatively inexpensive to purchase, artists during the Baroque and Enlightenment periods
still opt to portray Penelope as she has always been. In all of the works that we have
examined, Penelope remains chaste and good. Nowhere is she linked with adulterous
conduct and questionable behavior. However, the artists of this time begin to view her as
the embodiment of the emerging female heroism. In the case of Monteverdi, Penelope
represents the Virgin Mary and, so, achieves her heroic status through her position as the
Quecen of Heaven and co-creator of mankind. It is interesting to note that Monteverdi's
Penelope leaves the confines of her home to venture out to the countryside. Thus, she
becomes the first Penelope in art associated with the public sphere. On the other hand,
Kauffman's Penelope remains within the palace, attending to her duties and responsibilities
as mother and queen. But Kauffman does not need to link Penelope to Christian icons in
order to elevate her status. The simple fact that she excels in intelligence, courage, and
craft entitles her to be considered a hero. That Penelope also possesses other traits more
closely associated with women, such as sensitivity, modesty, faithfulness, beauty, and

patience does not preclude her from heroism. In fact, these too contribute to the kind of
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excellence unique to women. Far from idealizing Penelope, Mottley and Cooke hold her
up for ridicule. Disagreeing with Pope's treatment of her in his translation of the Odyssey,

they make a burlesque of Homer's work, lampooning those traits in Penelope others had so
admired.?6
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Chapter §
Virtue Defiled:
Penelope of the Romantics and Victorians

Tiresome the modern woman is. I like women when they're good and
kind and pretty—agreeable objects in the landscape of existence—give
life to it—and pleasant to look at and think about. What do they want
with votes? (Edward Burne-Jones to Thomas Rooke)!

Introduction

Bume-Jones's commeant here reveals much about the 19th Century attitude
regarding women. First, it tells us that only old-fashioned women can be tolerated. Those
who aspire to modern notions of equality are irksome at best. If we have any questions
about what exactly Burne-Jones's definition of an old-fashioned woman is, he makes it
perfectly clear: Sheisa "good and kind and pretty” omament who merely fills out his
world. This type of woman would never aspire to equality of the sexes or desire to have a
say in her "landscape” by voting. Instead, she would be content to remain under men's
tutelage and control. Never would she be able to maintain an estate on her own while her
husband was away, never would she be able to fend off unsavory interlopers with tricks
and schemes, and never, under any circumstances, would this kind of woman be able to
outwit and outmaneuver her stronger more intelligent husband. Thus, we can see that this
attitude about what comprises the nature of a "good woman" denudes women of their
intellectual powers. Likewise, Penelope is stripped of her cunning and mental strength.
With a few exceptions, she is relegated to a role in which she is viewed simply as "the
forlom wife"2 of Odysseus—her wit and craftiness taken from her.

As we have seen thus far in this study, Penelope has been regarded primarily as

faithful, modest, and chaste. However, we have also learned that some artists worked
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against this tradition and portrayed her as intelligent, crafty, hard-working, enlightened,
independent, and strong-willed. These anomalies that emerged outside of the traditional
view of Penelope augmented her status as something more than a grieving near-widow.
Thus, 19th Century thinkers and writers inherited a very complex portrait of Penelope, one
whose image had been elevated during the Baroque and Enlightenment Periods to heroic
status because of her resiliency and perseverance, as well as her goodness. However, in
looking at the art of the Romantics and Victorians, we see that artists choose to ignore this
complexity in their depictions of her. Of the forty-four interpretations of Penelope I have
identified from this period most treat her simply as Odysseus's good and loving mate. (See
Appendix A.) From Tennyson's "aged wife"3 to Richmond's sculpture of the virginal and
madonna-like Penelope,* Penelope's image is bound to the ideal of chastity and goodness
—all other qualities neglected or forgotten. Furthermore, even the anomalies that crop up
in this period do violence to her presence in works illustrating the Odyssey . What is left of
her image-—that is, her virtue—is defiled. In Lord Byron's poem, "To Penelope,” her
goodness is assailed as an obstacle to Byron's (and ultimately man's) true happiness, and
in F. C. Burnand's burlesque, Patient Penelope, or the Return of Ulysses, her modesty is

viewed as petty and vain.

19th Century Interpretations of Myth and Legend

Much discussion took place during the 19th Century regarding the "proper nature of
women."5 However, as we have already seen during previous periods of time, the
definitions of and attitudes toward the "good" and "bad" woman had long been part of
Western tradition. The Romantic and Victorian artists introduced little that was new to the
discourse about women'’s conduct. However, they did indeed exert a great deal of

influence in the way in which the conduct of female mythological and legendary figures
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was interpreted, and this in turn affected the way their audiences viewed women and the
icons used to represent them. Writing about this phenomenon, Kestner says:

In the nineteenth century, when classical studies and icons were

conspicuous, myths were crucial to the formation of attitudes about

women that created predispositions about female qualities.

Classical-subject canvases employed legends that reinforced the

practice of the patriarchal society to define women by emphasizing

sexual identity over gender identity, men by gender identity as much

as by sexual identity. The result of this stress was that woman's

biological function was construed as central in determining her

nature, while a man's physiological role received less accentuation

than his gender role. According to the patriarchy, the fact thata

woman was female was a greater definer than that she was feminine,

while men emphasized being masculine as well as being male. Asa

result, a woman could be construed as born with an unvarying

nature, while a man exhibited development, progress, and

advancement as well as unchanging heroic predisposition.6
In this context we see why Penelope's chastity emerges as the preeminent characteristic for
which she is known. Furthermore, because this view of women precludes any link to
heroism, we understand why Penelope's contribution to the story of the Odyssey becomes
secondary to the more masculine enterprises of journeying and adventuring of her husband.
Therefore, Samuel Taylor Coleridge's comment that "Penelope does not interest us in an
equal degree with her husband"7 makes sense here. Her role as chaste wife provokes little

interest in an audience primed to prefer masculine achievements. That Penelope is locked
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out of the story's action parallels the general view that women are incapable of sustained
and vigorous intellectual activity that would result in anything that an audience would find
worth exploring.

Interest in Greco-Roman culture continued to rise in Europe during the 18th and
19th Centuries.8 It is interesting to note that while Homer’s Odyssey provided the
inspiration for the Romantic poet of the late 18th and early 19th Century, the lliad was
more highly regarded by the Victorians of the mid to late-19th Century. Odysseus's
conduct, for example, aroused in the romantic spirit the notion of wanderlust and heroic
adventure.? On the other hand, the political views originating in the "expansionist policies
of British imperialism"10 contributed to the Victorian admiration of the lliad. As Kestner
points out, during the Victorian Age Homer’s Jliad . . . "'became a handbook of ethics, not
just in Great Britain, but over a wide swathe of Europe, from the end of the eighteenth
century onwards.’" Images of Aphrodite or of her victim Helen would reinforce with
classical models the negative image of women found in Christianity, whether one was a
believer or not."!! Homeric female figures also fared poorly in a culture that embraced the
expansive nature of male heroes who adventure, war, and a narrow notion of conduct
inherent in women. The prevailing attitudes toward women and the use of Greco-Roman
myth and legend to foster these views resulted in a strict demarcation between "good” and
"bad" female icons. Once associated with a particular kind of conduct, female figures were
limited by the constraints surrounding that conduct. The polarity that developed between
"angelic” and "demonic” behavior simplified even the most complex female figures like
Penelope.!2

For the most part, angelic icons included "sweet" Andromache,!3 "forlom
Penelope” and sacrificing Alcestis.!4 Artists generally depicted these figuresin art as
compliant, subservient, good-natured, non-sexual, unintelligent. On the other hand, the

demonic icons included the "deluding Siren,” "dehumanizing Circe,” "disastrous Helen,"
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and "murderous Medea."!5 Described as violent, highly charged, domineering, and self-
assertive, these models were used to remind audiences of women's debased nature. In
fact, it was believed that little separated the good woman from the bad—the lot of woman,
in general, is that her intellectual and moral inferiority threatens to guide herinto the abyss
of depravity and insanity.16

Rejecting these notions about women, feminists of the 19th Century also rejected
the icons associated with them. Penelope's image of the patient and waiting wife of
Ulysses did little to encourage women involved in the fight for female rights to embrace
her. Thus, because she was seen as a model of goodness, Penelope was ignored or
assailed by members of her own gender and locked in a role by both male and female
artists where she did little but weep and sigh forlornly. It is interesting to note that despite
the fact that society expected women to conduct themselves virtuously like Penclope, some
males found her particular brand of virtue hard to take. As we see with Byron, Penelope's
image is tamished because he associates her goodness with the virtue he found abhorent in
his own wife, Annabella. Burnand, on the other hand, pokes fun at the high opinion
others have of her good conduct. Although her behavior was called into question
previously by Mottley and Cooke or her honor tempted as in Carew's "Rapture,” we have
yet to see Penelope's goodness debased solely on the basis of its virtuousness, nor have
we encountered a petty and vain interpretation of good Penelope. Thus, the restraints and
requirements placed on Penelope during the 19th Century leave her very little room to
maneuver: She would be branded bad and demonic if she had behaved inappropriately
with other men—like her cousin Helen—and at the same time she is vilified even when she

acts within the bounds of virtue.
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Romanticism and Homer
As an artistic movement, Romanticism emerged as a reaction to the prevailing views
of the Neo-Classic Period preceding it. Douglas Bush tells us that:
The romantic movement involved, to attempt 2 compendious
summary, a change from a mechanical conception of the world to an
enthusiastic religion of nature, from rational virtue to emotional
sensibility, from Hobbesian egoism to humanitarian benevolence,
from realism to optimism, from acceptance of things as they are to
faith in progress, from contentment with urban civilization to
sentimental primitivism, from traditional doctrines of literary
imitation to conceptions of the naive and original, from poetics
preoccupation with the normal, the true, and the actual to dreams of
the strange, the beautiful, and the ideal. . .. The catalogue may be
lengthened, but this will serve.l7

Thus, the Romantic Movement entailed a shift in views from the previous period that

embodies, for the most part, a move toward emotionalism, interest in social issues,

primitivism, and a love for the exotic.

Due to his perceived "defects of irregularity and ‘naiveté,” Homer in particular
enjoyed a rise in popularity. Romantics embraced him because as a "strolling bard" he fit
the image of the lone genius. Likewise, his art was viewed as "[o]riginal” and "amazing.”
Stephen Rogers points out that:

The particular nostalgia of the Hellenists often fastened on Homer.
Homer received some of the sentiments which other primitivists
attached to Ossxan Chénier's Homer is the primitive and pastoral
bard. ... To Shelley, Homer was even Shakespeare's superior,

perfect as he was in the union of sensuous immediacy with clarity of
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thought. Leopardi's reflections on Homer are even more revealing.
To Leopardi, Homer was a literary mystery that endlessly fascinated
his speculations and supplied him with critical standards and with
examples of poetic technique. Indeed, after reading through
Leopardi's notes on Homer, one feels the justness of Nello Carini's
surmise that to Leopardi Homer was a sort of god.!8
The religiosity the Romantics accorded Homer influenced the way in which their audiences
viewed the story. The feats of Achilles and the adventures of Ulysses regaled audiences.

For most, Penelope retained her epitaph as faithful Penelope, the good wife.

Lord Byron

Byron patterned his adventuring Don Juan, a character from his epic poem of the
same name, after Homer’s Odysseus.!® Thus, Byron's intellectual link to Homer is
evinced in this reconfiguring of the poet's story. That Byron may have personally
identified with the wandering Odysseus seems plausible. Both men traveled extensively
throughout their known worlds. Both men fought for Greece against cultures originating
from the same geographical areas. Both men had amorous relationships with beautiful,
seductive women. Both men had faithful, virtuous wives whom they left behind. Itis the
last of these similarities that interests us here, for it offers the most insight into Byron's
notion of Penelope and female virtue associated with her.

We get a glimpse of Byron's view of Penelope in a poem addressed to his ex-wife,
Anne Isabella Milbanke, six years after their divorce. "To Penelope, January 2, 1821," 20
constitutes a general complaint about his marriage to this virtuous woman. Byron writes:

This day, of all our days, has done

The worst for me and you:—-
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'Tis just six years since we were one,
And five since we were two.

Although it is a short poem containing only four lines, it is filled with the cynicism and
sarcasm that followed the bitter break up between the two. That he addresses it to
"Penelope” rather than "Annabella” suggests that he identifies Annabella with the good
Penelope (as he, himself, identifies with Odysseus). For the most part, the poem tells us

- what he thinks of his marriage to such a woman: He rues the day he married her and is
happy that enough time has passed to erase the pain of their marriage from his memory. It
isimportant to understanding the depth of Byron's resentment toward Annabella that we
look briefly at Byron's courtship of and marriage to her. In doing so, we will gain insight
into his general view toward female virtue and Penelope in this poem.

Initially Byron's relationship with the young and innocent Annabella was tangled
up in liaisons with other women whom he was fond of. The niece of his confidante Lady
Melbourne and a cousin by marriage to Caroline Lamb, with whom Byron enjoyed an
intense and tempestuous affair, Annabella possessed none of the libertine spirit of her
relations. Raised in semi-isolation by the sea outside Durham, Annabella was schooled by
tutors. Evidence suggests that she received an excellent education, adept at math,
philosophy and, like Byron, the classics.2! Uncomfortable with her knowledge of
mathematics, Byron sarcastically referred to her later as his "Princess of Parallelograms."22
But despite her vast learning, Annabella lacked social graces and an understanding of men
like Byron. Though her initial instincts about Byron's waywardness were correct, they
quickly gave way to romantic notions of saving his soul and correcting his rakishness. As
for Byron's view of Annabella, he was intrigued by this "feminine” young woman who
possessed a "retired modesty about her."23

When they met away from the hordes of admirers surrounding Byron after the

publication of his masterwork, Childe Harold, Annabella sensed a lack in his temperament,
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but was certain that Byron was truly good. Writing to her mother at this time, Annabella
remarked: "Lord B. is certainly very interesting, but he wants that calm benevolence which
could only touch my heart.” Later she added: "I consider it as an act of humanity and a
Christian duty not to deny him any temporary satisfaction he can derive from my
acquaintance. . . . He is not a dangerous person to me. . . . I cannot think him destitute of
natural religion—it is in his heart."24 Byron's remark to his lover Caroline about
Annabella is telling. He said: "She is too good for a fallen spirit to know, and I should
like her more if she was less perfect."25 Despite their better instincts, the two wrote often
to one another, thus encouraging a relationship that was doomed from the start.

Byron's recognition that his affair with the married Caroline ran the risk of ruining
his political stability and social standing may have contributed to his musings about
marrying Annabella. But however much he claimed to hold Annabella in high regard,
Byron was reticent about getting involved with a woman who "requires time and all of the
cardinal virtues” and preferred to dally with married women looking for a temporary but
passionate companion.26 Lady Melbourne, eager to see her brooding friend content with a
loving wife, began to press Annabella into considering Byron as a suitable mate. The
response she received from the young woman suggested that Annabella could be happy
with anyone but the poet. Feeling rejected by Annabella’s response, Byron turned away
momentarily from Annabella to less apprehensive women and more dangerous
relationships.27 It was shortly after this that Byron began his involvement with his half-
sister Augusta. Itis interesting to note that after marrying Annabella, he tormented his wife
with the fact that had she married him when he asked two years earlier, she would have
kept him from this heinous sin.

But Annabella's modest and circumspect ways piqued Byron's interest more than
deterred him. Her letters to him frequently contained "sermons” and talk of virtue.28

Byron took his time in accepting the official invitation to visit her, opting instead to remain
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with his sister with whom he was far more comfortable. When finally the situation
surrounding their relationship threatened to ruin the reputations of both brother and sister,
Augusta pressed for Byron to find a wife. Shortly after, one of Byron's letters to
Annabella contained the thinly veiled suggestion that he loved her and would still marry
her. Annabella, by this time sure of her love for Byron, accepted Byron's rather weak and
unromantic marriage proposal. Byron's response to her acceptance of his proposal
contains references to the happiness she will bring him and her goodness. He writes:
"Your letter has given me new existence. It was unexpected, I need not say unwelcome . .
.. I'know your worth and revere your virtues as I love yourself and if every proof in my
power of my full sense of what is due to you will contribute to your happiness, I shall
have secured my own."2? While there is much conjecture as to whether Byron meant this
at the time to Annabella, friends close to him had doubts about his ability to sustaina
relationship with one so inexperienced and high-minded. Caroline's reaction contains a
honest inventory of the problems that would soon arise between Byron and Annabella: He
would never be able to "pull with 2 woman who went to church punctually, understood
statistics, and had a bad figure."30 This was still Byron, the infide! who rejected religion,
disdained handling money and working through numbers, and loved voluptuous women.
He had no experience with women like Annabella.

Nevertheless on January 2, 1815 Byron married her. A simple wedding, the bridge
and groom were accompanied only by Annabella's immediate family, her governess, and
two clergymen. By the time Byron had arrived at Seaham for the ceremony he had long
entertained doubts that were growing by the minute. The forty mile carriage ride that took
them to their honeymoon retreat did little to convince him that he had made the right
decision. Byron's irascibility over his wife's prim and virtuous nature and Annabella's
temerity of Byron's moodiness stood in the way of what should have been a happy

occasion.3! Other problems also arose in the first weeks of their marriage. Byron
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interpreted Annabella's inexperience with men as a coldness toward him. Likewise,
Annabella had her own complaints about Byron's cool treatment of her. Due to his’
embarrassment over his malformed leg, Byron had made it a point never to fall asleep with
his lovers, which bothered Annabella. Furthermore, Byron's sullenness and frequent
alcohol-induced outbursts frightened the prim young wife, while Annabella's inability to
understand Byron's sarcastic humor angered him. And on top of the difficulty the two
were having in adjusting to one another and marriage, Byron's own personal finances were
a disaster. When after his marriage he pressed Augusta to continue their relationship, she
rejected him. Byron's mood, though dark to begin with when the visit with his sister
began, became venomous toward both women.32 As his temperament continued to
worsen, Annabella—certain that he was insane and dangerous—left him, taking their child
Ada with her.33 Shortly afterward, Byron took off for Europe to escape the scandal of
incest and his financial problems, never to see Annabella again.

Six years and two weeks after their wedding, then, Byron penned the poem
maligning their union. Why Byron married such a modest and religious woman to begin
with after bedding down some of the most cultured and willing women in Europe raises
questions about just how much he did indeed identify with Odysseus, for throughout his
courtship with Annabella Byron commented upon her virtue and goodness. The answer to
this question may be found in another author that Byron held dear to his heart: Dante. For
although he may have "take[n] the Odyssey as [his] first pattern,” he certainly turned to the
Divine Comedy for his second.34 Scholarship about Byron has focused on the poet's
identification with Ulysses, mostly pointing to Ulysses's connection to Byron's character,
Don Juan. Both W. B. Stanford and Hermione de Almeida demonstrate this in their
studies.35 However, little work has been done on the way he connected Annabella to
Penelope, which in fact holds the key to understanding why he married and then rejected

this woman in the first place and ultimately gives us insight into the poem.
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We do not need to look far to find Byron's love for Dante. During his travels in
Italy, for example, Byron took great pains to visit Dante's tomb in Ravenna and spent time
reading the Inferno with his lover Teresa36 For the most part, Byron admired all of the
Divine Comedy but turned his attention most often to the story of Francesca and Paolo
found in Inf. 5 37—at least when he wished to demonstrate forbidden love with one of his
married paramours. But his interest in the story does not end there. We find Inf. 26 is
reflected in the way Byron viewed domestic life with a virtuous and devoted wife. While
Byron may have coveted the love of an unattainable and virtuous woman represented by
Francescain Inf. 5, he had no remorse about rejecting a good woman who was truly his—
just as Ulysses does with Penelope in Inf. 26.

Looking back at Inf. 26.90-99, we remember that after spending a year with the
enchantress Circe, Ulysses chooses to continue with his voyage rather than return home.
He foregoes his responsibilities to his father, son, and wife in order to "divenir del mondo
esperto/ e de li vizi umani e del valore” ("to leam about the world and the vices of people
and their worth”). Likewise, Byron dallied with numerous exciting and exotic women,
foregoing his virtuous wife to pursue a life of adventure in Europe. Byron's lack of
commitment to Annabella was obvious from the start. He wanted nothing to do witha
large church wedding, forcing Annabella to agree to the small gathering in her home.
When they moved to London, Byron continued with his old habits of staying out late with
friends, eschewing the idea that he should remain home with his wife.38 An invitation to
join his friend Hobhouse in France to observe the changes in that country tempted Byron;
the poet remained home only because of his poor financial state and physical fatigue.39
Eight months into the marriage, Byron took off to visit Augusta, leaving Annabella at
home.40 Even when he returned later to her, he engaged himself in a liaison with a local
actress to the embarrassment of his pregnant wife.4! Byron's commitment to his marriage

mirrored Ulysses's neglect of Penelope in Dante's version of the story.
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Writing about Dante's interpretation of Odysseus, Stanford says:

It was Dante who revolutionized the interpretation of Ulysses's final

fate by presenting him as a man possessed by an irresistible desire

for knowledge and experience of the unknown world. This

conception of an outward-bound, home-deserting hero inspired

some remarkable modemn presentations of Ulysses. . . .42
Byron's conduct toward his wife certainly indicates a bent toward desertion, at first
manifesting itself as an emotional withdrawal and culminating later in a physical one.
Further, in his study, Stanford connects Tennyson's wandering "Ulysses” to Byron's.
Stanford further states that ". . .the Byronic mood returns again for a moment. This time it
expresses itself in ironical contempt for the home-loving Telemachus, ‘centered in the
sphere of common duties', decent, pious, blameless—in fact, (Ulysses implies) intolerably
complacent and priggish."43 Although in Tennyson's retelling of Byron's story, it is
Telemachus who receives the brunt of Byron's disdain; however, we can see that the
adjectives used to describe Odysseus's virtuous son apply also to Annabella / Penelope.

Because Byron had linked himself to Ulysses, he had assumed that a wife as

virtuous as Penelope would suit him well—she would remain at home tending to the home
and hearth without complaint while he sought adventure and pleasure outside of marriage.
Because Dante never gives Penelope's point of view in his telling of the story and because
19th Century expectations of virtuous women did not include speaking up against their
husbands, Byron had a difficult time with Annabelia's feats of liberation, for Annabella
was not silent about being married to a husband filled with wanderlust and a wandering eye
to boot. She took control of her situation. Convinced of his insanity, Annabella began
pressing friends to aid her in getting help for Byron. But when a doctor’s report found
Byron quite sane, Annabeila had no choice but to sue for separation over maltreatment.44
In the end, Annabella's fear that Byron would fight her for guardianship of their child and
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her desire to put a quick end to their poor marriage compelled her to reveal the "suspicions
which had been festering in her mind." The testimony given by Caroline, Byron's former
lover, was all the proof Annabella needed to scare Byron. Afraid that he was near financial
and social ruin, Byron left Piccadilly Terrace with three servants and his doctor and headed
for the continent.45

That Annabella took measures to curb her husband's conduct earlier in their
relationship through her constant lecturing about virtue and, then, in the end rose up against
his ill treatment of her may have been more than Byron bargained forin a marriage. In the
end, Annabella’s / Penelope's virtue stood in the way of his happiness and as his poem
indicates, he disliked being married to a woman like Annabella. In sum, Byron's rejection
of Annabella indicates a rejection of the virtues that Penelope possesses. He turns
Penclope's uéya kAfos, or "great fame” for her virtue into Annabella’s infamy for her
priggishness in "To Penelope.” While society at large may have extolled such a woman

and held her up as a model for other women, Byron certainly does not value her.

Victorian Burlesque

In writing about the peculiarities of Victorian literature, Gordon N. Ray says:
The eclecticism of Victorian writers, the continuing nineteenth-
century attempts to exploit almost every literary manner, lead one to
expect poetry of almost every kind in this period. ...
[Clomparison with the literature of proceeding periods suggests that
Victorian poetry is without the tragic vision, without the heroic, and
without any notable achievement of satire.46

According to Ray, the elements of poetry of the late 19th Century include borrowing and
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reworking literary forms of previous periods. Furthermore, he tells us that these
reconfigurations of past traditions are but dim reminders of the more powerful works that
Victorian poetry borrows from.

Even though Ray is talking about one specific form of writing, his comments
extend to other types of literature written during this time. From his remark about the
decline of satire during the Victorian age, we can surmise that other forms of comedy may
also have suffered during this period. Indeed, scholars point to the mid-18th Century as
the point of decline for burlesque.47 The comedic drama of Mottley and Cooke found in
the mid-18th Century, for example, is more highly valued than the work of F. C. Burnand,
whose plays appeared over one hundred years later. On the surface, both works—
Penelope, A Dramatic Opera and Patient Penelope, or the Return of Ulysses—seem to
perform the same task: to poke fun at the seriousness accorded Homer’s work by
lampooning the heroes (and gods) who appear in the story. The two plays do, however,
vary widely. First, in Bumand's work the heroes are not heroic and the gods have
disappeared. Secondly, while Mottley and Cooke mount a general attack on the way
translators , specifically Alexander Pope, presented Homer’s Penelope to the reading
audience, Burnand turns his attention to a general criticism of contemporary female conduct
through his depiction of Penelope.

Burlesque is a child of comedy whose purpose is to amuse and entertain. Never
bitter, its light humor aims toward an impious treatment of the "objects of its affection."48
Because burlesque "employs laughter as a criticism and reflects truth rather than the
artificial or the ideal"4? we can see that Burnand—like Mottley and Cooke—is not a
reformer, nor is he interested in holding up Penelope's virtuous conduct as a model for
women to emulate or reject. Indeed, that is a job for a satirist.50 However, unlike Mottley
and Cooke, he lacks the awareness that Penelope may possess a heroic nature, or he may

simply choose to ignore her heroism even though this possibility emerged during the period
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preceding his. Thus, while Mottley and Cooke scrutinized Penelope's perceived heroism,
Bumand never conceived that she possessed a heroic nature. For Burnand, Penelope's
conduct is unattached to any higher notions of perseverance and intelligence. Itis simply a
product of typical female vanity and deceitfulness. Furthermore, because Bumand's play
calls attention to the way in which Penelope's patience runs out at the very moment her
husband returns from the war, it is the wronged Ulysses who emerges as the main object
of the playwright's affection. The “truth® Burnand presents, then, does not center on any
failing of Ulysses but on the conduct of Penelope, who for the most part, exemplifies "the

distraught heroine" and a shallow and immoral Victorian aristocrat.5!

F. C. Burnand

Because scholars consider British playwright F. C. Burnand to be a minor artist,
little criticism or commentary exists about his work. He is known for creating burlesques
based on myth and legend that were, for the most part, not well received by his critics. Of
his work one critic wrote: "Mr. F. C. Burnand has made an excellent move by quitting the
region of classical antiquity and turning into a new direction. .. . People were getting a
little tired of those fabulous gods and goddesses. . . . "52 His one act play, Patient
Penelope , avoids deities altogether and concentrates, instead, on mortals from Homer's
story. Comprised of seven "tableaux” (Medon, Penelope, Eurymachus; Ulysses and
Medon; The Banquet; The Apparition; Penelope and Ulysses; Retribution; Happiness),
Burnand reduces Books 17-23 of Homer’s Odyssey to events that occur over the course of
one evening taking place in one room of the house— "Penelope’s Room.” Burnand further
compresses the story by eliminating all but four characters from Homer’s story,
contemporarizing them along the way. Present are Penelope, an English lady, Ulysses,

disguised as an organ grinder, Penelope's servant Medon, and one suitor, Eurymachus.
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The first tableau opens with a confrontation between Eurymachus and Medon, who
is dusting Penelope’s boudoir when Eurymachus comes calling. The low humorS3 of this
scene focuses primarily on a possible pregnancy for Penclope, for Eurymachus's knocking
on the door is tumed into a pun by the two men about "knocking" Penelope up. From the
start, then, Penelope's fidelity is called into question. With her husband away, either the
servant or the lover would be responsible for the patemity of a child. Because Eurymachus
must bribe his way to Penelope's presence, we learn that if indeed Penelope is unfaithful, it
has not been with the suitor. The possibility also arises that he hopes that his visit to her
may result in a sexual liaison between them (Bumand, 5-6).

When Medon does indeed take Eurymachus to see Penelope, she is busy
crocheting. Hiding from her view, Eurymachus waits patiently while Medon paves the
way for his visit. Penelope's faithfulness and patience come under suspicion when Medon
announces Eurymachus's visit. When Medon mentions that her husband may indeed be
dead, she seems happy. Her mood switches to unhappiness when Medon then assures her
that her husband is alive. Saying that she would "indulge no more / In earthly bliss,” she
then declares aloud that she loves "to moan, and groan, and moan.” "Earthly bliss,” here,
suggests carnal pleasures, which are further emphasized by Penelope’s explicit second
comment. Her remarks are not lost on Eurymachus, who hears the lament and silently
promises Penelope that he would not "leave her alone." Thus, Eurymachus suggests that
he would be happy to oblige Penelope should she desire to take a lover (7-8). In this
exchange, Bumand captures the general ambivalence accorded to Penelope's grief, for
throughout the Odyssey we find references both to her grieving for Odysseus and her
interest in marrying another man.54

Penelope sends the servant away. Just as she begins to relax alone in her room,
Eurymachus jumps out from behind her chair, thus fulfilling his previous promise. At first
Penelope is startled and like the heroine from a sentimental novel, she responds helplessly
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to his advances. Locking her in the room, Eurymachus begins reading the "Reuter” report
containing information of Ulysses's whereabouts. Here, Penclope learns that Ulysses has
been tarrying for seven years with Calypso on her island and has even married the nymph.
Enraged by her husband's infidelity, Penelope reacts by showing jealousy toward Calypso,
avoiding blaming her husband for the affair. She says:

Whoe'er she is, there's none I'd like to whip so,

And with a cat o' nine tails make her skip so.

Her arms with pincers I should like to nip so;

The infidel, I'd have her on the hip so,

and scratch her eyes out, mark her pouting lips so;

Then in her heart a poisoned dagger dip so,

and thus I'd make an end of Miss Calypso! (9-10)
That Penelope would ignore Ulysses's own culpability, while heaping the blame on his
lover, hints at a larger "truth” that Burnand is having fun with—that is, the double standard
between men and women and the way in which women contribute to this standard.

Writing about Victorian mores, Nancy Fix Anderson telis us that a double standard

existed that allowed for a man's "discreet sexual freedom” while restricting a good woman
from such action.5 Of course, if all good women must confine their sexual urges to their
husbands, then the only woman with whom a husband could consort is a bad woman.
Thus, we come to understand the nature of Penelope's attack on Calypso and why she lets
Ulysses off the hook for his actions: She equates Calypso's conduct to that of an infidel,
or a fallen godless woman. We must keep in mind that Burnand's Penelope reacts
differently from Homer’s, for Homer’s Penelope never issues any complaint over her
husband's actions.56 Criticism of Penelope in this tableau, then, focuses on her misplaced
anger. This virtuous woman possesses virtue not because she understands ethical issues or

can reason out right and wrong for her herself, but because she blindly accepts the morals
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of the status quo—no matter how misguided they are. Burnand further underscores this
flaw in Penelope by her blind acceptance of Eurymachus's plan for revenge. When
Eurymachus promises to help her extract vengeance against Ulysses, Penelope is at first
overcome by emotion and faints. However, when Eurymachus revives her, Penelope then
turns her anger on her "mad” husband, promising to "plunge a dagger home" in his heart
when she "get[s] hold of him" (10). That Penelope would advocate murdering both
Calypso for her immorality and Ulysses for his madness suggests she lacks sound
judgment and is unable to control her passions. Seduced by Eurymachus's lie, Penelope
plots her husband's death. The tableau ends with Eurymachus and Penelope dancing
together and rejoicing over their plan to kill the unfaithful husband (10-11).

Tableau 2 introduces Ulysses to the play. Here he is disguised as a "wandering
minstrel” (11) and "organ grinder” (12). Entering his home, Ulysses is overjoyed that his
favorite chair remains where it was before he left. However, he states that unlike the
unchanged chair, Penelope will look different. No longer will she be "young” and "slim"
(11). Thus, the emphasis here is on Penelope's physical beauty rather than her intelligence
and goodness. Quickly, Ulysses encounters Medon, who tries to send the street musician
away. When Ulysses calls his name and plays "Pop Goes the Weasel,” Medon recognizes
the music of his former master. Here, by connecting Ulysses to a song about a weasel,
Bumnand pokes fun at Ulysses's reputation as a "sneak"—the trick of the Trojan Horse, for
example, associated him with stealth and secretive conduct.57 Revealing his true identity to
the wayward servant, Ulysses inquires about Penclope. Medon tries to hide evidence of
Eurymachus's presence in the house, but Ulysses sees the second dinner plate and knows
that his wife is entertaining another man. Angry that Penelope has "played him false” (13),
Ulysses proposes to hide in her chamber in order to find out who she is involved with.

Thus, he lies in wait for yet another enemy.
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From his secret place, Ulysses espies the two lovers arm-in-arm. Penelope tells
Eurymachus that she can no longer be faithful to a man who has been unfaithful to her.
Thus, Tableau 3 begins "the banquet scene” in which Ulysses watches the pair flirt with
one another. Under orders from Ulysses not to give his presence away, Medon serves the
pair their dinner. The exchange between Penelope and Eurymachus implies Penelope's
lack of wisdom and her suitor’s corrupt nature:

Eurym. I hope to suit you; for I think you said,

You like a man who is well-bormn and—

Medon. (waiting) Bread!
Penel. Oh, really, sir, you put me in such a flutter!
Eurym. You have such lovely eyes, and nose and—
Medon. (as before) Butter!
Penel. Before the servant, take care how you talk out;

I've wealth for both. (Medon listening)
Eurym. (to him) I want another fork out.
I love to think some day that you'll be mine. (15)
Thus, eager to end her loneliness, Penelope is seduced by Eurymachus in front of her
husband, while the servant tries desperately to warn the pair of Ulysses's presence in the
room (15).

In order to put an end to the banquet, Ulysses replaces the sherry about to be served
to Eurymachus with "vinegar” (16), representing the sour nature of the suitor's intentions
toward Penelope. Toasting her with his glass, Eurymachus drinks the concoction and
immediately becomesill. Atfirst they think he is poisoned but realize that he is merely
uncomfortable. After Eurymachus leaves, Penelope bemoans her misconduct but refuses

to give up her plan:
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Penel. Ulysses loves another! I'm to blame,
If calmly, I make light of his new flame.
TTT
Well, since Ulysses has found some one new,

Yes, I will make my present suitor do.

He secks my wealth, and I am told, he says,

Using what is on 'Change a low stock phrase,

‘She smells of money;' p'raps by that is meant,

That dividends come in, at five purse scent.' (17-18) v
This lament signals to Ulysses that Penelope is not necessarily interested in Eurymachus;
instead, she is tempted into unfaithfulness because she thinks he is involved with Calypso.
Penelope's reputation as a schemer in the Odyssey , then, parallels her plotting against her
husband's life in Patient Penelope . But the nature of her trick here differs from the one
she devises in Homer’s story 58 and is based on an emotional response rather than an
intellectual reckoning. Burnand's passionate heroine is no hero of cunning intelligence.

Tableau 4 introduces a reworking of the trick between husband and wife found in

the Odyssey that assures Penelope that the stranger is indeed her husband.5® In Burnand's
version, however, it is Ulysses who gets the better of Penelope. While Penelope primps in
front of the mirror, Ulysses sends her a note telling her that her husband is dead. At first
she gives the appearance of sadness, but when he realizes that she is not crying over his
death, he decides to kill her. He, then, changes his mind and threatens suicide in order to
haunt her after his death (19). Accidentally knocking over alamp, Penelope sends the
room into darkness so that, when she does finally see Ulysses, she thinks he is an
apparition. When "the ghost” questions her about her upcoming marriage to Eurymachus,
Penelope replies that she is angry that Ulysses had married Calypso. Declaring that the
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Reuter's report that Eurymachus read was a lie that the suitor concocted in order to trick
Penelope into marrying him, Ulysses forgives Penelope for her indiscretion with
Eurymachus (20). Thus, Tableau 5 contains the reunion between Ulysses and Penelope.

In Tableau 6 Ulysses and Penelope plot to avenge themselves against Eurymachus.
Their plan is simple: Ulysses will dress as Penelope and wait for the suitor to come to
Penelope's room. When Eurymachus kneels and kisses her hand, Ulysses will attack
him. Once again Ulysses lies in wait for his enemy and again he takes on a disguise—this
time as his wife. Before Eurymachus has a chance to show up, however, Medon decides
to warn Penelope of Ulysses's presence in the house. Instead of revealing the news to his
mistress, he ends up relating the story to the disguised Ulysses. Ulysses fares little better
in distinguishing identities in the dark than Penelope did. Mistaking Medon for
Eurymachus, Ulysses throws him out of the window (21-23).

When Eurymachus does finally show up, we find that Medon had fallen on top of
him when Ulysses tossed him out of the window. The suitor’s pitiable appearance
compels Ulysses to forgive him for his bad conduct. Tableau 7 ends with all of the players
rejoicing over "the return of Ulysses to Penelope” (24).

Bumand's reworking of Homer's story, however steeped in the burlesque
tradition, goes a long way to alter the perception of Penelope. In the Odyssey she attains
uéya xAéos, or "great fame" for her patience and cunning.5° Yet, in this play none of
these qualities are present. She does not persevere while her husband is away. Instead she
gives in to her passions and plots against her husband. Furthermore, Burnand transforms
her weaving of the shroud that craftily deters her suitors into "crocheting” merely to pass
time while her husband is gone. The second trick for which she is well known, the trick of
the bed, is shifted instead to a trick in which Ulysses outwits his wife. Likewise, her
modesty gives way to primping in front of the mirror, and her chastity to anticipation of

remarriage. Even her plotting against Ulysses takes the shape of being duped by
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Eurymachus. Despite her carousing with the suitor, she remains "good” nonetheless.
Burmand does little to shake up her iconic status as the sexually pure wife of Ulysses
though he certainly goes far to highlight her sexuality. However, by insinuating that she is
virtuous only in so far as she meekly follows what other people suggest or what society at
large holds true, we come to realize that she is not really good after all. Thus, Patient
Penelope serves as a commentary about women who are perceived as good but who have
no idea what the notion of virtue entails. Ultimately, Burnand demotes Penelope: She no
longer is perceived as capable of heroic conduct as she had been in Mottley and Cooke's
play, and in Burnand's work she represents shallowness and frivolity—her virtue lost in

stupidity.

Conclusion

In looking back at Byron's and Burnand's work then we see that they are both
reacting to Penelope's virtue in a negative way and are challenging public perception of the
true nature of female virtue. For Byron, a good woman makes a poor companion. Her
expectations of marriage are unrealistic and her demands are unable to be fulfilled without
extracting a high price from her husband. An adventurous man cannot afford to tie himself
to such a woman. That Ulysses deserted Penelope so that he could be free to explore the
world made sense to a man like Byron, for Penelope would have held him back from such
an adventure. Ulysses's heroism, then, depends upon a rejection of virtue, if not his own,
then certainly that of his wife.

Bumand attacks female virtue, but from a different tack. He pokes fun at women
who appear to be virtuous but who reaily have no idea what true goodness is. In his play
Penelope oscillates between wanting to stay pure for her husband and marrying
Eurymachus. Furthermore, she misses Ulysses but wants to kill him in retaliation for a

perceived adulterous liaison. Like the first woman of the Judeo-Christian tradition, this
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"Eve” is seduced by a snakey Eurymachus. However, instead of receiving the wisdom in
exchange for her liaison with the serpent, she remains stupid. As a sentimental heroine,
then, Penelope is imbued with passion and emotion and is sorely lacking in intelligence and

wit. She emerges simply as shallow, petty, and vain—not at all virtuous and not all heroic.
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Chapter 6
Eternal Wife and Internalized Other:
Penelope's Multiple Personae in the Modern World

We want to glorify war—the only cleansing act of the world—
militarism, patriotism, the destructive act of the anarchists, beautiful
ideas which kill, and contempt of women. . . . We want to destroy
museums, libraries, to combat moralism, feminism and all such
opportunistic and utilitarian acts of cowardice. ("First Manifesto of
Futurism®) !

Introduction

Marinetti and the other futurists who advocated these changes for society stood at
the forefront of Italy's avant garde and exerted much influence over thinkers and artists
working in Europe during the early decades of the 20th Century. As we can see from
Marinetti's manifesto, the Futurist agenda called for a violent rejection of the past: the
destruction of temples of culture and leaming, such as museums and libraries, the
annihilation of previously held concepts of beauty and morality, and obliteration of the
feminine element that they believed produced a degenerate society of cowards and
weaklings. It is the last of these items in their program, in particular, that underscores the
anxiety modemn society felt about women's roles and gives us insight into Penelope's
presence in the artistic works in the early part of this century.

Before moving into our discussion about Penelope, I would first like to clarify
some points concerning the mood of the 20th Ceatury in regard to change. Firstand
foremost, we cannot say that all of the artists working during the early part of the 1900's
were imbued with the kind of modernist spirit demonstrated by the Futurists. Asscenin
the works of playwright Stephen Phillips, poets Alfred Noyes and Roselle Mercier
Montgomery, painter Gari Melchers, and musical composer Gabriel Urbain Fauré, some
artists still worked within the traditions popular during the Victorian Period.2 In
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particular, the elements defining the Victorian notion of women that we discussed
previously can be seen in their passive, domestic-minded, and long-suffering faithful
Penelopes that epitomize the womanly qualities associated with hearth and home.

As the Futurists indicate, however, there were artists who saw the new century asa
signal for change. For them, *modern” was more than an age, it was a philosophy. More
vocal about the aesthetic and, sometimes, sociopolitical principles underpinning their art,
these "modem" artists rejected old ideas, old ways of seeing. They took up new causes,
embraced new philosophies, introduced new forms. Heralded as the visionaries of their
time, these artists pushed the boundaries of style and propriety from positions, both inside
and outside tradition and traditional protocol.

Modemnism, the epoch these artists come to be associated with, is now generally
regarded as consisting of numerous avant garde movements that sprang up during the early
20th Century.3 Most scholars regard it as a response to the sociocultural changes occurring
in the late 19th Century and see its influence extending far beyond theedrts. yix P
Reborn, Susan Stanford Friedman writes:

The starting point of modernism is the crisis of belief that pervades
twentieth-century western culture: loss of faith, experience of
fragmentation and disintegration, and shattering of cultural symbols
and norms. Atthe center of this crisis were the new technologies
and methodologies of science, the epistemology of logical
positivism, and the relativism of functionalist thought—in short,
major aspects of the philosophical perspectives that Freud
embodied.#
Begotten, then, by both the breakdown of culture and the rise of technology and new
philosophies, modernism was e.f;scntially fostered by men and women with the urge to

experiment, take risks, and challenge society with these modern ideas.



In essence, the modemist artist that emerged during this period embraced personal
expression, sometimes without regard to the past, its traditions, or its conventions. To
publicize their rebellion and promote artistic autonomy, many turned to propaganda and
attention-secking exploits. Their vocal attacks upon previous traditions created tension that
resulted ultimately in antagonism between artist and audience.® The "Futurist Manifesto
of 1909," for example, was one of many proclamations published during this period that
challenged ideas and beliefs dear to those who weren't quite ready to leave the 15th
Century behind.

However, far from being a cohesive movement in which all participants shared
common views and agendas, modemist artists demonstrated varying degrees of uncertainty
about how far to go with breaking with the past or revising previously held notions.
Despite all of the rhetoric announcing the coming of a new age, the art and ideology of even
some modern artists still lingered in the 19th Century. This becomes particularly evident
in the way in which artists, both male and female, viewed women's place and evaluated
female conduct in this so-called new society. Penelope'simage in art of this period testifies
to the ambivalence and anxiety present among modemn artists in regards to women.
Furthermore, the fact that she exists at all in modem art proves a reluctance on the part of
some modernists to sever all ties to previous tradition, for her legend is played out in the
canvases of points and planes, the abstruse linguistic experiments, and the elusive musical
motifs.

Therefore, unlike any other period that we have discussed, the artistic response to
Penelope varies widely and, in some cases, ventures beyond the parameters of her legend.
Although the many different personae of Penelope that we meet in the work of Carlo
Carr, Ezra Pound, H. D., James Joyce, and Dorothy Parker are united in the eternal
symbol of wifedom, this does not change the fact that she also represents what "modern”

and "woman" mean individually to each of these artists. We envision her as the fulcrum on
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which the instrument of the changing sensibilities fluctuates: the "feminine” tradition of the
19th Century and the "virile” machine age of the 20th, the decorous aesthetics of the
Victorians and the starker realities of the moderns, an equal member of the community and
the contemptible "other,” a member of the weaker sex and an independent woman, the

prototypical faithful wife and the more common faithless whore.

Carlo Carra

Changing sensibilities are expressed most clearly in the work of Carlo Carra. Asa
member of the Futurist movement who later develops a taste for Italian masters and Greco-
Roman mythology, Carlo Carra makes an excellent introduction to modernist ambivalence
and anxiety regarding the past and women. His Cubo-Futurist Penelope includes both his
tendency toward Futurism, including all of its contempt for the past and women, as well as
his rejection of the movement.

Having begun his career as a house decorator in the Piedmont area of Italy, Camra
traveled to Paris at the age of eighteen to work for the Universal Exhibition. Here amid the
salons and museums, he was introduced to French art. However, it was seven years later
that he finally had the opportunity to study painting. In Milan at the Accademia di Brera,
Carra met other Italian artists, many of whom he later collaborated with. He learned the
Pointillist techniques at the academy that defined his early painting style. Influenced also
by the expressionism found in modemn art, Carra distinguished himself by connecting this
new approach to painting with the cultural and social changes occurring around him.6

Much has been written concerning Carrd's collaboration and disagreements with
Marinetti and other Futurists, such as Umberto Boccioni and Giacomo Balla. Viewed asan
arts movement whose roots were found originally in literature, Futurism rejected the old
conventions of language, style, and artistic techniques. Anti-monarchist and anti-papist,

the Futurists made proclamations (manifestos) that extended far into the spheres of culture,
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politics, and religion. Their theories of art focused on ways to express "interpenetration of
planes,” as well as to show speed and simultaneity in their art. Hostile to femininity and
women, Futurists dwelled on the masculine cult of virility, extolling war, anarchy, and
patriotism.”

An active proponent of Futurism who participated in the development of its
ideology and aesthetic principles,8 Carra surprised many of his colleagues and followers
when he later left the movement. His departure stemmed from a growing discomfort with
Marinetti's control over the direction of the movement and his own new-found interest in
the old masters from the late Medieval and early Renaissance periods. Despite the influence
these Italian artists had on Carrd's work du'ring this period, he still eschewed notions of
beauty, preferring to explore the antigrazioso, or "anti-graceful” concept. His Cubo-
Futurist compositions, the work from which Carrd’s Penelope originates, integrate both the
issues of spatiality held dear by the avant garde and the aesthetic principles found in the old
masters. In looking over Carra's work and ideas, then, we can say that in his early career
he made a name for himself because of his active, high-profile involvement in Futurism.
However, he later distanced himself from certain aspects of Futurist ideology and
aesthetics. His later works are described as presenting a "new relationship with nature™9—
quite a departure from the artist who extolled science as the great hope of mankind.!0

Carrd's Penelope, 1917 belongs to his Cubo-Futurist Period and is generally
regarded as an example of one of his metaphysical works.!! At this point in his career,
Carr2 had distanced himself from Futurism and had begun experimenting with Cubism in
order to move beyond both aesthetics. In this picture, then, Penelope is comprised of a
series of planes. Standing upright in a long narrow room alone, she is caught in the act of
choosing between two open doors. A web-like structure can be seen in the pattern of
planes that make up the floor on which she stands. Her eyes are closed, and her head is
bowed slightly in a gesture that can be described as contemplative. Her femininity is
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subdued within the points and edges of the planes. Only the contours of her body and the
long braid of her hair reveal her female-ness. In fact, she wears her many cubes and
triangles like colorful, protective armor.

The difficulty we have in recognizing this figure as Penelope lies in the fact she she
is mechanized and devoid of individual character. That this painting is described as
metaphysical is attributed to the "magical atmosphere” present in the work. In kalian
Moderns , Marco Valsecchi points specifically to"the rooms, the checkered floors, the
mythical heroes stripped and featureless like tailor’s dummies” as contributing to the
otherworldliness of this scene.!2 Yet, for all of her strangeness, she remains a
representation of Penelope.

The epithets used for Penclope, such as "wise” or "thoughtful,” can be seen in her
contemplative stance. The choices she is forced to make between marrying one of the
suitors or waiting for her husband to retumn is represented by the two open doors. The
infamous web she wove on the loom literally engulfs her entire being. The armor she
wears signifies her unapproachable status, despite her husband's long absence. Thus,
Carra transforms Homer’s Penelope into his own ideal vision of woman. Stripped of her
femininity, her sexuality protected by the brilliant, variegated cubes, she emerges as a lone
ambiguous figure facing multiple choices with intelligence and circumspection. Consumed
by her craft, she disdains frivolity and vanity. De-sexed, she is de-objectified. The suitors
and Odysseus do not choose her; she alone chooses the fate of all of the men in the story.
For Carra Penelope is an allegory representing the independent and hard-edged woman of
the modern age. In this powerful image of Penelope, Carrd’s Futurist contempt for
"woman" is tempered by an awe for a being whose authority is derived from inner strength

linked to intelligence rather than an outward manipulation connected to sex.
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Modernist Poets

While Camra and other Futurists railed against the museum-going, great books
tradition of the bourgeoisie that cities like London embodied,!3 Americans Ezra Pound and
H. D. both spent numerous fruitful years in England experimenting with avant garde
aesthetics and poetry. Likewise, Dubliner James Joyce embraced past literary masters
while developing his influential stream of consciousness style of writing. The Penelopes

that they present in their works run the gamut of modemist views toward women and the

characteristics that define gender.

Ezra Pound

Born in Hailey, Idaho and educated at Hamilton College and the University of
Pennsylvania, Ezra Pound has long been considered one of the most preeminent figures in
English speaking poetry. Early in his career he moved to London, where, along with T.E.
Hulme!4 and Ford Madox Ford!5 he began reshaping notions about poetry and
aesthetics.!6 He participated in two schools of poetry, "Imagism" (with H. D. and Richard
Aldington) and "Vorticism."!7 However, what changed the focus of Pound's thinking and
writing and led him to produce his most celebrated works of art was the despair he

experienced during and after World Warl.

"Hugh Selwyn Mauberly”

Convinced that culture was in decay, he set out to revitalize it with poetry. The
result of this ambitious undertaking includes "Hugh Selwyn Mauberly."!8 Although he
began some of the work on Personae —the collection of poetry in which "Mauberly” is
found—as far back as 1900, this particular poem was completed in 1919 when the poet
was thirty-five years old. Chronologically it follows his Seafarer translation, Lustra,
Cathay, "Propertius,” and the first drafts of the Cantos.
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Eighteen poems comprise "Mauberly."!? The first of these, entitled "E.P. Ode
Pour L'Election de Son Sepulchre,"20 contains a reference to Odysseus and Penelope.
Opening with an allusion to his travels, his “Odyssey of discovery and frustration®,2!
Pound writes:
For three years, out of key with his time,
He strove to resuscitate the dead art
Of poetry; to maintain 'the sublime'
In the old sense. Wrong from the start--. (1-4)22
By the time Pound sat down to pen these lines, he had already journeyed to Spain, Italy,
and France, struggling along the way with odyssean craft against those who did not
understand him or his work.23
Stanza 2 explains why he may be misunderstood: He was born "in a half savage
country, out of date” and he is "bent resolutely on wringing lilies from the acom” (5-6).
Handicapped, then, by his intellectually barbaric heritage, trapped in a time unsuited to his
tastes, and driven to create beauty out of the harsh realities of life, Pound finds himself
pushing against the current of what is acceptable in art. And though he is detained from his
goal momentarily by the "chopped seas” (12)—that is, writing he is not satisfied with—he
strives to return home to his "Penelope.” His allusion to Penelope ("His true Penelope was
Flaubert"24) here stems from Pound's belief that, like Flaubert, he labors for an exactitude
in his use of language (13).
Although the reference to Penelope confuses us with its complex allusions to
Homer and Flaubert, it makes sense when we consider what these two writers meant to
Pound. Homer, along with Dante and Cavalcanti, exerted much influence over Pound's

art.25 In fact, Pound regarded Homer as the progenitor of Western civilization and



literature. The more difficult job, then, is explaining Pound's respect for Flaubert, whose
work was rejected by the British because he was believed to be "foreign, feminine, rather
comically earnest indulger in quite un-British preciosity."26

As Hugh Kenner tells us in The Poetry of Ezra Pound, Flaubert "represents [for
Pound] the ideal of disciplined self-immolation from which English poetry has been too
long estranged.” Like Penelope, the French poet waits for an Odysseus to "bend the hard
bow of the ‘mot juste' and "entangl{ing] crowds of suitors (superficial 'realists’) in their
own self-deceit."27 Thus, Pound as Odysseus fights his way back to his first and only
love, exactitude.28 Kenner adds that that Flaubert is "'wrong from the start,’ surrounded
by mistaken admirers, and very possibly a whore; a suitable Penelope for this energetic
American."2? Pound's Penelope, sired first by Homer, who influenced all of Westem
tradition with his epic poetry, is reborn as Flaubert, the novelist of the 19th Century whom
Pound believes represents the summit of 19th Century fiction.30

Going from the general to the specific, then, Pound presents us with the metaphor
for Flaubert's brand of "exact presentation” in the Penclope of "Hugh Sewelyn Mauberly.”
That Pound saves Flaubert from unruly admirers and reclaims him as his "true” spouse
suggests Pound's low opinion of the company the French novelist keeps before his rescue
by this new, self-styled Odysseus; however, despite Flaubert's possible adultery with
these unworthy men, he is forgiven and reinstated to his rightful place as the progenitor of
modernism. Pound's duty as father-Odysseus to Flaubert's mother-Penelope is to nurture
the writers born of this union-epoch to take his place.3! Although casting Flaubertina
female role can be seen as usurping woman's place and displacing her in the creative act,32
we can also read it as ambivalence toward the kind of gender differences embraced by the

Victorians.33
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"Canto CII"

Pouud's London years are viewed as a time of preparation for his epic masterwork,
the Cantos. First appearing in Poetry in 1917, the Cantos of Ezra Pound represent his
finest and most elusive work. Published at various stages of completion, these works are
loosely connected by the theme of the artist's journey. Because a tradition of literary
criticism has only emerged since the printing of a complete text of the Cantos in 1970, our
understanding of the obliqueness of Pound's writing remains somewhat incomplete.
However, in Pound's Cantos, Peter Makin tells us that this work is about "a series of
heroes who fail to reach their goals in voyaging past the limits set for them.” Pound
himself claimed the Cantos "were merely footnotes to the Divine Comedy."3% For others,
such as Carroll F. Terrell, this work represents a "great religious poem,"” and "an account
of man'’s progress from the darkness of hell to the light of paradise™>5 As models for this,
Pound selected what he viewed to be the greatest master poets—Homer, Dante, Chaucer,
Shakespeare, and Browning .

As I have previously mentioned, Pound possesses a high regard for Homer and his
place in the Western literary tradition. Because of his respect for Homer and his culture,
Pound frequently alludes to the Greek poet and his stories and characters in the text of the
Cantos. Of all of Homer's characters, however, Penelope appears only once in this
poem.36 About her he writes:

This I had from Kalupso

who had it from Hermes

‘eleven literates and, I suppose,
Dwight L. Morrow'

the body elected,

residence required, not as in England

'A cargo of Iron'
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lied Pallas

and as to why Penelope had waited

keinas. . .e Orgei. line 639. Leucothoe.... ("CII" 742)
The first two lines refer directly to the the episode of the Odyssey in which Hermes relays
Zeus's command that Circe release Odysseus so that he can return home. Lines three to six
deviate from this story and recall instead an incident in Pound's life in which he received a
reply to a question he put to an American senator regarding how many intelligent men serve
in the government. The answer was nine and "I suppose Dwight L. Morrow."37 Here
Pound includes Hermes and Circe to bring the number up to "eleven.” Lines seven and
eight refer to the lie that Athene tells Telemachos in Ody 1.184. It is in the last two lines
that he alludes to Penclope. Here Pound ponders why Penelope waited twenty years for
Odysseus to return and points to the Odyssey for the answer.38

Looking back to Homer’s story, we see that in Ody. 4.686-693 (and not line 639 as

Pound claims)39 Penelope speaks to the herald Medon, who brings her the news that the
suitors are plotting to kill her son Telemachos. She says:

ot &y’ &yeipdpevor BloTov katakelpete TOAASY,

kTiow TnAepdxoio Salppovos: oudé Tt Tatpddv

UpeTépcov TO TTpSobev dxkoveTe, Taides ¢6vTes,

olog 'OBuooelrs £oxe ped’ UueTépolol Tokelow,

[690] otrre Tiva péEas tEaiciov oUrte T elntcov

¢v &rjucp, 1f T £oTl Bixn Belcov Paahrjeor

&Aov K’ éxBalpnol BpoTtdav, &AAov ke giholn.

Ketvos 8’ oU ToTe maptrav &tdofadov Gvdpa échpyel.

You, who keep gathering here, and consuming away much livelihood,

the property of wise Telemachos, nor have you listened
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to what you heard from your fathers before you, when you were chil:iren,

what kind of man Odysseus was among your own parents,

how he did no act and spoke no word in his own country

that was unfair. . . but Odysseus was never outrageous at all to any man.
Pound's reference in Greek "keinas .. e Orgei, " (transliterated from Homer’s keivog and
¢wpye) alludes to the last line of this passage: "ceivog S'oii moTe népnav ardocBarov
avdpa ¢wpyer” In citing these lines in answer to his question, Pound contends that
Penelope was faithful to her husband because of his goodness and wisdom. That he never
treated any of his friends or subjects unfairly is testimony to his excellence. In saying this
about Odysseus and Penelope, Pound implies that they are homofroneonte , or "like-
minded:" Only a woman who possesses excellence would be the right spouse for a man
such as Odysseus. The notion of like-mindedness reverberates later in Ody. 6.183, when
Odysseus explains to Nausikaa what it takes for a good marriage.

If indeed we follow Pound's own suggestion that the section of the Cantos in
which "CII" appears parallels Dante's Paradiso and that it is called "Thrones," then we can
understand why he would allude to Penelope's faithfulness in this poem. He tells us that
"thrones concern the states of mind of people responsible for something more than their
personal conduct."40 First, Pound can be referring to the "thrones” that the blessed sit
upon in the Rose Coliseum; secondly, he can also mean the category of angels who, along
with the "contemplative,” dwell on Saturn.#! Like Dante's Beatrice who sits at the feet of
the Virgin Mary in God's Heaven, Penelope is elevated in stature in Pound's universe by
her goodness and circumspection. She behaves justly to Odysseus not because she is
compelled to by any personal regard for her own well-being, but because it is the right way
to treat a man deserving of so much respect and honor. Although the question Pound asks
concerning Penelope's faithfulness to Odysseus receives an answer, it serves the larger

purpose of exploring the issue of just conduct. By asking this rhetorical question, Pound



implies that we, like Penelope, must "move out from egoism and to establish some
definition of an order possible or at any rate conceivable on earth."+2 By demonstrating just
behavior, then, Penelope exemplifies an ordered mind—less concemned for her own well
being and more interested in doing what is right for her likewise virtuous husband.

It is interesting to note that Pound's two Penelopes represent lofty concepts of good
writing associated with modernist aesthetics, as in "Hugh Sewelyn Mauberly,” and just
conduct and contemplation found in "CII" from the Cantos. The issue of Penelope's
faithfulness does not affect her status as the elevated symbol in these works. Furthermore,
Pound does not focus on her sexuality or degrade her femininity. In fact, by identifying
Penelope with Flaubert and placing her in Paradise, he seems to display a high regard for
women, one that can be traced from the beginning to the end of his career with these two

poems.

Hilda Doolittle (H. D.)
Writing about her close relationship with Ezra Pound, Hilda Doolittle (H.D.)

confesses:
We were curled up together in an armchair when my father
found us. I was "gone.” | wasn't there. I disentangled
myself. I stood up; Ezra stood beside me. It seems we
must have swayed, trembling. But I don't think we did.
‘Mr. Pound, I don't say there was anything wrong. .. .'
Mr. Pound, it was all wrong. You turn into a Satyr, a Lynx,
and the girl in your arms (Dryad, you called her), for all her
fragile, not yet lost virginity, is Maenad, bassarid. God
keep us from Canto LXXIX, one of the Pisan Cantos. 43
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Just as on this day in her father’s living room, the lives of H. D. and Ezra Pound were so
interwoven that H. D. never completely disentangled herself from Pound's influence over
her writing or from her affection for this friend. It provides quite a challenge to anyone
writing about either of these poets to avoid mentioning the other in the same breath. But
despite years of their collaboration and intimacy, H. D. emerges in time as a distinct and
unique voice of modemism. Her view of Penelope stays within the confines of H. D.'s
intuitive self, the womb vision®4 that defines her aesthetics.45

Born in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, H. D. was the daughter of a professor of math
and astronomy. Her stepmother was a follower of the Unitas Fratrum, better known as the
Bohemian or Moravian Brotherhood. A melancholy child, H. D. turned early inlife toa
study of Greek and Latin. Her connection to modernism began at fifteen when she met and
became engaged to Ezra Pound, who encouraged her classical studies and put her in contact
with the Latin Renaissance poets. Much to Professor Doolittie’s relief, her relationship
with Pound abruptly ended, but her poor health and personal conflicts regarding her
sexuality did not. After a brief affair with a young woman named Frances Gregg, H. D.
moved to London and continued her friendship with Pound; however, their previous '
intimacy was never successfully rekindled. Though she married and divorced Richard
Aldington and later became romantically involved with Winifred Ellerman ("Bryher™),
H.D. remained one of Pound's most loyal friends.46

Primarily H. D. is known through her membership in the avant garde movement of
Imagism. Imagism, a literary movement begun by Pound, Aldington, and H. D., focused
on the object in the poem, omitted unnecessary words, and moved away from a regular
rhythm.47 Like Pound, H. D.'s modernism never caused her to abandon her classical
roots. At the heart of her poetry was Greco-Roman and Egyptian mythology; her

translations of and commentaries on Greek plays further attest to her devotion to classical

literature.
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Much has been written about H. D.'s sexuality, or more precisely her bisexuality.48
That she became romantically involved with both genders cannot be denied. What is
important to this study, however, is the way she depicts the relationship between men
and women in her poems, "At Ithaca" and Winter Love. Specifically, we are concemed
with the way H. D. portrays Penelope in these two works.

"Atlthaca”

"At Ithaca,” appearing in her collection, Heliodora and Other Poems, 42 was begun
in 1916 and completed around 1924. In the poem Penelope speaks as she weaves and
unweaves Laertes’s shroud. The repetition of Penelope's phrase, "over and back,”
emphasizes the action of undoing the threads of her father-in-law's garment (1, 8).
Describing the night, she tell us that it is the time when ". . .the sea / takes on that
desperate tone / of dark that wives put on / when all their love is done” (4-8). Her allusion
to "desperation” wams us of her anxiety, her growing fear of her position in the palace.

In Stanza 2, still unweaving, she laments that she longs for some “fiery friend" to
appear and take her away from her tedious chore (13-15). We can guess it is Odysseus
whom she wishes would come to her, but in the next stanza, we also leam that she tires of
longing for him. She now entertains ideas that "play traitor to [her] soul” (17). What's
more, her love for Odysseus now wanes: "Enchantments that [she] thought/ he had..."
she no longer sees (27). His "fire and fame” no longer binds her faithfully to him, and her
desperation drives her to hope that one of the suitors will "stoop and conquer that / long
waiting with a kiss” (35-36).

In Stanza 5 we are told that the pattern she weaves into the shroud serves as a
reminder of Odysseus. However Athene, not Penelope, instigates the pattern that "steels”

Penelope's "soul” and warns her of her husband's power (41). She tells us that she sees
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* . ..shafts of rain / his chariot and his shafts, / . . .the arrows fall" (43-45). Most
alarming, however, she watches "bright rivals and. . . those lesser rivals flee” (49-50).
Thus, the pattern that Athene forces Penclope to weave and reweave is meant to warn her
about the consequences of her actions if she does indeed give into the suitors's demands or
her own weakness. Like Odysseus's rivals and enemies, she too would perish by his fiery
wrath.

H. D.'s Penelope lacks personal strength and determination to continue in the
manner she has been going. Her faithfulness to Odysseus is derived from two rather
tenuous sources: Athene's intervention and the fear of her husband's reprisal over her
disloyalty. Based on the Imagist notion that the ideas expressed in their poetry were
“emanations, as it were, of life itself"50 rather than representations of ideas and objects, H.
D. invites us to make connections between the figures in the poem and people in her life.
For instance, in talking about the "resemblance[s]" between the Greek mythology in her
poem, Helen in Egypt, and her own life, she says:

There is a resemblance in this, the two men meet in war, the

Trojan War, the Achilles of my fantasy and imagination and

the Odysseus of Ezra's. They do not meet, they never can

meet in life. But the two women, Helen (of my creative

reconstruction) and the Penelope (a human activity) can

communicate.5!
According to H. D., then, Helen and Penelope both represents various personae of H. D.:
Helen is manifest in her creative self; Penelope, her personal life. Specifically, in "At
Ithaca” there can be little doubt that Penelope's desperation is linked to H. D.'s own
personal agonies.52

We can extrapolate from her allusion to "fire and fame" that Odysseus is Pound.53

In End To Torment , she tells us about a "premonition” she had: "Here is the legend, the
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myth; actually, the basic myth can not be localized. Wotan, Odysseus or Herakles, born in
Hailey, Idaho or wherever it is, educated in . . .wherever is was."5% For H.D., then,
Pound emerges as the absent hero, her lover who does not dwell resolutely under the same
roof, but resides within her unsteady heart—the lover she can never completely escape
from or entirely purge.55 The rivals could include any of the men and women that seduce
H. D. away from her duty to Pound (or Pound's aesthetics). For all of H. D.'s disdain for
representation, "At Ithaca” allegorizes love strained by absence, physical or emotional, kept
alive only by some kind of torment. In this light H. D.’s Penclope emerges as an anxious

and weak woman, full of despair and left with little hope.

Winter Love
Winter Love,56 a collection of twenty-eight poems H. D. referred to as "Helen

poems,” was written in the last four years of her life. Along with Hermetic Definition, they
demonstrate her lifelong interest in mythology, legend, magic, and religion and are a
continuation of her well-regarded Helen in Egypt . ‘The focus of the poem, however,
centers once again on her relationship with Pound, who had just been released from St.
Elizabeth's. The name Winter Love implies the kind of love that comes to us at the end of
our lives. However, H. D. had originally called it Espérance, or "hope,” suggesting "the
child she and Pound might have had" if they had stayed together. Winter Love, then, is the

response to her own question of why the relationship

[between her and Pound] worked itself out in the way it did,

her final answer seems to be a philosophical one: things

tend to continue in the form in which they begin. The

moment of birth prefigures the moment of death; the first
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birth had been the poem, and the last birth would be the

poem. The poem is in and of itself a resolution of tensions,

an expression of life.57
Thus, the love that comes to H. D. at this point of her life is the love she began her life
with: Her love for Ezra Pound. The product of that union remains throughout their lives
their memories and their poetry.

Although H. D.'s devotion to Pound suggests faithfulness, she does not take the
persona of Penelope in the poem. However, she does allude to Penelope several times. In
poem 2 we find an example of an apostrophe, for she laments to an absent Pound about
what their relationship could have been: "If I thought of you, I only thought / of something
that endured, that might endure” (2.1-3). Circe, Calypso, Nausicaa represent the ideas and
situations that gained power over him and came between them when they were young and
in love. She adds that "Penelope was a far-off dream of home” (2.3-5). Linking their
situation to Odysseus and Penelope, she alludes twice to the "ten years” (2.16, 2.18) that
Pound was held at St. Elizabeth's Hospital, which H. D. calls "the Palace” (2.17).

The rather oblique reference to Penelope and home has its roots in Pound's poetic
joumey, with which H. D. was very familiar. As Stephen Sicari points out, Pound's "lost
home" is the world severed by the moral depravation that man's lack of social
consciousness produced. He points out:

" When cut off from any cultural tradition that can provide
responsible moral leadership for one's journey, the heroic
individual must emulate the 'self-reliance’ of Odysseus and
adopt the pose of an 'adventurous’ wanderer working in

isolation from the rest of his culture, responsible only to
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himself. . . . And Homer’s hero provides for the modemn

poct such a destination in his intense longing fora return to a

lost home.58
H. D.'s Penelope, then, symbolizes the utopian vision of a world unfettered by the
madness of war and devastation, the place where men and women live ordered and
righteous lives. In H. D.'s viewpoint, Pound's odyssey in search of this Penelope leads
him ultimately back to herself, his friend and lover who knew the poet long before his
shipwreck on the shores of Fascism.5?

In poem 8 (called the "Antistrophe”™) H. D. alludes to weaving and the loom:

Frail is the thread and long,

pale is the hand and fragile,

busy upon the loom. (8.1-3)
Of course, the one busy at the loom is Penelope who "reweav(es] with threads of gold. . ./
the pattern, the history, / the legend. . . " (8.5-8). Pound appears once again—this time in
the guise of "the Lord of Troy." Pound, who "dares"” to experiment with poetry and defies
America with his political sensibilities, is this hero who "dare(s] to defy the Sun...
Beauty, . . .to say Troy is forgotten” (8.9-15). In the last line of this poem H. D. unites
Pound and herself for eternity in the mythos of their story : "The Song and the Singer are
one" (8.16). As the singer of the story, H. D. becomes the storyteller, the Homeric poet
recounting the heroic deeds of odyssean Pound. However, just as Pound's fame relies on
H. D.'s craft, H. D.'s renown is linked to Pound's larger-than-life persona and her own
skill to write a compelling "song.” Thus, the relationship they sparked during their lifetime
burns on in perpetuity in this symbiosis of storyteller and tale.

Although H. D. and Pound collaborated in Imagism, sharing similar visions of

poetry, and experienced some of the same despair over the devastation that resulted from
World War |, their work reflects a major difference in the way they approach their art. H.



D. relies upon an intuitive, mystical response to the world around her, or a "womb-vision.”
In fact, she tells us in "Notes on Thoughts and Vision" that her experience of pregnancy
resulted in "jelly-fish consciousness,” or superfeelings (93-96). Thus, H. D. draws upon
her feminine powers of motherhood to shape her artistic sensibilities. We can surmise that
this vision, predicated on the womb and childbirth, comes naturally to women, but—as H.
D. tells us—it is also attainable for some men who work to develop this kind of vision.
Therefore, when she writes about her personal anguish in End to Torment, she turns to
mythical images of primordial woman: "Chltonian darkness—the black-out. Idon't
pretend to understand. We [Pound and H. D.] have gone through some Hell together,
separately” (26). While Pound's Penelope is not locked into any preconceived notions of
gender, H. D.'s is—and unabashedly so. Pound's Vorticism, which focuses on the
intellect rather than emotion, and abstracts from reality rather than intuits from it, resultsin
a different kind of response to the world around them.

We can see the depth of H. D.'s emotions in "At Ithaca.” Here, Penelope (as H.
D.) emerges as an anxious and weak woman, full of despair and left with little hope. In
the same way,Winter Love suggests the imagery of birthing associated with motherhood.
In this poem H. D.'s Penelope takes on a larger, more varied persona. First, she
represents the unattainable utopia lost to Pound, a philosophical and psychological womb
that would have kept him safe from harm. Secondly, she is the priestess who keeps the
flame of Pound's infamy lit by her poetic torch and within her personal psyche. Because
both Penelopes found in the poems "At Ithaca” and Winter Love are, in fact, personae of
H.D., they have 2 metonymic quality about them. When she tells us about an old lover,
who left herfor " . .. Helen/ Fate, Fortune, Defamation, / Treachery, Adultery, War”
(13-15) we read "Pound"” in place of "Lord" and Odysseus, and most importantly, we read

"H.D.” in the one who longs for his return.
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James Joyce -

H. D.'s and Pound’s lives, wound together as they were in the shaping of the early
modern aesthetic, were only part of the web of modern writers and thinkers. Another artist
who devised his own response to Homer’s Penelope was James Joyce. That Pound and
Joyce were perceived as significant contributors to literature of this period is obvious:
When they both arrived in Paris in 1920, it signaled for many "a new literary era."50 In
his "Paris Letter” to The Dial , written in 1922, Pound says this about James Joyce's
Ulysses :

Incomplete as [ write this. His profoundist work, most

significant—"Exiles" was a side-step, necessary katharsis,

clearance of mind from continental contemporary thought—

Ulysses, obscure, even obscene, as life itself is obscene in

places, but an impassioned meditation on life. He has done

what Flaubert set out to do in Bouvard and Pécuchet, done it

better, more succinct. An epitome.5!
Thus, Joyce as a creator of the mot juste, is, like Pound and H.D., a product of Flaubert—
a child of modern aesthetics.

Joyce was hailed even during his lifetime as one of the greatest writers of the 20th
Century and the shaper of the modern novel. A Jesuit education left Joyce critical of the
Irish Catholic Church for most of his life and caused him to eschew many of its dictates.
One manifestation of his rejection of Catholic dogma was that he chose to live outside of
marriage with Nora Bamnacle, whom most scholars point to as the model for Molly Bloom
in Ulysses. Beginning his writing career as a poet with Chamber Music, he moved into
short stories (The Dubliners) and novels (A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Ulysses,

and Finnegan's Wake). Although he attained much critical recognition for his work, he was



plagued by poverty, eye trouble, and family problems for most of his life. Like Pound,
Joyce was influenced by Homer and Dante and held fellow Dubliner Yeats in high regard.

Ulysses 62 was published in 1922, but it had appeared in the Little Review prior to
that time. Due to its frank treatment of sex and bodily functions, it was banned in America
until 1933. The story focuses on the wanderings and adventures of Leopold Bloom on
June 16, 1904, the date of Joyce's first walk with lover Nora. The title of the novel
suggests a connection to Homer's Odyssey, which Joyce much admired. In fact, Joyce did
contend early on that each episode of his book corresponded with an episode in Homer’s
story.53 However, later Joyce rejected some of the close parallels to Homer that many
scholars suggested. In reading the novel, we do see connections between Leopold and
Odysseus, Stephen Dedalus and Telemachos, and Molly and Penelope.

The last episode of .Ulysses , generally referred to as "Penelope,” corresponds with
Book 23 of Homer’s Udyssey. In this interior monologue, comprised of eight long
sentences and related to us in Joyce's stream of consciousness narrative style, Molly
Bloom rests in bed after her tryst with Blazes Boylan, her sleepy mind full of rambling
thoughts. Because the bed in Homer’s story is the essential clue that allows Penelope to
verify the stranger’s true identity and, thus, to reunite the two lovers, the fact that the action
in Joyce's episode takes places in Molly and Leopold's bed suggests a possible reunion
between the estranged couple. Yet this Penelope has not kept her wooers at bay but has
become involved with a man as uncouth as any of Homer’s suitors. Although Leopold
("Poldy," as Molly calls him) is merely separated from Molly for one day, he has been
absent from her for quite some time: Following the death of their child, he has not been
able to engage in sexual intercourse with her. Emasculated by tragedy, Bloom becomes
less husband and more servant to his willful wife. Molly, fearing old age®* and
understandably filled with lust,55 takes virile but repugnant Blazes to bed. Atthe end of

her monologue we come to understand Molly, and we recognize that Joyce does not
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portray her actions as villainous. In fact, her tender and motherly feelings toward Leopold
make us aware of the deep love she has for him. That the monologue begins and ends
with thoughts of Bloom suggests circularity and eternity,56 even reminiscent of a wedding
band. And because the story ends with Molly contemplating serving breakfast to Bloom in
their bed, there is a hint that they will be able to revive their withering marriage.

Before offering an analysis of Joyce's vision of Penelope, I would like to return to
the debate surrounding Penelope that has been taking place since the Classical Age. Forthe
most part, responses to Homer’s Penelope have centered primarily on questions relating to
her sexuality, intelligence, temperament, and courage: Was she faithful to Odysseus, or
did she have an affair (or affairs)? Was she really waiting for Odysseus to return, or was
she planning to marry one of the suitors? If she really wanted the suitors to go away, why
didn't she do something more drastic about ridding the palace of them? Did she recognize
Odysseus in the beggar’s disguise, or was she totally duped? Or did she recognize him
subconsciously but just wasn't aware that she knew it was he? Did she absolutely forgive
him after he revealed himself (melting into his arms), or was she harboring some
resentment over not being included in the plan? Were the ideas she had for the shroud and
the bow contest her own, or was she simply following Athene's suggestions? Whatis
truly interesting about Joyce's Molly is that we can see twenty-five hundred years worth of
responses to Homer's Penelope all come together simultaneously in this one episode. In
fact, when talking about this section of his book, Joyce wrote: "Though probably more
obscene than any preceding episode it seems to be perfectly sane full amoral fertilisable
untrustworthy engaging shrewd limited prudent indifferent Weib. Ich bin das Fleisch das
stets bejaht® 67

First, in addressing Molly's sexuality, Joyce separates notions about sex and love
in the story. In this particular situation—in which Molly and Bloom cannot engage in

conjugal relations but still demonstrate much tendemess and love toward one another—



Molly's sexual encounter with Blazes Boylan does not result in moral outrage. We can say
that, although Molly commits adultery, she is not necessarily unfaithful to Bloom, for her
thoughts turn to him repeatedly in her monologue. Criticized for her whorishness8 and
cherished for her sentimental remembrances of her early courtship with Bloom,5% Molly
combines Penelope's possible trysts with Hermes, Antinoos, and all of the suitors with
Penelope's faithful vigil for Odysseus.

Secondly, in regards to Molly's intelligence, Joyce portrays her as possessing low-
brow tastes’0 and a rather poor vocabulary?! and at the same time he confers upon hera
good wit and much cunning. A wry sense of humor is apparent when Molly refers to an
Irish political organization erroneously as the "Sinner Fein” (748). We must also keep in
mind that planning her tryst with Blazes in her own bed attests to some ability to connive
and scheme. Conceming Molly's temperament, her sentimentality and "hot temper” may
have been patterned on Penelope's gentle reminiscing about Odysseus in Ody. 4.686-693
and her outrage over the treatment of the intriguing beggar in Ody. 18.215-225. Lastly,
Molly may have gained a great deal of her spunk and resiliency as well as her laziness and
complacency from Penelope's brave tricks on the suitors and continued despair over her
predicament.

We may argue that Joyce's Molly may not represent the universal Woman,’2 but
certainly his Molly is a/l Penclope. Therefore, although she is viewed by most scholars as
an anti-type to Homer’s Penelope, or an ironic treatment of Homer’s Penelope,?3 Joyce's
Molly does not differ that much from Homer's. In fact, Joyce seems to draw upon diverse
readings and multiple personae for his rendering of Molly. Thus, we can both agree and
take umbrage with this description of Molly offered by David Hayman in Ulysses: The
Mechanics of Meaning :

Molly could be a great whore and the Magna Mater, but she

is a lazy, ignorant bundle of instincts tied to middle class
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values, though endowed with a fairly good singing voice, a

hot temper, a sense of humor, and ample dimensions. If the

superobjective voice of "Ithaca” fails to tell us this, the

subjective effusion of "Penclope” reveals all, giving the lie to

the list and altering many of our preconceptions."7+
Rather than condemning Molly for these things, Joyce's loving, and perhaps comedic and
ironic, portrayal of her dares us not to revel in her deceit and forthrightness, adolescent
cravings and clevemess, testiness and her upbeat humor, slatternly lifestyle and nervy
pluck. Whether we like Molly or not is really not at issue here. What seems to be more
important is that Joyce's Molly-Penelope synthesizes all of the possibilities of Homer's
Penelope and, in doing so, gives us one of the most fully formed characters relating to

Homer's.

Dorothy Parker

Although very little time separates the modernist artists I have already discussed and
Dorothy Parker, their aesthetic tastes and views are worlds apart. A highly successful
artist, critic, editor (of Vogue ), and member of the Algonquin Round Table, Parker was
bom in New Jersey (having been cheated out of being made a native New Yorker, she once
quipped, by pure chance). Unlike Pound and H.D., Parker, née Rothschild, spent her
most productive years in Manhattan. Although she visited Europe, spending time with
Emest Hemingway in both France and Spain and passing James Joyce in the streets of
Paris, she was undeniably American and interested in the events of her own native
terrain.”s

That she became a writer is an accident (from which she often recovered, due to her
bouts with depression and alcoholism). She rose to prominence in her mid-twenties to

become the model of the modern woman. However, as her many attempts at suicide and
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numerous vapid romantic affairs attest, being a modern woman was not without its pitfalls,
and Parker seldom shied away from a forthright account of her chaotic life. Writing about
Parker, Marion Meade tells us:

She had chosen to present herself not so much as a bad girl

but as a bad boy, a firecracker who was aggressively proud

of being tough, quirky, feisty, a variation on the basic Becky

Sharp model, and she managed to carry it off with termrific

style and humor. She was putting on an act, but it was an

act that seemed as if it might sell.76
Appearing to be tough-minded and independent, Parker eschewed domesticity and middle
class values in print, despite her life-long desire for acceptance in her personal life.

What seemed to worry Parker the most was that her work was not worthy of the
kind of attention it received. In fact, she viewed her writing as mediocre—her poetry trivial
and her criticism shallow. When, for example, her first book of verse, Enough Rope?,
elicited good reviews from critics, she rejected the notion that she belonged to the elite
group that McCall's applauded as the greatest American poets.”7 In light of Parker's
confessional approach to her work and her suspicion that she did not really deserve the
popularity and acclaim she received, it makes sense that she would voice her fears in print
about the way she will be remembered in time.

Sunset Gun, the volume of poetry in which "Penelope” is found, marks the second
book of published verse for Dorothy Parker. Originally entitled Songs for the Nearest
Harmonica, this book also received rave reviews from critics anxious for a follow-up for
her first success, Enough Rope?. Dedicated to John Garrett, a2 man with whom Parker was
tenuously involved, the poems found in Sunset Gun represent a difficult time for Parker,

who was recently divorced, drinking too much, and suicidal.



In "Penelope,” Penclope laments her fate to us: While Odysseus "ride{s] the silver
seas” and "cut[s] the glittering wave," she is left behind to "sit at home, and rock” (4-6).
She must pay attention to the responsibilities of hearth and home, that is participating in
community life, providing refreshments for her family, and cleaning the home (7-9). The
author’s cynicism and wit is evident in the last line of the poem: "They will call him brave”
(10). What she seems to be implying here is that the domestic chores, long associated with
women, have not been traditionally viewed as the proper activity of heroism. On the other
hand, gallivanting around the world, sailing the seas—as Odysseus does—is considered to
be stuff that epics are made from. She attempts to revise this outlook, arguing instead that
what Penelope does, performing her duties to family and friends, is just as important as
what her husband is known for. Dorothy Parker’s infamous wit uses irony to present
Penelope's view of the way in which hémism is evaluated. Anyone familiar with her
poems and stories knows that Dorothy Parker excelled at sarcasm, and irony was one of
the many tools at her disposal to achieve it.

As we can see in Parker's "Penelope,” by surprising us with the real reason that
Penelope laments Odysseus's adventuring ways and by positioning her complaint in the
last line of the poem she expands our understanding of the words, "they,” *him," and
"brave.” For example, Parker has not introduced a plural noun for the pronoun, "they,” to
replace, but we can guess from the context that she is referring to those people who bestow
fame—historians, critics, one's colleagues and friends. Furthermore, by placing "him"
after an explanation of her own daily activities and immediately before "brave,” Penelope
suggests that her own conduct will be "unbrave,” though it demands as much courage as
his conduct requires.

We also realize that she uses Penelope as a metaphor for the forgotten female hero.

For although Penelope did indeed do more than any other woman in literary history to keep
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ber home together for her husband and son, she has never once been called heroic; in fact,
with the exception of very recent scholarship, we see that she has been ignored by critics.

Parker's predilection for men who were incompatible with her views and tastes,
combined with an honest assessment of the work she published, may have contributed to
the dark tone this poem takes. In particular, Garrett was incapable of sustaining a
monogamous relationship with her and shared no interest in her work. Furthermore, he
was critical of her career and disliked her drinking habits. Her Penelope demonstrates a
bitterness that Parker herself was known to frequently exhibit, particularly to men who she
felt deserted her emotionally. However, the real anxiety in the poem over not being
remembered emerges as the dominant theme of the poem.

Current reassessment of the individual members of the Algonquin Table tend
toward presenting them in a less than glorious light. Bon mots ascribed to Parker and
others are being denied them or are condemned as practiced or pre-prepared. In "Wits at
the Round Table: Was It, Er, Um, Square?,” William Grimes suggests that the popularity
Parker and other members received was actually due to "self-promotion, back scratching
and log rolling."’® The most damning evidence of their lack of humor and talent seems to
lie in the fact that they relied heavily on "spoken lines” rather than printed documentation of
their wit. Although Grimes does accord Parker respect for her writing, he points
specifically to her stories, rather than her verse, criticism, and repartée. Thus, Parker’s
anxiety over her fame following the publication of her poetry was well-founded: Her
stature has diminished considerably since her death in 1967. Like her Penelope, Parker too
is viewed as unbrave, unheroic, and unimportant. It is interesting to note that Parker’s loss
of fame parallels H. D.’s own fall from literary grace. Contemporary feminists point to the
appropriation of modernism by male critics who focus only on the contributions of male

modernists.”? Only recently do we see the inclusion of such female modernists as H. D.
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and Gertrude Stein in the 20th Century American canon. Predictably missing from Harold
Bloom's article, "278 Books You Should Have Read By Now,” are any works by Dorothy
Parker.80
One last comment concerning Parker’s work is that her "rage"8! about being

forgotten is mirrored in the works of contemporary female poets. Meade tells us this about
Parker’s writing:

There were alarming glimpses, no more than a series of

snapshots, of the tragedies that would be recognized by

twentieth century women as peculiarly theirown: the gut-

searing loneliness of the women who have "careers,” the

women who don't marry, the women who do but divorce;

the women deprived of maternal warmth and comfort who

are condemned to seek love forever in the barren soil of

husbands and children and even animals; women howling

primitively for nourishment, flanked on one side by rejecting

mothers and on the other by rejecting lovers. Her verse

began to acknowledge the timeless subject of female rage.82
In this litany of subjects occurring in Parker’s work that also appears in contemporary
feminist poetry is the rejection of men all together—as demonstrated in Parker's article,
"Why Haven't | Married.” In sum, then, we can say that Penelope represents the forgotten
female hero who is relegated (by those in charge of according fame) to oblivion no matter
how excellent her conduct was. The fear and anger that Parker’s Penelope expresses in

this poem presages the sentiments of the Penelopes to come.
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Conclusion

In looking back at the modemist view of Penelope, we see that, unlike any other
period that we have explored, the artistic response to her varies widely and, in some cases,
extends the parameters of her legend. What is more, although the many different personae
of Penelope that we meet in the work of Carlo Carr3, Ezra Pound, H.D., James Joyce, and
Dorothy Parker are united in the eternal symbol of wifedom, this does not change the fact
that she also represents what "modem"” and "woman" means individually to each of these
artists. Lastly we must keep in mind that Penelope indicates the changing sensibilities of
this period of time.

Ironically, H. D.'s Penelope emerges as the most traditional of all of the portrayals
we have explored here in this chapter. First, she makes Penelope's gender a focal point of
her work. Secondly, her portrayal of Penelope harkens back to Victorian values associated
with women. In "At Ithaca," for example, Penelope (as H. D.) emerges as an anxious and
weak woman, full of despair and left with little hope. In the same way, Winter Love
suggests imagery of birthing, associated with motherhood. Thus, for H. D., Penelope’s
strength is derived from her feminine power of giving birth and from men who will come
to save her from herself and terrible outside forces. It is interesting to note that although H.
D.'s poetry is experimental, her ideas regarding women are not.

Another irony that we find in this period is Carr2's response to Penelope. Asa
futurist whose contempt for women and femininity was well-documented in the various
manifestoes he participated in, Carrd’s Penelope is remarkably feminist: His Penelope is an
allegory representing the independent and hard-edged woman of the modern age whose
authority is derived from inner strength rather than feminine wiles and manipulation.

Pound too presents us with a very feminist treatment of Penelope. In "Hugh Sewelyn
Mauberly" she represents lofty concepts of good writing associated with modemnist

aesthetics. Keeping in mind the parameters of Penelope's legend, we notice that Pound
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pushes these boundaries slightly. For although Homer presents her as a persuasive
speaker who can solicit gifts from the suitors,83 she is not remembered inlegend asa
rhetorician like Odysseus. In "CII" from the Cantos, however, Pound depicts her more
traditionally by linking her to just conduct and contemplation. However, the innovation
that Pound oﬁ'ers. is that he does not make her gender an issue in her virtuous conduct—
unlike the traditionalists who limit her kind of virtue to those appropriate to her femininity.

Joyce's Penelope emerges as the most fully formed representation of Homer’s
Penelope, embodying notions of sexuality, intelligence, temperament, and courage and
drawing upon diverse readings and multiple personae for his rendering of Molly. His
loving portrayal of Penelope and his non-judgmental treatment of her adulterous behavior
differs from traditionalists who view this kind of conduct as evidence of 2 woman's fall
from grace. Although we may be tempted to suggest that the novel form allows for a more
detailed treatment of Penelope, this is not the case. Penelope appears in numerous other
novels from the 19th to the 20th Centuries. Nowhere else does she emerge so fully fleshed
out as she does in Joyce's work. (See Appendix A.) Lastly, Derothy Parker’s Penelope,
the metaphor for the forgotten hero, presages the voices of feminist poets writing during
the 1970's and '80's.

Thus, in light of the diverse portrayals of Penelope by modem artists and the way
in which she comes to represent differing notions of "modernism"” and "woman,” we read
with great skepticism the comment made by Shari Benstock that

modemism itself, seems to be about language—the history
of words and the principles by which sentences construct
themselves. Kenner's work constructs a grammar for this
literary event, interests itself in the syntax and diction of the
modern. Indeed, an interest in language would seem to

define the modern, and certain linguistic practices (evidentin
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the work of Eliot, Joyce, Pound, and Williams) would

characterize Modernism. . . . One discovers that expatriate

women participate in the Modemist enterprise often seeking

to subvert and invert its cultural and aesthetic premises."8+
Ironically, it is male artists like Carr3, Pound, and Joyce, as well as non "ex-patriate”
female writers like Parker, who present a Penelope that "subvert[s] and invert[s] its cultural
and aesthetic premises” while the expatriate modemist female artist, H.D., remains aligned
with traditional views toward women. Tracing Penelope in the modern age demonstrates
the difficulty we have in defining what modernism exactly is and in categorizing the

response to the changes occurring during this period by gender or geographical location.
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Entr'Acte

The Penelope of Modemists Carr, Pound, H. D., Joyce, and Parker contain all of
the qualities found in the Penelopes who have appeared thereafter. After 1928, we see
Penelopes who, like Carrd's, are strong, independent, and intelligent; who, like Pound's,
are metaphors for larger concepts like wit and talent; who, like H. D.'s, are faithful,
forlom, frightened, and fragile; and who, like Parker’s, are angry, skeptical, and
outspoken. Moreover, as I have mentioned previously, Joyce's Penelope embodies all of
the possibilities of Homer's Penelope, and the artistic responses to her as well.

Although no new portraits of Penelope emerged after the early 20th Century, the
contemporary period interests us because it marks the "second explosion” of responses to
Penelope. From 1928 to 1995 over one hundred and twenty-eight works of art focus on
Penelope or refer to her in some way. (Seec Appendix A.) As we recall, the first explosion
occurred in the 16th and 17th Centuries due to the printing press and the accessibility of
Homer’s work. The response to Penelope tripled from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance
Period. Likewise, responses to her in the contemporary period more than tripled from that
of the 19th Century—the majority of which are found from the 1960's onwards.

The most important forces influencing interest in Penelope during the 1960's and

1970's were the various rights movements that arose in America. Due to the feminist
movement, more women expressed themselves and found themselves in print than ever
before. Itis interesting to note that although the movement contributed greatly to the
increase in portrayals of Penelope, it did not guarantee that the Penelope that emerged out
of these new female voices was a strong and independent one. However, the ones found
in the work of Janet Dubé,! Marilyn Hacker,2 and Kate Llewellyn3 certainly possess these

qualities. For the majority of artists working during this time, she embodies the qualities of
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the traditional woman and are, thus, either extolled or rejected. Some artists, like Jane
Oliensis,* Judy Thurman,5 and Dame Mary Gilmore,S associate Penelope primarily with
her patience for waiting for Odysseus and the joy she experiences when he returns to her.
Others, like Léonara Carrington and Orianna Fallaci, paint her as the weak and abandoned
wife of Odysseus: Carrington's girl-woman surrounds herself with her toys and cannot
function independently in the world? and Orianna Fallaci's model of womanhood discovers
that her true place is not in the warlike business world of men, but in the domestic sphere
of femininity.8 These two works, in particular, recall the iconic image of the helpless
Penelope that had so dominated the Victorian Age. Itis also interesting to note that not one
of the female artists that I studied from this period portrayed her as a cunning woman who
could outwit the shrewdest of mortals.

Even black civil rights and gay writers do not forge new views of Homer’s
Penelope. Jay Wright, for example, connects Penelope's hopelessness to the despair of the
black community following the deaths of civil right advocates Martin Luther King and
Malcolm X.2 Looking at James Harrison's poem, we see that he too follows the Victorian
tradition of the abandoned Penelope even though the lovers in the story are both male.10
Even those striving for personal freedom under totalitarian governments in Europe present
only one aspect of Homer’s Penelope. When Elisaveta Bagryana, writing about the
communist regime in Bulgaria, states resolutely "I am not Penelope of Ancient Greece”
(line 29), she subscribes to the traditional view of the faithful and enduring Penelope.!!

Despite the fact that we can trace a dominant and traditional view of Penelope
throughout the seven hundred years of art, the anomalies that emerge outside of this
tradition signal to us that there is not one correct way of viewing her. Many different
images of Penelope can, in fact, exist. As I will show in the next chapter, all of the
hundreds of Penelopes that we have encounter in literature, the visual arts, and music are

found in Homer's one story, the Odyssey.
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Chapter 7
Penelopeia:
Penelope in Homer's Story

Agamemnon's encomium opens by invoking Odysseus, and congratulates him
heartily, but critics have found it troublcsome that he then goes on to celebrate
the kleos of Penclope. As Finley remarks, ‘That comes near making our
Odysseia a Penelopeia.']

Introduction

Although Finley's comment here focuses on the attention Penelope receives from
Agamemnon in Book 24 of the Odyssey , the truth of the matter is Penelope is highly
visible throughout the entire story and, in fact, the kAéos , or "fame,” of the hero Odysseus
depends upon her presence and the qualities leading to her own kAéos. That she also
possesses the capacity to endure hardships comes; as no surprise. Although Homer never
once refers to Penelope as "faithful"—the epitaph accorded her in Westem tradition—the
way in which she perseveres during the twenty-year absence of her husband Odysseus
does indeed lead us to see that tenacity and fidelity comprise two of her greatest qualities.
However, in Penelope Homer presents us with more than a steadfast, chaste woman, for
she also possesses other qualities, such as intelligence, wit, cunning, and courage.
Furthermore, the ambiguity that Homer builds into the story2 leaves room for less savory
views of Penelope. In certain episodes, for example, we find ourselves questioning her
chastity and strength of character. That Homer's Penelope possesses the possibility of all
of these traits, both positive and negative, indicates her "complex personality,” for like

Odysseus, Homer has created a "polytropic hero in full.”3
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Before turning to the Odyssey to recover Homer’s Penelope, I would like to
discuss previous scholarship on Penelope and, then, delineate the traits that the artists we
have studied explore in their versions of her. By doing this, I will show that, like artists,
some scholars ignore the breadth of Penelope's character and disregard her complexity.
Secondly, I will also demonstrate that a pattern emerges in the way Penelope has been
viewed through time. Then, I will link these traits to passages in Homer’s story in which
she speaks or is spoken about to show that artists have derived these traits from Homer's
Penelope. I should mention here that the reading of the Odyssey that I give in this section
of my work reflects ways various passages of the text can be read and interpreted. What I
hope to show by doing this is that Penelope’s image in Westem tradition is far from static

and is denived from a complex presentation of her given to us by Homer.

Penelope Scholarship

Modem Homeric scholarship, from the 17th to the mid-20th Centuries, sought to
answer questions concerning the origins and development of Homer’s text and the identity
of the poet. In the 1600's and 1700's, for example, Abbé d'Aubignac, Richard Bentley,
Giambattista Vico, and Robert Wood all debated the existence of Homer and the sources of
the Jliad and the Odyssey. The mid to late-1800's saw the rise of textual criticism. F.A.
Wolf and Ulrich von Wilamowitz-MoellendorfT debated the influence of orality and literacy
upon the creation of Greek epic, both men forwarding theories regarding the poems's
composition. Although these issues have not yet been resolved, the influence of Milman
Parry's study of oral heroic poetry, completed in 1928, The Traditional Epithet in Homer,5
changed the focus of some Homeric scholars in the decades that followed.6

From the 1950’s onward, many scholars began to examine the literary conveations
of the Odyssey, looking, for instance, at plot, themes, and character. Here we find P. W.
Harsh's "Penclope and Odysseus in the Odys<ey XIX (1950),"7 Geoffrey Kirk's The
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Songs of Homer (1962),2 Charles R. Beye's "Male and Female in the Homeric Poems”
(1974),? and Charles Segal's "Kleos and Its Ironies in the Odyssey” (1983),10among
others. Some works, like Cedric Whitman's Homer and the Heroic Tradition!! and
Gregory Nagy's The Best of the Achaeans: Concepts of the Hero in Archaic Greek
Poetry,12 focus on the heroic tradition that Odysseus represents. Interest in Penelope arose
during this time; however, until recently, conventional wisdom regarding Penelope
deemphasized her presence in the story; many were more interested in her sexual conduct,
particularly her misconduct, than in her cunning intelligence. For example, in “Penelope
TTOAYTPOTIOZ" Patricia Marquandt argues that Penelope wanted to keep her options open
with regard to choosing between the suitors and waiting for her husband to return.!3 And
Sheila Mumaghan's "Penelope Agnoia” presents us with a Penelope who is unaware of the
plot against the suitors and the true identity of the stranger.!4 On the other hand, Anne
Amory suggests that Penelope subconsciously recognizes Odysseus but is in no frame of
mind to move on her instincts.!5 The view that Penelope possesses the wherewithall to
recognize her husband and be an active partner in the plot against the suitors can be seen,
however, in a few works, like W. B. Stanford’s The Ulysses Theme and P. W. Harsh's
"Penelope and Odysseus in Odyssey XIX."

In the last decade a growing interest in the ambiguity found in Homer’s text has
resulted in a different view of Penelope. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, both Marylin Katz
and Nancy Felson-Rubin argue for a complex image of Penelope derived from the
Odyssey's ambiguity. Specifically, in Penelope's Renown: Meaning and Determinacy in
the Odyssey 16 Katz explores the notion of fame with regard to Penelope and points to
inconsistencies in the text that subvert a single plot line. On the other hand, in Regarding
Penelope: From Character to Poetics ,!7 Felson-Rubin examines Penelope's multiple
images found in the Odyssey by looking at the ways in which other characters in the story

view her. As both of these works suggest, there are multiple ways of reading the Odyssey
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and the way in which Penelope acts in the story. And as my own study has borne out, the
way in which artists view Penelope in the Odyssey affects their response to Penelope in

their own work.

Polytropic Penelope

As Stanford points out, Western tradition has not always been kind to Penelope.
Many artists and scholars ignored or devalued her primarily because they have perceived
only one aspect of her personality—her faithful nature.!8 Butas I have demonstrated in the
previous chapters, she does indeed receive a great deal of attention in the arts. For the most
part, this attention has focused on four human characteristics!9 that Penelope possesses:
sexuality, intelligence, temperament, and courage. In looking over the works of art
responding to Penelope, we can define these qualities by the questions the artists raise

concerning her conduct in the story.

Sexuality

Penelope's sexuality emerges as the focus of most of the works we have studied
thus far and is expressed primarily through her behavior toward the suitors. The questions
artists raise about her are: Does Penelope engage in sexual relations with the suitors or
desire to marry one of them? Does she wait chastely for Odysseus to retumn, rejecting the
suitors’s advances and attention? Although issues of Penelope's sexuality are inextricably
linked to politics involved in remarrying or staying true to her marriage, reactions to
Penelope's conduct still focus primarily on her sexual nature. As Thomas Carew suggests
in "Rapture” and Mottley and Cooke tell us in Penelope, Penelope does indeed enjoy the
attention of the suitors while Odysseus is away. Likewise, James Joyce's Penelope /
Molly sleeps with Blazes Boylan in Ulysses. Along these lines, F. C. Burnard'’s Penelope
is willing to marry Eurymachus in Patient Penelope, or the Return of Ulysses. Others, like
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Sir John Davies, reconfigure the story so that Penelope does demonstrate a certain amount
of involvement with other men without losing her image as the good woman. But
Boccaccio, Christine de Pizan, Chaucer, John Gower, John Skelton, Claudio Monteverdi,
and Angelica Kauffman, all present Penelope as the epitome of chastity; she eschews
romance with any other man and opts instead to wait patiently for Odysseus. From artists
of the Middle Ages, in fact, we inherit this image of the "virtuous woman" by whom all
other good women are measured. Some artists, like Ezra Pound in "Hugh Sewelyn
Mauberly” and "Canto CI1," stretch the meaning of Penelope's chaste conduct, by
connecting her fidelity to Odysseus to a faithful or loyal devotion to an ideal.

Of the artists we explored, only Lord Byron presents Penelope's fidelity in a dim
light, making us aware that he does not hold chastity in high regard. Others, like Mottley
and Cooke and H. D, strip Penelope of her virtue by suggesting that she remains faithful
only because Athene intervened and stopped her from getting involved with the suitors.
Along these lines, H. D. also tells us that Penelope remained chaste because she was afraid
of her husband's treatment of her if he did indeed return and found she had been unfaithful.
I should also mention that of all the artists we have studied, only Louise Labé, Thomas
Carew, and James Joyce laud Penelope's sexuality, disassociating it from issues of chastity
and fidelity and viewing it as a normal part of the human experience. Although Mottley and
Cooke's Penelope is impatient to enjoy her husband at the end of the story, we recognize
that they are poking fun at her sexuality rather than celebrating it. On the other hand,
Monteverdi deprives Penelope completely of her sexuality in his opera. His "madonna-
Penelope” is devoid of any desire for earthly pleasures.

Intelligence

At the heart of many portrayals of Penelope is her intelligence. Here, artists explore

whether or not Penelope recognizes Odysseus in the beggar's disguise, or if she is totally
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duped by him. Some artists question if she received the inspiration for the contest of the
bow from Athene or came up with the idea herself. Likewise, they wonder about the great
cunning she possesses that outwits the suitors and eventually her own husband. Unlike
discussions about Penelope's sexuality which have always been an issue with the artists we
studied, we notice that discussions about Penelope's intelligence are linked to particular
historical periods. Renaissance artists, for example, appear as the first who associate
intelligence with Penelope. John Skelton and Sir John Davies, in particular, lead the way
for further expressions of Penelope's intelligence, wit, and cunning. That Penelope can get
what she wants by using her wit is evident in Skelton's portrayal of her in Philip Sparrow.
Likewise she emerges as an enlightened woman, in the tradition of Queen Elizabeth, in
Davies's Orchestra, a Poeme of Dauncing. But neither of these artists focuses on the
storyline of Homer’s poem—this we see in the works coming out of the Baroque and
Enlightenment Periods. However in Monteverdi's opera written in the 17th Century, I
ritorno d'Ulisse in patria, and in Mottley and Cooke's Penelope, written in the 18th
Century, Penelope lacks cunning. In Monteverdi's work the trick of the loom is never
mentioned, Minerva inspires her to devise the bow contest, and Penelope does not outwit
Odysseus in the trick of the bed. Mottley and Cooke's Penelope does weave, but no
importance is placed upon this activity. Along these lines, she does not think up the bow
contest, nor does she outwit her husband by forcing him to reveal his true identity. In fact
because Mottley and Cooke's Penelope is duped by her suitor, Cleaver, we can say that she
demonstrates little cunning atall. However, Penelope retains her intelligence in the
canvases of Kauffman. In fact, Kauffman depicts Penelope heroically: She is responsible
for keeping the suitors at bay with her weaving trick in Penelope at the Loom, and she
devises the bow contest, taking it upon herself to bring Odysseus his bow from its storage
place in Penelope Taking Down the Bow of Ulysses.
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15th Century artists are not interested in Penelope's intelligence; instead, like
Medieval artists, they focus on her chastity and goodness. Itis not until the 20th Century
that we see again a Penelope who is capable of intelligence and wit. Carra reintroduces the
possibility that Penclope weaves her freedom in his Cubo-Futurist painting, Penelope. For
Pound she represents a woman whose rhetoric is matchless among men in "Hugh Sewelyn
Mauberly."” Joyce's Penelope / Molly cleverly organizes her tryst with her lover under her
husband's nose and holds sway over her household. Likewise in "Penelope” Dorothy
Parker’s Penelope is savvy enough to recognize that history will not be kind to her.

Temperament and Courage

Less explored, but still present are questions surrounding Penelope's temperament
and courage. With regard to her temperament, artists ask if Penelope forgave Odysseus
casily for staying away for so long or was really harboring some resentment over not being
included in the plan or his long absence. Monteverdi's Penelope falls into her husband's
arms without questioning why he had been away so long; however, Joyce's Penelope /
Molly waits in their bed, thinking of him—as well as her other lovers. And though she
contemplates serving him breakfast in bed the next day, we do not see her do this, for
Joyce does not allow us to see the reunion between husband wife. On the other hand,
Bumand's Penelope becomes angry when she hears about her husband's affair with
Calypso and plots his death with her lover Eurymachus. Her anger disappears only when
Ulysses proves to her beyond a doubt that she has been duped by Eurymachus. And
Parker’s Penelope resents the way she will be remembered in literary history, although she
is not angry over her husband's absence.

Artists also wonder whether Penelope acquiesces to the demands of the suitors
because she is intimidated by them, or if she courageously bides her time in order to protect

Telemachos and her property. In Monteverdi's opera, Penelope displays little courage, for
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her suitors are not dangerous men. Instead they are three kings who love her so much that
they simply make a nuisance of themselves. Other artists treat Penclope similarly. Mottley
and Cooke and Burnand depict Penelope as unable to stand up to the suitors. H. D.'s
Penelope weeps instead of acts. On the other hand, Kauffman's Penelope is brave.
Whether she weaves at the loom or seeks her husband's bow alone in the storage room,
Penelope emerges as a strong and courageous woman. Though she weeps over the bow
after taking it down and prays for Minerva's aid when she hears of Telemachos's departure
in Penelope Weeping Over the Bow of Ulysses, her tears are not shed out of fear but from
sadness.

In light of these many images of Penelope, we should be asking ourselves where
these artists have found so many different depictions of her in Homer's text. The answer,
of course, lies in the ambiguity found in the Oéyssey and the way in which Penelope
adjusts herself to the situations facing her. Of her husband Odysseus, Stanford says:

Of the Homeric heroes, and, indeed, Roman mythology, Ulysses

was by far the most complex in character and exploits. His

adventures in the Odyssey brought him beyond the limits of the

known world into unexplored regions of mystery and magic. His

character was both more varied and more ambiguous than the

character of any figure in Greek mythology or history until

Archilochus. And, most significant of all for the possibility of later

adaptations of his myth, one of his chief qualities, as Homer

portrayed him, was adaptability.20
While it is obvious that Odysseus'’s complexity shines through due to the ambiguity found
in the text and because of his ability to adapt himself to various situations, it has been less
apparent to many that the same can be said also of his wife Penelope. They are, if we
remember, S{io@ppovéovTe, or "like-minded” (Ody. 6.183). As the artists's respcase to
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Penelope indicates, she too is a well-drawn character, adaptable and much-enduring,
possessing a multiple of personae, not always congruent, whose presence is felt
throughout the story, even if she herself is absence from the text.

Penelope's Presence in the Odyssey

Penelope's presence is felt throughout Homer’s story, for she appears oris
mentioned in all but five books of the Odyssey. She speaks forty-four times in the poem,
addressing all major characters and many minor ones. Others talk about her or refer to her
over two hundred and thirty times in the poem. Moreover, we may read her presence in the
text as extremely important: Her constant trickery foils the suitors's aggressive push for
marriage for almost four years, and she manages to outwit the most cunning of all men in
the Westemn literary tradition. Although the Odyssey is, indeed, about Odysseus, we may
say that without the perseverance and intelligence of his wife, there would be no véotog,
or "return” for him. And because this homecoming is the origin of Odysseus's fame,
Odysseus's presence and importance in our tradition depends upon his wife's presence and
influence in the story. That Penelope can function this way in the poem underscores the
complexity that Homer endows her with, for she is not a type—but a fully fleshed-out
character imbued with a sexual nature and qualities of intelligence, temperament and

courage, expressed in ways that can be interpreted as both positive and negative.

Penelope's Sexuality

The questions about Penelope's sexuality appear in the first book of the Odyssey
and are raised by her son Telemachos. Specifically, Telemachos, without a father to guide
him throughout his life, has come of age and is concerned about his patemity. Doubts
about his mother’s fidelity emerge, and he wonders who his father really is. Watching the

suitors court Penelope only exacerbates his doubts. The conversations he has with Mentes,
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Mentor, and Athene contain more than just misgivings over his heritage; they carry with it
a whole subtext that leads the reader to question Penelope's sexual conduct in the story, for
if Odysseus is not his father, then who is? But beyond that, the implication of
Telemachos's doubts raises even larger questions concerning Penelope's behavior with the
suitors, for if Penelope was unfaithful with another and spawned Telemachos from that
union, couldn't she be unfaithful to Odysseus even now?

Unfortunately Telemachos gets little relief from his concerns if the reverse instead
proves to be true. If indeed Odysseus is his real father as everyone says, then would
Telemachos inherit his father’s penchant for pain and suffering? In fact, that such a man as
Odysseus fathered him causes Telemachos almost as much concern as Odysseus not being
his father—for his father has not yet returned from the Trojan War after twenty years and
has perhaps endured a horrible fate on the high seas

In Ody. 1.214-220, we find Telemachos first questioning his parentage to Athene
in the guise of Mentes, the leader of his allies, the Taphians. Athene has just arrived at
Odysseus's palace from the council of the gods where it has been decided that Odysseus
will be allowed to return home. By the time Athene intervenes on Odysseus’s behalf, the
suitors have overrun the palace, causing Telemachos great concern over his future. The
suitors's poor treatment of him and his property makes him aware that without taking bold
measures quickly, nothing will be left of his father’s legacy. In this passage, Telemachos
answers Mentes, who has just asked him if indeed he is Odysseus's son:

Torydip £ycd o, Eeive, HEN &Tpexécds GyopeUoc.
witnp pév Té pé pnot Tou Eppeval, alutdp ¢y ye

oux old™ ol ydp Trch Tig £dv ydvov alrtds avéyved.
o35 N Eyed ¥’ Spelov parapds v Tev Eupevar uids
avépog, Ov KTe&Teaow £ois Em yijpas ETETHE.
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fal

virv 8’ &5 atmroTudTaTtos yéveto Buntdv avlpcd v,
Tou i’ & paot yevecHai, el oU pe TouT' Epeelvels.

See, I will accurately answer all that you ask me.

My mother says indeed I am his. I for my part

do not know. Nobody really knows his own father.

But how I wish I could have been rather son to some fortunate

man, whom old age overtook among his possessions.

But of mortal men, that man has proved the most ill-fated

whose son they say I am: since you question me on this matter.
Although Mentes asks his question innocently—for he claims he has not seen Odysseus for
twenty years and has had no contact with his family during that time—Telemachos takes
this inquiry quite seriously, and he complains to Mentes that hié future appears to be bleak
whether or not Odysseus is his father. But what really interests us here is the way he hints
at Penelope's misconduct and his own mistrust of her. That she has assured him that
Odysseus is his father is not enough for the boy to go on because "nobody knows his own
father.” He does not believe, at once, Penelope’s words. Penelope's credibility suffers
here when Telemachos introduces the audience to his concern over his mother’s conduct.

Upon hearing Telemachos's reply to her question, Mentes / Athene does little to

clarify the boy's questions about his patemity. In fact, she only acknowledges Penelope as
Telemachos's mother and completely avoids mentioning Odysseus's name. Mentes does
assure Telemachos that he will attain fame; however, this fame is derived from his own
accomplishments rather than acquired through his father’s or mother’s glory:

"ov pév Tot yeverjv ye Beol vedvupvov dmricoc

Biikav, ¢nel of ye Tolov éyeivaTto TInveAdnaa.



This reply brings little comfort to Telemachos since the issue of his parentage is still not

settled.

The gods have not made yours a birth that will go nameless
hereafter, since Penelope bore such a son as you are. (Ody.1.222-3)
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In Ody .2.274-280 Athene appears once again to Telemachos to incite the boy to

take action in finding out about his father. This time, however, she takes the disguise of

Mentor, a friend of the family who speaks up for Telemachos at the council with the

suitors. She meets Telemachos at the shore where he has been walking and asking the

goddess Athene for her help. By evoking the image of Odysseus, Mentor / Athene intends

to encourage Telemachos:

el &' oU keivou y' Eool ydvos kal TInvehoreins,

oV ot ' EmelTa EOATIa TEAEUTTOELY, & HEVOWGS.
Traipol yé&p Tol Traides dpoiol TaTpl wEAovTal,

ot rAéoves kaxlous, Tratpot B¢ Te maTpds dpelous.
&AN’ Erel oUd’ Smbev kaxds Eooean ol avorjucov,
oubé oe Tayxu ye pijTis "OBucoijos TpoAédorimey,
tEATropr] Tot EmErTa TeEAevTiioat T&Be Epya.

Butif you are not the seed begotten of him and Penelope,

I have no hope that you will accomplish all that you strive for.

For few are the children who turn out to be equals of their fathers,
and the grez*2r number are worse; few are better than their father is.
But since you are to be no thoughtless man, no coward,

and the mind of Odysseus has not altogether given out in you

there is some hope that you can bring all these things to fulfillment.
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Here, the goddess points to both Odysseus and Penclope as the parents of Telemachos.
Her comment (". . .&AN’ émrel oUd’ dmbev. . ." ) carries with it no condition or taint of
impossibility. According to the goddess, Telemachos is indeed the son of Odysseus.
Penelope's sexual conduct has been circumspect—at least in the case of his own paternity.
Far from accepting these wise men's words as truth, Telemachos still harbors
doubts. We must keep in mind that in both cases Telemachos is aware that these advisors
are deities in disguise. As I will show later, mortal men and women put little stock in
gods.
Itis not until Telemachos reaches Lakedaimon, the home of Menelaos and Helen,
that the boy puts his concerns about his parentage away, once and for all. In Ody. 4.111-
112, Menelaos verifies that Odysseus bore a son by Penelope who was left behind when
Odysseus went to Troy:
Aaépns 6’ 6 yépeov kal éxéppeov TInveddTraia
TnAéfuaxss 0', dv EAeime véov yeyad T €vl oikep.”

... The aged Laertes
and temperate Penelope must surely be grieving for him,
with Telemachos whom he left behind in his house, a young child.
Thus, Menelaos makes it clear that Penelope and Odysseus had a son named Telemachos
who, for all practical purposes, is the same age as this Telemachos.

Menelaos's words are echoed when Helen, entering the room during Menelaos and
Telemachos's discussion, recognizes Telemachos as that child of Odysseus and Penelope.
She remarks to her husband:

ou yé&p e Tiv& g toikdTa dde idéobat
oUT’ &vdp' olrTe yuvaika, aéBag W’ xel eloopdwcav,
g 88" "Obuociijos ueyaAjtopos ull oixe,
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TrAepdxep. TOV EAITre VéoV YEYad T évi oiked

Kelvos avijp, 8T EHelo kuvedmdos €ivex’ "Axaiot

ABed’ Utd Tpoinv éAepov Bpaciv dpuaivovres.”

.. . For I think I never saw such a likeness, neither

in man or woman, and wonder takes me as I look on him,

as this man has a likeness to the son of great-hearted Odysseus,

Telemachos, who was left behind in his house, a young child

by that man when, for the sake of shameless me, the Achaians

went beneath Troy, their hearts intent upon reckless warfare.

(Ody. 4.140-146)
What Telemachos learns from the famed king and queen sets his mind at ease, for no
mention of Telemachos's doubts about his patemnity are expressed again in the rest of the
story. However, despite the fact that he is no longer uncertain that Odysseus is his father,
he does still entertain doubts about his mother’s fidelity. In fact, when Telemachos finally
accepts the fact that he is Odysseus's son, he becomes even more concerned than ever over
Penelope's own loyalty to his father.

It is Telemachos once again who first expresses concern over Penelope's conduct in
the palace over the course of the four years before Odysseus's return. Although the
concemn shifts away from his paternity, Telemachos's doubits still center on Penelope's
fidelity and loyalty to Odysseus. In Ody. 1.245-251 he raises the question: Is Penelope
waiting for Odysseus, or is she looking forward to marrying one of the suitors?
Telemachos complains to Mentes/ Athene:

dogol yap vijcoiaw EmkpaTtéovov &pioTot,
AovAixiey Te Z&um Te kal UAtjevTt ZaxivBep,

nd’ Soogol koavanyv '18&knv x&Ta koipavéova,
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160001 unTép’ Euljv HuGdVTal, TpUxouot bt olkov.
1} &' oUT’ &pveltal oTUYepdY ydHov olUTE TEAEUTHV
Tolijoat Slvatar ol 5t phiviBovov E5ovTes

olkov ¢udv- Téxa &ij e Biappaicouo kat avrrédy.”

For all the greatest men who have the power in the islands,

in Doulichion and Same and in wooded Zakynthos,

and all who in rocky Ithaka are holders of lordships,

all these are after my mother for marmriage, and wear my house out.

And she does not refuse the hateful marriage, nor is she able

to make an end of the matter; and these eating up my substance

waste it away; and soon they will break me myself to pieces.
Thus, Penelope's sexual conduct once again comes under suspicion. Her own son does
not trust her actions and suspects that she has been less than chaste in her intentions toward
the suitors.

Others however are not so quick to condemn Penelope. During his trip to the
underworld Odysseus encounters his mother Antikleia, who reports to Odysseus that
Penelope has been waiting patiently for him during his absence:

"Kal Ainv keivn ye péver TerAném Buucy
coiow #vi yeydpoiciv difupal 8¢ ol alel

pbivoucv vixTes Te kal fjuata Baxpu xeovon).

All too much with enduring heart she does wait for you
there in your own palace, and always with her the wretched

nights and the days also waste her away with weeping. (Ody. 11.181-184 )
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Antikleia'’s words here bring little comfort to Odysseus. Before Odysseus can let this news
of Penelope settle in his mind, Agamemnon appears, offering his own view to the hero
about trusting wives:

"Té viv wi} moTe kal oU yuvarxi Trep fimos lvar

1 ot puBov &avta meauoképey, 8v K’ &U eidijs.

aAAE T ptv paobal, Td B kat kexpuppévow elvan.

&AM’ ol ool ', "OBuael, pdvos Eocetat & ye yuvaikds:

Ainv y&p mwun Te kal &0 ppeot piidea olde

xoupn 'lkapioio, Tepippcov TinveAdmeia.

So by this, do not be too easy even with your wife,

nor give her an entire account of all you are sure of.

Tell her part of it, but let the rest be hidden in silence.

And yet you, Odysseus, will never be murdered by your wife.

The daughter of Ikarios, circumspect Penelope,

is all too virtuous and her mind is stored with good thoughts.

(Ody. 11.441-446)
Agamemnon's words, though representing his own unfortunate experience with
Klytemnestra, cannot completely be discounted. Weighed with Antikleia's good report on
Penelope, this sober wamning of women's natural deviousness leaves us questioning
Penelope's real intentions toward the suitors and her treatment of Odysseus when indeed he
does retumn to [thaka.

Odysseus receives his second warning about Penelope when he meets Athene on

the shore of Ithaka. Here Athene echoes Antikleia's sentiments about Penelope found in
Ody. 11.181-183. However, it is also clear that she also approves of Odysseus's

skepticism about his wife's conduct:



ool &' ov e pidov éoTi Barjpevan olbt mubéabar,
Tpiv y' € ofis dAdxou Treiprioeal, §j Té Tol altwg
fioTtal &vi pueydapoiow, dtlupal B¢ oi aiet

@Bivouav wixTes Te kal fjpata Bdxpu xeovon.

.. .butitis not

your pleasure to investigate and ask questions, not till

you have made a trial of your wife; yet she, as always,

sits there in your palace, and always with her the wretched

nights, and the days also, waste her away with weeping.

(Ody. 13335-338)
Thus, Athene approves of Odysseus's plan to test his wife. At the same time, Athene
makes it clear that she believes Penelope is trustworthy. Later, Athene reiterates that
Penelope has been grieving over Odysseus; however, she also makes it plain that the
suitors actively court Penelope and that she encourages their advances:

"Sioyevis AaepTiddn, TroAupixav' ‘Obvocey,

ppalev Smewds pvnoTijpov avaidéa xeipas épfioes,

ot &1 Tou TpleTes péyapov k&Ta xopavéova,

uveopevotl &vtifénv &Aoxov kal €dva SidévTes:

1) 8¢ odv alel védaTov dSupopévn katd Bupudv

Tavtas pév p’ EAtret kal UrloxeTal avdpt éxdoTe,

dxyye)‘qu Tpoteioa, véos 8¢ ol &EAAa pevowd.”

Son of Laertes and seed of Zeus, resourceful Odysseus,
consider how you can lay your hands on these shameless suitors,

who for three years now have been as lords in your palace,
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and courting your godlike wife, and offering gifts to win her.

And she, though her heart forever grieves over your homecoming,

holds out some hope for all, and makes promises to each man,

sending them messages, but her mind has other intentions.

(Ody. 13.375-381)
The last comment she makes (véog 8¢ oi &AAa pevotv™), however, leaves much room
open for interpretation, for Athene does not specify what exactly she means by "other
intentions.” Shortly after this speech, Athene refers to Penelope as éxéppova
TInveAdmreiav (Ody. 13.406). Although, Lattimore translates exephron as "constant,” it
generally refers to sensibility and prudence, which here is viewed as yemaining faithful to
Odysseus. But considering that Athene's comments about Penelope's conduct has
remained ambiguous thus far, we can see that Penelope's sensible nature may not be
limited to her sexual conduct, although that is what it is being linked to here.

We return to Telemachos’s concern over his mother’s actions while he was away at

Pylos and Lakedaimon in Ody. 1631-35. Upon his return Telemachos asks Eumaios,
who is sitting with the disguised Odysseus, if Penelope has remarried:

oéfev &’ dvex’ tvBED’ Ikdue,

Sppa ot T dpBalpoiow B kal uifov dxolocw,

1| ot ET" &v peydpols HiTMp Mével i€ Tig 1in

avdpidv &AAos Eymuev, "OBuaoijos B¢ Tou el

XriTe dvewvalwv kax’ dpdxvia keitan Exovoa.”

But it was for your sake I came here,
to look upon you with my eyes, and to hear a word from you,

whether my mother endures still in the halls, or whether



some other man has married her, and the bed of Odysseus

lies forlom of sleepers with spider webs grown upon it.
In Telemachos's speech we find a hint of resentment. To him the bed remains his father’s
rather than his mother’s, who has slept in it for so long alone. The reference to k&’
apaxwia, or "evil spider webs" implies that he worries that she has been absent from this
bed along time. Hence, his real concemn is that she married one of the suitors immediately
after he left on his journey. But Eumaios's reply is straightforward and takes the view that
Penelope has remained chaste all along. He states:

"kal Ainv keivn ye pével TeTAndm Bupdd

oolaw évt yeydpotociv dSibupal 8¢ ol alet

@Blvouov vixTes Te kal TipaTa 8&xpu xeovoy.”

All too much with enduring heart she does wait for him

there in your own palace, and always with her the wretched

nights and the days also waste her with weeping. (Ody. 16.37-39)
Yet, despite Eumaios's positive report of Penelope’s conduct, Telemachos telis the
shepherd that his mother lacks the steadfastness that Eumaios credits her with:

unTEl &' &uij Bixa Bupds tvi ppeat pepunpiGer,

T} alUTol ap’ ¢pol Te pévy kal ddua xopiln,

ebviiv T’ aidouévn téoios drjpoid Te Pijuty,

1} 118n &’ éimran "Axaiv 8s Tis &pioros

uvaral évl geydpoiow avip kal wAeioTa néppowv.

And my mother’s heart is divided in her, and ponders two ways,
whether to remain here with me, and look after the household,

keep faith with her husband's bed, and regard the voice of the people,
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or go away at last with the best man of the Achaians

who pays her court in her palace, and brings her the most presents.

(Ody. 16.73-T7)
Keeping in mind that Odysseus is sitting among these two men, we find that he is hearing
two completely different reports of Penelope's conduct with the suitors. His son presents a
less than savory picture of a woman torn between staying faithful to her husband and
taking a new man in her life, while Eumaios portrays Penelope as resolutely fixed on the
idea of waiting for Odysseus. Thus, like Odysseus we do not get a clear cut view of
Penelope’s conduct.

To make matters even more difficult, the poet himself tells us that Amphinomos

pleases Penelope best of all the suitors:

Nigov @aidipos vids, "Apnmiddao Gvaxtos,

&s P’ &k AovAixiov TToAumipov, TronjevTos,

fiyelTo pvnoTiipol, paAota 5 TinveloTeln

fivBave puoior ppect yap kéxpnt’ &yabijorv

. . .the shining son of Nisos, son of the lord Aretiades,

and led those suitors who had come over from the abundant

grasslands and grainlands of Doulichion, and pleased Penelope

more than the others in talk, for he had good sense and discretion.

(Ody. 16395-98)
That any of the suitors please Penelope at all subverts the idea that they are hateful to her,
for nextin Penelope's speech we learn that she finds at least Antinoos revolting:

" Avtivo', UBpiv Exwov, kakoprixave, kal 8¢ of paciv
£v Srjucp '18&xms ped’ dSuffAikas Eupev &pioTov
BouAjj kal piBoior ou &' olx &pa Tolos Encda.



uépye, Tin 8¢ oU TnAepdxe 8&vatdv Te pdpov Te
pé&rmrres, oUd’ ikérag éumraleat, olow &pa Zeus
ué&pTupos: oud’ dain kakd pamTely GAAjAoiow.

Antinoos, violent man, deviser of evil: in Ithaka
the common account says you are the best man among your age mates
for speech and counsel. But you have never been such. Oh, boisterous
creature, why do you weave a design of death and destruction
for Telemachos, and take no heed of suppliants over whom
Zeus stands witness? It is not right to plan harm for each other.
(Ody. 16.418-423)
This sentiment is repeated in her speech to Eurynome. Here, Penelope continues her
diatribe against Antinoos though this time she includes all of the suitors in her criticism:
"uat, éxBpol utv wavTes, el kakd punxavéwvTar
"AvTivoos 8¢ p&AioTa pedaivy knpl éoike.
Eeivds Tis duotnvos dAnTevel kaTd Sdua
avépas aitifwov axpnuooivn yap duayer
£v8’ GAAol ptv Trévtes dvémAnodv T’ EBoodv Te,
otrros 5t Bprjvun pupvdy Bae SeEidv ddpov.”

Mother, they are all hateful, since all are devising evils,
but Antinoos, beyond the rest, is like black death. 'Here is
a stranger, some unfortunate man, who goes through our palace

asking alms of the men, for his helplessness forces him to it.
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Then all the others gave and filled his bag, but this man

struck him with a footstool at the base of the right shoulder.

(Ody. 17.499-504)
Strangely enough, Penelope singles Antinoos out here for his lack of hospitality rather than
his evil intent. The other suitors demonstrate more charity toward the disguised Odysseus.
Thus, we are left wondering if Penelope may be able to overlook the conduct of some of
the others when it comes time to remarry.

In Penelope's speechvin Ody. 18.164-168, however, it becomes clear how she feels
about all of the men who have been overwhelming her at the palace. She decides to appear
before them in the great hall so that she can undercut any plot they may be devising to harm
Telemachos. We also learn here that Penelope finds the suitors's conduct abhorrent:

"EUpuvdun. Bupds pot ¢éABeTat, ol Tt TGpos YE.
pvnoTiipecal gavijval, amexfouévotot ep EuTmMs:
Tl B¢ kev elroi €mwos, TS ke képdiov €in.

Wi} TavTa pvnoTijpo Utteppi&Aoiow Sutheiv,

of T' eU utv Balovot, kakds 8" &mibev ppovéouar.”

Eurynome, my heart desires, though before it did not,

to show myself to the suitors, although I still hate them. Also,

I would speak a word to my son, and that would be for the better,

that he should not always go among the insolent suitors,

who speak him well, but are plotting evil things for the future.
So that no one mistakes her motives, Penelope rejects Eurynome's offer to embellish her
beauty for her appearance before the suitors, opting instead to go plainly before them as a

sign of her modesty and lack of interest in them:



"EUpuvéim, i) Tatta rapaida, kndoptvn mep,
Xp@dT" dnovitrreaBat kal tmxpleafal &Aowij:
ayAainv yap ¢pol ye Beol, Tol "OAupmov Exovow,
SAeoav, £ ol ketvos EB1 kofAgs &vi vuolv.

&AAG pot AuTtovdn Te kal lrod&peiav GveaxBi
EABEpev, Sppa kE pol TApaTIiETOV év Heydpolow
oin &' oUx eloeyn pet’ &vépas: aibéopat yép.”

Eurynome, though you care for me, do not speak of such matters

as washing my body and anointing myself with unguents,

seeing that the gods, they who possess Olympos, ruined

my glory, from that time when he went away in the hollow

ships. But tell Autonoe and Hippodameia

to come, so that they can stand at my side in the great hall.

I will not go alone among men. I think that immodest. (Ody. 18.178-184 )
Penelope tells us clearly here that she misses Odysseus and believes that the gods cdAscav
or "destroyed” her by taking Odysseus away from her. Thus, from Penelope's own mouth
we leamn she is not interested in enticing the suitors to marry her.

Despite Penelope's desire to go plainly before the rowdy men, Athene endows her

with great beauty and bearing. The poet tells us: |

&v0’ alt’ &AN’ tvédnoe Bed yAauxcams "Abfvry

xoUpy 'Ikapioio kaTé yAukiv Urtvov Exevev,

eUBe 8’ GvarAwbeioa, Avbev 8¢ ol dyea tévra

auTtol vl kKAwvTTipr: Téws &' apa Sia Bedeov

&uBpota ddpa 5idov, fva v Bnoaiat’ ‘Axaiof.

KGAAET pév ol TpDTa TpoodaTa kaAd k&bnpev



&uPpooicy, oicy Tep tooTépavos Kubépaia
xpletar, e’ av in Xapiteww xopdv luepdevra:
kai pv paxpoTépnv kal Tdcoova Bijkev 18éoban,
AsuxoTépn 8’ &pa pv Biike TipioTol EAépavTos.

Then the goddess gray-eyed Athene thought what to do next.

She drifted a sweet sleep over Ikarios' daughter,

and all her joints were relaxed so that she slumbered, reclining

there on the couch. Meanwhile she, shining among goddesses,

endowed her with gifts immortal, to make the Achaians admire her.

First, for her beauty's sake, she freshened all her fine features

with ambrosia, such as fair-garlanded Kythereia uses

for salve, whenever she joins the lovely dance of the Graces.

She made her taller for the eye to behold, and thicker,

and she made her whiter than sawn ivory. (Ody. 18.187-196)
Penelope's goddess-inspired beauty only incites the suitors to lust for her even more than
before. Eurymachos, for one, compliments Penelope on her beauty and tells her that many
more men would be hurrying to Ithaka to court her if they could see her now. Penelope
replies to Eurymachos that life ended the day Odysseus sailed away to Troy:

"EUpupay’, 1) Tot ¢utiv &petiv €8s Te Séuas Te

SAeoav ab&vaTot, 8Te "IAov eloaviBatvov

"Apytiol, ueTd toiot 8’ ¢uds méots fev 'Obuaoels.

Eurymachos, all my excellence, my beauty and figure,
were ruined by the immortals at that time when the Argives took ship

for Ilion, and with them went my husband, Odysseus. (Ody. 18.251-253)



However, we must keep in mind that Penelope does not dissuade the suitors from pursuing
their suit. By not rebuking Eurymachos, or any of the men, Penelope manages to remain
neutral towards them, keeping their hope alive. In fact, laterin Ody. 18.281-283 she
convinces them to give her gifts like true wooers should give their beloved:

s paTo, yrifnoev 8 woAlrrAas Sios "'Obuocevs,

olveka TAV pitv ddpa rapéAxeto, BEAye 52 Bupdy

uethixiois tréecon, véos 8¢ ol &AAa pevoiva.

She spoke, and much-enduring great Odysseus was happy

because she beguiled gifts out of them, and enchanted their spirits

with blandishing words, while her own mind had other intentions.
Convinced that she will indeed choose one of them in a contest, they shower her with
riches. Although Penelope's action here gladdens Odysseus's heart—for she increases the
wealth of her household—she does little to convince Telemachos that she means to remain
true to his father.

Penelope's explanation of her behavior in Ody. 19.158-161 does little to settle the
question. Here she tells the disguised Odysseus that she has come to the end of her tricks
and is forced to marry against her will. She says:

viv & oUt’ Ekguytev Slvapal ydpov oUte Tiv' GAAnv
pijTw £9' euploxco péha &’ dtpivoum Toxijes
uaof', &oxaAag 8¢ wars BloTov kateddvtawv,
[160] yiyvciokeov 1idn y&p &vip olds Te pdhiota
olkov xfideaBal, TS Te Zeus kUBos dmraler.

Now, I cannot escape from this marriage; I can no longer

think of another plan; my parents are urgent with me
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to marry; my son is vexed as they eat away our livelihood;

he seesit all; he is a grown man now, most able

to care for the house, and it is to him Zeus grants this honor.
The reality of the situation is this: She despairs and is out of ideas how to stave off the
suitors anymore. The situation at the palace is at the critical point, for if Odysseus does not
return home immediately all that she has fought for will surely be lost. Therefore, she may
be enticing the suitors to marry her because she has no choice and must make the best out
of a bad situation. On the other hand, because she lies so adeptly to the suitors, she may
indeed be lying even now to Odysseus. The poet keeps us off-guard; we are never
completely sure of Penelope's intentions

As we sec in these passages, Telemachos at first doubts his mother’s faithfulness.

He does not believe that Odysseus is his father, uatil he is convinced beyond a reasonable
doubt by Mentes, Mentor, Menelaos and Helen. But his acceptance of this truth does little
to convince him of Penelope's overall good conduct, for he still doubts that she is waiting
for Odysseus to return. When Telemachos encounters the disguised Odysseus, he relays
this opinion to him. Already Odysseus has met others who have expressed differing views
of Penelope's conduct. Although Antikleia counsels him that Penelope is waiting,
Agamemnon is not so certain. Thus, when Odysseus encounters Athene's ambivalence
about Penelope's conduct and then hears the differing opinions of Eumaios and
Telemachos, he is left to wonder still what Penelope has been up to while he has been
gone. Penelope herself demonstrates that she can tell lies extremely well, so her testimony
cannot be taken entirely into account. That Penelope can be viewed these various ways,
then, offers multiple readings of her conduct. In Homer's story she possesses the ability to

abstain from sexual liaisons with the suitors and at the same time engage in conduct that can
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be interpreted as questionable. Thus, the myriad of ways artists have portrayed her

sexuality through time is grounded in the ambiguity of Homer’s text and the complexity of
Penelope's character.

Penelope's Intelligence

Questions about Penelope's intelligence emerge early on in the Odyssey and are
answered in various ways throughout the story. Furthermore, this intelligence is expressed
in three different qualities: cunning, skepticism, and perceptiveness. Because Penelope
possesses varying degrees of these kinds of intelligence, she never appears to be one-
dimensional. Instead, her character achieves complexity and richness.

Described as képBea, Penelope's "cunning intelligence” gives her the ability to
outwit the suitors on three different occasions and her husband Odysseus once. However,
Homer also presents us with the notion that Penelope does not come up with the ideas that
allow her to outsmart these men on her own. Attimes itis the goddess Athene who thinks
up these intelligent ploys and incites Penelope to take action. Thus, Homer cleverly
undercuts his own clever design.

The first hint of Penelope's cunning appears in Ody. 2.88-95. Here, Antinoos, one
of Penelope's many suitors, complains bitterly to Telemachos and the men of Ithaka about
being outwitted by Penelope's loom trick:

ool &' ol T pvnoTiipes "Axaiidv alniol elow,

&AA& piAn uimmp. 1 Tot wépt képBea olBev.

119n y&p TpiTov toTiv Etos, Taxa &' elo TérapTov,
tE ol &TépPer Bundv ¢l oTiiBeocoy "Axaicov.
wavTas pév P’ EAmer kal Umtioxetan &vbpl ixdoTte
&yyellas wpoteioa, vdos B¢ ol &GAAa pevow.

1) 5¢ 8SAov TévE' &Ahov ¢l @peat uepuripiEe:
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omoauévn peyav lotov &vi ueydpoio Upaive,
AemrTov Kal TrepipeTpov

And yet you have no cause to blame the Achaian suitors,
but it is your own dear mother, and she is greatly resourceful [cunning].
And now it is the third year, and will be the fourth year presently,
since she has been denying the desires of the Achaians.
For she holds out hope to all, and makes promises to each man,
sending us messages, but her mind has other intentions.
And here is another stratagem of her heart's devising.
She set up a great loom in her palace, and set to weaving
a web of threads long and fine. ...
Antinoos's complaint does not end here. He continues with his diatribe against Penelope's
cunning, reminding all that no one compares with her in this quality:
el 8’ €7° aviioel yE TOAUY Xpdvov ulas 'Axaicov,
T& ppovious’ Gvd Bupdv, & ol Tépt Sidxev "Abrivn
épya T’ twloraoclat mepikadéa kai ppévas EobAds
képBed 6, ol ol red TV’ &xovopev oUudt maiaiddv,
Taowv ai T&pos fioav tumrhokapides "Axxial,
Tupcd T 'AAxutivn Te tuotépavds Te Muajvn:
T&av ou Tig Spoia vofjpaTa TTnvedoneln
N8N &T&p utv TouTé ¥ dvalopov ok vdnoe.
TéPpa yap olv BloTév Te Tedv kal kiuaTt’ ESovral,
Sppa ke kelvn Tolrrov Exm vdov, 8v Tvé ol viw
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¢v oTtifecor beion Beol. péya utv khéos aurmi
TOlElT, autap ool ye Tobiiv TToAéos BidToto.

But if she continues to torment the sons of the Achaians,

since she is so dowered with the wisdom bestowed by Athene,

to be expert in beautiful work, to have good character

and cleverness [cunning] such as we are not told of, even of the ancient

queens, the fair-tressed Achaian women of times before us,

Tyro and Alkmene and Mykene, wearer of garlands;

for none of these knew thoughts so wise as Penelope

knew; yetin this single matter she did not think rightly;

so long, I say, will your livelihood and possessions be eaten

away, as long as she keeps this purpose, one which the very

gods, I think, put into her heart. She is winning a great name

for herself, but for you she is causing much loss of substance.

(Ody. 2.115-126)
Thus, in these two passages we leamn that for almost four years Penelope has duped the
many men who have been hanging about the palace with her loom trick. We are also told
that the fame Penelope gains as a result of this trick is a reputation for cunning intelligence,
wisdom, and skillfulness.

It is interesting to note that along with Antinoos's rebuke of Penelope's cunning,
we find a warning to Telemachos that his mother’s antics will not go unpunished by them.
Antinoos brags to Telemachos that the suitors will continue to devour Odysseus's goods
until Penelope makes a decision to marry one of them. Included with this waming is
Antinoos'’s claim that Penelope will never outwit them again. However Penelope's speech

in Ody. 18.274-280 indicates that she is setting the suitors up again for a “fall,” for not



only do they soon shower her with gifts after asserting that they will devour her goods, but
they are led to believe that she wants to marry one of them. Penelope says:

aAA& T8’ aivdv &xos xpadiny kal Bupdv ikdver

uvnoTipwv ouy iide &ixn T tdpoibe TéruxTto

of T' ayabriv Te yuvaika xal &pueioto fiyaTtpa

uvnoTeve 8éAcoo kal &AAfAois éplocaaw,

auTol Tol ¥y’ andyoua Bdas kal ipia uijAa,

koupns datta @iloio, kal dyhak Bddpa Sidouoiv-

&N’ ok &AASTPIov BloTov vijTtovov ESoucw.”

But this thing comes as a bitter distress to my heart and spirit:

the behavior of these suitors is not as it was in time past

when suitors desired to pay their court to a noble woman

and daughters of a rich man, and rival each other. Such men

themselves bring in their own cattle and fat sheep, to feast

the family of the bride, and offer glorious presents.

They do not eat up another’s livelihood, without payments.
Shortly after Penelope delivers this speech, the suitors rush to outdo each other in gifts for
her (Ody. 18.285-303). Thus, despite their boasting, the suitors lose once again to the
more intelligent Penelope.

Penelope's tricks on the suitors do not end with shoring up her declining wealth.

She has an even greater plan in mind that will settle her troubles with them once and for all:
She devises the bow contest. Here all of the men will compete against one another in a test
of strength and precision, a deed that only Odysseus is able to accomplish. Outlining her

plan to the stranger, Penelope says:
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viv 8¢ pwnomipecow &eBov Tolrrov épfioc:

os 8¢ ke Pryfrat’ tvtavion Bidv v rTaldupo

kal SioloTevoy) Trelérecov Suokaibexa wavToov,
TE Kev Gy’ EoTroiuny, voopiooauévn Té8e ddua
koup(Siov, udAax kaAdv, éviTrAciov Bidtolo:

Now I will set these up as a contest before my suitors,

and the one who takes the bow in his hands, strings it with the greatest

ease, and sends an arrow clean through all twelve axes

shall be the one I will go away with, forsaking this house

where [ was bride, alovely place and full of good living.

I think that even in my dreams I shall never forget it. (Ody. 19.576-580 )
Of course, the man who does indeed succeed in the performing this task has achieved
something only Odysseus has been able to. However, as Homer has long demonstrated,
these suitors are no match for Odysseus. Therefore, the task that Penelope sets before the
suitors is an impossible one—none will succeed. The fact that they cannot clearly
understand the difficulty of this contest illustrates their dim-wittedness. Though they are
simple marks for the more intelligent Penelope, Odysseus, the great strategist, fares no
better. The trick she plays on him in order to test his identity constitutes the highlight of
Homer’s story.

In Book 23 Odysseus has sent Eurykleia to bring Penelope down to him so that
they can finally be reunited. However, Penelope does not immediately take him at his
word. Infact, she forces him into two separate actions in order to prove himself to her.
First, he must bathe and present himself in a reasonable manner, reminiscent of her demand
for the suitors to behave correctly toward their beloved. When Telemachos expresses

indignation over his mother’s coolness to Odysseus, his father hushes him saying:
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"TnAéuay’, ) ToL unTép’ tvi yeydpoiow Zacov
wep&lew éuébev: Taya B¢ ppdoeTan xal apeiov.
viv &' 8t pumtded, kaxd 8¢ xpo!l €ipaTa elual,

Totvek' &nipdle pe kal ol e prot Tov elva.

Telemachos, leave your mother to examine me in the palace

as she will, and presently she will understand better;

but now that I am dirty and wear foul clothing upon me,

she dislikes me for that, and says I am not her husband. (Ody. 23.113-116)
However, much to Odysseus's chagrin, Penelope still refuses to accept him even after he
cleans himself up. Thus, a second action is necessary. In a test of Odysseus's mettle,
Odysseus must give Penelope a sign that he is indeed her husband. It is this challenge that
proves Penelope’s intellectual superiority.2! In Ody. 23.225-230 Penelope finally accepts
the angry and frustrated Odysseus as her husband with these words :

viw &', &mmel 1i8n offjuat’ &pippadéa katédebas

eUvijs ViHETEPRS, Tiv oU PpoTds GANos STredTet,

&AX’ olot oU T° &yed Te kal augitrolos pia povvn,

"AxTopis. fiv pot ddke TaTip € BeUpo kiovon,

fj védv elputo Bupas Tukivol BaAGporo,

TrelBe1g B1y pev Bupdv, &Tmvéa wep paA’ ddvra.”

But now, since you have given me accurate proof describing
our bed, which no other mortal man beside has ever seen,

but only you and I, and there is one serving woman,

Aktor's daughter, whom my father gave me when I came here,

who used to guard the doors for us in our well-built chamber;



237

so you persuade my heart, though it has been very stubborn.
Thus, after killing the suitors with a feat only he can do, Odysseus is forced into two
separate actions—one in which he reveals his identity beyond a reasonable doubt. Because
returning home is predicated on winning back his place in Ithaka, Odysseus is highly
dependent upon Penelope's decision to accept him or not. It becomes clear here, then, that
Odysseus gains his return and ultimately his kA¢og, because of Penelope. She alone is the
final arbitrator of his glory.

But Homer also subverts this reading of the cunning Penelope, for the poet also
suggests that she gains her tricks from the goddess Athene. Infact, it is Penclope herself
who admits to the disguised Odysseus that the loom trick was not her own idea:

&AM’ "Obucii robéovoa plAov kaTaTrikopat fiTop.
ol 8t ydauov creuBovoiv £y 8¢ déAous ToAuTreUw.
Papos pév ol TpdTov Evémrveuae gpeol Saiuwv,
omoapévy péyav lotdv, tvt peydpotow upaivew,

Aetrtdv kal neplpeTpov

I waste away at the inward heart, longing for Odysseus.

These men try to hasten the marriage. 1 weave my own wiles.

First the divinity put the idea of the web in my mind,

to set up a great loom in my palace, and set to weaving

a web of threads, long and fine. (Ody. 19.136-140)
The possibility that Athene is the strategist behind Penelope's tricks takes away from
Penclope's reputation for cunning. As we will see later, Homer even subverts Penelope’s

trick on Odysseus by suggesting that her fear of being seduced by the gods led her to
uncharacteristically mistreat her husband.
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On many occasions Penelope demonstrates skepticism concerning people and of the
situations she finds herself in. It is this mistrust that leads her to question the validity of the
stranger’s claims and the identity of her husband. Discounting the bow contest in which all
men participated, Penelope puts her husband through two tests to prove himself—once in
his disguise as the stranger, and the other after he takes back his own identity.

InBook 19 Penelope examines the stranger, who claims to have information about
the whereabouts of Odysseus. So that we are clear about Penelope's intentions when she
meets with the stranger, Homer tells us what she sets out to do:

"EUpuvdun. pépe &1 Bippov kal kddas én’ alrrod,
Sppa kabeCouevos einm Emos 1Y twakovoy
o Eeivog Epébev- E0éA B¢ v Eepéeadan.”

Eurynome, bring up a chair and put afleece oniit,

so that the stranger can be seated, and tell me his story,

and listen also to what I say. I wish to question him. (Ody. 19.97-99)
During the interview she asks specific questions about Odysseus's clothes and comrades.
The way in which the stranger answers these questions are intended to provide evidence
that the stranger is telling the truth and his information can be believed. Penelope says:

"virv ptv 81 oev, Eeivé ', ot Treiprioectal,

el ETedv Ot} ketht otrv &vmibéors éTdpoiot

Eelvicas &v peydpoiow ¢udv réaw, dos ayopedels.

eié pot dmrmot’ Gooa Trepl xpot EfpaTa €aTo,

alrds 0 olos &nv, kal éralpous, of ol EmovTo.”

Now, my friend, I think I will give you a test, so see if

itis true that there, and with is godlike companions,
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you entertained my husband, as you say you did, in your palace.

Tell me what sort of clothing he wore on his body, and what sort

of man he was himself, and his companion, who followed him.

(Ody. 19.215-220)
The questions that Penelope asks the disguised Odysseus pose no difficulty for him to
answer. With much aplomb, the stranger easily provides her with the correct answers.

The next test proves to be more arduous for Odysseus, however. Although we
learn from Odysseus that he is willing to be tested by Penelope, he may have been led
astray by the simple manner she questioned him while he was in the guise of the stranger.
He is not prepared for the trap she lays for him later when he finally admits to her that he is
Odysseus. Herein Ody. 23.113-116 Odysseus calms Telemachos's wrath, telling his son
that Penelope must examine him in order to be convinced of his identity:
"TnAépax’. f} Tol unTép' tul peydpoiow éacov
Treipélewv ¢uébev- Taxa Bt ppaoeTal kal Gpetov.
viv &’ 81T pUTtSes, kakd Bt xpot elpaTa eljuat,

ToUvek’ aTiu&Let ue kal ob e eriol Tow elvat.

Telemachos, leave your mother to examine me in the palace

as she will, and presently she will understand better;

but now that I am dirty and wear foul clothing upon me,

she dislikes me for that, and says I am not her husband.
Odysseus's sure confidence quickly turns to nervousness and anger when Penelope
mentions that she will have their bed taken out of their room. Admitting that no one can
move their bed, the symbol of their marital bliss, and explaining the reasons why in great
detail, Odysseus loses the upper hand that he believes he has gained by killing the suitors.



After Odysseus admits the truth about the ted, Penelope admits her "stubbornness” to

Odysseus:

viv &', &mel 1i0n ofjuat’ dapippadéa katéAeEas
£UViis MuETEPTS. Tiv ou BpoTds &Ahos dmcdhmel,
&AA’ olol o0 T° &y Te kal apupimolos pla polvn,
*Axtopls, v Hot Bédxke TaTip N deupo koo,

fj véatv eiputo Bupas Truxivol BaAauoio,

meifas 51 pev Bupdv, dmmyéa Tep paA’ Edvta.”

But now, since you have given me accurate proof describing
our bed, which no other mortal man beside has ever seen,

but only you and I, and there is one serving woman,

Aktor’s daughter, whom my father gave me when I came here,
who used to guard the doors for us in our well-built chamber;
so you persuade my heart, though it has been very stubborn.
(Ody. 23.225-230 )
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The trick of the bed marks the final showdown between the two most cunning mortals in

Homer’s story and sets the stage for Agamemnon's praise of Penelope in Book 24. Here

in this episode, Penelope catches Odysseus off-guard and forces him to admit without a

shadow of a doubt that he is indeed who he says he is. As I stated earlier, Penelope

devises tricks for all of the men who seek her hand in marriage. What is interesting about

Penelope here, however, is that she does not lose her head even when it may be easy to do

so, for her mistrust extends to the pretenders to the throne as well as the man who claims to

be her husband. Her skepticism has kept her safe from the suitors and frauds during the

twenty years of Odysseus's absence and forces her husband into an uncomfortable position

of having to submit to his wife's superior cunning.
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Homer provides us with evidence that Penelope's skepticism and mistrust of others
is a natural by-product of an inquisitive and analytical mind. The servants and family
members all accuse her of being hard-hearted and mistrustful of others. For example, in
Ody. 23.72 her nurse Eurykleia accuses Penelope of always being suspicious when she
says "Bupds 8¢ Tol aitv @moTog " / "Your heart was always mistrustful.” Penelope’s
own son attacks her for being stubborn and cruel when she does not automatically leap into
Odysseus's arms without being certain it is truly her husband standing in front of her:

ol uév k' GAAn y' Hbe yuvr) teTAndm Buudd
avbpds ageaTain, s ol kaxd WoAA& poytjoas
£ABo! eikooTE ETEr & aTpida yalav

ool & alei kpadin otepecoTépn toTi Aiboro.”

No other woman, with spirit as stubbomn as your, would keep back

as you're doing from her husband who, after much suffering

came at last in the twentieth year back to his own country.

But always you have a heart that is harder than stone within you.

(Ody. 23.100-103)
Even Odysseus, angry that Penelope refuses to accept that he is her husband even though
he has bathed, intimates that she is hard-hearted:

& &p’ Epn Téoros TEIp iV auTdap ‘'OBucoels

oxBioas GAoxov pocepcdvee kebvd (Buiav:

& ylvay, 1} p&Aa Tolto Eros Bupaiyds Eemres:



242

So she spoke to her husband, trying him out, but Odysseus

spoke in anger to his virtuous-minded lady.

What have you said, dear lady, has hurt my heart deeply.

(Ody. 23.181-183)
But the final evidence we receive is from Penelope herself in Ody. 23.230 who admits to
Odysseus that she is unyielding: "melBeig 51) pev Bupdv, dmmvéa Tep uaA’ édvta.” "/
"so you persuade my heart, though it has been very stubborn.”

Yet Homer also hints that Penelope's skepticism is not born out of any innate
intelligence but from a fear of the gods. This particular view of Penelope arises in Book
23, when Penelope is first made aware that Odysseus has returned, and it continues
throughout until she finally accepts him as her husband.

In Ody. 23.11-17 Eurykleia awakens Penelope from a deep sleep to tell her that the
stranger killed the suitors and is really Odysseus in disguise. Dubious at what she hears,
Penelope corrects the nurse and insists that the gods have deluded the poor woman:

"uaia @iAn, p&pynv ce Beol Béoav, of Te dlvavTat
&pova Trotijoal kal ¢mippova Tep HaA’ Edvra,
kal e xahippovéovta caoppooivns éméBnoav:
of of Trep éBAayav Tiply 8t ppévas alciun foba.
TimrTe pe AcwBevels ToAutrevBéa Bupdv Exovoav
TaUTta waptf tpéovoa kal ¢€ Umvou |’ &veyeipers
15éos, 8¢ 1’ emédnoe pida BAépap’ aupikaAinyas:

Dear Nurse, the gods have driven you crazy. They are both able
to change a very sensible person into a senseless
one, and to set the light-wit on the way of discretion.

They have sent you awry; before now your thoughts were orderly.
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Why do you insult me when my heart is heavy with sorrows,

by talking in this wild way, waking me from a happy

sleep, which had come and covered by eyes, and held them fastened?
Thus, the episode begins with Penelope blaming the gods for a host of events and
problems she has encountered or will face.

That Penelope blames the gods on six different occasions in this episode of the
Odyssey indicates that she is wary of them and the kind of tricks they play on mortals. In
Ody. 23.63 she believes that @8av&Tov, or "the immortals® have killed the suitors, rather
than Odysseus as Eurykleia claims. Laterin Ody. 23.81 she proceeds to warn Eurykleia
that mere mortals cannot understand 8gcdv aleryevetdcov, or "the gods's motives.” The
poet builds on this theme when he describes Odysseus as being &8av&Toiow duoios, or
"like a god” when he emerges from his bath in Ody. 23.163. Later in Ody. 23.185, when
Odysseus explains to Penelope the impossibility that a mortal could know about or move
their bed, he does admit that Bedg, or "a god” in fact could. After Penelope does indeed
accept the stranger as her husband in Ody. 23.210, she explains the reasons behind her
skepticism and treatment of him. In effect, she blames 6eol or, the gods for causing
misery to mortals. Likewise in Ody. 23.223, she reminds Odysseus, lest he remain angry
at her, that even her own cousin had been hoodwinked by a god: Helen would never have
forsaken her husband and homeland for Paris if 8edg, "a god” hadn't interfered. Thus,
Penelope's skepticism emerges as a fi unctfon of fear of untrustworthy gods rather than
innateintelligence.

Penelope's intelligence is also expressed in terms of her perceptive powers. That
she is aware of the events around her and of the people she encounters points to her ability
to discern the danger lurking in the palace. However, Homer offers four different

possibilities concerning Penelope's skill in grasping others's motives and actions.
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First, we may view Penelope as not perceptive. The fact that one of her servants
reports the loom trick to the suitors points to Penelope’s inability to know which servants
to trust. Antinoos admits to Telemachos:

kal téte 81 Tig Ee1me yuvaukév, §j odea §on,
kat v Y’ &AAvovoav épedpopev &yAadv iotdv.

one of her women, who knew the whole of the story, told us,

and we found her in the act of undoing her glorious weaving.

(Ody. 2.108-109)
Though Penelope obviously gives herself away to the wrong person here, she also does
surround herself with some more worthy of her trust. We leam in Ody. 16.411-412 that
Medon the herald, for example, provides her with information regarding the suitors's
plans. The poet tells us: "revuBero y&p ol Taidds ¢vi peydpolow SAeBpov / kijpu
yé&p ol Eerrre MéBcov, &g émeifieto Boulds™ ("For she had heard how they planned her
son’s death in the palace. / The herald, Medon, who overheard their planning, had told
her." Thus, Homer also presents her as possessing good powers of perception.

Penelope's perceptiveness, whatever it is, does not allow her to notice Eurykleia as

the old nurse tries to draw her attention to Odysseus's scar. In fact, Penzlope is looking
elsewhere while Eurykleia motions for her to look at the stranger’s thigh during the foot-
washing scene:

#i kat TInvedémreiav EoéBpaxev dpbaiuoial,

neppadéew tBéhovoa pilov Téaw Evdov édvta.

1 & ot &bpiicar SivaTt’ &vrin olrre voifjoar

Tij y&p "Abnvain voov érpamev
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She spoke, and turned her eyes toward Penelope, wishing

to indicate to her her beloved husband's presence,

but Penelope was not able to look that way, or perceive him,

since Athene tuned aside her perception. (Ody. 19.476-479)
Whether or not we belicve that Athene is to blame for distracting Penelope, the fact remains
that while she was sitting in the same room with Odysseus she did not notice the single
most important clue that can give away his identity. This action accounts for a particular
view of Penelope's perceptive powers.

That Penelope recognizes Odysseus before he reveals his identity to her is not clear
in the text. Homer provides evidence throughout Book 19-23 that supports varying views.
One of the most telling examples of the ambiguity found in the Odyssey concerning
Penclope's ability to recognize Odysseus appears in Ody. 23.93-95. Here, Penelope
seems to recognize Odysseus, then she doesn't

1} & &ueco Bijv fioTo, Tdgos 5¢ ol fiTop Ikavev
Sye1 8 &ANoTe pév wv dveoradicos tofdeoxev,
&A\oTe 8’ ayvdoaoxe kakd xpot €iuat’ Eovra.

She sat a long time in silence, and her heart was wondering.

Sometimes she would look at him, with her eyes full upon him,

and again would fail to know him in the foul clothing he wore.
In this passage we notice that she may indeed know him and she may not. Both
possibilities are contained in her actions toward the stranger sitting in front of her.

It is interesting to note that some artists and scholars have placed so much value on

Penelope's recognition of Odysseus as a signpost of her intelligence. However, what
seems to be more important is that Penelope reveals her intelligence in various ways and in

varying degrees, rendering us unable to make any resolute pronouncements about her.
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There is little doubt that she demonstrates cunning, skepticism, and perceptive skills in
certain instances; however, Homer also portrays her as a pawn of the gods and fearful of
them. In some cases, she seems unaware of the dangers surrounding her. This ambiguity
provides a rich pool from which to draw many different personae of Penelope. Perhaps
Odysseus's statement in Ody. 23.361 best sums up the ambiguity surrounding Penelope's
intelligence, for his word is the final one uttered by a mortal: "aol 8¢, ytvai, T&d'

tmTéAAc, TvuTi) Trep tovony” (But I tell you this, my wife, though you have your own
understanding).

Penelope's Temperament and Courage

The way in which Homer portrays Penelope in the story makes it impossible for us
to gain a firm grip on her temperament. At times she pines away in despair for Odysseus,
unable to withstand any mention of his death. Yet she often exhibits hope that he will
indeed return. From time to time she appears to us as an angry woman, resentful over her
plight and the way she is treated by others; yet, we also find evidence of a sweet and
kindly disposition—often in the story she is referred to as the dear or sweet wife of
Odysseus and she is known for her kindness to guests. It is also difficult to determine
whether she is fearful of others and her future or whether she possesses a strength of
character that provides her with the fortitude she needs to carmry on in the face of danger
without her husband.

When we first encounter Penelope, she is mouming for her lost husband and
unable to hear any reference to the war that took him away from her. In fact, when the
minstrel Phemios begins to sing about the deaths of the heroes of the Trojan War, Penelope
bursts into tears and begs him to stop:

Tolot &' &o1dds &eide TrepikAuTSs, ol Bt oo

fiaT’ &xovovTes: & & "Axaidv véoTtov &eide
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Auypdv, dv éx Tpoings émeTeldaTo TTaAAas "Abrvr.

ToU &' Ummepw1dBev @pect ouvBeto Béomv dodi
koupn 'Ixatriolo, wepippeov Tinveddmeia-

xAfpaxa &' tymAnv katePrioeTo olo 8dpoto. . .
SaxpUoaca &' Emerra rpoonuda Beiov doddv:
"@riuie, ToAA& y&p &Aa Bpotdv Bedxmiipia oldas,
épy’ avbpidv Te Bedv T, T& TE KAelovow dodol

TV €v vt opv Geide apripevos, ol dt ol

olvov mvévTtav Taus & amomave’ doidiis

Auypiis.

The famous singer was singing to them, and they in silence

sat listening. He sang of the Achaian's bitter homecoming

from Troy, which Pallas Athene had inflicted upon them.

The daughter of Ikarios, circumspect Penelope,

heard and heeded the magical song from her upper chamber. . .

Al in tears she spoke then to the divine singer:

Phemios, since you know many other actions of mortals

and gods, which can charm men's hearts and which the singers celebrate,

sit beside them and sing one of these, and let them in silence

go on drinking their wine, but leave off singing this sad

song. . . . (Ody. 1325-341)
Penelope’s sorrow here compels her to appear before the men in the great hall and plead
with Phemios to change the music he is playing, though she may be aware that by doing so
she will instigate a rebuke from the audience of suitors. Itis interesting to note that it is

Telemachos who chides her for her response to Phemios's song.
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Later, in Ody. 18.201-205 Penelope's sadness takes a darker turn when, after
awaking from a dream, she prays to Artemis to strike her dead so that she would not have
to bear her pain anymore. She sighs out loud:

" He UGA’ atvoTrabii paAakdv Trepl kO EkGAupev.
aife pot s padaxdv 8avaTtov wdpot "ApTeps ayw)
avtika viv, fva unkét’ ddupopévn kata Bupdv
aidva ebivifw, Téoos Tobéovoa gikolo
Tavrolnv &pemiiv, émel EEoxos fiev "Axaiv.”

That was a strange thing, that soft sleep that shrouded me.

How I wish chaste Artemis would give me a death so

soft, and now, so I would not go on in my heart grieving

all my life, and longing for love of a husband excellent

in every virtue, since he stood out among the Achaians.
The dream she had gives her little respite from her pain. She longs to die because she tires
of waiting for the lost Odysseus and realizes that no man wooing her can match his
&peTjv, or "arete.”

Yet Penelope is not entirely without hope, for it has been her steadfast belief
Odysseus will return that has kept her going through the twenty long years of his absence.
In Ody. 17.541-547, for example, she laughs aloud when she hears Telemachos sneeze,
believing it to be an omen that the suitors will soon be slain:

s p&To, TnAéduaxos B¢ uéy' Emrapev, dugl 8¢ doua
ouepdaAéov kovapnoe yéhaooe 8¢ TTnveAdtreia,
alya 8 &p' Etuaiov &ea rrepdevta mpoonida:

"Epxed pot, ToOV Eeivov tvavTtiov e k&Aecoov.
oux opdas & ol uids EménTape T&owv érecot;
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TE Ke kal oux &TeAlls 8&vaTtos pvnoTijpot yévorto
T&a1 uaA’, oudé ké Tig BdvaTov kal kijpas &AUEEL

She spoke, and Telemachos sneezed amain, and around him the palace

re-echoed terribly to the sound. Penelope, laughing,

spoke presently to Eumaios and addressed him in winged words:

Go, please, and summon the stranger into my presence. Do you

not see how my son sneezed for everything I have spoken?

May it mean that death, accomplished in full, befall the suitors

each and all, not one avoiding death and destruction.
Penelope's outburst here marks the only time in the text that she exhibits laughter, and it
comes on the heels of Eumaios's report that a stranger has arrived in Ithaka who has
information concerning Odysseus's whereabouts. Also in her response we find a wish for
the 8&vaTov kal kijpas. or “death and destruction” of the suitors. Thus, Penelope
enjoys a momentary respite from the despair plaguing her.

Homer also depicts Penelope as bitter and angry, as well as sweet-natured.
Resentful of the treatment she endures at the hands of the suitors, her servants, and family,
Penelope has the potential of causing them great pain. Many, like Telemachos, are afraid
of engendering her wrath. In Ody. 2.130-137, for example, when Telemachos speaks to
Antinoos at the council, he tells the suitor that he fears his mother’s wrath if indeed he sent
Penelope away from her home:

"AvTivo', oU Treas €0t BScv dékovoav dnddoat

fi w' Erex, i W Epeye maTip B’ Euds GAACBL yains,
Ccder 8 y' 1§ TéBunxe kakdv B¢ pe TOAN' dmroTivew
"Ixaplep, al k' alrds txdov and unrépa méupeD.

tx yap ol maTpds kakd nelcopatl, &AAa 8¢ Salpwv



Scdoel, Emel iIffTnp oTuyepds apriceT’ épivisg
oikou anepxouévn véueors 8¢ pot 8§ dvlpd v

tooetar

Antinoos, I cannot thrust the mother who bore me,
who raised me, out of the house against her will. My father,
alive or dead, is elsewhere in the world. It will be hard
to pay back Ikarios, if willingly I dismiss my mother.
I will suffer some evil from her father, and the spirit will give me
more yet, for my mother will call down her furies upon me
as she goes out of the house. And I shall have the people's
resentment. . .
Although Telemachos cites numerous reasons for not sending her back to her family, we
are aware that he does fear her wrath. He reiterates this concern later in Ody. 20.343-344:
aidéopal &' &éxovoav &md peydpolo diecbat
il &vayxaicy: uf) ToUuTo Beds TeAéoetey.”

But I am ashamed to drive her unwillingly out of the palace

with a strict word. May this not be the end god makes it.
The use of aibéopal here in this speech implies shame, fear, and respect. Therefore, once
again Telemachos reveals a real fear of what Penelope will do to him if he sends her away.

Even at their happy reunion Odysseus must endure Penelope's resentment over his

tricky disguise he took partly at her expense. Although this passage has long been viewed
as evidence that Penelope gladly accepts Odysseus back with open arms,?2 others like
Hanna Roisman have proposed that Penelope harbors resentment toward Odysseus for not

including her in the secret of his identity.23 Penelope explains to Odysseus:
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aiel y&p pot Bupds &vi otriBecon gidoiow
gpplyer 1 Tis pe Bpotddv andgotro Emecow
EABcdY oMol yap kakd képdea Bouleouov.

For always the spirit deep in my heart was fearful

that some one of the mortal men would come my way and deceive me

with words. For there are many who scheme for wicked advantage.

(Ody. 215-217)
Penelope's use of kaxé xépbea here is telling, since the word képdea , or cunning
intelligence, has been used exclusively throughout the Odyssey for Odysseus, his family,
‘and Athene.2* That she would call this brand of intelli gence "bad" at this point does indeed
hint at a rebuke of mortal men who use their cunning against her for evil intent. Thus,
Penclope may be resentful of Odysseus's treatment of her, even though she is happy that
he has finally returned.

Despite the evidence that Penelope demonstrates anger and resentment in the
Odyssey, she is often depicted as sweet-natured and delicate. @iAns Tai8ds , or "beloved
daughter,” (Ody. 1.278), @iAn uiiTnp , or "dear mother,” (Ody. 2.88), ¢xéppcav (Ody.
4.111) and Trepippcov TinveAémreia , "constant,” "temperate,” "circumspect” Penelope
(Ody. 5. 216), and tuppaivolTe yuvaikas , or "blameless” and "peerless” wife (Ody.
13.43) are descriptions used throughout the story for her. Although she is complimented
for her kindly and sensible nature, Penelope's actions reveals more about her innate
goodness.

In Ody. 14.128-130, for example, we learn from Eumaios that Penelope welcomes
all strangers to her palace, offering them food and clothing—even when they lie to her
about their knowledge of Odysseus. Eumaios tells us:



o5 8¢ k' aAnTedcov '18Gxns &s Sijpuov Tmran,
EABcov &5 déomrovav Ejy anaTiiia Baler

1) &' €U BeEapévn Qilée kal éxaoTa HeTaAAG,

kal ol d8upouévy BAepdpeov &mo Sé&kpua TrinrTel,
1) Bépug EoTl yuvaikss, Emiv réag GAAoS' SAnTal.

. . .and any vagrant who makes his way to the land of Ithaka

goes to my mistress and babbles his lies to her, and she then

receives him well and entertains him and asks him everything,

and as she mourns him the tears run down from her eyes, since this is

the right way for a wife when her husband is far and perished.
Hospitable to a fault, Penelope lets herself be taken advantage of by devious strangers who
lie to her about Odysseus. If she is kind to her guests, then it is understandable that she
would be extremely solicitous to strangers who turn out to be members of her own family.
For example, when she learns that the beggar is really Odysseus in disguise, she runs
immediately to him and apologizes for her hard-heartedness toward him. The poet says:

&5 PaTo, Tis &' aurtol AUTto yolvaTta kal gilov fitop,

ofuaT Gvayvouan T& ol Eumeda Téppad’ "Oducoels-

SakpUoaoa &' Emert’ 18ls Bpduev, &uel 8¢ xeipag

Sepij B&AN' "Oduaiir, képn &' &xua’ 115¢ poonuba-

"t pot, "Obucoet, oxilev, ¢trel Ta mep &AAa pdAioTa

avipd v Trévuco: Beol B Sralov b,

ol v aydoavto tap’ dAAjAoior pévovte

fiBns Tapmijval kal yjpaos ouddv Ixéobar.



So he spoke, and her knees and the heart within her went slack

as she recognized the clear proofs that Odysseus had given;

but then she burst into tears and ran straight to him, throwing

her arms around the neck of Odysseus, and kissed his head, saying:

Do not be angry with me, Odysseus, since beyond other men,

you have the most understanding. The gods granted us misery,

in jealousy over the thought that we two, always together,

should enjoy our youth, and then come to the threshold of old age.

(Ody. 23.205-212)
In this scene, Penelope begs Odysseus for forgiveness and blames the gods for causing
their separation. As ] pointed out earlier, she explains that she was forced to be prudent
because she feared being tricked by gods. Her sweet and convincing apology here wins
Odysseus over, and any doubts he may have been harboring about her trustworthiness
dissipate.

Questions about Penelope's courage center primarily on her relationship with the
suitors. We wonder if she acquiesces to the suitors's demands because she was
intimidated by them, or if she was courageously biding her time in order to protect
Telemachos and her property. In the story, we find that Homer presents both possibilities.

Often Penelope is depicted as fearful and reticent about speaking up. For example,
she cowers when her son chides her for overstepping her boundaries. When Phemios
sings the sad song of the Achaian heroes’s death and begs him to stop, Telemachos issues
arebuke. The poet tells us:

‘H utv BapPricaca éAw olkévde BePriker
Ta1dds y&p pibov mremrvupévov Evleto Buudd.
&5 &' Umrep @’ dvaPaoa o aupirdAoiot yuvaigl



xAdiev émert’ 'OBvotia pidov Tréaw, Sppa ol Umrvov

113U &t BAep&poion BaAs yAauxddms "Abvn.

Penelope went back inside the house, in amazement,

for she laid the serious words of her son deep away in her spirit,

and she went back to the upper story with her attendant

women, and wept for Odysseus, her beloved husband, until

gray-eyed Athene cast sweet slumber over her eyelids. (Ody. 1.360-364)
Telemachos's words send Penelope meekly to her chambers, where she cries herself to
sleep. This is not the only instance when Penelope obeys her young son’s commands. In
Ody. 17.45-51 she refrains from becoming overly excited when Telemachos returns home
from his dangerous journey. He tells her:

Tiv & al TnAéduaxos emvupévos avtiov nida-

"HijTep &, Hr) Hot ydov Spuubt undé uot ftop

tv oiBecov Spive puydvm Trep airiv SAeBpov:

&AN' UBpnvapévn, kabapd xpot €ipad’ EAolica,

els Urep®d’ GvaPdoa olv GupimdéAoiot yuvaiEly

eUxeo &ot Becion TeAnéooas ékaTéuPags

pé€ew, al ké ol Zeus avtita épya TeAéoon).

Then the thoughtful Telemachos said to her in answer:

Mother, do not stir up a scene of sorrow, nor trouble

my heart once more, now I have escaped from sheer destruction;
but go, wash with water and put clean clothing upon your body,

and going on to the upper story with your attendant



women, vow to all the gods the service of complete

hecatombs, if Zeus grants requital for what is done to us.
Heeding his words, Penelope dutifully returns to her chambers to clean herself up and
make offerings to the gods.

If Penelope submits to her son Telemachos, then she cannot in any way stand up to
the violent suitors who dog her at the palace. In Ody. 2.50-51 we leamn from Telemachos
that these men are taking advantage of her:

HNTEPL Yot pvnoTiipes Eméxpaov ol ¢BeAovon,
TV avdpddv pilot ules, ot évB&de y' eiciv apiorol,

For my mother, against her will, is beset by suitors,

own sons to the men who are greatest hereabouts. . . .
That Penelope cannot rid herself of the suitors points to her timidity and fearfulness. News
of her plight extends beyond the borders of Ithaka; even Nestor in Pylos knows that she is
overrun by these men:

Paci pvnoTiipas oiis unTépos ivexa ToAAols

tv peydporis &éxnTi ofBev kakd unxavéactar

elme pou, 1t éxdov UmoBauvaoal, 1} oé ye Aaot

txfalpouc’ ava Sijpov, émotdpevol Beol Suei.

they do say that many suitors for the sake of your mother

are in your palace against your will, and plot evil against you.
Tell me, are you willingly put down, or are the people

who live about you swayed by some divine voice, and hate you?

(Ody. 3.212-215)



Nestor’s speech suggests one of two reasons for Telemachos and Penelope's problem.
Either they are unable to exert enough strength to send these men away, or they are unloved
by the gods. The possibility that Penelope cannot handle the situation she finds herself in
lurks in the minds of those who know her strength and mettle.

Further evidence of her lack of fortitude can be seen in Ody. 4.716-720. Here,
Penelope hears about Telemachos's departure. Instead of formulating a plan to ensure him
a safe return, she collapses to the floor and weeps. The poet tells us:

v 8 &xos auepexutn Buptogpddpov, old’ &p' ET° ETAN
Sippey tpéleatal TOAAGDY kaTd olkov édvTwv,

&AN’ &p' i’ oUboir e roAukpiTou Badépoto

oikTp' dAogupopévn Tepl B¢ Bucoat pwipiiov

Taoal, doai kaTtd Sdpat’ fgav véa idt TaAcial.

and a cloud of heart-wasting sorrow was on her, she had no strength left

to sit down in a chair, though there were many there in the palace,

but sat down on the floor of her own well-wrought bedchamber

weeping pitifully, and about her her maids were wailing

all, who were there in the house with her, both young and old ones.
Thus, Homer portrays Penelope as a weak-willed and overly soft-hearted woman unable to
take action on her own to save herself and family.

Far from meek and frightened, Penelope emerges as assertive and brave. She

reprimands the suitors, family, and the servants in the story for misconduct and the
injustices they cause. In Ody. 16. 418-420 Penelope offers a strong insult to Antinoos for

plotting against Telemachos. She roars:



" AvTivo’, UBpwv Excov, kakopixave, kal 8 o paow
v Srjucp "18Gxns ped’ dpfAkas Eupev &pioTov
BouAij kal pwiboior ou &' oik &pa Toios Encla.

Antinoos, violent man, deviser of evil: in Ithaka

the common account says you are the best man among your age mates

for speech and counsel. But you have never been such. . ..
Despite the grave danger she and her son are in, Penelope hazards a rebuke to the suitor she
believes to be the most dangerous among the unsavory men.

She also brooks no misconduct from Telemachos and issues him strong words
about his lack of manners and sense in regards to the inhospitable treatment of the stranger.
She calls out to him in front of the suitors:

"TnAéuay’, olnéTi Tor ppéves Eumredol oudt vénua-
Tais ET° Ecov kal paAAov tvt ppeait képbe” Eveduas:
viv &', Te &) uéyas éaal kal 1iBns uétpov ikdves.
kaf kév Tis @ain ydvov Eupeval SABiou &vdpds,

ts uéyebos kal k&dAAog dpcpevos, GAASTPIOS PCds,
oUKéT1 Tot Ppéves eiolv évaiotpol oUdE vénua.

olov 1) T68e Epyov &l yey&potoiv ETixdn,

os Tov Ecivov Eacas &ewxictijuevat oliteos.

Telemachos, your mind and thoughts are no longer steadfast.

When you were a child still, you had better thoughts in mind [xépBe’ ].
Now,

when you are big, and come to the measure of maturity, and one

who saw you, some outsider, viewing your size and beauty,



would say you were the son born of a prosperous man;

your thoughts are no longer righteous, nor your perception;

such a thing has been done now, here in our palace, and you

permitted our stranger guest to be so outrageously handled.

(Ody. 18215-222)
As 1 mentioned earlier, Odysseus and his family are described throughout the text as
képSe’, or "cunning.” Therefore, when Penelope scolds him here and complains that he
has lost his cunning, she essentially disinherits him from the family legacy: He can't
possibly be Odysseus and Penelope's son if he behaves this way. Caught off guard by her
words and protecting his knowledge of the stranger’s true identity, Telemachos blunders
his way through an excuse and apology for his bad behavior.

Penelope's difficulty with her servants is made apparent early in the story when we
learned that one of her serving women reported the loom trick to the suitors. In Ody.
19.91-95, however, Penclope chides the culprit, Melantho, for her treatment of the
stranger. For Penelope, revenge is sweet:

"mavres, Bapoalén, kiov &Beés, ol i pe Avibeig
épdovoa uéya Epyov, d aij kepalij avapdes
TavTa yap el [j8nad’, émel ¢ Euet Exhues alTijs
s ToV Eetvov Eueddov &l peydpoiow uoiow
auel wéoe eipecban, tret Tukiveds dxdxmual”

Always I know well what monstrous thing you are doing,

you bold and shameless bitch; you will wipe it off on your own head.
You understood all this very well, because you had heard it

from me, how in my halls I intended to question the stranger

about my husband; since I am troubled for him incessantly.



Thus, Penelope stands up to the dishonest servant even though this woman has close ties to
Eurymachos and enjoys great power in the palace.

Looking at the ambiguity Homer builds in the text regarding Penelope's
temperament and courage, we notice that she emerges with several different personae.
Penclope is a grieving and despairing woman and at the same time a woman full of hope.
She is resentful and angry, yet sweet-natured and good. At times she is fearful and timid,

but then she also asserts herself and is courageous.

Conclusion

When we hear Agamemnon's praise of Penelope's virtue, he—like a great many of
the artists we have examined-—is looking solely at one small part of her total personality.
That he lauds her prudence and steadfast nature is understandable from a man killed by an
adulterous wife. But Penelope's kAfos is derived from much more than a faithful devotion
to her husband's bed. As we have scen in the art depicting Penelope throughout the last
seven hundred years, Penelope achieves great fame because of her complexity. Like her
husband, she has been an inspiration for literature, visual arts, and music in the Western
world since herinception. And like Odysseus her "complex personality becomes broken
up into various simple types,"25 leaving us at times with simply one aspect of her: the
sweet and faithful wife, the wanton harlot, the wise woman, the unsuspecting lady, the
jealous harpy, the sweet-tempered matron, the damsel in distress, and the courageous hero.
In truth, Penelope represents the quintessential woman, everywoman and everyman—for
contained in her are all of the components of womanhood, as well as humanity. Sheisa

triumph of Homer’s imagination and a rich source of legends and traditions for the artists

she has stirred.
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Appendix B
Translations of the Odyssey

Homer. The Odyssey. Trans. S. H. Butcher and Andrew Lang. 1905. New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1949.

—+ The Odyssey. Trans. Samuel Butler. 1900. New York: Walter J. Black, 1944.

—— The Odyssey. Trans. Albert Cook. New York: W. W. Norton and Company,
1967.

— The Odyssey. Trans. Robert Fitzgerald. 1961. Garden City, NY: Anchor
Books, 1963.

———— The Odyssey. Trans. Richmond Lattimore. 1965. New York: Harper
Perennial, 1991.

— - The Odyssey. Trans. T. E. Lawrence. 1932. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth
Classics, 1993.

— . The Odyssey. Trans. Allen Mandelbaum. New York: Bantam Books, 1990.

—— The Odyssey. Trans. A. T. Murray. 2 vols. 1919. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1984.

— The Odyssey. Trans. George Herbert Palmer. 1884. Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1921.

—— The Odyssey. Trans. Alexander Pope. 1726. New York: The Heritage Press,
1942,

———- The Odyssey. Trans. Ennis Rees. New York: The Modem Library, 1960.

—— The Odyssey. Trans. E. V. Rieu. 1946. Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1962.

— - The Odyssey. Trans. W. H. Rouse. New York: Mentor, 1937.
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Book

Book

Book

Book

Book

Book

1.337-344

4.681-695
4.707-710
4.722-741
4.762-766
4.810-823
4.831-834

16.418-433

17.41-44
17.101-106
17.163-165
17.494
17.499-504
17.508-511
17.529-540
17.544-559

18.164-168
18.178-184
18.201-205
18.215-225
18.251-280

19.104-105
19.124-163
19.215-219
19.253-260
19.309-334
19.350-360
19.509-553
19.560-581
19.589-599

20.61-90

Appendix C
Penelope's Speeches

Tells Phemios to stop playing his music

Realizes Telemachos is gone

Realizes Telemachos is gone

Tell servants to warn Laertes about Telemachos
Prays to Athene

Dreams of her sister

Asks her sister if Odysseus is alive

Lambasts Antinoos for his plot against Telemachos

Welcomes Telemachos home

Asks him about his journey

Wishes that Theoklymenos's prophecy comes true
Asks about the commotion in the great hall

Speaks against Antinoos

Asks if the beggar knows about Odysseus

Asks for the beggar to be brought to her

Laughs at Telemachos's sneeze

Warmns Eurynome that she is taking action
Tells Eurynome not to worry about her
Is transformed by Athene

Chides Telemachos for his bad manners
Solicits gifts from the suitors

Asks the beggar about his background

Tells her story about the web and loneliness
Tests beggar about his story

Admits that the beggaris telling the truth

Doubts Odysseus's return

Agrees to get Eurykleia to wash his feet

Invites beggar to stay at palace; asks about dream
Tells beggar about her bow contest

Says goodnight to the beggar

Dreams about Odysseus lying beside her

Phemios

Medon
Medon
servants
Athene
Iphthime
Iphthime

Antinoos

Telemachos
Telemachos
Theoklymenos
servants
Eurynome
Eumaios
Eumaios
Eumaios

Eurynome
Eurynome
servants
Telemachos
suitors

Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus

Artemis



Book

Book

21.68-79
21312-319
21.331-342

23.11-24
2335-38
23.59-68
23.81-84
23.105-110
23.174-180
23.209-230
23.257-262
23.286-287

Invites the suitors the bow contest
Insists the beggar compete in the contest
Ensures that beggar will not win her hand

Doubts Eurykleia's claim that Odysseus is home
Asks Eurykleia for more information

Voices her skepticism over Odysseus's retum
Says she'll go downstairs anyway

Wams Telemachos that she is waiting for a sign
Agrees that Odysseus should move the bed
Explains her hesitancy

Demands to know the bad news first

Expresses little concern over the news

suitors
Antinoos
Eurymachos

Eurykleia
Eurykleia
Eurykleia
Eurykleia
Telemachos
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus



Book

Book

Book

Book

Book

Book

Book

1.13
1215
1.221-223
1.245-251
1.274-278
1.289-292
1346-359
1365-366
1415416

2.50-54
2.87-128
2.130-137
2.195-207
2223
2.246-251
2.274-276

2334-336
2357-360

2372-376
2.410-412

3211215

4.110-112
4.838-841

5.215-220

8.243

11.66-8

11.115-118
11.162

11.177-179
11.181-183
11.223-224

Appendix D
References to Penelope

Odysseus longs for his wife

His mother claims his father is Odysseus
Penelope bore Telemachos

Suitors are wooing Penelope

Let Penelope marry if she wishes

If Odysseus is dead, let Penelope remarry
Penelope is chided during Phemois's song
Suitors lust for Penelope

Penclope takes counsel from seers

Penelope is beset by unwanted suitors

Penelope outwits the suitors with loom trick

Fears sending Penelope away from her home
Send Penelope home to prepare for remarriage

If Odysseus is dead, Penelope can re

Penelope would be widowed if Odysseus returned
Only the son of Odysseus and Penelope will be
successful

If Telemachos perishes, his possessions will be
divided up for Penelope and her new husband
Will get his provisions after Penelope goes to sleep
Don't tell Penelope that I have gone

Get the provisions while Penelope is not here

I hear Penelope is beset by wooers

Penelope must be mourning Odysseus
Penelope is comforted by her dream

Penelope cannot compare to you, Kalypso
Remember us when you are with your wife

In the name of your wife and father, don't

leave my body behind

Suitors are overwhelming your wife and home
You haven't seen Penelope yet?

Tell me about Penelope

Penelope waits for you

Be sure to tell Penelope about this meeting one day

Poet
Telemachos
Mentor
Telemachos
Mentor
Mentor
Telemachos
Poet
Telemachos

Telemachos
Antinoos
Telemachos
Eurymachos
Telemachos
Leokrites

Mentor

Suitors

Telemachos
Telemachos
Telemachos

Nestor

Menelaos
Poet

Odysseus

Alkinoos

Elpenor
Teiresias
Antikleia
Odysseus
Antikleia
Antikleia



Book

Book

Book

Book

Book

Book

11.441-449

13.44
13.333-338
13.377-381

13.406

14.122-130
14.162-164
14.172

14372-374

15.16-23
15.40-42
15313-315
15.514-517

1631-35

1637-39

16.73-77

16.122-134
16.150-153
16302-404
16328-332
16338-341
16385-392
16.395-398
16.435-447
16.449-451

16.457-459

17.6-9
17.46-56
17.57-60
17.389-391
17.401-403
17.468-469
17.553-559
17.561-573

18.143-146
18.158-163

Though Penelope is prudent and understanding,
don't trust her completely

May the gods send me home to my wife

You intend to test your wife who mourns for you
The suitors woo your wife who allows them to
court her though she mourns for you

Eumaios loves your wife and son

Penelope entertains anyone with news of Odysseus
Odysseus will return to avenge his dishonored wife
Penelope desires Odysseus's return

1 only go to the city when Penelope bids me to

Hurry home before Penelope remarries

Send Eumaios to tell Penelope you have retumned
I'll tell Penelope what I know about Odysseus
Penelope seldom appears before the suitors

I've returned to see if Penelope has remarried
Penelope has been faithful

Penelope doesn't know what to do

Penelope won't make a decision

Go to Penelope and tell her about the stranger
Don't tell Penelope 1 am back

Told Penelope that Telemachos was back

Agamemnon

Odysseus
Athene

Athene
Athene

Eumaios
Odysseus
Eumaios
Eumaios

Athene
Athene
Odysseus
Telemachos

Telemachos
Eumaios
Telemachos
Telemachos
Telemachos
Odysseus
Crewman

Eumaios tells Penelope what Telemachos told him to Poet

We will woo Penclope until someone wins her
Amphinomos pleases Penelope the most

We will not hurt Telemachos

Penelope moumns Odysseus until Athene puts her
tosleep

Athene disguises Odysseus from Penelope, others

I am going to see Penelope so she won't worry
Go bathe yourself and make sacrifices to the gods
Penelope does as Telemachos tells her to
Eumaios chides Antinoos in the name of Penelope
Don't pay attention to Penelope here

Praises Penelope

Penelope wants to talk to you

Tell Penclope to meet me after dark

The suitors are dishonoring Penelope

Athene inspires Penelope to appear before the
suitors

Antinoos
Poet
Eurymachos

Poet
Poet

Telemachos
Telemachos
Poet
Eumaios
Telemachos
Odysseus
Eumaios
Odysseus

Odysseus
Poet
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Book

Book

18.188-200
18.206-214

18.226-227
18.245-249

18.281-283

18.285-289
18.290-303
18313-317
18.321-326
18.351

19.44-46
19.53-64
19-83-84

19.89-90

19.107-109
19.164-168
19.204-214
19.249-252
19.261-273
19335-348
19.374-377
19.476-479

19.554-559
19.582-587
19.600-604

2033-35

20.58-60

20.131-133
20.134-137
20.289-290
20326-327
20334-337
20339-344
20.387-3%4

21.1-67
21.85-87
21.101-117
21.157-162
21.275-284

Athene enhances Penelope's beauty
Penelope goes before the suitors

1 understand why you are angry, mother

If others could see you, Penelope, they would
surely come here to woo you also

Odysseus is glad that Penelope cajoled the suitors
out of so many gifts

We will bring you many gifts

Penelope receives many valuable gifts

Go help Penelope with her needlework

Penelope was kind to Melantho

Calls to Penelope's wooers to jeer at the stranger

I will talk to Penelope

Penelope arrives to interview the stranger

The stranger reminds Melantho that Penelope will
be angry if he is mistreated

Penelope overhears the stranger chiding Melantho
Penelope has attained great renown

You you ever quit asking me who I am, Penelope?
Penelope weeps in front of the stranger

Penelope accepts the stranger’s words as truth
Penelope, Odysseus will retumn

1 do not need any blankets, Penelope

Penelope has asked me to wash her feet
Odysseus threatens Eurykleia not to tell Penelope
that Odysseus is home

Penelope, I'll tell you what your dream means
Don't delay the contest any longer, Penelope
Penelope mourns Odysseus

Athene reminds Odysseus he is home with his
wife and family

Penelope awakens

Penelope's conduct is not consistent

Don't blame Penelope for mistreating the stranger
Ktesippus is a suitor of Penelope

I have a word to say to Telemachos and Penelope
Tell Penelope she must remarry

I am ashamead o drive Penelope out of her home
Penelope heard every word that the men said

Penelope goes to the storeroom to get the bow
Eumaios is upsetting Penelope

Come try the bow and win Penelope's hand
Many men will want to win Penelope

Let me try the bow!

Poet
Poet

Telemachos

Eurymachos

Poet

Antinous

Poet

Odysseus
t

Poe
Eurymachos

Odysseus
Poet

Odysseus
Poet
Odysseus
Odysseus
Poet
Poet
Odysseus
Odysseus
Eurykleia

Poet
Odysseus
Odysseus
Poet

Athene
Poet
Telemachos

Eurykleia
Poet

Agelaos
Agelaos
Telemachos
Poet

Poet
Antinoos
Telemachos
Leodes
Odysseus



Book

Book

Book

21320-329
21.344-353
21.354-359

2234-40

22.321-325
22.424-429
22.430-432
22.462-464

22.481-484

23.1-9
23.32-34
23.8595
23.111-116
23.166-172
23.181-186
23.205-208
23.231-246
23.247-255
23.300-309
23.344-365

24.126-190
24.191-202
24.294-296
24.403-405
24.406-407
24.458-460

We shouldn't let him try, Penelope
Mother, go to your chamber now
Penelope is amazed at Telemachos's conduct

How dare you woo Penelope

You wanted to have children by my wife
These female servants dishonored Penelope
Don't wake Penelope yet

Don't let these women who treated Penelope
so badly not suffer for their conduct

Go tell Penelope to come here

Wake up Penelope, Odysseus is home
Penelope is happy to hear the news
Penelope is unsure how to treat Odysseus
Let Penelope test me

I'll sleep in another bed

Penelope, who moved my bed?

Penelope is happy to see Odysseus is home
Penelope and Odysseus are tearfully reunited
Penelope, our suffering is not over yet
Penelope tells her story

Penelope, [ will go see Laertes

We suitors were outwitted by Penelope
Penelope shall gain great fame for her conduct
Penelope mourns for Odysseus

Does Penelope know you are home?

Yes, Penelope knows

The suitors dishonored Penelope

Eurymachos
Telemachos
Poet

Odysseus
Odysseus
Eurykleia
Odysseus

Telemachos
Odysseus

Eurykleia
Poet

Poet
Odysseus
Odysseus
Odysseus
Poet
Poet
Odysseus
Poet
Poet

Amphimedon
Agamemnon
Laertes

Laertes
Odysseus
Halitherses
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