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Introduction

The Odyssey opens upon a fortuitous event. Poseidon, the sole god preventing the
hero’s return to his homeland, has gone to the far off country of the Ethiopians to savor the
sacrificial feast that they have prepared in his honor. The sea-god’s absence affords Athene
a rare opportunity to secure Odysseus’s release from Ogygia where the hero has been
languishing for seven years, in and out of the arms of the nymph. She urges Zeus to
dispatch Hermes “in all haste” to the island and command Calypso to release the captive.
Haste is well warranted since Poseidon’s absence is temporary. In fact, because Zeus
neglects to dispatch Hermes for a whole six days, Poseidon does indeed return before
Cdysseus has sailed to safety, and the angered god calls down a violent storm that all but
drowns the hero. For her part, Athene could easily have prevented the nearly disastrous
delay. She might have stayed on Olympus to keep watch on Zeus or even gone herself to
Ogygia. Instead, she makes a beeline for Ithaca where apparently something even more
important than Odysseus’s life is at stake.

Like Athene, this dissertation will head straight for Ithaca where it will find

Penelope to whom Odysseus said when he departed for Troy:



ool & EVOAOE AvTo LEAOVT®V.

Here let everything be in your charge. (18.266)
This dissertation will then attempt to take Penelope seriously as the one responsible for the
welfare of the household that Odysseus left behind and that is now so oppressed with
trouble.

Of course many scholars have taken Penelope seriously. Traditionally, she has
been accorded great respect for her proverbial faithfulness. More recently, there have been
a great many serious and successful attempts to renew interest in various aspects of her
place in the Odyssey. For example, John Winkler and many others emphasize her
similarity to Odysseus; Nancy Felson-Rubin and Marilyn Katz explore the complexity and
indeterminacy of her character and motivations; Lydia Allione, Agathe Thornton, and Uvo
Holscher argue for her greater role in the plot; and Froma Zeitlin and Helene Foley
champion Penelope’s importance for the epic’s philosophy and theme. John Finley
recognized the importance of Penelope in his 1978 book Homer’s Odyssey which he
opened with a chapter on her. To Finley the central theme of the Odyssey is “life brought
home, therefore, finally shared,” and he further argues that “Penelope is the central figure
of home [since] she both kept it in existence and makes it recoverable™ (4). Finley cites
Agamemnon’s encomiastic praise of Penelope’s virtue and his prediction of her great

future KA€0G.



(V)

OABle Aaéptao mdi, moAvutyar’ Odvcoen:
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O fortunate son of Laertes, Odysseus of many devices,

surely you won vourself a wife endowed with great virtue.

How good was proved the heart that is in blameless Penelope,
Ikarios™ daughter, and how well she remembered Odysseus,

her wedded husband. Therebv the fame of her virtue shall never
die away, but the immortals will make for the people

of earth a thing of grace in the song for prudent Penelope (24. 192-98)"

“That,” Finley says, “comes near making our Odysseia a Penelopeia” (3-4).

I doubt that the Odyssey needs to be renamed in order to justify my approach to the
it, though I intend to make the strongest case possible for Penelope’s centrality to the plot.
Indeed, the subject of this dissertation will be the structure of the Odyssey as it emerges
from the domestic concerns of Odysseus’s family, and its major assumption will be that
Penelope is the principal agent of a plot so conceived. In addition, taking her seriously
means for me also accepting Penelope as a reliable reporter of her own mind, of her own
concerns, motivations, and intentions.

If this sort of approach to the Odyssey is a neglected one, it is for several powerful
reasons, many of which underpin the dominant critical approaches to the Odyssey to date.
First, the critics of the Analytic School in their concern to find the authentic core of the

Homeric poems— that which was supposed to have come directly from the hand or mind

"The Greek text is from the Bibliotheca Weidmanniana edition, 1991, prepared by H. van
Thiel. The English translation, unless otherwise noted, is by Richmond Lattimore.
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of Homer— have tended to discount the importance of whatever smacks of post-Homeric
influence.> Whole sections of the Odyssey like the Telemachy, for example, are excluded.
R. D. Dawe’s translation and commentary is the most recent edition of the Odyssey
influenced by the Analytic approach. Dawe employs two different point sizes for the
typeface of the translation, one for acceptable passages and a smaller size for passages that
are either “suspect” (in roman type) or that “have no right to be there” (in italic). 3 Penelope
is often a victim of this practice; all references to her weaving and unweaving of a shroud
for Laertes in order to forestall the suitors are writ small.

A related critical approach (sometimes called neo-analytical) is to search for the
primitive folkloric tales that lie behind the epic. In this case, Homer plays the role of an
(albeit extremely talented) adaptor of folkloric material; the material, however, is
considered to have been too diverse for seamless synthesis. Almost as much effort has
been made to discover flawed narrative elements as has been exerted to discover
inauthentic lines. Book 19 is the obvious target. In it, Homer is supposed to have made a
serious blunder by failing to assign Penelope an adequate motivation for her decision to
initiate the contest of the bow. G. S. Kirk finds “a serious illogicality which supports the
probability that an earlier version, in whi%:h the contest was arranged in full collusion

between husband and wife, has been extensively but inadequately remodelled by the large-

20f the Homeric epics, the Odyssey is especially vulnerable because Analysts generally
assume that all lines that it shares with the //iad were cribbed from the supposedly earlier poem.

3Three typefaces seem to be the bare minimum for this meticulous scholar: “In a way [
would like to have used a whole range of typefaces, but the restriction to just three does impose
some kind of discipline on the editor, and with any luck corresponding limits to the reader’s
skepticism™ (29).



scale composer” (246-7). Though Finley claims that “Because Penelope’s decision for the
test of the bow makes possible Odysseus’s homecoming, she is a key to the unity of the
poem” ( 2), the persistent narratological difficulties with this passage have done a great deal
to marginalize Penelope. Penelope is thought to be forced to act completely out of

character for the sake of advancing Homer’s plot. W. J. Woodhouse complains:

Willy nilly, one or other of the actors in the story must do

something. in order that the whole thing may go forward. If the

poet cannot find in his characters what he needs in the way of

motive power, he must just contribute it out of his own head.

(87)
The idea is that, in attempt to salvage his plot, Homer was forced to sacrifice the integrity of
Penelope’s character. This approach undercuts any effort or attempt to study Penelope as
a consistent character.

If the Analytic school is unforgiving of inconsistencies of plot in its eagerness to
athetize everything that does not square with its notion of Homer’s genius, the reaction to
that school led by the theories of oral composition that Perry and Lord championed takes a
contrary approach. Apparent inconsistencies in Penelope’s character pose little cause for
wonder or study to the theory of oral composition. Instead, like many other errors that are
forgiven the oral poet, they would seem to flow naturally from the difficulties of oral
composition and the singer’s continual need to vary his song rather than from any
shortcomings of interpretation.

I set aside the above approaches because they tend to deny true unity to the plot of

the Odyssey. This denial of unity is particularly egregious for this is a unity, as I read the



poem, upon which Penelope’s agency depends. Some approaches, however, do accept
unity of plot. For example, Aristotle defends the piot of the Odyssey as similar to tragedy,
that is, built around a single action. The problem with Aristotle for my study is that he

centers the unity of the Ody'ssey around the nostos.

A certain man has been away from home for many vears, kept
that way by Poseidon, and he ends up being alone. Meanwhile,
his affairs at home are in such a state that his wife’s suitors are
squandering his property and are plotting against his son.
Tempest-tossed, he arrives home; he reveals himself to some; he
attacks and destroys his enemies and is saved. That is the
essence (1810v) of the Odyssey: the rest is made up of episodes.
(1455b17-24)

The treatment of the Odyssey as essentially a nostos story obviously discourages
focus on Ithaca and Penelope. As I was writing this introduction I came upon the
abridgment that Stanley Lombardo has lately made of his fine translations of the /liad and
the Odyssey. He entitles it The Essential Homer. Sadly, I was not overly surprised to
discover what portions of the original were eliminated— significantly, most major references

to Penelope before book 19.* No reader restricted to this “essential” Homer (so much like

Aristotle’s i81ov) could guess that Penelope has any serious agency in the plot at all.’

*In The Essential Homer, Lombardo omits: books 2, 3, 4 (584-839 i.e. including Helen,
but excluding Penelope), 7. 8 (1-453), 14, 15, 16 (321-481). 17 (491-606), 18 (107-428), 20. The
omissions include: The stakes of the plot; The threat against Telemachos and Penclope’s
reaction; the suitors’s failure and fears; the second plot against Telemachos and Penelope’s
confrontation with the suitors to avoid this; Penelope’s request to see the beggar and Eumaios’s
warning; Odysseus’s injunction; Penelope’s appearance before the suitors and the gifts she gets
from it; Penelope’s final dream: the suitors’s pians for an immanent attack on Telemachos and
their temporary postponement.

>The routine tendency to privilege the male point of view is perhaps especially
understandable with the Odyssey. The epic begins, after all, with the word “man” not “woman,”
an obvious challenge to my approach.



With the work of Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, especially in their 1978
Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, a new and productive chapter opened

in the study of the Odyssey. The concentration upon [T TLS as one of the principal themes

of the epic brought much that was obscure into bright focus. Not that scholarship had

previously ignored the theme; it just never embraced it. The difficulty is that HnTLg,

though translated benignly as “cunning intelligence,” cannot be distinguished— except quite
artificially— from deception and mendacity. From classical times, the trickster, deceiver, or
inveterate liar who relishes his lies was a rogue. Sophocles’s disdainful portrait of

Odysseus in the Philoctetes is a typical response to this unheroic character.® Detienne and

Vernant managed to demonstrate to critics how to treat UTTLg as a virtue. The

anthropologist Michael Herzfeld, too-- through his studies of present day Greece and their
influence on the classicist John Winkler-- helped point the way toward appreciation of the
importance of secrecy and lying for people who consider those skills to be “unfortunate
necessities but which they nonetheless practice diligently, constantly, and craftily”

(Winkler, 134). 7

SThe Hliadic hero on the other hand, (including Odysseus himself in that epic) is heroic
to the extent that he is above lies and deceit. In the epic of force, (Bin), the ethic of
deceit,(unTig) , is ignoble. This has been a major contributor to the sort of disdain with which
Longinus viewed the Odyssey and relegated it to a secondary importance. The theme that lies at
the heart of the Odyssey is considered to be inferior to, lighter than, or less serious than the
central theme of the lliad.

"Winkler goes on to say that Homer's profound meditation on deception even reaches
the level of narrative technique. On one level this is unavoidable. It must be admitted that
language itself is inherently capable of deceit. No language can avoid the existence of the lie.
Also, metaphor, the lifeblood of language, is a kind of lie, in that it distorts reality in order to
illuminate it. Furthermore, story-telling often require the audience to believe in things that it



I further accept John Peradotto’s insistence that UTJTLG is a fundamental theme of

the Odyssey and integral to Odysseus’s own identity. In his Man in the Middle Voice,
Peradotto analyses the wonderful paranomasia of Book 9 where Odysseus identifies
himself to the Cyclops as Qutis, (“Noman™), and where the poet identifies oUtig with
unitic® Peradotto writes,

We have suggested that Odysseus under the name of Outis
represents the fundamental potentiality of the narrative “subject™
to take on any attribute, to be linked with any action. Itis
therefore associated with métis, that hidden power of cunning
intelligence to find a way (posos) through the problematical, and
with polutropos. in its active sense the attribute to assume any
attribute. (1990, 161)

The theme of punitig has been used in a number of valiant attempts to restore
consistency to Penelope’s motivations and thereby vindicate Homer’s narratological skill.
These scholars accept that Homer knew what he was doing when he had Penelope
announce the bow-contest, but they deny that her decision is a serious indication that she
intends to remarry. She is merely deceiving the suitors. Philip Harsh, for example, neatly
circumvents the Analytic criticism of Book 19 by suggesting that Penelope guesses the
beggar’s true identity and tacitly connives with him. Others reject the idea that Penelope
guesses Odysseus’s identity, but nevertheless emphasize her craftiness. In this view, the

contest of the bow is just another ruse (86Log) to delay marriage, like the weaving and

knows may not be factually true. And every sort of irony relies on the split between the factual
and the verbal. But humans are addicted to stories, and rightly so, since our identities are
inextricably tied to (and perhaps constituted by) the stories that we learn to tell about our lives.

STechnically UA TG, a grammatical variant of ov Tig, but aurally indistinguishable from
pime.
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unweaving of Laertes’ shroud. Patricia Marquardt insists that Penelope would never agree
to a bride-contest unless she were absolutely certain it would amount to nothing more than
delay. Penelope is therefore not acting inconsistently: she is just deceiving the suitors
about her real intention. This is possible, argues John Winkler, because Odysseus and
Penelope share essentially the same personality: both are characterized by untig, skill in
secrecy and lying.

Disguise, deception, and the illusiveness of reality’ are undoubtedly essential
concerns of the Odyssey. To my mind, any approach that cannot accept the importance of
unrig for the Odyssey is seriously flawed, and I will do my best in this dissertation to do it
justice.

There are, however, problems with the all too easy assumption that the signal virtue
of one forceful character, even the eponymous hero, ought to be imitated by the other main
characters. Why should we not expect Homer to use Penelope as a challenge to the theme
of unTLg rather than an example of it? Furthermore, Penelope is doomed to be inferior to
Odysseus on the scale of untig. She will never attain to the wiliness of the wiliest of
humans. Her deceits, no matter how amplified, are but a candle to his bonfire. Worst of
all, the assumption that Penelope is lying about her own motives becomes an open

invitation to read into her mind motivations that are not hers, or to disregard those that are.

9At another level, the theme of wntig allows Homer to thematize language itself and
draw the Odyssey closer to real life. Lying is not only a common use of language, it is inherent in
language, in some sense its real power. Putting a word to a thing already begins to pry that thing
away from “reality.” This is the essential role of metaphor. To call a man a lion is to distort,
embellish, or enrich the truth, depending.
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If we are allowed to pronounce her statements as false when we have no spoken evidence
from either her or the narrator, then we are free to discount everything that she says. Yes
becomes no; no becomes a yes.

An even more recent approach partly avoids the temptation to put words in
Penelope’s mouth. This approach, which has itself profited greatly from the work on

LLTTLG, eagerly embraces the post-modernist virtue of indeterminacy. It does not insist that

Penelope is always lying; rather, it holds that we can never be certain whether she is or not.
Ioanna Papadopoulou-Belmehdi finds Penelope “insaissisable,” continually woven and
unwoven like “/a toile irrationnelle” that symbolizes her (87). Nancy Felson-Rubin in her
book Regarding Penelope: From Character to Poetics and especially in her article
“Penelope’s Perspective: Character from Plot,” deconstructs Penelope’s agency by
presenting a character that, according to her, is enmeshed in any number of diverse
subplots and themes. Thus, her motives only seem contradictory to us. MarilynKatz, in
Penelope’s Renown: Meaning and Indeterminacy in Homer's Odyssey, argues that since
indeterminacy is the very nature of Penelope’s character, by definition, her motivations
cannot be fathomed. Sheila Murnaghan, in Disguise and Recognition in the Qdyssey,
locates Homer’s very genius in his lack of narrative specificity and his refusal to settle for
purposeful motivations. According to her, Homer is trying to emphasize that in real life the
tinal word belongs to chance, or even absurdity. Indeterminacy may well reflect a reader’s
or an audience’s uncertainty as a plot unfolds. For my purposes, though, the presumption

of indeterminacy tends to render Penelope’s character either too passive or too trivial.
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The last approach I shall mention is perhaps really more of a fundamental
assumption underlying all previous approaches. The assumption is that Penelope is to be
understood in terms of her sexual fidelity to Odysseus. This is an old idea. In the
Heroides, Ovid portrays Penelope as completely dependent upon her husband and
obsessed with their romantic bond. Ovid imagines that Penelope writes to Odysseus and
promises, Tua sum, tua dicar oportet; Penelope coniunx semper Vlixis ero.

I am yours. I must be called yours. Penelope will always be Ulysses’ wife.'°

The idea has endured. In 1995, Froma Zeitlin wrote that Penelope’s testing of Odysseus’s
identity in Book 23 “raises the far more important question of ser sexual fidelity to him,”
and that “This is the principal anxiety that hovers over the whole poem” (1995, 122).

Certainly, Penelope has loved and still loves Odysseus and her grief for him is
genuine. There is no reason to disbelieve that Penelope has always longed for Odysseus’s
return, as Eurykleia asserts. Nevertheless, focusing on Penelope’s sexual desire and
romantic longing inevitably promotes Penelope’s passivity since it leaves her nothing to do
in Ithaca but wait for her man. I have discovered that surprising numbers of contemporary
women of independent spirit disdain Penelope. At the 2001 annual convention of the
American Philological Association, a British instructor of Greek reported that the young
women in her class did not like Penelope at all. “I wouldn’t wait twenty years for any

bloke,” said one intelligent student coed.

1%This line (84) so impressed H.S. Sedimayer in his Kritischer Commentar zu Ovids
Heroiden. that he proposed that it (and the previous line) be placed at the end of the poem, after
line 114, as a conclusion.
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Though Zeitlin herself points out that Homer has no exact words for adultery or
sexual fidelity and “is noticeably reticent about addressing acts of adultery, ” (128) the
theme of sexual fidelity is not wholly anachronistic. Agamemnon does worry about the
sexual treachery of his wife (and almost all other women). And the Ithacan populace has
the same expectations of Penelope that so many modern critics do: she is laudable and
consistent whenever she acts to avoid remarriage; she is disappointing whenever she does
not. My problem with this assumption is that it confuses the poet’s point of view with
Penelope’s or with the Ithacan onlookers.

Advances in the study of the Odyssey cannot be denied. The major theme of
deception, the complexity and self-consciousness of narrative technique, the emphasis on
indeterminacy, the awareness that the Odyssey comprises many additions to its earliest
version— none of these am [ inclined to deny. As productive as they have been, however,
they have involved fundamental assumptions that inherently tend to maximize the passivity
of Penelope’s character and minimize the importance of the events in Ithaca. In an attempt
to use what is useful in them to illuminate Penelope’s agency while at the same time
bracketing (in the 'sense that Husserl uses the word in his Cartesian Meditations) their
prejudicial assumptions, I have laid down a few principles for my own study. 1) I shall
treat the text as it comes to us as an integral whole. 2) I shall assume that subsequent
additions to the text were made in a manner consistent with the direction of the plot and
intent of the narrative meaning. This is to say, I shall work with the assumption, as far as
possible, that Homer, or the text that we publish under his name, is competently plotted. 3)

I shall assume that narrative affects and strategy— that is to say, narrative discourse whose



narratee is the the implied audience— are meant to be noticed by the audience and taken
into account. Curiously, in Homer, emphasis on the diegetic requires at the same time a
sharper emphasis on the mimetic. In other words, what is known by the characters must be
rigorously distinguished from what is known by the audience. Therefore, 4) I will abandon
the notion (fairly widespread even among contemporary commentators) that any of the
characters can or should speak for the narrator. 5) Finally, I shall assume that Penelope
gives accurate accounts of her own feelings and motives.

This last principle is likely to be the most controversial. I do not mean to say that
Penelope is incapable of deceit, or should be. Certainly she lies. Before the moment when
the Odyssey opens she has deceived the suitors for three years with her weaving. In Book
23, she tells a lie about her bed, or at least promotes the false impression that it has been
hacked from its foundation. Nevertheless, in each of these cases, we have (or soon get)
independent proof of the truth. The same holds for all Odysseus’s lies. I am not calling for
a different treatment of Penelope than of Odysseus; in fact, I insist upon the same criterion.
Every time Odysseus lies, the epic audience krows that he is lying. Conversely, when there
is no evidence that Odysseus is lying, we readily accept his account about his feelings or
thoughts. No one doubts that he is eager to return home, is happy to embrace his son, is
touched by Argos’s loyalty, or intends to take revenge on the suitors. In contrast, nearly
everything that Penelope reports about herself is brought into question by critics of the text.
John Winkler, for instance, writes about Penelope’s famous dream of the twenty geese in
Book 19: “Though Penelope does have dreams in the Odyssey, I see no reason to believe

that she actually had this dream” (153). One cannot help but feel that Winkler’s skepticism
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is a result of the difficulty he has fitting her dream into his interpretation. In a like manner,
Penelope is conveniently supposed to be deceitful when she reports anything about herself.
So, Penelope is thought to be lying when she says that she is all out of ways to stall the
suitors; that Odysseus gave her a clear injunction about his wishes when he left; that she
intends to follow this injunction; that she believes Odysseus will probably never return
home; that she has decided to remarry; that she means for the bow contest to select her a
husband; that she does not recognize the Cretan as Odysseus until she gives him the test of
the bed; and that her testing of Odysseus was motivated by fear of being tricked by an
impostor. Some of these claims have been denied by virtually all authors; all of them have
been denied by some. But the narrative reveals none of these statements to be deceptions.
This dissertation asserts that Penelope offers strikingly accurate and

straightforward accounts of her own feelings, intentions, and beliefs, and all of them square
with the plot and her dramatic character. In the pages that follow, I will offer arguments
intended to persuade the skeptic of the sincerity of Penelope’s various reports about herself
and her mind. I will also argue that the possible alternatives to her announced intentions
are either untenable or destructive to her interests or the logic of the plot. However, my
main loyalty is to those who are willing to grant Penelope the right to speak for herself and
are willing to listen to what she says. I see the major importance of this work not in such
polemic, but rather in the light that is shed on the plot, the characters, and the theme of the
Odyssey when Penelope is taken at her word.

A focus on an aspect of the Odyssey other than that which centers around

Odysseus, the adventures, or the homecoming (the nostos or the Heimkehr) is encouraged
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by several things. First, the very narrative sophistication of the epic immediately alerts the
readers or listeners (the implied audience) to the possibility that their expectations for the
traditional travelogue will be frustrated. I take this to be the force of the proem, which has
on its own caused so many problems for readers. Though the proem of the Odyssey
pretends to do for the Odyssey exactly what some have claimed that the Proem of the /liad
does for that epic— namely, to offer a précis of the story— in fact, it does no such thing. !
The voice that speaks the ten lines of the proem and then never utters another word is
requesting the repetition of a well-known tale, a familiar nostos-story; but the Muse, to
whom he gives discretion to mold the story according to her own lights, presents a
substantially different tale.

In the five chapters of this dissertation which follow, I shall study the events in the
Odlyssey that describe the situation in Ithaca and Penelope’s agency in the plot. In Chapter
One, “The Stakes of the Plot,” I analyze the crisis that launches the action of the Odyssey
and hastens Athene to Ithaca. Full appreciation of the crisis necessitates a close reading of
Book 2 of the Odyssey, a book that has perhaps been more neglected by critics than any of
the other twenty-three. It lays out both the overt and the covert intentions of the suitors.
On the surface, the suitors are pursuing a perfectly legitimate courtship of Penelope and can
even plausibly claim that they are more oppressed by Penelope than she is by them.

Secretly, however, the courtship masks an illegitimate and vile plan to rob Telemachos of

1-Despite the care which has obviously been bestowed on its composition, this is, as

has often been pointed out, an odd opening for our Odyssey. It covers only a third of the poem,
not very accurately, and gives disproportionate emphasis to a single incident. ... It is a natural
conjecture that this opening was composed for a poem devoted to Odysseus’s wanderings...”
(West, 1988, 68-69).
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his estate, a plan which Penelope has been able to frustrate by refusing to pick a husband.
Because of Penelope’s successful resistance, the suitors have resorted to an attempt to
force Penelope’s hand by threatening her son’s interests. The suitors have vowed to
consume Telemachos’s wealth either until it is gone or until Penelope chooses one of them
as a husband. Because of this recent change of strategy by the suitors, Athene has hurried
to Ithaca to incite Telemachos to confront them and to spirit the lad away to the
Peloponnese when he is snubbed. So, the avalanche begins. The suitors interpret
Telemachos’s departure as a threat: either Telemachos has gone off to rally foreign allies or
to procure poison. Then, the very failure of a first attempt on Telemachos’s life forces the
suitors to a second. Only immediate and unambiguous action from the mother can save
the son.

Chapter Two, “Strategy for Survival,” begins by exploring the great depth of love
that Penelope bears for her husband and her son. Though her love reveals itself as grief for
her lost husband and as concern for the welfare of her son, the latter is the key to her
character and the true motive behind her actions. Still, there is no reason to think that
devotion to her son takes anything away from her love of her husband since Odysseus
himself seems to hold Telemachos’s welfare as the highest priority. This is another way of
saying that both husband and wife are steadfastly devoted to the preservation of the olkog
and the continuation of the bloodline of which Telemachos is the sole heir. The strategy for
defending the House of Odysseus that Penelope is pursuing was devised by Odysseus
himself in his parting injunction to her upon departing for Troy. If Odysseus fails to return

from the war, she is not to marry until Telemachos grows a beard, but once he does, she is
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to pick a new husband and leave the household. I analyze the logic of this injunction and
find in it a cogent strategy for defending the House of Odysseus and persuasive evidence
that Penelope aims to pursue this defense. Furthermore, though she may hope for
Odysseus’s eventual return, she is determined not to allow a mere hope to thwart her
determination to secure her son’s position. She is, therefore, sincere in her eventual
decision to remarry. Nor is this a betrayal of Odysseus, either. In fact, by the logic of the
plot, any other decision would be irresponsible. Any further delay, even if she could
manage it, risks sacrificing Telemachos’s life and destroying the House of Odysseus.

In Chapter Three, “How Old is Telemachos?” I deal with the problem of why, if
indeed she was following the strategy of Odysseus’s injunction, Penelope has not
remarried already, before the Odyssey opens. Telemachos is certainly old enough to have a
beard. I argue that Penelope is being faithful to the spirit of the injunction rather than
merely its letter. In Homer, getting a beard is equivalent to becoming a man, and the latter
is what Odysseus must have meant to be the signal for Penelope’s remarriage. The trouble
is, Penelope is caught in a bind. Telemachos, though physically mature, has not been able
to escape from childish ways nor prove himself to be a man capable of controlling the
House of Odysseus. Telemachos’s immaturity, I argue, is not a result of any character
flaws, but rather of having been deprived of a father to instruct him in what he needed to
know. Ironically, but thematically apt, Telemachos lacks exactly what Odysseus exudes,
the ability to dissemble and deceive. Though it is generally accepted that Telemachos
attains maturity in the course of the Odyssey, there is little accord among scholars on the

character or pace of that maturation. I attempt to demonstrate that Telemachos does not
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prove himself capable until Book 21 when it comes too late to relieve the dramatic pressure
on Penelope.

Chapter Four, “Penelope as Tragic Heroine,” explores a deeper level of
complication for Penelope. The epic is careful to provide her with many alluring excuses
for postponing remarriage, not least of which is her utter repugnance to the idea: she hates
the suitors as much as she still loves her husband. The external temptations are provided
by the plausible stories of self-interested visitors who claim to have seen Odysseus still
alive and soothsayers who prophesy Odysseus’s imminent return. Penelope is tempted
with beguiling words to abandon the idea of action and to await hopefully and passively for
rescue. The dangers of beguilement (8£AE1¢)'? are the obverse of the Homeric theme of

untic. To beguile is to deceive; to be beguiled is to deceive oneself by wishful thinking.

If, in the Odyssey, Odysseus emerges as that great deceiver, Penelope emerges as the
character most resistant to deception. Not only does Penelope withstand the deceptive
power of the Cretan beggar who is Odysseus himself in disguise, but she employs this very
power as an instrument for detecting and thwarting the threat of a deception more subtle
and insidious than Odysseus himself is aware. In a close analysis of the three successive
interpretations of Penelope’s dream of the twenty geese that the Odyssey offers in Book 19,
I attempt to show how formidable are Penelope’s powers of intellectual discernment and
self-control. I regard Penelope as heroic because she accomplishes a great feat despite

overwhelming odds and also because she is willing to sacrifice her own happiness. I call

12Actually, only the verb (6&Ayew) appears in Homer.
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her tragic in an attempt to describe how her actions in fact go beyond the heroic. Typically,
the lasting reputation of glory which is a hero’s xA£og compensates the heroic sacrifice.
Penelope, however, is the only Homeric character who is challenged to sacrifice the
possibility of KA £0g along with everything else.

At the beginning of Book 23, which is the subject of my last chapter “The Limits of

Deception” I discuss how, in brilliant employment of narrative prtig, Homer seduces the

epic audience into condemning as vice the very attitude of self-control and resistance to
wishful thinking that it had been led to admire as high virtue in Book 19. Penelope’s tragic
stature only increases when it eventually becomes apparent that she has rightly persisted in
a proper skepticism even without the support of the epic audience. I try to demonstrate
that Penelope has no other motive for delaying recognition of the Cretan than a continued
determination to defend the House of Odysseus. Then going beyond this, I argue that the
question of the identity of the Cretan is not merely a practical one for the protection of the
olkog. It bears on the important theme of Odysseus’s identity and the poet’s identification
of him with untig. The poem thematizes the very idea of recognition and makes it clear
that he has heretofore seduced the epic audience by means of previous recognition scenes
into accepting inadequate (shall we say romantic) evidentiary standards. The poem raises
the question of what might be satisfactory criteria of identity. In other words, what would
authenticate the Cretan vagabond as the true Odysseus? I argue that Odysseus, being the
thorough trickster that he is, has no logical way of conclusively proving his own identity. I

then try to show how in the test of the bed, Penelope does not so much trick Odysseus as
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afford him a way to escape this trap of his own making. In the end, I find that Penelope is
not merely the pillar of the House of Odysseus but the redeemer of Odysseus’s identity

and the standard by which Homer’s message must be gauged.



I. The Stakes of the Plot

In On The Sublime, Longinus judges the Odyssey to be clearly inferior to the lliad
since it appears less dramatic and agonistic (Evocywviov ). The newest edition of the
Oxford Classical Dictionary (1996) seems to agree: “The Odyssey is a romance, enjoyable
at a more superficial level than the heroic/tragic /liad.” Longinus rejects plot unity in the
Odyssey out of hand: he thinks that the aging Homer not only loses his edge but his
direction as well in that he “drifts from his course into fabulous and incredible tales of
wonder.” The OCD echoes: “For many readers the adventures are the high point” (719).
In fact, many school editions of the epic (such as Herbert Bates’s otherwise admirable
translation) altogether exclude the Telemachy and other “slow” parts and begin with
Odysseus weeping on the Ogygian shore. Nor is this approach restricted to schoolbooks.
Peter Brooks in his 1984 Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative writes:
“The [liad opens with Agamemnon and Achilles locked in passionate quarrel over the girl
Briseis, and the Odyssey with Odysseus, detained on Calypso’s island, expressing the
longing of his nostos, the drive to return home” (38). Of course, the Odyssey does not
open on the Ogygian shore, but first on Olympus, then in Ithaca. Nor does it open at a

moment particularly significant in the tale of Odysseus’s nostos.

21
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Why does the Odyssey begin when and where it does, in Ithaca, in the twentieth
year after the beginning of the Trojan campaign? One who takes the Odyssey primarily as a
nostos story might conceivably answer that since Ithaca is Odysseus’s abiding goal, the
audience ought to have an image of it to keep in mind as he journeys homeward. This is
far from a satisfying answer, however, since what is currently happening in I[thaca is so
unpleasant that it is more likely to undermine the goal of homecoming. Better for the
nostos story, I think, would be to let the audience experience the adventures with the same
idealized view of the goal that Odysseus does. This is probably why rostos tales, as Uvo
Holscher has shown in his analysis of mirchen, invariably begin with the earliest
adventures of the returning hero and continue in a strict chronological order until the hero
is home.

We have to put aside the idea that Homer’s Odyssey it is a traditional nosfos story.

As famous as Odysseus’s adventures of the apologia are, they constitute a minor part of
the poem compared to the struggles in Ithaca. Ithaca, after all, is where considerably more
than half of the action takes place, getting at least four times more attention than Scheria,
the next most featured place. Furthermore, Athene elects to go to Ithaca in order to help
Telemachos rather than to Ogygia to aid Odysseus. In fact, Athene’s decision has the
effect of delaying Odysseus’s return. Her chief worries concern Ithaca.

As Uvo Hoélscher has shown, rather than the nostos pattern, the beginning of the
Odyssey conforms better to a folktale pattern sometimes called “the nick of time” which
proceeds something like this: a husband goes away specifying to his wife a limit to the time

that she is supposed to wait for him and after which she is to act as if he were dead and



remarry. The appointed time comes without the husband. The wedding takes its course,
but the husband comes home (perhaps in disguise) just in time to prevent (or reverse) it. In
the Odlyssey, the appointed time is when the beard grows on Telemachos’ chin. So
Holscher can write that the whole of the Telemachy is but an expansion of the statement
“when your son has gotten a beard.”

But if Hélscher’s studies have shown that Homer chose to begin the Odyssey in
Ithaca for reasons that do not directly bear on Odysseus’s nostos, he has unfortunately not
solved the narratological problem of Book 19 that I discussed in my introduction.

Furthermore, if the Odyssey employs the “nick of time” motif in the Telemachy, it
also distances itself from that pattern in the presentation of Penelope’s weaving. As an
excuse for not remarrying, the weaving of a shroud for Laertes makes very little sense.
Penelope’s father-in-law is old and feeble and may be near to death, but the imminence of
his death is emphasized only here, and could easily be ignored for the purposes of the plot:
no other element of the drama relies on his being moribund. A much more apposite excuse
than a shroud for Laertes would have been something for the impending wedding, a bridle
gown for example. The unceasing weaving and unweaving of a wedding dress ought to
have been an irresistible devise for a nick-of-time folktale. The substitution of the shroud
more likely implies the hand of the poet eager to avoid, as far as possible, association with

the nick-of-time motif, and therefore with hopes for Odysseus’s return.' In short, the

!As we shall see below, none from the principal agents in Ithaca expect Odysseus to
return.
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dramatic situation in Ithaca is designed not to concentrate the focus on the promise of
Odysseus’s return.

Yet the question remains why the Odyssey begins where and when it does. Once
again, Uvo Holscher is a pioneer in the pursuit of a meaningful answer. As he argued in his
1976 lecture at the University of Cincinnati entitled “The Transformation from Folk-Tale to
Epic,” “The Odyssey starts with a crisis. Every scene of the first book is saying one thing:
that the state of affairs is not to be endured any longer; that the moment has come when a
decision has to be taken” (1978, 57). “Crisis” may be a strong word for those who hold the
traditional view and insist that the same basic situation has obtained in Ithaca for many
years. (This tradition is so ingrained that the OCD can assert that Penelope has been
tricking the suitors in her house with the web for ten years now!)* But crisis it is.?

I part ways with Holscher over the nature of “the state that is not to be endured any
longer.” Still looking for the folk-tale core, Hélscher emphasizes the romantic pressure
placed on Penelope to marry, ignoring for the most part the struggle over the future of the

House of Odysseus without which the Odyssey remains the mere romance that Longinus

2“Penelope, daughter of Icarius, wife of Odysseus, and mother of Telemachus. In

Homer’s Odyssey she faithfully awaits Odysseus’ return, although pressed to marry one of the
many local nobles. She pretends that she must first finish weaving a shroud for Laertes,
Odysseus’ father, which she unravels every night for ten vears [sic], until detected by a maid and
forced to complete it. Finally twenty vears after Odysseus™ departure, in despair she resolves to
marry the suitor who can string Odysseus’ bow and perform a special feat of archery” (Oxford
Classical Dictionary).

3Holscher also saw that the crisis had little to do with Odysseus himself. *“I do not find,”
he writes, “the moment of crisis in the course of the Odysseus action. Qdysseus could easily
continue to remain with Calypso.”(1978, 57)
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disdained, and not the agonistic drama that it might be. Rather, I would agree with Agathe

Thomton who writes:

But...we have to change our view of the Odyssey: it is not a

fairy story of princes competing for the hand of a beautiful

queen, but it is a tale from times in which power based on

wealth and brute force was little hampered by law, a tale of

greedy and ambitious aristocrats trying under a thin veneer of

courtliness to seize the absent king’s wife, wealth and position.

67)
To know what is really going on in Ithaca, and what counts in the structure of the plot, we
must take a careful look at the generally neglected second book of the epic. Book 2 sets up
what might be called the dramatic framework of the plot. It involves a power struggle in

which the principal agents are the Ithacans, the suitors, Telemachos, and Penelope.

Let us now examine Book 2 in detail.

Telemachos: 2.1-14
As Book 2 begins, Homer describes godlike* Telemachos, who awakens and
prepares himself to address the Ithacan assembly which he has called, with the same three

lines that describe Menelaos in Book 4:

*Telemachos is not usually described as godlike. I exclude the epithet 8€0g161ig which
is used 5 times of Telemachos because it seems more polite than meaningful. It is also used five
times of Theoklymenos and four times in connection with the suitors. [ also exclude &vti8gog
which Cunliffe calls “a vaguc general epithet of commendation.” Twice, however, he is
1c60€0g, equal to god twice, an epithet reserved only for him in the Odyssey but used a dozen
times in the Jliad often in the heroic word phrase §wg 1c60€0g. The first time that he appears
as a man “equal to a god™ is in Book 1, on the first day of the Odyssey. The second time is in
Book 20 when he awakens on the day of the slaughter of the suitors. In the 19 intervening
books he is referred to a number of times as the son of divine Odysseus. Most often, however,
he is simply memvupLEvog.
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gluata ecoduevog” mept Ot Eidog bEL BET duw,

nocol & Lo Aumapolow Edfoato KaAd TESAQ,

BN & ipev Ex BaAduolo Be® EvaAiykiog dvTny”

[He] put on his clothes, and slung a sharp sword over his shoulder.

Underneath his shining feet he bound the fair sandals

and went on his way from the chamber, like a god in presence. (2.3-3)
Though by the end of the book Telemachos will cut a very different figure, here the poetry
lends him Iliadic weight. For example, as he takes his father’s seat in the assembly, the

aorist of €ikew, a verb common in the /liad though not in the Odyssey, is used to convey

”

how the elders “make room for him.” “Eikew” commonly means to give way to the
stronger side in battle. The metaphoric sense employed here and only here in the Odyssey,
appears three times in the //iad, al! in the solemnity of Book 24. Room is made for the
wagon that transports Hector’s corpse back to Troy (716 and 718). Room is made for
Thetis at the assembly of the gods next to Zeus (100). And so is room made for
Telemachos as he strides into the assembly spear in hand, a couple of fine hounds at his

side, and Athene’s enchanting grace glowing forth from his whole person. The audience is

set to expect great and noble things from Telemachos.

Aigyptios: 2.15-34
The first to speak, however, is one of the Ithacan citizens, “the hero Aigyptios, who
was bent over with age, and had seen things beyond number.” His first words reveal that

there has been no official assembly in Ithaca for twenty years, that is, since Odysseus left.
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oUte mob’ hiuetépn &yopt| YEVET olte 86wkog

g€ oD Odvooelg Siog £BM xolAmg EVL vuoi.

Never has there been an assembly of us or any session

since great Odysseus went away in the hollow vessels. (2.26-27)
This means that Telemachos has never before called a public assembly. In fact, so slight
has been Telemachos’s public life that Aigyptios can not even guess that it might be he
who has called the assembly.

So who has been ruling Ithaca? The answer is no one. Odysseus did once, as

“king,” when he was in Ithaca, but since then, apparently no one has taken his place. Nor
has there even been any official public discussion of political matters. Ithaca has therefore
been more or less in anarchy for twenty years, a system which seems to have worked
tolerably well. I think we can assume that each Ithacan household has reverted to the
ancient practice of taking care of itself. Aigyptios’s own family consisting of his four sons
reflects a balance of interests in regard to the house of Odysseus. Two of his sons have
involvement with it, one as a friend, and one as an enemy. Antiphos, sailed with Odysseus
to Troy and was lost. Eurynomos is a suitor. The other two sons— unnamed, as are all of
the unaffiliated Ithacans except Aigyptios— are at home, minding their own private, familial
estates (500 &' o1&V Exov matpda Epya. 2.22). They represent the very Ithacans from
whom Telemachos is asking for help, and they are doing just what Telemachos is asking to
be allowed to do. If Aigyptios’s family is taken as representative of the political affiliations
of the average Ithacan, we can see that Telemachos is about to address an assembly of men

with complex and balanced affiliations, but whose interests are primarily private.
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Aigyptios, however, also has good will for any one willing to shoulder public
concerns and aid the community at large. Even before he knows the identity of the one
who has called the assembly, he offers his approval and endorsement.
EcAég ot Soxel Ewat, dvfilevog. €10 oL abtd
Zebg &yoBov teLEcELey, & TL PpeSIV HOL LEVOLVAL.
[ think he is a good man and useful. So may Zeus grant him
good accomplishment for whatever it is his mind desires. (2.33-34)
This enthusiastic endorsement will strike anyone who knows the story of the Odyssey as
highly ironic. The accomplishment of Telemachos’ desires will prove a curse to Aigyptios
who still grieves over the loss of his first son.
&AL’ obd d¢ ToL ANBeT bdupdevog KAl &y EDWY.
ToUL & Ye ddkpL Y Ewr &YOopToOTO KAl HETEELTE"
...he could not forget the lost one. He grieved and mourned for him,
and it was in tears for him, now that he stood forth and addressed [the assembly]
(2.23-24)
His second son will die along with the other suitors.’
Telemachos takes Aigyptios’s words as support and encouragement, but

immediately acts in a way to render it inapplicable. Aigyptios has had praise and

appreciation for anyone who wams against invasion

5Curiously, Eurynomos is the only named suitor whose death is not accounted for by
Homer. A metrical replacement, Eurydamas, otherwise unmentioned in the Odyssey dies in what
seems to be his stead. In two key manuscripts (Marcianus and Caesenas) the name is Euryalos,
which appears in a list of Trojans cited by Demodokos on 8.115. The pattern of the deaths of
the 14 named suitors who die is highly structured. The anomaly of this line is therefore striking.
If, indeed, Telemachos kills Eurynomos in this line, not Eurydamas or Euryalos, then the irony
of 2.34 is all the greater.
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HE T dMov dAdo mpardoketal Hd &yopelet

or has some other public matter to set forth and argue, (2.32)
but not for one like Telemachos who has come to request help, not offer it. Telemachos’s
business is only a private matter, an urgent personal need. Mutatis mutandis,
Telemachos’s line is an echo of Aigyptios’s, but in the negative:

oUrte 1L dAuLov dAAdo midpobokouat obd &yopetw.
nor have [ some other public matter to set forth and argue. (2.44)

Aigyptios’s hopes are doomed to be frustrated.

The Two Evils: 2.46-61

Telemachos begins to present his case. Two evils (kaka doidt), he explains, have

struck his household (pol Eunecev oikw).

0 pEv motép EcOAOV AndAeca, b¢ mot Ev LUW
tolcdecow Baciieve, mathp & d¢ fiwiog REY:

vov & ad kol moAd ueLlov, d 1 Ty o olkov &rovta
Ty L Sroppaicel, Blotov & ATO TAUTAY OAESCEL
UnTéPL oL uvnotnpeg enéypaov obk EBsdotion,

I have lost a noble father, one who

was king once over vou here, and was kind to you like a father;
and now here is a greater evil, one which presently

will break up the whole house and destroy all my livelihood.
For my mother, against her will, is beset by suitors. (2.46-50)

The statement of the first evil (td pév Tatép’ EcOBAOV drwAeoa) is bound to be surprising

to the audience who has witnessed, not long before, the opening scene on Olympus and
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therefore knows that Odysseus is not dead. Telemachds’s statement is unequivocal. He
does not say that he has lost almost all hope that my father will return home. He offers no
hope, warning, or threat that Odysseus might someday return home, though such a threat
might have greatly helped his case and, considering the lack of a corpse, might plausibly
have been believed.

Can Telemachos possibly believe that his father is dead? He has already
announced this belief in Book 1 no fewer than three separate times. As he first gushes out
his complaints about the household to Athene, he says: “As it is, [Odysseus] has died by
an evil fate, and there is no comfort left for us, not even though some one among mortals
tells us he will come back. His day of homecoming has perished” (1.166-168). A little later
he says to his mother: “Odysseus is not the only one who lost his homecoming / day at
Troy. There were many others who perished, besides him” (1.354-55). To Eurymachos
whom Telemachos seems to prefer to the other suitors, calling him “their best man by far,”
(15.521) he says: “Eurymachos, there is no more hope of my father’s homecoming”
(1.413). Even upon leaving Pylos when he has absorbed all the stories about Odysseus’s
whereabouts and so many prophesies about his homecoming, he still tells Theoklymenos:
“Friend, I will accurately answer all that you ask me. / Ithaca is my country, and Odysseus
is my father, if ever he lived; but by now he must have died by a dismal / death™ (15.266-

69)°. His answer to the several oracles that predict Odysseus’s return is expressed in the

6'I'hough Athene sends him on a voyage to inquire about his father, she never tells him
unequivocally that Odysseus is still alive.
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unreal optative of wish. There is no way around it. Telemachos doubts that his father is
alive up until the very moment, in Book 16, that he comes face to face with Odysseus.’

R.D. Dawe finds this passage disturbing. Why, he asks, should Telemachos be
announcing an event that took place “at some unspecified time during the last twenty years
(95). Dawe is surely right that this first evil (or, rather, the acceptance of it) occurred much
earlier, and is, in this sense old news. What is new, however, is the public announcement.
Without it, most of what follows would be incomprehensible, especially Telemachos’s
attitude to the courtship of his mother by the suitors.

Telemachos would probably never have bothered to herald the first evil if the
second had not befallen him. The second evil, the real cause for alarm, is the damage being
done to the household by the suitors’s. Telemachos does not deny them right to court his
mother. His complaint is only that they are courting her improperly. A proper courtship
would leave his inheritance intact. If the suitors are serious in their courtship, he argues,
they ought to petition Ikarios, Penelope’s father, for her hand. The import of these lines
can hardly be exaggerated. Telemachos tacitly justifies the legitimacy of the suitors’s right

to court his mother. Their suit is not prima facie illegal, irreverent, or contrary to custom.

"It is true that Telemachos daydreams about his father’s return, but even he recognizes
this as no more than a daydream. Nor is his journey to the mainland motivated by belief in
Odysseus’s return. I will return to these points when [ investigate his character and psychology
in the next chapter.

8Pagc: also complains that it makes Telemachos rather “crassly materialistic,” preferring
wealth to a living father. The scholia on line 48 gives a common sense solution: oly ®g
TpoKplvv 1oL Tartpdg TV oboitaw, &AAG Ty kortyopioy abémv twv vEwv: &AAW®G T
ToUto REY &pdiporov, EkElro 3¢ Tpddniov.
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Nor do the suitors think that they are doing anything blameable by courting
Penelope. Athene condemns them often for courting the wife of a living man, but this is an
unfair charge to level at them. No one, aside from gods and prophets, claim that he is not
yet dead. The suitors’s clear conscience on this matter is most strikingly shown in the
desperate defense that Eurymachos offers to Odysseus in Book 22 as he “looked about him
for a way to escape sheer death.” Eurymachos does not deny that he courted Penelope,
but puts the blame for all that is punishable on Antino6s who, he claims, was in reality no¢
interested in Penelope, but had other intentions:

oUtog Yap ErinAey tdde Epya,

ol Tt ydpov téccov kexpnuévog obde yatilwv,

&AL dAAa dpovEwv, Td ot obk Etédecos Kpoviwy,
édp’ I0ckmg xata Snjuov EvkTinévng Bactietol

artog, &tap cov TOdA KUTAKTEIVELE AOXTIOOG.

It was he who pushed for this action,

not so much that he wanted the marriage, or cared for it,

but with other things in mind, which the son of Kronos would not
grant him: to lie in wait for vour son and kill him, and then

be king himself in the district of strong-founded Ithaca. (22.49-533)

So, if Telemachos claims that his mother “against her will, is beset by suitors”
(2.50), he does not claim the stronger case that the suitors have no right to court her, as
they would if Odysseus were still alive. On the contrary, Telemachos wants his mother to
remarry as do Penelope’s own parents (and Penelope knows that they do). Telemachos

encourages the courtship going so far as to reproach the suitors for insincerity. If they want

Penelope so much, why haven’t they simply gone to her father with gifts as is customary?
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ol TaTPdg LEV EG Olkov ATEPPLYCLCL VEECOAIL
Ixapiou, dg ¥ abrtog eedvidocaito 8Oy TpaL,

doin & @ k' EBEAOL kOl oL ke pLonévog EABol-

These shrink from making the journey to the house of her father

Ikarios, so that he might take bride gifts for his daughter
and bestow her on the one he wished, who came as his favorite. (2.52-54)

Telemachos apparently assumes that Penelope’s father has the authority to give away his
daughter (which he would not have if the husband were generally still considered alive).
For their part, the suitors offer to bring their suit to Penelope’s father if Telemachos will
send her home, which in itself assumes that she is no longer legally bound by her former
marriage to Odysseus. But there is a right way to do this courtship, and there is a wrong
way.

What is wrong with the way that the suitors are now courting Penelope is that it is
destroying the estate that Telemachos is due to inherit. But whose responsibility is it to
protect the property? Obviously, Telemachos’s own, in the absence of his father.
Telemachos recognizes this but admits himself to be woefully inadequate to the
responsibility.

ob yap &x’ &vrp,

olog Odvcoelg Eokev, &pry ATO olkou &LVt
Hueilg & oD vi T Tolol ApVVELEY: | KAl Elerta
Aevyaréol T EcdueoBa kol ob dedankodteg AAKAY.
1 © &v &uovadiun, €1 pot dbvapig ye Tapein.

We have no man here

such as Odysseus was, to drive this curse from the household.
We ourselves are not the men to do it; we must be

weaklings in such a case, not men well seasoned in battle.
[ would defend myself if the power were in me. (2.58-62)
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Plea for help: 2.62-84
Telemachos can only get what he wants if the Ithacans help him. But why should

they? Telemachos offers a gallimaufry of arguments which become progressively less
savory. He begins with an appeal to altruism but ends with one to greed. I discern at least
seven separate arguments. First, he claims that his situation is no longer endurable to him
(63). Second, that the destruction of his house is “beyond all decency” (63) Third, in an
attempt to shame them into action, he says: “Even you must be scandalized and ashamed
before the neighboring men about us, the people who live around our land” (64-6). Next,
as if giving up on their sense of fair play, Telemachos attempts to tap their fear.

fe®v & LOdelcATE UNVLy,

LA Tt LETACTPEY WSV LYOCCEUEVOL KAKX EPYQL.

Fear also the gods anger

lest they, astonished by evil actions, turn against vou. (2.66-67)
Fifth, he offers himself as a suppliant and pathetically pleads: “leave me alone with my
bitter sorrow to waste away,” (70-71) methodically undercutting his own best argument for
the intensity of the evil and the urgency of his need. As if this were not enough,
Telemachos insults the Ithacans by implying that they have gone well beyond mere
toleration of the suitors, that they, in fact, are the very ones who incited the suitors and
instigated the attack on his property (73-74). Finally, Telemachos follows this up with a
cynical appeal to greed (74-79). He suggests that the Ithacans cut out the middle man and
snatch all his property for themselves. That way, he figures, he might one day have some

chance of getting it back. Better to be robbed by thieves that can not run too far. If



anything, Telemachos has now sunk below the low moral standards of which he has just
been accusing the Ithacans themselves. The fact that the Ithacans do not take him up on
his offer nor race each other to loot the palace becomes a tribute to their basic honesty, and
reminds us that they are not as Telemachos portrays them.

The fall from the heroic opening lines is precipitous. Telemachos ends up
presenting himself as an extremely callow and pathetic character, reduced to ineffectual and
adolescent anger:

g ddto ywduevog, moti 8 ckhmTpov BAAe Yoin
ddkpv’ dvanpricog:

So he spoke in anger, and dashed to the ground the scepter
in a stormburst of tears. (2.80-81)

The Ithacans are silent (mdvteg &xnv Ecav) like those who are hearing a riveting
story are silent.’ They are unsure how to react. They seem to feel that the most proper
response to the implicit insults and attacks would be angry words of their own (u8oictv
augiyachal xaienoicw). But no one dares (oLO£ Tig £TAn). Why? Isit that
Telemachos seems too fragile, too near the breaking point? They pity him (ciktog & Ere

Aacov &mavta 81). They certainly cannot be afraid of him.

The word “&KMV” is used in the Odyssey four times of the Phaiakians and once of
Eumaeus as they listen to Odysseus’s fantastic tales. In the /liad, it is used of the Achaeans
inside the Trojan Horse as they listen to Helen imitate the voices of their wives.
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Counter-suit: 2.85-128

Antinods. the ringleader of the suitors, takes the floor to present the case for the suitors.
He admits that the courtship has gone awry. but he puts the blame squarely and solely upon
Penelope. Pieced together from Antinods’s account, the chronicle of events seems to run as
follows. For nearly four vears, at least, the suitors have had a desire for Penelope to marry one of
them.'® The trouble began soon after, when Penelope “began denying the desires of the
Achaians” (90) who began to feel cheated. At or about this time, she makes clear her
intentions. She admits that Odysseus is dead and promises— tacitly, if not explicitly— to
remarry. She sends out, or continues to send out, secret messages of encouragement to all

the suitors individually (mdvtog pév p' EArer kai Dricyetol &vdpl ExACTO 91).1

Nevertheless, she fequests a delay before she chooses the man, enough time to do her duty

by her father-in-law who will need a burial shroud when he dies.'? This is the famous

1%Whether they were actively courting her before this we do not know. If they were. she
was somehow not denying their desires, tolerating, perhaps, their amorous interests.

11Exactly what these messages were is controversial. Devereux, in his “Penelope’s
Character,” goes so far as to assert that she was in love with the suitors. But it seems much more
likely to me that what Antinods calls making promises and sending out messages refers to
promises about her intention to marry once she was free of her duty to Laertes, not to furtive
billets doux.

2The strongest case to be made for Penelope’s reasoning is to suppose that as a member
of a new family and the wife of another she would have no business weaving a shroud for her
former father-in-law. Since Anticleia is dead and Odysseus lost, there would be no one to
provide for the old man’s needs. Telemachos, of course, might provide the shroud, if he had a
wife. But he seems altogether uniikely to marry because of his immaturity (though Odysseus
could not have been much older when he went off to Troy). In any case, Penelope’s request
seems to have been a reasonable one, and the suitors thereby might have felt themselves
reasonable in granting it.



weaving trick that is recounted three times in the Odyssey.> The suitors consent and
consider themselves rather gallant for doing so: “and the proud heart in us was persuaded”
(103). The weaving goes on for more than three years before the suitors discover that
Penelope has been cheating them,'* unweaving at night whatever she has woven by day.
When the suitors catch her, they compel her to finish the shroud. They are not, however,
able to compel her to choose a husband.

The question of how much actual power the suitors have over Penelope is a
complex one, but one fundamental to understanding the structure of the conflicts in the
Odyssey. Telemachos says that his mother is beset by suitors “against her will,” and that
the suitors can and will force her to marry. On the other hand, we must confront
complaints, like those from Denys Page, that the suitors do not exercise the power that they
have. Page accuses Homer of a serious lapse of narrative competency when the suitors

neglect to force Penelope to marry once she has finished the shroud.

For it would surelv be a sad story-teller, who told us that
Penelope was caught unpicking the web and compelled to finish
it, and yet that nothing whatever happened as a consequence—
that the Suitors generously regarded the incident as closed, and
allowed affairs to continue exactly as they were before the story

13Though there are scholars who would, if they could, eliminate all reference to this
incident in the Odyssey on the grounds that it is imported later (see Dawe, 99), others make it the
keystone of Penelope’s character. This, [ think, is probably Penelope’s sole ruse. But, perhaps,
there is a hint that Penelope has used other strategies in the use of fj 8& d6Aov wVd &Alov. If
this is the case, then those other tricks had to come sometime between the moment she began to
deny the suits and the weaving of the shroud since we know from Penelope’s testimony (in
Book 19) that after she was compelled to finish the weaving, she was at a loss for any other
stratagem.

14 Antinods portrays himself as bitterly offended. He claims that Penelope is cheating the
suitors (&TEUPEL BLPOY EVL othfecow Axoudv 90). West has a note on the verb &tépupeu:
“cheat, frustrate’, a strong and unusual verb.” (137)



of the web began. But that is what actually happens in the

Odyssey. . . (1955, 120-121)
I do not think that the suitors are acting generously. Rather, they are applying as much
pressure as they can get away with. If they do not go farther, it is because their power is
checked by the power that the Ithacan populace wields.

It is an overlooked, if strange, fact that the structure of power between the
protagonists and the mass of unnamed common people is more significant in the Odyssey
than in the /liad. Though the setting of the //iad is either the crowded Greek camp,
bustling Troy or the battlefield, the Greek or Trojan populace has little or no influence on
the direction of the plot. The poet gives them no backbone. Thersites, thoroughly
dominated and discounted by Odysseus, is the symbol of their role. In the Odyssey, each
party thinks that having the populace on its side would insure it success, but the populace is
sternly independent. Both parties are also afraid that a mistake on its part will push the
populace over to the other side. Furthermore it seems to be a moral standard that moves
the Ithacan opinion. Telemachos is afraid of their resentment if he sends his mother away.
The suitors are afraid of popular retaliation if they are caught hurting Telemachos.
Penelope is aware that their esteem is won by her holding out against remarriage. Odysseus
also assumes that the Ithacan populace will be a force to reckon with. He asks Athene how
he will escape even if he kills all the suitors. The implication is that the Ithacans will not
tolerate his action. From Book 24, we know that this is a fact. No one seems to have any

confusion about the popular Ithacan response. The people are not to be manipulated.



39
Theirs is a solid and primal sense of justice. They would rise up equally against the killewxs
of Telemachos and against the murderer of the suitors.

If Telemachos says that Penelope is being courted against her will, this is not in azny
way a moral accusation. How unwilling can Penelope be and still hold out hope to the
suitors? Anything to which she does not consent would probably be retaliated for by her
own parents, and would certainly not be sanctioned by the Ithacans. Furthermore, the
suitors need Penelope to choose one of them. If the choice is not hers, then I think it would
be impossible for the suitors to decide among themselves who would carry her away and
who would go home disappointed. If it were possible simply to carry off an unwilling
Penelope, as if by the hair, someone probably would have already done so.

The picture that AntinoGs paints is a persuasive one, I think, if we look at it
objectively. Antinods claims that Penelope is bent on personal glory (néya pev kKA€og
ot wotelt 125-6). And why shouldn’t she be? The pursuit of kA£og is certainly a
good thing in the Homeric world. Antinods also claims that Penelope is taking advantagse
of the suitors and even of Telemachos in her pursuit of glory. But that is inevitable. KA-£og
is essentially competitive, and no Greek helps to increase another’s xA£og at the expense of
his or her own."

Like Telemachos, Antinoés ends by implicating the Ithacans. Unlike, Telemachaos,

he makes a point that the Ithacans cannot deny. Penelope is increasing her kA£og, and t he

Ithacans are helping her. xA£og is what people say about you (or rather, how much thew

YThis is precisely Aristotle’s complaint in the Nicomachean Ethics about the friendship
of nobility: it lacks generosity.
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talk about you), and the townspeople esteem Penelope in direct proportion to her obstinate
fidelity to the memory of Odysseus (as many modern readers of the epic do as well). We
know that this is the opinion of the Ithacan populace and that Penelope is well aware of
this. In Book 19, Penelope wonders whether she should continue to live in a way that
would please the people or whether she should remarry. In Book 23 (148-51), the
Ithacans, outside the barred doors of the palace, speculate that Penelope has finally
disappointed them by giving in to impatience and remarrying. So to them, Penelope is
most admirable if she resists marriage.

Antinods seems to know this since he does not ask for direct intervention from the
Ithacans. He merely asks them to stay out of the way. What is left to the suitors, if they
cannot or will not use direct force against the person of Penelope? They seem to believe
that they have but one alternative. If Penelope cannot be directly pressured as a woman,
she carn be indirectly pressured as a mother. Therefore, the suitors have quite consciously
resolved to do just what Telemachos is complaining about. They intend to waste the estate
until either there is nothing left, or Penelope picks a husband. Their hope is that Penelope
will neither ruin her son’s prospects in life (if she can help it) nor persist in her refusal to
remarry (if that refusal robs Telemachos of his inheritance).

Todpa YAp oY Biotdy te TeEdV KOl KTALAT ESoVTaLL,
dbpa xe keivn totov Exm voov, &V TIvd oL vov
octHfsocol Tfeiol ol

So long, I say, will vour livelihood and possessions be eaten

away, as long as she keeps this purpose, one which the very
gods, I think, put into her heart. (2.123-25)
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This is a united front. Later, in his speech, Eurymachos, echoes the strategy:

xphuata 8 abte kakdg Bepddoetat, obdE ot oo
gooetat, 6dpa kev f ve Satpifnow Axoiovg

oV ydov:

there will not

be compensation,ever, while she makes the Achaians put off
marriage with her. (2.203-53)

The suitors’s strategy is probably not intended to force Telemachos’s hand.
Though Antino6s tells Telemachos what he can do if he should want to get the suitors off
his back (he can return his mother to her father), apparently, the suitors neither want nor
expect Telemachos to do any such thing. They seem quite reluctant to involve Penelope’s

father in any way. After all, as Telemachos points out, the suitors can sue Ikarios for his

daughter’s hand even without Penelope’s being there.

Telemachos’s answer: 2.129-45
Antinods seems to make this demand knowing how unthinkable it is for

Telemachos, who, in fact, rejects it promptly in his next speech.

v &8 ad TnAéunayog nervupévog dvtiov Mbda:
“"Avtivo’, ob Twe Eott Sépwv déxouoay ATOCAL
iy &gy, A w EBpeye: matip O ELOG &AACOL Yaing,
CdeL & v’ 7y TEOVMKe: KokdY € pe TOAL' &ToTiveEw

" Ixapilow, ol ¥ abtog EKOV Ao UNTEPO TELW®.
EK YOp TOU TOTPOG KOKA TEICOMAL, dAAX OE daipwy
dWoEL, EREL UNTNP CTUYEPQ.E APACET EPLVUG
oikov &Tepyolévn” vEueoig 8¢ ot € &vBpdrwy
Eooetal dg ob ToLToV EY TOTE LLBoV EViy®.
Then the thoughtful Telemachos said to him in answer:
Antinods, I cannot thrust the mother who bore me,
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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 vet, 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. [ will not be the one to say that word to her. (2.129-37)

Telemachos has two options, both of which he finds impossible: send his mother
from the house, or fight the suitors. He is reduced to informing Antinods that if the suitors
are not satisfied, they can go home. This is clearly a ridiculous and effete statement, which
Antinods will ignore. Once again Telemachos threatens to appeal to Zeus for justice even
though his threat seems weakened by the use of the enclitic woBi:

gy d¢ Beovg EMPBdoopaL A&V EdvTOG,

ol K& mofL Zevg dwot taAilvtita Epya YevEcBaL

I will cry out to the gods everlasting

in the hope that Zeus might somehow grant a reversal of fortunes (2.143-44)

One of the most important implications of this sequence is that it conveys how
recently Ithaca has been thrown into crisis. The suitors have not been devastating the estate
for four years while Athene calming watched from Olympus. Rather, they have only

begun their attack. The drama opens at this critical moment that so frightens Telemachos

and Athene.
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The Speeches of Halitherses and Eurymachos: 2.146-207
As if to remind the hearer of the epic that, after all, the gods are on the side of

Telemachos and his family, Zeus sends down two eagles who tear at each other in mid air.

8cupnoav & dprbag, Enel 1dov dpbaApoioy:

dpunvaw 8 &va Buudv & mep teAfecBol Eueddey.

Then all were astounded at the birds, when their eves saw them,

and they pondered in their hearts over what might come of it. (2.155-56)

Halitherses interprets the omen in a way that is not at all surprising to us, the audience, who
have been privy to the Olympian council described in Book 1. We know that Odysseus is
still alive and will soon be on his way home. We know that Athene is angry with the
situation in Ithaca and that she intends to see to it that the suitors taste her vengeance. We
know that Zeus has recently promised to help. Furthermore, the Muse telis us that
Halitherses is indeed wise and skilled at the birds. Nevertheless, the Ithacans in general do
not seem to hold him in such high regard. Apparently, they have not given much heed to

this prediction since he first announced it twenty years ago.

Kol yop KEWw® ¢npi televtnénval drovta,

Mg oL Epvbeduny, éte Ihov gicaveBaivov

Apy€giol, petd 8¢ ohw £Bm modtuntig Odvcoeie.

MY Kok TOAAS ToBdVT, bAECUVT GO TAVTOG ETAIPOVG,
&YVOOTOV TAVIESCIY EELKOCTD EVIALUT®

oikad’ EAeboecHaL 1A dE BT} VOV RAVTO TEAELTAL.”
Concerning him, I say that everything was accomplished

in the way I said it would be at the time the Argives took ship

for Ilion, and with them went resourceful Odysseus.

[ said that after much suffering, with all his companions

lost, in the twentieth year, not recognized by any,

he would come home. And now all this is being accomplished. (2.171-76)
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Of course no prediction can be proved to be right before the fact, but Halitherses
offers nothing at all to add credibility to his claim except that he has done this before. “I
who foretell this am not untried, I know what I am saying” (169). He offers no specific
success. The only evidence that he offers to establish the truth of his current prophesy is
that he made the same prophecy twenty years ago. The force of the narrative is to pull the
audience’s mind in two ways. The epic audience, who has been privy to the Council on
Olympus in Book 1, knows that Halitherses’s prediction is substantially right, if not entirely
accurate'®. At the same time, we cannot reasonably expect any level-headed Ithacan to
accept Halitherses’s specious logic. In the next speech, Eurymachos’s makes just this
point.

Enumerating all the reasons that the prophecy should be ignored, Eurymachos
portrays Halitherses as a fussy old man who sees trouble everywhere. He then makes the
rational and cogent point that not all things are meaningful simply because we want them
to be: “Many are the birds who under the sun’s rays wander / the sky; not all of them mean
anything” (181-2). And he reminds the crowd that no one besides Halitherses doubts that
Odysseus is dead.'” Halitherses’s prediction is as unlikely now as it was twenty years ago.

That is not all. Eurymachos then accuses Halitherses of seeking personal profit by

providing Telemachos with an accommodating prediction (186). He then gives a wry turn

SHis prediction is not entirely accurate even from the audience point of view. We know
that QOdysseus is in fact not ““already somewhere nearby (wov f16n £yytg Ewv).” Nor is he
“working out the death and destruction of these men.”

17Perhaps Mentor doubts as well, but both of these men have a vested interest since they
have been loyal partisans of Odysseus since the beginning, as we are told twice (2.253 and
17.69)
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to his argument by insisting that Halitherses is not doing Telemachos any favors.
Eurymachos makes his own prophesy, as it were, which has a certain ring of wisdom and

bristles with the threat that he could indeed make this one come true.

&AL’ Ex Tol Eptw, T 8¢ kol teTeEdecuévor EoTAl

ol ke vedrtepov dvdpa Tohold Te TOAAL T €100G
TUPPALLEVOG EMEESTIV EMOTPOVNG X AAEMAVELY,

aLT® Lév oL Tpdtov &vinpéctepov ECTAL,

npngan & Eumng ob T SuvficeTal olog &t AAAWY-

But I will tell you straight out, and it will be a thing accomplished:

if vou, who know much and have known it long, stir up a vounger

man, and by talking him round with words encourage his anger,

then first of all, it will be the worse for him: he will not

on account of all these sayings be able to accomplish anything. (2.187-91)

And he claims that the ruination of the young man will be on Halitherses’ head.

oot &, Yépov, Bwrv EmBTcouey, fiv K EVL Buuo

Twov &oydAANG XUAETOV OE Tot EcoETAL AAYOG.

And on vou, old sir, we shall lay a penalty, and it will grieve your

mind as you pay it, and that for you will be a great sorrow. (2.192-93)

Eurymachos then advises Telemachos to follow the course that Antinods has

already indicated and reminds him that the suitors are serious about their threats.
According to him, the suitors fear no one and will pursue the courtship of Penelope
uncompromisingly until the House of Odysseus is destroyed. Like Antinods, he ends his
speech with the insistence that the suitors are really Penelope’s victims, and he even adds
more plausibility to the argument. By stringing the suitors along with her delays and tricks,

he claims that Penelope has wasted their valuable time and prevented them from wooing

other desirable young women and winning them as their brides.
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gl & ad notdéyuevor fuoto TdvTo

gweka g dpetng Eptdaivopey, oLdE (et dAAaG
EpxOuEeD’, &g EMELKEG DITVIELEY ECTWV EKACTW.”
while we, awaiting this, all our days

quarrel for the sake of her excellence, nor ever go after
others, whom any one of us might properly marry. (2.205-7)

How long have the suitors employed their indirect strategy of attrition? The
strategy would not have made sense before Penelope began to frustrate the suitors’s hopes
of marriage. Nor is it likely that it was in place either before or during the three years that
Penelope resorted to the trick of the web. What good would Penelope’s ruse have been if it
put off marriage for three years only to let the suitors waste the estate? And what good
would the suitors strategy of attrition do if Penelope has already proved impervious to it?
Even if we assume that Odysseus’s relatively poor estate (compared to the mainland cities)
could have supported the suitors for so long, what good would Penelope draw from giving
them carte blanche to waste it? One would even think that Telemachos, far from giving up
his cause just after Eurymachos complains about having been forced to waste so much
time on false promises, would have simply reminded him that he had been paid well for
those years. Furthermore, Telemachos says that he was alerted to the threat to his property
only some little time before Athene’s epiphany. If he had ignored that fact for three years,
he would perhaps be as culpable as the suitors, and much stupider. In short, the only

sequence of events that makes sense and involves no logical or narratological

contradictions is one in which the suitors’s indirect strategy of attrition is started affer
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Penelope’s subterfuge is revealed, and after she refuses to pick a husband even though the

shroud is complete.

Telemachos retreats: 2.208-223
Howard Clarke’s judgment, though intended to describe Telemachos in Book 1,

rings true here as well: “Athena’s encouragement is not without its effect, but Telemachus’
adolescent attempts to take charge are a fiasco” (29). All of a sudden Telemachos drops his
plea as if he finally recognized that he could make no headway in this manner without the
support of the Ithacans. He contents himself with announcing that he wants to go away on
a voyage to Sparta and Pylos.

Sl Yap Eg Zmdptny te kol ¢ I[TOAov huabdevta

VOO TOV TEVLOCOUEVOG TTALTPOG STV O OULEVOLO.

For I am going to Sparta and going to sandy Pylos
to ask about the homecoming of my father, who is long absent. (2.214-153)

Then, surprisingly, he requests the suitors to provide a ship and a crew.'® Telemachos
discloses his intentions quite plainly though he has managed to control himself enough not
to threaten physical harm to the suitors. A hundred lines later, however, he can no longer

control his rage even this much.

¥ This is probably not evidence of his lack of independence since AntinoGs as well must
ask the other suitors for the wherewithal when he decides to go to sea.
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The Speeches of Mentor and Leokritos: 2.224-59

Mentor intercedes in an attempt to shame the Ithacans into taking action against the
suitors. He is even an older and closer friend to Odysseus than Halitherses is.!” His rebuke
is caustic. The Ithacans, he says, are unworthy of benign rule since obviously they respond
only to brute force and shun the imperatives of justice; that is, they have forgotten the

legacy of Odysseus. Once again, they are accused of being the real cause of all the trouble.

&AX' frol pwnoThpog dyfropog ob TL peyaipw

gpdew &pya Blala kokoppadinot véolo-

opag yop mapbéucvol kedaddg katEdovot Blaiwg

oikov OdvooTtog, OV &' obkétL paci véeshoL

vov & dAdw Sfuw vepecifopoat, olov &ravteg

Moo’ dvew, &tdp ol TL KoBaRTOUEVOL EREEGTL

TALOPOVG LIMOTNPAG KATEPUKETE TOAAOL EOVTEG.

Now it is not so much the proud suitors I resent

for doing their violent acts by their minds’ evil devising;

for they lay their heads on the line when violently they eat up

the house of Odysseus, who, they say to themselves, will not come back;
but now I hold it against you other people, how vou all

sit there in silence, and never with an assault of words try

to check the suitors, though theyv are so few, and you so many. (2.235-41)

Mentor, of course, is speaking as an appointed caretaker of Odysseus’s household.
He takes it for granted that the Ithacan interest is the same as his. This is not the case. Ifit
were, there would be no suitors from Ithaca. Instead, the suitors are described as the sons
of the ones assembled. Therefore, reasonably, the Ithacan interest does not fit neatly with

Mentor’s. After all, Odysseus, the gentle ruler, was in some ways a disaster for many

19Upon leaving for Troy, we are told, Odysseus turned the household over to him.
Nevertheless, this role of Mentor’s is not repeated, not does he ever speak again in his own
voice, but always as a mask for Athene.
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families. Indeed, it is not only Odysseus who lost his homecoming in Troy. We are even
allowed a privileged insight into the horror: Aigyptios’s son was one of those who were
eaten alive by the Cyclops.

Mentor blames the Ithacans for their silence with the words: olov &ravteg fic®’
dvew (2.239-40). The word translated as silence, (dvew) presents difficulties. Its
etymology is unknown,”® and even its part of speech is argued. In fact, because it is
applied with a singular verb in 23.93, it must be an adverb, not the plural adjective derived
from a conjectured dvewg, as it could be in the other passages. The word is used only in
Homer and there only eight times, four in the /liad (2.323; 3.84; 9.30, 9.695), and four in
the Odyssey (2.240; 7.144; 10.71; 23.93). The use of the word in the present passage is
perhaps the least clear of all. Let us look at the other seven in order to refine the quality of
this silence. The word is worth the excursus.

In all the cases that it is used, the subjects of the sentence are indeed silent. But
what kind of silence? All seven describe a reaction to some surprising, highly charged, and
anxious new occurrence. The silence is tinged with bafflement and more dread than awe.
In Book 7, the Phaiakian court, when Athene dissolves the mist that enshrouds Odysseus,
suddenly find a strange man in their midst, at the very knees of their queen.?! They can’t

tell how to react until Echeneus advises them to treat him like a guest. In Book 10,

20To both Chantraine and Frisk.

2lThis use is paralleled by the use of cluwny in 154.
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Aeolus’s family are baffled by how to react to the horror of Odysseus’s sudden return in
abject failure. Only Aeolus finds words.

£pp’ £k vfiocov Bdcoov, EAEYYLoTE Cwdrtov:

ob ydp ot B£uig Ectl kopiléuey obd’ dmonéuney

Avdpa tév, b¢ ke Beolow AREXONTAL LOKAPESTLY”

£pp’, Entel dBovdtolow AmeyBouevog TOS tkAvELS.

O least of living creatures, out of this island! Hurry!

I have no right to see on his way, none to give passage

to any man whom the blessed gods hate with such bitterness.
Out. This arrival means vou are hateful to the immortals. (10.72-75)

Therefore, Avew demands, [ think, a stronger translation than “silent.” “Dumbstruck™ is

more like it, though there is is probably a greater overtone of dread in the Greek word.

In the /liad, &vew is linked to awful moments of decision that affect the whole
expedition. The first use in Book 2 describes the Achaean reaction to the horrible omen at
Aulis in which a snake devours a family of sparrows. Calchas’s speech shows that he
believes the Greeks were at a loss how to comprehend this omen. They are dumbstruck as
though they, like the edacious snake, are turned to stone. At the start of Book 9 of the lliad,
the Greeks witness Agamemnon weeping in despair blaming himself for stupidity and
urging the Argives to give up their campaign and go home; he believes that they no longer
can win. The Achaians are dvew. At the end of Book 9, the Greeks are suddenly faced
with another shock. Odysseus reports bluntly that his embassy to Achilles has failed and
that far from cooling, Achilles is in a greater rage than ever. Again they are dvew. In both

cases, it is only Diomedes who still has his wits and calms the fears of the army.
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The last time that &vew is used in the Odyssey, it describes Penelope as she

confronts the man who has just slaughtered a small army of men in her house and whom

she cannot quite recognize as the husband he claims to be.

f1 & dvew Sy fioto, tddoc? & St fTop TKAVEY

Syel & dAALoTE HEV LV EVOTOOL®WG ECIOECKEY,

dArote & AYVMOUCKE KOKA XPOL EUAT EXOVTAL.

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. (23.93-95)

The use of dvew in Book 2 proves that the Ithacans are far from indifferent. Rather,

they do not know what to make of this situation which threatens to cause them great
trouble. Furthermore, their bafflement is #10t presented as a chronic condition. Mentor
clearly does not mean to ask the Ithacans why they have not risen up against the suitors in

the past?” If the Ithacans are dumbstruck now, it is because the revelation of the power

struggle has just now burst upon them. Mentor is therefore blaming the Ithacans for not

22Penelopc: not only sits “&vew™ but her heart is filled with “tddog.” Cunliffe lists a
special meaning for “td¢og™ for this passage which I think merely reflects its confusion with
“&vem.” “t&dog” is another rare word, found only two other places in Homer: Odyssey 21.122
and 24.441. It describes the rather intellectual wonder over Telemachos’s ability to arrange the
twelve axes just as his father had done, though Telemachos would never have seen this. It also
describes the amazement of the Ithacans that Medon and Phemius have survived the slaughter.
At this point, the word is not associated with fear. The Ithacans are feeling sadness. If anything,
Medon’s appearance offers hope. Only as a consequence of Medon’s report does “green fear™
seize the Ithacans 450.

B attimore translates misleadinglyv, it seems. He translates: “and never with an assault of
words try to check the suitors, Though they are so few, and you so many” (240-1). The hint that
of a chronic state is not supported by the Greek. &tdp oD T1 KaBaTTOUEVOL EREECTT TALPOVG
pHvmoThpag KatepOKeETE ToAAoL Edvteg. Lattimore’s translation would require a Tw instead
ofa T



52

fighting the suitors or the spot. This is surely the impact of vov on 239. The blame has
been the suitors’s, but now the responsibility devolves onto the Ithacans.

As Eurymachos was more violent in his speech than Antinods, Leokritos now
threatens brute force against any Ithacans who might take up Telemachos’s cause. Still, he
is careful to make it seem as though the suitors are acting within their rights. As Lydia
Allione puts it,

Come Antinoo, Leocrito non vuol mettersi in cattiva luce di

fronte al popolo mostrando di ostacolare il viaggio.™..... “Essi

assumono un tono bonario, quasi paterno, di condiscendenza,

che vuol forse anche apparire sfumata di ammirazione, per le

temerarie pazzie di un ragazzaccio (21)
Nevertheless, Leokritos manages to effectively deny Telemachos the means for a voyage,
and to hint that he might actively prevent it. The assembly is dismissed with the suitors in
full control ** vowing not to abandon their aims even if Odysseus himself were to return

home, thus confirming what Telemachos rightly calls their “evil overconfidence” (xotk®g

LIEPNVOPEOVTES, 266).

Telemachos and Athene: 2.260-295
Walking along the beach, alone and despondent, Telemachos betrays a tendency to
give up rather too easily. In his prayer to Athene, he claims that the plans she had sketched

in Book 1 are now thwarted by both the Achaians and the suitors. He is incapable of taking

24Note that it is Leokritos who dismisses the assembly, even though it was Telemachos
who called it. Power has changed hands.



the initiative in planning his own trip. Without divine intervention, he would have
presumably abandoned it.

Fortunately, Athene, disguised now as Mentor, consoles him. She assuages his
deepest worry by twice insisting that he is no coward. She takes responsibility for

arranging the trip to the Peloponnese.

The break with the suitors: 2.296-320

Athene goes off to secure a ship leaving Telemachos free to go back to his house,
though he is not much consoled. “The heart troubled within him”(298). He now has a
private confrontation with Antinods who attempts to make peace and, amazingly, removes

every obstacle to Telemachos’s voyage that Leokritos had flung in the way.

Avtivoog 0 18V¢ yeAdoag Kie TnAgud oo,

&v T dpa ot OV xepl, Emog T Edat Ex T dvopale:
“Tniéuay’ LYoydpn, Lévog Aoy ETE, LT T1 Tol AAAO

£V othfecol xakov peAEtw Epyov e ERMOG TE,

AALG oL ECOLEUEY KOLL TLVELEY, DG TO TTAPOG TTEP.
TVt O£ TOl LAAQ TAVTA TEAEVLTACOLCY Ao,
vna kol EEaitoug EpETag, o BAcToV tknot

gg [TOAoV fryaBény peT &dyouol Totpodg AKOVAY.”
Antinods, with a smile, came straight up to Telemachos,

and took him by the hand and spoke and named him, saying:
*High-spoken intemperate Telemachos, now let no other

evil be considered in your heart, neither action

nor word, but eat and drink with me, as you did in past time.

The Achaians will see to it that all these things are accomplished,
the ship, and chosen companions, so that vou may the more quickly
reach sacred Pvlos, after news about your proud father. (2.301-8)
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It is important to understand that Antinoés is offering to reinstate their former

friendship. This means that at some time, at least, and from Antino6s’s point of view
probably to this very day, Telemachos had been more or less one of the group, and he had
thought of himself that way. Antikleia, in Hades, gives independent confirmation that
Telemachos and the young lords of Ithaca used to get on well.

cov & ol 1 Tig ExeL KaAdY YEPAG, AAAG EXNAOG

TnAépayog TELEVN VEUETAL KOl SALTOG EloOg

daivutal, &g Entoike dikaomdrov dvdp AAeyOvew:
TAVTEG YOp KAAEOUSTL.

No one vet holds vour fine inheritance, but in freedom

Telemachos administers vour allotted lands, and apportions

the equal feasts, work that befits a man with authority

to judge, for all call him in. (11.184-87)
This, of course, would have been the situation at least seven years before when Telemachos
was still a boy. Nevertheless, at that time his grandmother found no reason to worry about
his welfare and his future position.

Telemachos now wholly rejects the help of the suitors and all association with

them. He scalds them with the anger that is “steaming up” inside him (2.315).

TEPNow, d¢ K VUL KOKAG ENL KNPAS THAW,

e [MOAovd’ A8V, fi alrtov Twd EVi dHuw.

[ will endeavor to visit evil destructions upon you,
either by going to Pylos, or remaining here in the district. (2.316-17)

This rejection deserves to be taken seriously and given its due. Telemachos never again
fraternizes with the suitors except as is called for in the plan of revenge that he and

Odysseus implement in the later books. I see no reason to accept George Devereux’s
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psychoanalytic claim that an Oedipus complex renders Telemachos ambivalent about what
the suitors deserve.”

Is announcing his irreconcilable animus toward the suitors a foolish move on
Telemachos’s part?*® Is Telemachos ignoring the consequences and being shortsighted
about his own future? I shall have more to say about these issues in the next chapter when

I investigate the character of Telemachos and the specifics of what is at risk for him.

The suitors’s true intentions: 2.321-336

The audience now becomes privy to the unguarded thoughts of the suitors and the
falseness of Antinods’s offer of friendship. The suitors have no tenderness whatsoever for
Telemachos. As they prepare their dinner and move freely about the house, the arrogant
(this is the poet’s word) suitors mock and insult Telemachos behind his back. As long as
Telemachos is in Ithaca and under their control, he is harmless. They are aware, however,
that Telemachos’s intended trip to Pylos and Sparta could change everything. There, on

the mainland, he might recruit reinforcements. Or worse, he might get hold of poison, and

P Devereux writes: “Like Hamlet, he is incapable of punishing the suitors, because he
unconsciously identifies himself with them.”(1957, 381)

s it prudent or not to let the suitors know just what he intends? The Odyssey asks the
question, I think, pithily in one word. “He spoke, and lightly drew away his hand from
Antinods” hand (7} pa, Kol Ex Xe1pdg Y Elpa ondoat Avtivdolo pela” (320-1). Lightly is
peia. Although it is normally an uncomplicated word, the adverb of pddiog, here it has a more
powerful meaning, I think. The first occurrence of the word was in Book 1 where it describes
the carelessness of the suitors. “Since without penalty they eat up the substance of a man whose
white bones lie out in the rain™ ( 1.160-1). It is used tellingly in Book 14 of the lliad when Sleep
explains that he could easily put Zeus to sleep, but he has reason to fear the consequences.
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return to kill them all by treachery.”’ They cheer themselves however with the thought that
the dangerous crossing alone might kill the boy and make their work that much easier .
What they call their work, they now boldly confess: they intend to divide up all of
Telemachos’s possessions among themselves (though whoever succeeds in marrying
Penelope will also become owner of the palace, presumably because that is something that

cannot be easily divided). In short, their actual purpose is not love, but theft. 2

"The suitors are not wrong to worry about poison. This could easily have been
Athene’s plan since she describes a similar tactic used by Odysseus. “Odysseus, vou see. had
gone there also in his swift ship in search of poison to kill men™ (1.260-1).

28D the suitors feel shame about their real intentions? I find the best evidence that thev

do in the report that Amphimedon makes to the shades in Hades:

Kol 1ote 81 p’ OdvoTar kakdg Tobev fryaye daipwv

&ypo¥ ET EcyaTiiy, 801 ddpota voie cuBdTNG.

At that time [i.e. As soon as Penelope has finished the shroud under duress}

an evil spirit, coming from somewhere, brought back Odysseus to the remote

part of his estate, where his swineherd was living™ (24.149-5).
Amphimedon ignores the interval of time between the completion of the shroud and the arrival
of Odysseus. This is the time of their shameful waste of Telemachos’s estate. Though he does
not totally avoid responsibility for his actions as a suitor, he may be (understandably) eager to
minimize them. Why should he make himself seem worse to his fellow shades than he has to?
Page calls this passage “among the most perplexing of all mysteries in the Odyssey” (120). This
is one of the three places that we get the storv of the web trick. In most aspects, this account is
like the others. Yet its few differences are telling. Amphimedon tells his fellow shades that the
bow-contest was actually Odysseus’s idea.

Then, in the craftiness of his mind, he urged his lady

to set the bow and the gray iron in front of the suitors,

the contest for us ill-fated men, the start of our slaughter. (24.167-9)
Page protests rightly: “we, on the contrary, distinctly remember that the plan was (as in our
version of the Odyssey it must be) Penelope’s own,” but he absolves the character himself of
deceit, making the claim (for which I can find no foundation) that it has long been observed
that there are other witnesses to the good character of this ghost who greets him into Hades; he is
not, as we are too often told, meaning one thing and saying another” (Page, 122). According to
Page, there are only two possibilities: either the Odyssey is once again including more or less
gratuitous material from other sources “even at the cost of some inconsistency or even
contradiction™ or the whole story of the web— in all three places it is told— is spurious, added by
some later overzealous interpolator (121).
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Eurykleia’s warning and Telemachos’s departure: 2.337-434
The scene abruptly shifts to the wide storeroom of the palace to view the objects of
the suitors greed, the treasures of the House of Odysseus.
¢ v 8 & Lydpodov BAAAOV KATEPNCETO TALTPOG
gbply, 661 Y1TOG Y PLOOG KAL XOAKOG EKELTO
EcOTc T Ev xmAoicw &Aig T Evwdeg Edoiov

gv 8¢ mifol oivolo maAdaiov fidundtolo
Eotaoav.

[Telemachos] went down into his father’s high-roofed

and wide storeroom, where gold and bronze were lying piled up,
and abundant clothing in the bins, and fragrant olive oil,

and in it jars of wine, sweet to drink, aged,

were standing. (2.337-41)

Telemachos has his nurse Eurykleia, the incontestably loyal servant and guardian of
the house, prepare the provisions for him. When he confides his plans to her, she is
appalled at the foolishness of the risk and aggressively tries to dissuade him from the
voyage. She seems to know quite well just what the suitors intend.

oL 8& tol abtik 1dUTL KK PpACCOoVTHL ONICCW,
Mg ke 36 W $Bing, Tade § abrol vt ddcwvtat.

And these men will devise evils against you, on vour returning,
so you shall die by guile, and they divide all that is yours. (2.367-68)

The final fifty-two lines of the book are devoted to the arrangements that Athene
makes for the voyage. She borrows a ship and drugs the suitors into a sweet slumber of
sleep. Finally, after everything is ready, she calls Telemachos to board the ship and,

slipping it out of the harbor, they set sail for Pylos.
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Further crises: beyond Book 2

The first major crisis in the Odyssey is precipitated by the suitors’s change of
strategy to pressure Penelope into marriage, and centers on the conflict between
Telemachos and the suitors. It forces Telemachos into action. Inaction, which is
Telemachos’s natural preference, is no longer feasible. From this moment the conflict
between Telemachos and the suitors intensifies. Two more crises mark its significant
stages. [ now attempt to make these clear.

As they amuse themselves nonchalantly “with discs and with light spears for
throwing,” in Book 4, the suitors get a shock. Noémon, the Ithacan citizen from whom
Athene borrowed a ship, casually asks Antino6s whether he thinks Telemachos might have
returned from Pylos yet. The suitors, who had no idea that Telemachos ever sailed, are
stunned. Antinods is beside himself with anger. He was

&y vopevog péveog 88 péya dpéveg dudipédovot
TUTAQYT, dcCE O€ OL TUPL AQUTETOWYTL ElKTNY

raging, the heart within filled black to the brim with anger
from beneath, but his two eyes showed like fire in their blazing: (4.661-62)
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The true seriousness of the threat to his interests has dawned on Antinods, just as
Agamemnon, in Book 1 of the Iliad,® suddenly recognizes that he will be asked to give up
Chryseis.

The news of Telemachos’s voyage comes as such a surprise because Antinods has
had all the confidence in the world in both his own influence over Telemachos and
Telemachos’s own aboulia. I will discuss these matters more fully when I turn to a study of
Telemachos’s character in the next chapter. Let me say now that it is not unreasonable to

be surprised at Telemachos’s decision. Both Eurykleia and Penelope are. In fact, it is

These lines, identical to lliad 1.103-4, were athetized by Aristarchus. They are
supposed to be spurious here in the Odyssey because borrowed from the Iliad. But what if thev
are borrowed from the Iliad? Far from obscuring the plot of the Odyssey, they are a special
illumination of it because of the very fact that they are borrowed. Antinoés feels in the same
way that Agamemnon does. All we would have to swallow is a small dose of Pietro Pucci’s
theory that there is intertextual sensitivity between the two texts in order to draw the conclusion
that this line was an improvement of the plot. Dawe discounts the lines of the Odyssey, taking
the /liad as the original: “where Agamemnon may reasonably be said to be feeling sorrow; and
flashing eves belong more to the outraged fieldmarshal than to the primus inter pares domestic
villain Antinods™ (203). Such criticism seems to flow from the commonplace discounting of the
domestic situation at Ithaca. Is the purpose of the supposed interpolation meant to unfairly
(melodramatically) augment the stature of Antinods, making him as noble as Agamemnon? First
of all, one could quibble about the nobility of Agamemnon or to what degree he is held in honor
by Homer. But more importantly it must be pointed out that the lines do not heighten (or even
lower) the moral status of Agamemnon. They are primarily used in the /liad to intensify a sense
of danger and threatening power. Calchas has just indicted Agamemnon as the cause of the
devastating plague. If Calchas is right, Agamemnon will lose what is dear to him (not out of
love, we suppose, but out of his greedy nature). Calchas emerges suddenly as a threat and the
Atreidean eagle is on the attack. In Homer, aggression is seen in the eyes. One is reminded of
the boar hunt in Book 19 of the Odyssey.

The thudding made by the feet of men and dogs came to him
as they closed on him in the hunt, and against them he from his woodlair
bristled strongly his nape, and with fire from his eyes glaring (Top
Sd'opoarpoiot Sedopkc)
stood up to face them close 19.444-47.
The allusion to the /liad should be seen as a way to heighten the threat to Telemachos.
Telemachos is stepping into treacherous waters, he has threatened a powerful man, brought a
wild boar to bay.
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doubtful that Telemachos would ever have gone if Athene had not made all the
arrangements. Telemachos has proven himself in the past to be too immature (vAtiog) to
act independently, and the recent signs of change have been ambiguous.*

In fear that Telemachos might now topple his greedy plans, Antinoos makes the

decision to lay in ambush for Telemachos and to kill him on his way home from Pylos.

&AL dye pot 86t vno Boty Kol £€ikog ETaipoug,
Sopa. v abtov 1évtar Aoxnoopat hde dpvidEw

gv opBu® 10 kng T TA OO TE MALNAAOESCTG,
¢ GV ENMICUUYEP®DE VOUTIAAETAL ELVEKO TXTPOG.”
But come now, give me a fast ship and twenty companions,
so that [ can watch his return and lie in wait or him

in the narrow strait between Ithaka and towering Samos,
and make him sorrv for this sea-going in search of his father. (4.669-72)

The third crisis in the conflict between Telemachos and the suitors is precipitated by
the failure of this ambush. In Book 16, the suitors call a secret assembly.
adrtol & €1g &yopnv xiov &Bpdot, oLOE Tw' dAiov
glwv olte vEwv petaileww olte YEPOVTOY.

They went in a throng to the assembly, nor did they suffer
any of the voung men or any of the elders to sit with them. (16.361-62)

Antino6s urges the next move.

Huelg 8" ev8d.de o1 ppaldLedor Avypov dAebpov
TnAeudyw, und fuog Lrekpiyor ob yap olw
To0ToL Ye {dovtog dvicoechal Tdde Epya.

3Nor is Telemachos's vovage to the mainland in itself proof that Telemachos is
maturing into a capable young man. In fact, for both Eurykleia and Penelope, it is sign of
ultimate foolishness. Any threat it poses to the suitors is adventitious. He intends neither to
recruit an army nor solicit deadly poisons.
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[Therefore.] we who are here must make our plans for the grim destruction
of Telemachos, so he cannot escape us; since [ have no thought
we can get our present purpose accomplished while he is living. (16.371-73)

Antinods fears that Telemachos will report to the Ithacans and that they will be sufficiently
scandalized and enraged to attack the suitors. And Antinods has no doubt that Ithacan

power would be sufficient to drive all the suitors into exile’!

&AL &yete, TPV KEWOVY dUTYLPLoACHNT Ay Olovg

€1g &yopf -- ob ydp TL HeBNoENeVAl Ly OLw,

&AL &ToUTVicEL, EpéeL & EV Ao &vaoTag

obvekd ol pévov v Epdmtopey obd Exiynuev:

ot & obk dwfoovow &KoDOVTIEG KAKO Epya

uf TL kakdv peEwot kol Huéog EEeddowaot

yong Nuetépng, dAiwv & ddikdueda dnuov-

But come now, before he can gather the Achaians and bring them
to assembly; for I think he will not let us go, but work out

his anger, and stand up before them all and tell them

how we designed his sudden murder, but we could not catch him;
and thev will have no praise for us when they hear of our evil
deeds, and I fear they will work some evil on us, and drive us
from our own country, so we must make for another community. (16.376-82)

Antinods, whether sincerely or not, does present the suitors with an alternative to the
assassination of Telemachos. If they are not seriously ready, he explains, to kill
Telemachos and to continue in their plan to rob the boy of what he has and divide it among
themselves (a plan which Antinods re-iterates here), the suitors can disband and go each to

his own home, courting Penelope from there with whatever expensive gifts each might

3y may also be as Edouard Delebecque thinks that “Avant I’embuscade, Télémaque
voulait chasser les prétendants. Aprés elle, il veut les tuer”(1958, 42). I could not find textual
evidence of this, but the suitors might well assume it.
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manage. None of the suitors demurs at the assassination except Amphinomos, who only
wants to delay long enough to query the gods will.

AAACQ TTPpWTA BEDV E1pdUeEdO BOoVALG.

€1 LV K wrowol Aldg LEYAAoo OEULGTEG,

atdg e KTEVE® ToUg T &AAOUG Tavrtag AvdEw:

We should first have to ask the gods for their counsel.

Then, if the ordinances from great Zeus approve of it,

[ myvself would kill him and tell all others to do so. (16.402-4)
The plot necessitates the delay. Without it, Telemachos would be dead before he could set
foot inside the palace again. But the suitors have no intention of renouncing their plans, a
fact which Homer makes emphatically clear fifty lines later when Eurymachos lies to
Penelope who has just heard of the plot against Telemachos’s life and who is demanding
that the suitors give it up. Though Eurymachos says that “of all men Telemachos is the
dearest to me by far’( 445-6) (and there is ample evidence that he is, at least, the most
friendly of all the suitors to Telemachos) and claims that he would never allow any harm
come to the boy, the poet adds:

Mg dato Bapoivwy, T & fHprvev abtog SAeBpov.

So he spoke. encouraging her, but himself was planning the murder. (16.448)
From here on out, the death of Telemachos is merely a matter of time. If the suitors are not
blocked by some potent force outside of themselves, they will murder Telemachos.

Whether or not the suitors actually make their query to the gods, they are on the

verge of assassinating Telemachos on the very morning of the bow-contest, that is, on the

last day of their lives.
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d¢ oL puev toravta mpdg dAAfAoug &ydpevov,
uvnotipeg & dpa TNAsudX® BAvatdy 1€ Hdpov TE
fptoov:

Now as [the herdsmen] were conversing thus with each other,

the suitors were compacting their plan of death and destruction
for Telemachos. (20.240-42)

Only then does Amphinomos see a sign that he can interpret: an eagle carrying a dove.

totow & Audivopog &yopricato Kol LETEELTEY”

“® $idot, oby Hulv cuvBevoetar®? fide ye PBourn,

Tniepdxoro dpdvog &AAC puvnodueda dartdg.”

Now it was Amphinomos who spoke forth and addressed them:

‘Odysseus friends, this plan of ours to murder Telemachos will not

ever be brought to completion; so let us think of our feasting.” (20.244-46)

This eagle (which Homer does not describe as an omen from Zeus, as he surely would if it

were), comes just in time for Telemachos. [/ /'a échappé belle.

Conclusion

Contrary to Longinus, I find that the construction of the conflict in the Odyssey
bears a family resemblance to that of the //iad. In the broadest strokes, the success of
character A (Penelope; Chryses) forces character B (the suitors; Agamemnon) to exert their
power over C (Telemachos; Achilles) whose dilemma fuels the plot. This is the initial

dramatic conflict which must intensify in any good story. The conflict demands a change

32This verb is a hapax legomenon, and, though it is in the future tense, I do not think
that we can be certain that the intention is, as Russo says, “to annul definitely the murder plot”
(120). Thus, I think Lattimore over translates when he includes “ever.”
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(the beginning), it then transforms into a greater— broader or more intense— conflict (the
middle); finally, it becomes a conflict with a logic of its own— an ineluctable duel that must
lead to resolution (the end). The Odyssey, then— no less than the //iad— opens at a moment
of crisis.

Let me summarize now the essential elements of the crisis in Ithaca. The suitors
have recently employed a new strategy in their attempt— legitimate on its face, but criminal
in its ulterior motives— to force Penelope to marry one of them. They intend to openly
squander Telemachos’ inheritance until Penelope gives in. Telemachos has even more
recently become aware of the threat to his estate, and though he is incapable of protecting
it, his new awareness renders him a threat to the suitors who cross their Rubicon when they
attempt to ambush him. When the crisis breaks in Ithaca, the only one in a position to save

Telemachos is his mother.



II. Strategy for Survival

Until the end of Book 4 Penelope has made no more than a single appearance. She
comes downstairs, in what apparently is a rare visit, to protest the theme of the song which
the bard is singing. Our first impression may be of someone retiring and fragile who does
not even show outrage for the suitors (though she will many times hereafter), but rather a

willingness to tolerate them, providing she is spared any further reminder of her bitter loss.

71 & &te 87 pvnothpag ddiketo Sl YLVOLKDV,

ot pa TAPA oTABUOY TEYEOG TOKCL TTOLNTOLO,

AvTal TAPELR Y CYOUEVT] ALTtopa KpROEvaL:

audpirorog & dpa oL KedvT| EKATEPOE TOPESTN.

daxpvocaca § Ererta wpoonidda Belov &otddv:

“PfuLe, TOAAC YOp AAAC Bpotdv BedkThpLla oldag,

Epy’ &vdpwv te BV TE, TA. T KAglovow &owdor

TtV £V Y& oy delde TaPHLLEVOE, OL OE CLLWTN

olov mdvtoy: ToiTng 8 &morade’ &dowdhg

Avypng,....

When she, shining among women, came near the suitors,

She stood by the pillar that supported the roof with its joinery,

holding her shining veil in front of her face, to shield it,

and a devoted attendant was stationed on either side of her.

All in tears she spoke then to the divine singer:

‘Phemios, since vou 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

g0 on drinking their wine, but leave off singing this sad song. (1.332-341)
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That first impression is also of someone capable of very strong feeling, indeed.

.. 7| T€ pot A1el VL otHBecoL dihov KTip

TELPEL, ENEL LE HAALCTA KAB1KETO TEVOOC AT TOV.

ToMY YAP KEPUANY TOBEW® UELVTILEYT OLEL,

&vdpdg, 1oV kAEog ebpl ka®' EAAASa kol pécov Apyog.”

...which always afflicts the dear heart deep inside me,

since the unforgettable sorrow come to me. bevond others,

so dear a head do I long for whenever [ am reminded

of my husband. whose fame goes wide through Hellas and midmost Argos.
(1.341-44)

There is no doubt that Penelope’s sorrow over Odysseus is genuine, lasting, and
keen. This part of our first impression will last. She will retire to her quarters in tears of
grief for her lost husband many more times before the epic is over. In Homer, tears are not
always a sign of weakness. Odysseus, himself, will be discovered in Book 4 weeping on
the Ogygian shore. But Telemachos encourages us to link the two when he attempts to
give his mother a lesson in fortitude:

ool 8 EmtoAudto kpadin kol Bupog dkovew:

ob yap Oduccelg 0log AMWAESE VOSTILOV fLOp

gv Tpoin, moAdot 8¢ kol dAlot pwrteg dAovto.

So let vour heart and let vour spirit be hardened to listen.

Odysseus is not the only one who lost his homecoming

day at Troy. (1.353-55)
But if others who have lost loved ones at Troy can derive pleasure from Phemios’s song,
perhaps it is because their feelings are less intense than Penelope’s. Telemachos may be

one of these. He abruptly commands her to go back to her quarters saying: “For mine is

the power in this household.” Penelope goes, without a word, “in amazement.” Is



67

Telemachos rude? Is Penelope passive? Is there tension between mother and son? Does
Penelope feel less love for her son than for her husband? Though Penelope will say that
her son is beloved (&yanntog 4.817), is this anything more than a minimum requirement
for a mother? The answer to these important questions ought not to be based on this
passage alone.

We do not see Penelope until 1500 lines later, the end of Book 4, at the moment that
she learns of the plot against Telemachos’ life. The poetry works hard to convey the
extremity of her love for her son.

d¢ ddto, Thng & abrtod Ahto yobuarta kol dpidov ftop,

O 8¢ pw dudacin Ertwv AdPe T O oL dooe

daxpuddL TAncOey, Badepn 8& oL Eoyeto dwvn.

oye 8t 8 Uw Erecow duelBolévn TPOCEELTE:

So [Medon] spoke, and [Penelope’s] knees gave way and the heart in her.
She stayed a long time without a word, speechless, and her eyes

filled with tears, the springing voice was held still within her.
At long last she found words to speak to him and answer: (4.703-6)

Expressive enough on its own, the first line gains force from the other nine times
(adapted slightly to context) that it appears in Homer. Each instance describes an extreme,
genuine, uncontrollable emotion,' usually the fear of certain— or what appears to be
certain— death. So in the //iad it describes what Lykaos feels as he faces an Achilles who

has rejected all pleas for mercy. Of the seven appearances of the line in the Odyssey, three

'Both Penelope and Laertes feel it when they recognize Odysseus for the first time
(23.205 and 24.345 respectively). Curiously, Homer applies a similar line to describe how the
suitors are entranced by the presence of Penclope (18.212). We ought not to forget the first
reaction of Andromache to suspicions that Hector is dead: “Within me / my own heart rising
beats in my mouth, my limbs under me / are frozen. Surely some evil is near for the children of
Priam.”Iliad 22.451-3.
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apply to Odysseus himself. In Book 5, Odysseus feels this fear as he sails his little raft into
the teeth of the tempest that Poseidon is gathering against him. He says: “Ah me unhappy,
what in the long outcome will befall me?. . My sheer destruction is certain” (5.299, 305).
His raft is wrecked and he nearly drowns. He feels it again two days later. Though the sky
has cleared, the sea, still rough, bashes him violently against the rocky Scherian coast. Had
Athene not intervened

EvBa k¥ &nd pvovg dpvhon, cuv & boté’ &pdyom...
£vla. xe O Sotnrog LIEp pdpov dAET Oducoelg,

And there his skin would have been taken off, his bones crushed together. ...
and Odysseus would have perished, wretched, bevond his destiny. (5.426. 436)

As it is, he leaves some of his skin on the rocks.. In Book 22, when he is in battle against
the overwhelming numbers of suitors who have managed to arm themselves, Odysseus
feels the mortal threat one last time (146). In turn, the suitors feel it when they first realize
that Odysseus, who has just jugulated Antino6s with an arrow, intends to slaughter all the
rest of them as well (68).

In using this formula for Penelope, Homer shows that she feels the threat to her son
as if it were a mortal threat to herself. The poet embroiders upon the point in the famous
simile that compares Penelope to a lion at bay in fear for its life (4.791-2). Of course, the
suitors have no intention of killing Penelope, but the narrator is telling us that Penelope is
willing to defend Telemachos’s life with her own. In fact, thirty lines later she will tell
Eurykleia that she would have laid down her life to prevent Telemachos from departing,

from placing himself at risk (4.734).
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The next two lines continue to intensify Penelope’s feeling for her son. Let us hear
them again.
O 8¢ pw &udocin EnEwv AdBe" T 3¢ oL dooe
dakpuédy TAcOeY, Baiept) &€ oL EoxeTo dwrn.

she staved a long time without a word, speechless. and her eves
filled with tears, the springing voice was held still within her. (4.704-5)

To a Greek ear attuned to both epics, this pair of lines plucks the memory of its companion
at Iliad 17.695-6 which is identical and repeatéd nowhere else. The link is forged even
tighter by the word “&p¢poccin” which appears in Homer only in these two passages. In
the Iliad, the pair of lines describes how Antilochus reacts to devastating news: Hector has
killed Patroklos and kept Achilles’s armor; and, as if that were not enough, Menelaus, who
is now quite certain that the Trojans will crush the Greeks, is commanding him, Antilochus,
to report the news to Achilles. As hair-raising as the prospect of reporting such news to the
brooding hero must have been, Antilochus is not paralyzed. “Yet even so,” as the poet
goes on to say, “he neglected not Menelaos’order but went on the run. . .(/liad 17.697-8).
Penelope’s consternation, on the other hand, is not so easily dispelled. It isa long

time before she can collect herself enough to talk. “ dnv... owe”: for a long time. . . after
which”. . . For its part, “oy&” (706) is employed ten times in the Odyssey, half of which

describe the “late” returning of Odysseus from his journeys. But there is no other such

dramatic pairing of 87jv and ©y£. The closest is the pairing, also in Book 5, of “moAvv
xpdvov” with owe (319-22) when Odysseus is hurled under water by the storm and nearly

drowned. For a long time he is unable to come up for air because of the weight of the
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clothes that Calypso has given him. At long last (6y&)— and no doubt we are supposed to
feel it as a very long while indeed (we hold our breath, you may say, to our limits)— he
resurfaces, spitting out the bitter brine. Penelope, too, after a long, worrisome delay, her
face streaming with tears, eventually finds her voice. She manages to ask Medon why
Telemachos has put himself in such danger. The answer collapses her to the floor.

Y & &xog ey 08 BupodOdpov, oLd dp ET ETAN

Sidpw EPELecBaL TOAADY KATA OLKOV ESVTWY,

&AL dp’ ET obLdoL 1L moA vk Tov BaAdLolo

oiktp dAodpupouévn

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 pitifullv. (4.716-19)

This is shocking both because she collapses and because she sits on the floor,
which, in Homer, is a great indignity. Odysseus, it is true, sits on the floor on three
occasions; but this is the disguised Odysseus who, as a dirty, ragged beggar, is purposely
assigned the lowest possible place of seating. And even then, it is a sign of inhospitality:
the floor is for indigents or animals— or for one so distraught as to have forgotten all

dignity, comfort, status, or propriety.’

Penelope loses awareness of her bodily needs as well: she neither eats or drinks.

’Homer is very interested in chairs. He mentions 8pévog at least forty times in the
Odyssey, kApdg twelve times. dippog, the word used here— a seat often highly polished and
overspread with a rich fleece and appearing only in the palace of Ithaca— is mentioned ten times
in three books alone (19, 20, 21). Still in modern, rural Greece to sit on the floor is to make
oneself like an animal. Human beings sit on chairs. In fact, even in our relaxed American
culture where half of the family watches television sitting on the carpet, an adult collapsing to
the floor as Penelope does would be disturbing, indeed.



71

KET &p doitog,” dractog Edntiog hidE motntog,
oppaivoue, €l ot 8dvatov dpiyor Udg AU OH®Y,

f1 & Y LIS uvnorthpow vrephraioiot SoLeLn.

She lay there fasting,” she had tasted no food nor drink, only
pondering whether her stately son would escape from dying

or have to go down under the hands of the insolent suitors. (4.788-90)

The only other character who goes without food or drink in this way is Laertes
when he, in his turn, learns that Telemachos is in danger. But, in order that we should not
think that this is a routine or common reaction to sorrow, Homer tells us that Laertes, as

distraught as he has been about Odysseus’s absence, never before went this far in his grief.

[Aaéptng] telweg nev Odvoonog Hey &xedwv

Epyo T EMONTEDECKE UETA JUOW®Y T EVL OLK®

Tlve Kol fo8’, dte Bupdg Evi othBecow dvdyol
atrtap vov, £€ ob o0 ve dyeo vnii [TOAovde,

oL Tw UV paciv doyELer KAl TLEUEY QTG

ohd’ Emi £pya Bely, AAAG STOVOXT] TE YOW TE
notol bdupduevog, PO HBeL & &ud dotedpy ypide.”
Laertes... while he so greatly grieved for Odysseus

vet would look after his farm and with the thralls in his household
would eat and drink, whenever the spirit was urgent with him:
but now, since vou went away in the ship to Pylos,

they say he has not eaten in this way, nor drunk anything,

3’Penelope: is the only one who is “&ottog.” Perhaps this hapax legomenon was chosen
for the possibilities of the striking asyndeton that it makes with the next word “&roctog™
(4.788). The asyndeton itself cannot help but remind the reader of Greek of the only other
similar figure in the Odyssey. On 1.242, Telemachos describes Odysseus as out of sight, out of
knowledge. So while Penelope is doitog, &ractog, Odysseus is &Lotog ATLCTOG.

4Fasting may have the wrong connotation. It is not that Penelope is abstaining from
food on principle, as Achilles vows to do until he has avenged Patroklos. Hers does not seem to
be a conscious choice at all. Butler: “unable to eat or drink.”; Murray:*“touching no food.”;
Rouse:“without food.”; Rieu: “fasting.”; Lattimore:“fasting.”; Fitzgerald:“silent.”;
Fagels:“fasting.”



72

nor looked to his farm. but always in lamentation and mourning
sits grieving, and the flesh on his bones is wasting from him. (16.139-45)

The Odyssey is an epic that celebrates eating and drinking. Hunger is normally intolerable,
as when Odysseus’s men cannot resist roasting the sacred kine, though they know it will
cost them their lives.

Is this enough to convince us that Penelope’s consternation over the threat to her
son is all-consuming? I am inclined to think so. But Homer goes further by bringing in an
“outside” authority’. Penelope makes a desperate prayer to Athene, and Athene becomes
sufficiently alarmed to feel that she must intervene. She sends an image of Iphthime,
Penelope’s sister, to Penelope in a dream in order to assuage the suffering that has left

Penelope teetering at the brink of the intolerable.

v & &nousiéuevor tpocédn gidwiov dpavpdy:

“Bdpoet, HNdE TL TAYY L HLETA Ppect de1diBL Ainv:

Toln ydp oL mourwog AL’ Epyetal, fiv e kal &Adot

AvEpeS PROAUVTO TTOPESTAUEVALL, dVVALTAL VAP,

MoAAdc ABnvain: o & ddupouévny Eleaipel

1 VOV le mtpoénke TeEW Tdde pufnoactar.”

Then in turn the dark dream image spoke to her in answer:

“Take courage, let not vour heart be too frightened,

such an escort goes along with him, and one that other

men would have praved to have standing beside them, for she has power.
Pallas Athene, and she has pity on you in your grieving,

and it is she who has sent me to you to tell you of these things.” (4.824-29)

>In the lliad when Helen appears in the skopeia, Homer makes no attempt to describe
Helen’s beauty directly but reveals it through the wonder of the old men who behold her. The
idea is that if Helen’s beauty can set these men to gasping, then her beauty must be potent,
indeed. In the Odyssey, the suitors gaze on Penelope: “and all prayed for the privilege of lying
beside her”(1.366)
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As an authority, Athene ought to be able to impress the most hard-bitten cynic. The
goddess who could abandon her favorite hero for ten troubling years is no soft touch. And
this is the only time that she offers Penelope any information whatsoever about her plans.
Furthermore, from the point of view of simple plot construction, Athene’s intervention is
strange. Considering that the threat to Telemachos is meant to be a real one and to hang
over the whole of the apologia like a pall, and that, in fact, Athene will try to frighten Zeus
with the prospect of it at the second council on Olympus, would it not seem more exciting
to hold Penelope, and the audience with her, in suspense about Telemachos’ safety?

The only reasonable explanation for this scene— which holds an absolutely salient
position in the Odyssey in that it is the very last scene before the poet switches all his
attention to Odysseus— is the signal importance of understanding the power of Penelope’s
love for her son, a love which admits no stipulation. Athene’s alarm confirms what every
attentive reader has begun to suspect: Odysseus is not Penelope’s chief concemn. So, we
have every reason to believe her when she says:

ToL oM EYW kol pdAiov 6d0pouatl f mep ExEov.
And it is for [Telemachos] I grieve even more than for [Odysseus]. (4.819)

Penelope does, in fact, take the opportunity to ask about Odysseus after she has
heard the good news about her son. But Iphthime tells her not to ask idle questions.
Unlike the news about Telemachos, Athene thinks that Penelope can live without knowing
that Odysseus is alive. The rebuff is certainly not good news, but it does not bother

Penelope who awakes “soothed in the inward heart, because this clear dream in the dim of
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night had come to visit her” (840-1). There is no qualification to her joy, as there surely

would be if she were hanging onto hopes for Odysseus’s return.

The House of Odysseus
Telemachos’s physical safety is not Penelope’s only worry. Ifit were, she might

have sent him far away before this. She certainly would not be so distraught that he has
gone to the Peloponnese. He is safer, after all, far away from the suitors. Her first words
imply a different worry: “Must it be so that even his name shall be gone from men’s
minds?” (4.710), a worry that finds temporary calm only when Eurykleia assures her by
saying:

ol yop dlw

TAYY L B£01¢ LOAKAPESTL YOUTIV APKELS1AI00

£x0ecB’, AAL" £TL OO TG ENEcoeTal 6G KEV &Mool

ddpatd 0 Lyepedéa kol ArdTpodl Tiovag &ypole.

I think the seed of Arkeisios is not altogether hated

by the blessed gods. but there will still be one left to inhent
the high-roofed house and the rich fields that lie at a distance. (4.754-57)

What Penelope wants is for Telemachos to reach maturity, to successfully claim the
inheritance that is due to him, and therefore to continue the seed of Arkeisios. This is to
preserve the olkog . [ mean olxog in the broadest sense, including, the palace, fields,
household goods and other possessions. The word “estate” might be the closest English
word providing it includes the idea that it must be passed on in an unbroken line to

subsequent generations. The House of Odysseus, the olkog, is Telemachos’ inheritance
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and also his legacy. Let us look at its two basic elements in turn, the possessions and the
lineage.®

Tangible riches command open respect in the Odyssey to a degree that might strike
many post-classical scholars as superficial. But, Odysseus, sacker of cities, unabashedly
pursues treasures to increase the wealth of his house. Several times the pursuit of
additional booty is accepted as a reasonable excuse for Odysseus to stay away so long
from home. Eurykleia’s best reason for Telemachos to stay home and not go to Pylos is
that he must guard his possessions:

AGAAC HEV' oD’ ETTL GOl KOBHLLEVOG:

But stay here and guard vour possessions. (2.367-69)
We have already seen how the suitors have resorted to a strategy of depleting Telemachos’
inheritance in order to finally force (and “win”) Penelope’s hand.

As any Trojan of the time could have attested, war and piracy made the riches of
every archaic dynasty precarious enough. Still, those of the House of Odysseus are
especially vulnerable. This is because Odysseus is not at home to protect them. Thus,
Telemachos is in jeopardy primarily because he is fatherless.

The Homeric epics make it abundantly clear that a boy without a father to protect
him and his possessions would naturally be savagely robbed of everything he has. We

know from Andromache’s famous speech to Hector about the fate of their son Astyanax

6Perhaps it should be the House of Arkeisios since Arkeisios, Telemachos’s paternal
grandfather is the oldest named member of the line. Nevertheless, [ will stick with the name that
is better known.
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that a boy without a father to protect him, even if he be the son of a hero and unthreatened

by foreign enemies, will have his lands snatched away from him and be reduced to

beggary.

Though he escape the attack of the Achaians with all its sorrows,
vet all his days for vour sake there will be hard work for him

and sorrows, for others will take his lands away from him. The day
of bereavement leaves a child with no agemates to befriend him.

He bows his head before every man, his cheeks are bewept, he
goes, needyv, a bov among his father’s companions,

and tugs at this man by the mantle, that man by the tunic,

and they pity him, and one gives him a tiny drink from a goblet,
enough to moisten his lips, not enough to moisten his palate.

But one whose parents are living beats him out of the banquet
hitting him with his fists and in words also abuses him:

“Get out, vou! Your father is not dining among us.” (lliad 22.487-99)

In the Odyssey, the dangers to a boy whose father is dead or gone emerge explicitly
several times. For example, the Cretan (in disguise) recounts to Eumaios a plausible tale of
his youth which treats the theme of the unprotected boy. The Cretan tells how he was born
the illegitimate son of Kastor, a very prosperous man, who during his life treated the boy as
a legitimate son. When Kastor died, however, the other sons divided the inheritance among
themselves. Odysseus claims that he survived this ordeal only because of his courage “for
I was no contemptible man, not one who fled from the fighting” (14.212-3).

The seriousness of the threat to Telemachos is intensified by the fragility of the
patriline. If Telemachos dies, so does the House of Odysseus. Odysseus has great concern
over what will happen to the estate that he left behind. In Hades, the first thing he asks his
mother Antikleia in Hades is how she died. The second is about his lineage: “And tell me

of my father and son whom I left behind. Is my inheritance still with them, or does some
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other man hold them now, and thinks I will come no more?” (11.174-6). This concern is
especially important because Telemachos is alone, a hard fact which Odysseus himself
points up when he asks Telemachos in Book 16 (before he reveals himself) why he has not
demanded the rights to his inheritance. [s it, he asks, because Telemachos can not trust his
own brothers to help him? Telemachos admits that he does not suffer from the treachery
of brothers because, in fact, he has none. He recounts how lonely he essentially is, and
Homer reminds the audience that Odysseus’s lineage is, and always has been, a very thin
and delicate one. In each of the last three generations there has been only one son born to
carry on the name. Telemachos explains this in a very striking speech in which he uses the
word podvov in a powerful triple anaphora, unparalleled in the rest of the Odyssey.

®OE Yap NUETEPTY YEVENY Hovvwoe Kpoviwy:

povvov Aaéptny ApKELS1OG VoV ETIKTE,

uovvov & adt Oduvcoha mathp Tékey: alrtap OdVCCELG

pobvoy &’ Ev UEYAPOLOL TEKWY Almey obd’ &ndvnro.

For so it is that the son of Kronos made ours a single

line. Arkeisios had only a single son, Laertes,

and Laertes had onlyv one son, Odysseus; Odysseus in turn
left only one son, myself, in the halls, and got no profit of me. (16.1 17-20)’

This chain of single son generations is what Paul Friedrich in his seminars on the
Odyssey has termed monofilial descent. The consequent patrilineal fragility (especially
since the grandfather is languishing and the father lost) goes a long way to explain

Telemachos’s diffidence. He knows that more is at risk than merely his life.®

"The anaphora is ignored in every translation that I have consulted. Variety replaces the
power of repetition.

® Penelope is aware that it is Odysseus’s entire gonos that is at risk. See 4.741.
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This may explain the attention given to Laertes, in spite of his having no direct
affect on the plot. Penelope’s weaving of a shroud for Laertes takes on a poetic and
thematic beauty when we understand that it really is the fabric of the House of Odysseus
that is in Penelope’s hands. Laertes represents the House of Odysseus hanging on by a
thread. Of course, Laertes, will revive in Book 23, and Athene will rejuvenate him when the
three generations are united to defend the family. Seen in another light, tenuousness of the
connection between the generations is counter-balanced by the strength of the bond.
Laertes does nothing but pine for his son.”

In his Composition of the Odyssey, W.J. Woodhouse acknowledges that the
welfare of the son is a constitutive theme in the Odyssey. “Without Telemachos, no
Odyssey,” he writes. He even goes so far as to claim that

The simple but entirely adequate reason why Odysseus, and not
some other of great personages of tradition, became the hero of
the Romance, lay in the fact that, among all the chieftains who

survived the War, Odyvsseus alone had a son. (Woodhouse 249)

Though Woodhouse’s statement is not quite accurate, he rightly emphasizes the
importance of the patriline. Nestor could not have been the hero of the Odyssey since he
has several sons. Much less would have depended upon his successful homecoming. It is
more likely that what makes Odysseus worthy of the Odyssey is the attitude toward his son
that he displays in the //iad. The other Greek heroes at Troy boast that they are their

fathers’ sons. Only Odysseus— and he does it at two key moments when he wants to insist

°Anticleia says that she died out of grief for her son. This is a close family.
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upon what kind of man he really is— identifies himself as the father of his own son. When

he reads the riot act to Thersites he says:

If once more I find vou plaving the fool, as vou are now,
nevermore let the head of Odysseus sit on his shoulders,
let me nevermore be called Telemachos father. (Iliad 2.258-60)

When Agamemnon questions his courage, Odysseus shoots back with

How can vou say that... ... [ hang back from

fighting? Only watch, if vou care to and if it concerns you,

the very father of Telemachos locked with the champion Trojans,
breaker of horses. (Zliad 4.351-3)

Strategy for Survival
If the House of Odysseus has survived this long, it is no doubt Penelope’s doing.
The strategy that she has been following, and continues to follow, seems to be the one laid

out by Odysseus himself when he left for Troy.

N pu&v 81 6te T e AoV kit TATPida yolaw,
Se&rtepnv ETTL KOPTT® EADV EUE Y E1PO TPOSTOIL
“® yovar, ob yap dlw EvkvAuidog Axoiovg

gx Tpoing £ mdvtog Amfovog dmovéeshat ...

T® obk 018 €1 kév W’ &vécer Beb¢, f| KEV AADW
abtov Evi Tpolr ool O £vBA.de TAvTA HEAOVTWY.
LEUYTIOBAL TTATPOG KAl UNTEPOG EV HEYAPOLOY

d¢ vov, A ETL uadAlov Euel drovdohv EGVTOG”
obtap EmTy O1 Tolda yevelfjoarta idnat,

Yoot & k' E8EAN OO, TedY KOTA SOUA ALTOVCAL.
When he went and left me behind in the land of his fathers,
he took me by the right hand at the wrist, and then said to me:
“Dear wife, since 1 do not think the strong-greaved Achaians
will all come safely home from Troy without hurt....

[ do not know if the god will spare me, or if I must be lost
there in Troy: here let everything be in your charge.
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You must take thought for my father and mother here in our palace,
as vou do now, or even more, since [ shall be absent.
But when vou see our son grown up and bearded, then vou may
marry whatever man vou please, forsaking vour household.” (18.257-60...65-70)
A proper understanding of these lines is central to the understanding of Penelope’s
role in the plot of the Odyssey. The issues, unfortunately, are complex and have been made
obscure in the extreme by criticism. R.D. Dawe writes in exasperation:” The variety of
opinions expressed on this passage by Greek scholars of proven competence calls into
question the reliability of any literary assessment of anything anywhere in Homer” (671).'°
A great majority of scholars simply reject Odysseus’s injunction out of hand.!" Samuel
Butler skips any mention of it in the eighty page retelling of the story that prefaces his 1897
The Authoress of the Odyssey. A hundred years later in 1999, it is not included in The
Essential Homer. Surprisingly, in 1930, Woodhouse recognized the potential of the speech
to make sense of the plot.

Now it is obvious that the parting injunctions of Odysseus are
decisive— if true. They explain everything, both the long years
of delay in accepting marriage, and her present implied change

19See Dawe for an amusing sampling of the various views page 671 and notes 11-14 on
page 683. Dawe who himself denies an absurd number of passages as suspicious or inauthentic
almost willy-nilly, writes, “Now whether these words of Penelope’s sit well in their present place
in the Odlyssey we have got is debatable, but the qualitative verdict must be that 250-271, and
especially Odysseus’s own words of 259-270, is a fragment of Homer at his best™ (671).

Her Buchner, W. “Die Penelopeszenen in der Odyssee.” Hermes, Ixxv (1940). Also,
Hexter writes: “That it is her husband’s command, so she says, removes any criticism of her. If
this was what Odysseus had told her, he would indeed have felt the urgency to get back to
Ithaka.” A Guide to the Odyssey. 229. Knox cites this very passage as the key evidence for the
tradition that Ovid followed and amplified. “But Ovid found a precedent in his reading of
Homer for a cunning Penelope willing to stretch the truth:... Penelope is lying when she reports
Odysseus’ injunction to her to marry.” (97)



81

of attitude. Nothing more was required than that she should
quote those injunctions whenever the occasion demanded. (86)

But to Woodhouse, the injunctions are not true. Penelope has “just told a fib.” Most
others agree. E. Knox, for example, says flatly: “Penelope is lying when she reports
Odysseus’ injunction to her to marry” (37). John Winkler writes in 1990: “We might well
suppose that Penelope’s account of Odysseus’ parting words about Telemakhos’ beard is
her own invention, on the spur of the moment...” (147)."?

I believe that there is really no textual reason to think that she is lying. The suitors
take the news as if they had heard it before and assumed it. Telemachos hears it without a
blink, and so does Odysseus. Eurykleia shows herself aware of it at 18.176, before
Penelope’s speech. One reason for the critical rejection of Odysseus’s parting directive
seems to be that it does not square with the traditional notion of what sort of man
Odysseus is and what sort of thing this kind of man is likely to say. Ulrich von
Wilamowitz-Moellendorff expresses this particularly strongly in Heimkehr. To him, the
whole notion that a hero as manly as Odysseus would ever have delivered such a cautious

speech seemed utterly incredible and absurd.

Wer ihn ernst nimmt, geht ganz wie die Freier auf den Leim.
Oder wird ein Held, der in den Krieg zieht, davon reden, daf
das etwas lebensgefahrlich ist. Der sagt vielmehr ‘wisch ab dein
Gesicht, eine jede Kugel, dic trifft ja nicht. (Heimkehr 24)

2[n the meantime a few scholars have accepted the directive. Uvo Hélscher in his 1967
“Penelope vor den Freiern™ is the first that I know of (translated in Schein 1996) and he takes it
as the center structuring principle in the nick-of-time folk theme. Agatha Thornton endorsed it
in her excellent 1970 book People and Themes in Homer s Odyssey which, unfortunately, is out
of print. John Finley assumes it to be valid in his influential 1978 Homer s Odyssey.
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Nevertheless, we must believe that the directive was as Penelope narrates, if we are to
understand the importance of Penelope’s role in the Odyssey.
The sticking point is in the last two lines of Odysseus’s directive:
abtap EnTy 81 olda yevelioarta idna,
YALooO @ K EBEANGCH, TESY KATA SOUX ALTODOO

But when vou see our son grown up and bearded, then vou may
marry whatever man vou please, forsaking vour household.

which Lattimore translates somewhat tendentiously. His rendering would require the
Greek verb yfiuaobe in the final independent clause be cast in the subjunctive mood, not
the imperative. Moreover, the last participle Aimroboa, which has imperative force as well,
can mean “forsaking,” as Lattimore translates it, but that meaning is recorded for the
Odyssey neither by Cunliffe nor by Liddell and Scott. The Odyssey seems to employ the
verb in the transitive without hint of moral censure, and Lattimore himself generally renders
it “to leave.” For example, Athene refers to Odysseus’s family as “your wife and child,
those whom you /eft behind in your palace (13.403). The soul /eaves the body at death
(14.124); and Odysseus says to Alkinods: “let life /eave me when I have once more seen
my property, my serving people, and my great high-roofed house” (7.224-5). Thus the last

line is simply:

“Marry whomever vou please and leave your house.™

It clearly means that Penelope is #o? to marry before Telemachos is a man (has a beard) but

that she must remarry when he is.
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The second major reason for doubting the veracity of Odysseus’s directive is the
question of Penelope’s motives. Joseph Russo writes: “But it is not necessary to interpret
this as a Jying speech in order to see it as a speech intended to deceive and mislead the
suitors” (66). I would not go even that far. Perhaps it might have profited Penelope to lie
about Odysseus’s parting words while Telemachos was still a boy (as a stalling tactic), but
it makes no sense at all in Book 18 since it offers no excuse for further delay but only
emphasizes that Penelope ought already to be married, that she is disappointing both them
and her husband. It makes even less sense if this is the first time she has announcement it.
As a lie, then, it is inconvenient; as a stratagem, self-defeating. Therefore I assume that
Penelope is telling the truth when she relates Odysseus’s parting words. The challenge of
this assumption is that it entails taking seriously Penelope’s intention to remarry, and
valuing it as virtue.

This calls for some reasoned speculation. What will happen to the the House of
Odysseus in Odysseus’s absence? The civil laws of Mycenaean Greece are vague enough
as it is, and there is no assurance that Homer, who wrote centuries after that time, respected
whatever those laws might have been. In fact we understand little more than the general
picture that Fustel de Coulanges painted in 7he Ancient City. We can assume a patriarchy,
patrimony, filial piety. “Every father, therefore, expected of his posterity that series of
funeral repasts which was to assure to his manes repose and happiness. This opinion was
the fundamental principle of domestic law among the ancients. From it followed, in the
first place, this rule, that every family must perpetuate itself forever” (Fustel de Coulanges,

41).
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To take Penelope at her word, it remains to find some logic in Odysseus’ command.
Wilamowitz notwithstanding, Odysseus’ command to Penelope seems an eminently sane
and shrewd one for a man leaving for war if that man’s prime concern is for the safety of
what he is leaving behind. As [ already mentioned, in the /liad, Odysseus is characterized
by identification with the son beyond what is usual for a hero. Others care about their
sons, but Odysseus bases his sense of pride on being the father. He is a family man. So, it
is consistent with this extended character, at least, that Odysseus should take care to insure
as strongly as possible the future of his son.”> Odysseus wants the House of Odysseus to
remain intact and in the bloodline. Thus, Odysseus first needs to make sure that his
possessions are guarded assiduously until Telemachos can do it for himself and, second,
that Telemachos is never displaced by another claimant to the estate. Penelope must bear
no children that would displace Telemachos. On the other hand, when Telemachos has
come of age, Penelope must give him control of the oixog. This is best accomplished if
Penelope leaves to marry another. Odysseus may have envisioned the possibility of
exactly what is currently happening in Ithaca: the suitors wasting the estate and plotting
against his son on the excuse of wooing Penelope. Odysseus’s directive seems to me to
map out a strategy that, though not perfect, is the best possible for insuring that

Telemachos successfully inherit the House of Odysseus.'*

13 There is also the story in the Cypria that Odysseus would not plow over his son when
he was attempting to evade the draft to Troy.

YThe directive makes sense from what we know about Mycenaen culture as implied or
stated in the Homeric epics. Achilles in Hades laments the fact that he cannot be home to aid his
father whom he thinks no doubt is encountering trouble keeping what he has. “If only / for a
little while I could come like that to the house of my father, / my force and my invincible hands
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That Penelope must forsake her household is less obvious but, I believe, no less
sound. First of all, Penelope may be bound to leave home if she remarries. All the women
in the Odyssey do. Penelope’s own family is at a distance; neither Klytemnestra, Helen,
nor Iphthime live in their ancestral homes. This squares with Fustel de Coulange’s
insistence that an ancient Greek wife had to worship the religion of her husband, and that in
order to do this, all ties with her former religion had to be severed. Fustel de Coulange’s
describes the young girl going off to be married to her first husband, but the principle
would have to apply to any wife, since marriage bound her to worship at her husband’s
sacred hearth.'®> In the Odyssey, Agelaos advises Telemachos to make sure his mother
remarries:
bdpaL oV HEV X AIPWV TATPMOILX TAVTA VEUTL,
EcBwv kol wwwv, f| & dAlov dwua kopiln.”

So vou can be happy, control vour father’s inheritance,
and eat and drink, while she looks after the house of another. (20.336-37)

While it is true that the suitors make a compact by which whoever marries Penelope
also takes the house, the very fact that the suitors must make it an explicit chip in their

sordid bargain reveals that it was not a traditional given. In any case, if it were not normally

would terrify such men/ as use force on him and keep him away from his rightful honors.™
(11.500-3). Achilles can have no news of any threat to his father’s right, but he assumes that the
aging man is under attack by his own people (“whether he still keeps his position among the
Myrmidon / hordes, or whether in Hellas and Phthia they have diminished his estate, because old
age constrains his hands and feet.” 11.495-97). Hostility is to be expected.

I5«For the young girl would not be able to go at once to worship at the hearth of her
husband, if her father had not already separated her from the paternal hearth. To enable her to
adopt her new religion, she must be freed from every bond that attaches her to her first
religion.”(Fustel de Coulange, 37).
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necessary that Penelope leave the house upon marriage — and Odysseus’s words can
conceivably be taken that way— then Odysseus’s directive adds this as a second command.
Even if we concede that to follow Odysseus’s instructions was a sound strategy
while Telemachos was young, is it still? If Penelope marries, will all the danger be lifted
from Telemachos? Unfortunately, there are no guarantees. The suitors have made a pact to
plunder the estate no matter who gets Penelope and the palace. In this plan, whoever
marries Penelope, gets the house. But why should the bridegroom be eager to give the rest
away? How much honor is there among these thieves? In Book 22, Eurymachos betrays
Antino6s as soon as he sees that Odysseus has the upper hand. And what of love for
Penelope? Would the new husband slaughter the son of his new bride? Penelope’s

appearance before the suitors in Book 18 may speak to this question.

TV & abroL AUto yobvat, £pw & dpo Buuov £8elyBev,

ndvteg & hpfoavto mapal Aeytecot kKAOTVaL

Their knees gave way, and the hearts in them were bemused with passion,

and each one praved for the privilege of lying beside her. (18.212-13)
They also send their heralds to bring back rich gifts to please her. Penelope’s power over
them is clear. Her best strategy is surely to determine who is the strongest among the
suitors and ally herself, and her son, with him.

What prevents Penelope from staying on in the house as a widow, the revered

mother? Wouldn’t this just lead to exactly the condition in Ithaca that obtains as the

Odyssey opens? How many would court Penelope in her own court? How many would

use courting her as an excuse to band together in the palace. She might openly refuse to
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marry ever again and give the palace to Telemachos. But then, we are back to the original
problem. If she had announced any such intention in advance, then the rival lords would
surely have acted peremptorily, ransacking the House of Odysseus long before this. If she
has been pretending but “has had something else in mind” then we face the original
problem of why she should remind the suitors that Odysseus himself commanded her to
remarry. Or more to the point, why does she not insist that Odysseus is not dead, but still
alive and liable to return home? In this case, instead of a self-proclaimed duty to have
already chosen a new husband, she would have no legal right to remarry.

Agelaos tries to be reasonable to Telemachos in Book 20. He says that the suitors
understood why Penelope resisted marriage as long as there was hope of Odysseus’s
return. “But now it has become evident that he never will come back,” (20.333) he says,
and urges Telemachos to counsel his mother to marry. This passage shows that Penelope
would have had a stronger case if she had openly expressed hope for Odysseus’s return,
instead of insisting upon his demise. Agelaos says:

dbpal LEY LY Bupdg EVL OTNBESCY EDATEL
vootnoatl Odvona oA ddpova dvde dduOVSE,

T6hp’ oD TIC VELESLG LEVEUEY T TV LOYEUEVAL TE
UVTOTHPOG KAT SdpaT, ENEL 108 xEpdiov TEV,

€1 véotng Odvoeig xal Lrdtporog tketo dwpa

As long as the spirits in the hearts of you both were hopeful
that Odysseus of the many designs would have his homecoming,
then no one could blame vou for waiting for him, and holding

the suitors off in the palace, since that was the better way for you
in case Odysseus did come home and retumn to his palace. ( 20.328-32)
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Enel Odve dog 'Odvooeig

One might argue that the plan laid out by Odysseus on his departure stipulates that
its implementation depends upon his not returning from Troy (7@ obk o8’ fj kév W’
&vécel Bebg, A KeV AAdw abtol Evi Tpoin). Does Penelope really believe that
Odysseus will not return? First of all, we should note that the very wording of the strategy
as reported implies that Odysseus will have been gone too long (and so be lost) if there is
no word of him by the time Telemachos has a beard. Odysseus need not even be dead.

Even so, Penelope strongly holds the opinion that Odysseus /s, in fact, dead. When
Telemachos voices this same conviction to Penelope in Book 1 (ob yap O8vcoete olog
ATDOAECE VOSTIIOV Tiuap EV Tpoln, moAAdol 8¢ xal &Alol pdteg dAovto 1.354-55), she
does not contradict him. From whom else but Penelope would Telemachos have gotten Ais
convictions? As I have already noted, the most powerful and useful argument that
Penelope and Telemachos could make to the Ithacans against the suitors would be that
Odysseus was soon expected to return home. Yet neither of them make the argument (in
fact they forcefully reject it), even when they are invited to do s0.'S Further, Penelope like
Telemachos never claims that the suitors are outside of their rights in wanting to marry her,
which they certainly would if she considered herself still married and waiting for her

husband to return.!” Finally, Homer (the implied narrator) gives us no grounds for thinking

1*And they would have soothsayers to back them up.

YInterestingly enough, Odysseus himself says nothing (even to Anticleia) to indicate
that he would think Penelope blameable if she were already remarried. He has been gone too
long, and he knows it.
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that the Ithacans ought to believe that Odysseus is coming back. The narrator undermines
the credibility of every single character who predicts that Odysseus will return (Halitherses,
Medon, Theoklymenos, Helen, the Cretan). In addition, not one character who clearly
knows that Odysseus is alive or believes that he will return, (Athene, Iphthime, Zeus,
Odysseus himself) denies it.'®
We have already discussed what little motive Penelope would have for telling this to

the suitors if she did not have to. Furthermore, she has no cause to lie when she says to her
maids: “for first [ lost a husband with the heart of a lion” (4.724). In the privacy of her
dream, she says the same thing to her beloved sister (4.814). And as late as Book 23,
speaking to Eurykleia who has already shown that she would lay down her life rather
betray her lady, Penelope says:

abtap Oducoelte drece TnAoL véotov Axatidog, dAeto & abtde.

g;)t Odysseus has lost his homecoming and lost his life, far from Achaia. (23.67-
She is remarkably consistent. Twice the suitors’ quote her as having unequivocally stated:
“Qdysseus is dead.” And they have not gotten it wrong: Telemachos does not quibble
when he hears them say it, and Penelope uses the same words in reporting her own speech

to the Cretan beggar: Erteil 8dve dlog Oducoete. (19.141=2.96=24.131)

Nevertheless, does the very fact that Penelope thinks to ask about Odysseus in her

first dream prove that she is waiting for him? This is a delicate question and goes toward

¥ Athene and Iphthime put themselves in uncomfortable situations in order to avoid
doing so.
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the heart of the plot. Obviously, Penelope does not know for sure that Odysseus is dead.
She would then never have asked her sister whether he was or not. There is no corpse, and
no eyewitness. (Aigyptios says that he has lost his son, though he is no more sure than
Penelope can be about Odysseus.) It is possible that Odysseus is alive and will eventually
return. Penelope does not preclude this. Telemachos dreams idly of his father’s return,
and Penelope entertains foreigners who claim to have news of her lost husband.

If Telemachos has heard enough over the years and now refuses to listen to
soothsayers, Penelope ernjoys listening to reports about her husband. Nevertheless, there is
no evidence that she ever believes any prophecy. In fact, whenever anyone makes a strong
claim for Odysseus— that he is alive, or that he will return home— Penelope says the
equivalent of “wouldn’t it be pretty to think so?” To the predictions of Theoklymenos and
to the Cretan beggar she says the same thing.

ol yap Touto, Eclve, Enog tetelecuévor €in”

TO KE TAY O Yroing drAdTnTd Te TOAAL Te dopa

EE EueD, g AV Tig og cuvavtéuevog pokapifot.

If only this word, stranger and guest, were brought to fulfillment,

soon you would be aware of my love and many gifts given
by me, so any man who met you would call you blessed. (17.163-65 = 19.309-11)

These are optatives of wish. They describe an alternate reality that would be preferable but
which is clearly out from the question. It is not actionable. Very similar is Penelope’s use
of the potential optative in her response to Eurykleia in Book 23.

poior GiAm...
olcBa yap d¢ kK AoTooTdg EVL LEYdpOLSL PaVELN
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Ao, pdAtota &' Epol Te kol Ui, Tov tekdpeEcHa-

Dear nurse. . . You know

how welcome he would be if he appeared in the palace:

to all, but above all to me and the son we gave birth to.” (23.59-61)

None of Penelope’s actions that effect the plot are motivated by a hope that
Odysseus will return. Quite the contrary, all of her actions and decisions, I would argue,
are founded upon a conviction that her husband most likely /s lost and will not return. All
her official and confidential statements are to this effect so that the assumption that she has
an expectation (let us use this instead of hope) of Odysseus’s return is our own fantasy, a
product either of disdain for her inability to act or account for herself, of an utter confusion
of our knowledge with hers, or of sheer sentimentality. Though we may wish her to do
otherwise, the logic of the injunction compels Penelope to act as if Odysseus were dead.
Most critics reject the logic in favor of the sentiment. But viewed in light of the threat to
Telemachos, we should be able to understand that Penelope must agree to remarry. If she
does not, Telemachos will die.

One problem remains. If Penelope is following Odysseus’ instructions, why has
she not remarried already? Why is she still at home? Why has she allowed the young
lords to band together and present a united front against Telemachos. Why did she not let
Telemachos take over? Isn’t he old enough? Isn’t he mature enough? Is he ready? These

are questions for the next chapter.



III. How old is Telemachus?

If the significant question of Telemachus’s age is whether or not he has gotten his
beard, the answer must be, “Certainly, long since.” After all, he is twenty years old.! If, on
the other hand, the question is whether or not he has become a man, we have more to
consider. In classical Athens, a boy came into majority at 14 and in Sparta at 18 years old
(Auffarth, 425). We do not know exactly at what age the Homeric Greek youth “reached
the measure of manhood (ifng wEtpov ikdvel).” The best measure we have is the age at
which he got a beard®. In Greek art, the bearded male is a consistently a man, the
unbearded one a boy. In the Odyssey, maturity (fi3ng) is explicitly linked twice to the new
beard, once about the form that Hermes takes to confront Odysseus (10.279) and once
about Otos and Ephialtes, the giant twins whom Apollo kills just in time. Otos and
Ephialtes, sons of Iphimedeia, measured nine cubits across and nine fathoms height when

they were only nine years old and threatened to climb the sky by piling mountain upon

t depends upon how one interprets the formula “in the twentieth year™ and how old the
baby boy was when Odysseus left. John Finley claims that he is “more than twenty years
old™(1978, 5).

ZDer Bartwuchs ist das duBere Kennzeichen, daB der Junge zum Manne herangereift
ist..” 423. And in the note to this passage:“In griechischen Wettkdmpfen sind die Teilnehmer
nach Altersklassen eingeteilt: zwischen den mo(i8eg und den &vdpeg steht dabei die Gruppe der
&yévelon, der Bartlosen, vgl etwa Pind O1 9. 88 £.” (Auffarth, 423).
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mountain and to attack the gods. The Olympians tolerated the boys only so long as they
were not a real menace, that is, as long as they were without beards.

Kol vo kev EEetédecoar, €1 fiBTg Létpov kovto:

&AL ddecer Alog ULdg, dv ibKkoUog TEke AT,

dudotépw, TPy ohdr LIS KpoTAPoLoY 1oVAOUE

&vBricat TukdoaL Te YEvug ebavBEL Ay vm.

Surely they would have carried it out if they had come to maturity,

but the son of Zeus whom Leto with ordered hair had borne him,

Apollo, killed them both, before ever the down gathered

below their temples, or on their chins the beards had blossomed. (11.317-20)

Physically, Telemachus seems, in fact, to be a rather mature 20 year old, a fact

which Athene carefully notes. “ técog [UEyag],” she says, which Lattimore translates,
“Big as you are,” and Fagels, ““You’ve sprung up so!” (1.207). Later, she claims: “You are
big and splendid” (1.301). A single month passes between this and Book 21 where
Telemachus shows himself strong enough to string his father’s bow, a feat which none of
the suitors who attempt it (many are no doubt older than he) are able to achieve. He
ventures to the mainland where he wins the admiration of several heroes. Later, he fights
alongside his father in two battles. As with Otos and Ephialtes, maturity is linked to the
power to harm enemies and specifically to extract revenge. Zeus holds that he warned
Aigisthos that Orestes would take vengeance as soon as he reached maturity and hungered
to reclaim what was his (1.41). Athene exhorts Telemachus to be bold and to imitate

Orestes. She urges him to consider “some means by which you can force the suitors out of

your household” (1.269-70) and “by which you can kill [them]... by treachery or open



attack” (1.295-6).> Telemachus is big enough and splendid enough, physically, to
accomplish it.
Before Athene visits Ithaca, Telemachus is lost in daydreams and has no intention

of taking action.

fioto Yap Ev pvmothpot ¢idov TeTnuévog frTop,

oo cdULEVOG TTATEP EcOAOV EVL Ppeciy, €1 mobey EABV
LUNOTAPWV TOV HEV OKESACY KOt dWpate BN,

Tt & abtdg Exor kal KTHUASLY Olow &vdcool.

He sat among the suitors, his heart deep grieving within him,

imagining in his mind his great father, how he might come back

and all throughout the house might cause the suitors to scatter,

and hold his rightful place and be lord of his own possessions. (1.114-7)

The full pathos of this scene emerges only when we discover that Telemachus
knows the futility of the dream he embraces. He openly and thoroughly rejects the

possibility that Odysseus will return home.

pel, Emel &dAASTPLOV Blotov vimowov £dovoy,
&vépog, oL 8\ mov AedK’ dotéa ThfeTaL dUPpw
KewWeY ET hrelpov, f €w &AL KUUO KVAWOEL. ...
vov & 6 HEV g ATTOAWAE KaKOV [Lépov, oLOE Tig LY
BaAdmwpn, €1 Tép TIg EMLy Boviwy &vBpidrmy

priow EAleboechaL ToD 8 dAeto vdSTIHOV ALAp.
Easy for them, since without penalty they eat up the substance

3The comparison to Orestes, though provocative and thematic, is an invidious one.
Orestes had greater motivation and much better odds. (In Homer, Orestes is not confronted with
the thornier problem of having to decide whether to kill his mother or not.) It seems highly
unlikely that Athene should really want Telemachus to make an attack on the suitors. It is not,
after all, among the reasons she gives Zeus for going to Ithaca. Ostensibly, she urges
Telemachus to go away in order to find news of his father and then to kill the suitors if he hears
that Odysseus is dead. Of course, she knows that Odysseus is not dead. Nor is sending
Telemachus a good strategy if his best shot is to attack the suitors off guard. And as we have
seen in chapter 2, the departure has only served to instigate the threat against Telemachus’ life.
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of a man whose white bones lie out in the rain and fester

somewhere on the mainland, or roll in the wash of the breakers. ..

as it is, he has died by an evil fate, and there is no comfort

left for us, not even though some one among mortals

tells us he will come back. His day of homecoming has perished. (1.160-

62...166-8)

Penelope knows that Telemachus is a grown man, but she also knows that he is not
ready to defend himself. If the letter of Odysseus’s directive was that Penelope should
hold off remarriage until his son has a beard, the spirit is that she ought to wait until
Telemachus is mature, which, in her mind, he clearly is not. At least as late as Book 4,
Penelope points out that her son is still a child, vfimog “unversed in fighting and speaking
(4.818). Athene would actually not debate the point. This is a problem with Telemachus of
which Athene is aware and which the very phrasing of her exhortation betrays. Athene
chides him: “You should not go on clinging to your childhood. You are no longer of an
age to do that” (1.296-7). Can Telemachus be at the same time both fi§1ig and vfiiog?
As obscure as the Greek notion of a childhood is, the notion of childishness—

behavior by adults more appropriate to children-- is not. This metaphorical sense of
VAmLog is applied to many characters in the [liad and the Odyssey, even (especially?)
Agamemnon. Cunliffe defines it variously as “feeble. .. foolish, thoughtless, senseless,

credulous.” Each of these can be— and has been— plausibly applied to Telemachus’s

character. Let us look at them in turn.
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Telemachus’s Character
If it is true the Telemachus has more muscle than any of his enemies, why does he

not use it? Why has he neglected his fathers weapons as if he has never given a thought to
a clash of arms? Why is he so certain that “soon [the suitors] will break me myself to
pieces?” (1.251). Is his will feeble? Is he a coward? There is sufficient ready criticism from
Athene in Book 1 to make us wonder, not to mention the much sharper reproof in Book 16
by the disguised Odysseus who insists that even a lowly beggar such as himself would be
ashamed to shrink from battling the suitors.

otk Emert AT EpEio kdpn tdpol &AASTpLog ddg,

€1 U1 EYW KEWOLCL KAKOV TAVTESSL YEVOLUNY,

EABWV Eg pLEYOpoV Aaeptiddeal Odvohog.

€1 8 ad pue TAnOUl dapocaiato povvor Edvta,

BoLAOILMV K EV ELOLOL KOTAKTALEVOG LEYAPOLOL

tefvduer f Tdde ¥ ity dekéa Epy’ opdocBat,

If such things could be, another could strike my head from my shoulders

if I did not come as an evil thing to all those people

as I entered the palace of Odysseus, the son of Laertes.

And if I, fighting alone, were subdued by all their number,

then I would rather die, cut down in my own palace,

than have to go on watching forever these shameful activities. (16.102-7)
Nevertheless, key details reveal that the beggar’s taunt is not really offered in good
conscience. The beggar asks what is wrong: “Do you find your brothers wanting? A man
trusts help from these in the fighting when a great quarrel arises” (97-8). Of course,
Telemachus’s problem is not that his brothers are weak or that he is afraid to call or rely

upon them. Telemachus’s problem is that he has no brothers, and the beggar knows it well

enough. “The son of Kronos made ours a single line,” and, as I pointed out in chapter 3,
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the triple anaphora of pobvog hammers the point home to the audience. Telemachus is
one, but his enemies seem “beyond numbering” (nupilot). So, when Telemachus says for
the second time, “and soon they will break me myself to pieces” (128), we are inclined to
be more sympathetic. No doubt the true Odysseus lurking behind the disguise is as well.
Can he possibly want his only son to make a kamikaze assault on the suitors? Such may
be the way of Achilles, but it certainly is not the way of the usually careful, always wily,
hero who prefers far more to win by stealth than bravado.* My point is that none of this
evidence for Telemachos’s cowardice is compelling. If anything, Telemachos’s decisions
prove him to be quite level-headed and prudent, and the above analysis, I think, ought to
acquit him of foolishness as well. Whether his departure for Pylos and Sparta is a foolish
choice in itself is a moot question: one would have to take that up with Athene.

Debate whether Telemachus is vfimiog has flourished in many guises. Most striking
is the varied opinions over the supposedly thoughtless three lines with which, in Book 1, he
claims authority in the house and dispatches his mother back to her quarters.’ Stephanie
West thinks that it shows “callousness in this context” and that “Certainly the favourable
impression created by Telemachus’ earlier observations is quite destroyed by this
adolescent rudeness...” (West 1988, 120). [s Telemachus really being cheeky? Penelope is

nonplused, true, but is that not because Telemachus has for the first time found the pluck to

4Athc:ne, too, it turns out, is less than sincere in her exhortation to action. She tries to
rally Telemachus by giving him a prophesy that Odysseus is on his way home (1.203-5), but she
neglects to add any credible evidence that she knows what she is talking about. She wants to
woo Telemachus away from Ithaca, not incite him to fight it out on the spot.

SThe lines are unflatteringly compared to the near identical lines in the lliad that Hector
uses in his farewell to Andromache. Compare Odyssey 1.356-59 to lliad 6.490-93.
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make such a claim, a claim to the responsibility that she has so long hoped he might
shoulder? She takes his words seriously: “for she laid the serious words of her son deep
away in her spirit” (1.361). There is no textual reason to think that she resents them.

As for senselessness— if Penelope finds her son lacking, neither Nestor nor
Menelaos do. Even in Book 2, so full of his callow attempts to assert himself, he shows
eminently good sense and self-discipline by renouncing all political ambition in order to
concentrate his efforts on minding his own house. Even the case for credulousness is in
some way quite weak. Like his mother— even more so, he says— he is not taken in by
soothsayers. He does not throw his lot in with Halitherses’s prophesies. He even resists
Helen’s accomodating interpretation of the eagle and insistence that Odysseus “will come
home and take revenge; or he is already home, and making a plan of evil for all of the
suitors.”

v & ad TnAéuayog remvupévog dvtiov nbda

“olrtw vov Zevg Bein, Eptydovmog tdoig Hpng:

M KEV Tol KAl KEOL Oe® dg ebyetoduny.”

Then the thoughtful Telemachus said to her in answer:

“May Zeus, high thundering husband of Hera, so appoint it.

’;’il)en even at home [ would make my prayers to you, as to a goddess.” (13.179-
Let us abandon a search for a character flaw in Telemachus. Though Penelope will
complain when she believes that he is acting as a bad host to the disguised Odysseus, she

will do it by reminding him that his pArenas was sound when he was younger; Antikleia’s

report in Hades— when Telemachus could have been no older than 13-~ is that the boy had
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found favor from the other lords. The problem is that Telemachus is clinging to his
childhood.® Behavior which was a virtue in a boy is unsuitable now that he is a man.

When the reader of the Odyssey in Greek thinks of Telemachos, mervupévog is the
word that first comes to mind. This epithet, used at least forty-six times for Telemachos in
the Odyssey, provides a more specific clue to his problem. It is here in the encounter with
Athene that the epithet has its debut: <riwv & ad TnAénoyog temvupnévog &rtiov dda
(1.214). Of obscure derivation and uncertain meaning,7 the word bears translations like:
“thoughtful” (Lattimore), “wise” (Fitzgerald) “cautious” (Lawrence) “prudent” (Bates),
“excellent person” (Butler), “having good feeling” (Rouse). Cunliffe allows: “wise, of
sound understanding, of good sense, astute, shrewd, sagacious.” Hainsworth, in his
commentary, recommends “perfect gentleman.”

The epithet is shared by others,® but in every case, describes a manner of speaking,
specifically a manner that emphasizes honesty and frankness. It is routinely connected to
the heralds Medon and Peisenor, I think, because honesty and frankness are the virtues of a

herald.® When it is applied to Nestor and Menelaos, it is definitive: “[Nestor / Menelaos]

SIn this way, Telemachus contrasts sharply with his father who was adult-like as a child.
Odysseus lead an embassy when he was still a boy.

"The attempt to tie it to pnew, (root, *pnu-) meaning breath has not been successful. Cf.
Chantraine.

 The epithet describes Medon, Peisenor, anonymous (8.586), the Atreidei, Nestor,
Menelaos, Amphinomos, Laertes. It is applied to Odysseus twice, but only when the speakers
(Alkinods and Penelope) do not know who they are talking to.

*Neither thoughtfulness nor wisdom are requisite to the profession, and shrewdness
could well do more harm than good, as in Sophocles’s Trachiniae.
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will not tell you any falsehood; he is too menvvpevog (3.20, 3.328). Telemachus is honest,
frank, unguarded, naive, like a good child. He opens up to Mentes without the least
introduction. The English word that best captures the idea behind tervopévog, I think, is
“artless.”

Artlesness, an inability to be deceptive, to conceal his thoughts and feelings, poses
the primary block to Telemachos’s maturation and his ability to assume the responsibilities
of the House of Odysseus. Though successful old men like Nestor and Menelaos can
afford to be memvupévog, a young man whose future is in the balance must confront the
hostile and dishonest world on its own terms.

“Every culture and subculture teaches its young how to tell the truth — and how to
deceive,” Donald Lateiner writes in his Sardonic Smile (1995, 140). The Greeks are
especially serious about the later. Studying modern Greek culture, P. Walcot finds that “to
lie does not constitute the moral crime which it has become in the sophisticated culture of
Western Europe and North America...to tell lies, then, is a way of life and does not convey
moral stigma” (Walcot 1977, 7). Lying is not, however, “natural” even to the Greek
peasants of Vasilika, the village that Walcot cites. “An inferior is vulnerable and must be
taught to protect himself, and this process of education is not always pleasant” (19). Of
course, his father could have taught Telemachus all he needed to know. Odysseus is more
than gifted at the art of deception and employs it even when it may seem gratuitous and
cruel. The best Greek antonym for tervupévog could easily be one of Odysseus’s

epithets, like moAtuntig. Heroic honesty, the kind that is so dominant in the /liad, plays
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almost no role in Odysseus’s adventures. His cause is not advanced by it; his mind finds in
it no charm. Odysseus may be fair to his companions, but he is rarely honest. He could
have taught Telemachos well, if he had been around.

If the son is in jeopardy primarily because he has not had a father to protect him
and to teach him what he needed to know to defend himself, the interesting question then

becomes what Telemachos thinks about Odysseus.

Questions of Birth

In Book 2, Mentes-Athene pretends to guess that Telemachos is Odysseus’s son
because of how the boy looks and asks whether the suspicion is true. Telemachos, who
will withold his father’s name for almost another hundred and fifty lines, now attempts to

put Athene’s very question in question:

ToLyap EYM 1oL, E€lve, AL ATpEKEWG AYOpEDT®.

LATne HEV TE e fnol tov Euuevar, alrtap Eydye

ok 018" ob ydp T Tig ESV YoV abrdg dvéyvm. !

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. (1.214-16)

What can we make of Telemachos’s philosophizing? What is being claimed and who is

claiming it?

Bytler: “but it is a wise child who knows his own father.”; Murray:“for never vet did
any man know his parentage of his own knowledge.”; Rouse:“I never heard of anyone who
knew whose son he was.”; Rieu: “ it’s a wise child that knows its own father.”; Lattimore:“.”;
Fitzgerald: “Who has known his own engendering?”’; Fagels: “who, on his own, has ever known
who gave him life?”



102

For a long time, this passage was not taken as a comment on Odysseus at all. Nor
even one primarily about Telemachos. Rather it was read as if it were Homer revealing his
own true opinion about women. In the notes to these lines in her 1708 translation of the
Odyssey, Mme. Dacier argues against the interpretation prevalent at the time and its
cherchez la femme mentality “Voici un passage dont on a fort abusé contre les femmes,
comme si Telemaque avait voulu faire ici une satire contre elles, ce qui est trés-faux.”
Expecting to find moral teachings in Homer, 17" Century readers looked to blame some
one for Telemachos’s uncertainty. If Telemachos could not be certain of his father, to these
moralists it was because he could not trust his mother. She may say that Odysseus is the
father, but she may also be lying or merely too promiscuous to be certain herself."'

Unable to believe that Telemachos intends to impugn Penelope’s virtue as if he “ait
voulu douter et faire douter de sa sagesse et and sa fidelité, ” Dacier proceeds to offer
something like the modern interpretation of this line, arguing, in effect, that the male is
uncertain about the genuineness of his offspring not because he is the dupe of woman, but
because he is victim of the natural logic of maleness. Only woman gives birth; only she has
direct evidence that the child is of her flesh. The bond between father and son is naturally
putative. She cites Euripides as evidence. She then uses Menander to go further to claim

that no one knows his own father. One has only suspicions and faith.

"Dacier cannot reject the moralizing outright. In fact, she accepts that such doubts as
are leveled at women are natural and justified in the case of a loose woman. But not all women,
she insists, are loose. Women like Penelope dispel all doubt. “Mais ce soupgon et cette croyance
deviennent des certitudes et des veritez constantes, lorsque les meres menent, comme Penclope,
une vie trés-sage et trés-regleé. Quand cela n’est pas, les doutes narratee se font que trop bien
fondez.”
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This ontological argument might be pushed a step further. If a man cannot be as
certain as a woman about his biological link to the child, the child has even less certainty
about his link to either parent. “Who has known his own engendering?” as Fitzgerald
translates line 216. The child, though present at the birth, can’t remember it. Any child is
therefore as epistemologically uncertain of his mother as he is of his father. And this fact is

not overlooked by Homer or Telemachos. The Greek word that Lattimore translates

“father” is not matépa but yévov. Expanded in this way, Telemachos’s question either

rises to philosophy or sinks to cliché. West thinks that “the idea must already have been
commonplace, and the tone is surely mildly ironical, though Telemachos might well be
somewhat diffident in asserting that the hero whom his visitor knows so much better and
so much admires is in fact his father” (1988, 102). I do not see any diffidence here. Iseea
repudiation. In the next two lines, he tells exactly the sort of father that he would rather
have:

&vépog, dv Ktedtecowwy Eolg EmL YTpag ETETUE.

But how I wish I could have been rather son to some fortunate man, whom old

age overtook among his possessions. (1.217-18)
Telemachos is telling just what he feels.

How else should he feel? Some rage from an adolescent toward an absent father is

not unreasonable. What Telemachos has inherited from his father is a threatened and
threatening identity. Arthur Atkins writes:

Telemachus is despondent, thinking not of his arere. but of his
generally wretched condition. People say he is the son of
Odysseus, the apotmotatos of mankind, but he for his part does
not know whether it is true. In either case, in his present state
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of dejection, he does not feel that it would affect his arete much;

for he is not at the moment conscious of himself as agathos.”

(1972, 18).
If Telemachos’s question is not an idle intellectual conundrum, then his philosophizing
looks very much like a strategy to make some sense out of an impossible situation. While
no one can be certain of his parents, it is also true that one must usually act as though there
were no question of it. In Telemachos’s case, the indeterminacy of his parentage is
emblematic of his indeterminate future. He is being squeezed into a corner with little or no
hope of success. He will lose his life, his estate, or both, which is enough to make anyone
despondent.'> As Telemachos wrestles with his questions, Penelope is attempting to
determine if his answers reveal him to be ready to defend himself against his enemies. The
import of this passage transcends Telemachos’s mind alone and introduces a question
thematic to the Odyssey as a whole. How does one live and act in the face of partial

knowledge?

Paideusis

The question of Telemachos’s maturity has occupied the minds of commentators
on the Odyssey almost as much as it occupies Penelope’s mind. Though it is generally
recognized that at the outset Telemachos is, as Amy Kass has called him, “a mere babe”
and acts out of what Lydia Allione calls “sua passiva fanciulezza, ” there is no general

agreement on whether or when he matures. Essentially, all the critics take one of three

12 Telemachus. . is despondent, thinking not of his arete, but of his generally wretched
condition” (Atkins, 1972, 18).
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viewpoints: he does not change at all; he is transformed all at once by Athene; or he goes
through a slow maturation in Pylos and Sparta. This last viewpoint has two possible
interpretations: psychological development, or initiation rites.

The first of these is most notably represented by Wilamowitz who categorically
rejected that character development (Charakterentwickelung) is possible in Greek
literature.'* Despite Wilamowitz’s authority and the protection he can provide against the
abuses of Neo-Platonic or Jungian interpretations of the Telemachy, few people nowadays
can accept that Telemachos does not change at all.

Lydia Allione championed a simple, all-at-once approach to Telemachos’s change.
“Anzi ci & parso che Telemaco acquistasse consapevolezza della sua mat_un'té con un unico
atto di conoscenza.”' This second approach often emphasizes Athene’s power to

transform Telemachos with her visit.

13Schon Porphyrios (zu a 284) hat gemeint, daBl die Absicht Athenas taidevoig sei,
deshalb schicke sie den Jiingling auf die Reise, und so hat wohl mancher geglaubt, der Dichter
wolle uns zeigen, wie Telemachos zum Manne ausreifte. Jetzt traue ich dem Dichter eine solche
Tendenz nicht mehr zu. Charakterentwickelung zu verfolgen liegt der hellenischen Poesie, liegt
{iberhaupt den Hellenen fem. Es is auch in den spéiteren Biichern von einer Verdnderung im
Wesen Telemachs nichts zu spiiren. Die Sache liegt wohl anders™ (106).

140r, “La moudeia di Telemaco (se pur si pud chiarmarla cosi) si compie,
necessariamente, in un tempo solo, non trattandosi dell’insegnamento di una serie di norme, ma
di un unico atto di riflessione e di conoscenza, il quale viene provocato in lui in un particolare
momento dalla divinitd. Dopo, non si tratta pia se non delle visibili conseguenze di questo atto
spirituale”(15). Instead of a mondeia, Allione thinks that Telemachos’s trip has more the

character of a mouwn.
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Most scholars embrace a third approach, the so-called taidevotg, which allows for
Telemachos to develop gradually.!> Agathe Thornton for example begins her chapter on
Telemachos unequivocally: “It is well known that in the course of the Odyssey Telemachus
grows from boyhood to manhood”(68). Uvo Holscher attempts to affect a compromise
- between the second and the third approach. Though Holscher believes that “the one
change is change enough,” he asserts that Telemachos’s first step toward maturity must be
fleshed out by later experiences. “The entire Telemachy,” he writes, “is nothing other than
the transformation of the folktale formulation, “when our son has grown a beard,” into
various epic situations” (139). Opinions vary, of course, about the nature and the pace of
the developmental change, and its turning point, if any. Howard W. Clarke for example
writes: “For Telemachus, this [being accepted into Nestor’s household] has been a tonic
experience after the desperation of his life at Ithaca, and at last he is ready to break out of
the shell of his depression and uncertainty and make his way in broad heroic society”
(1969, 32).

Norman Austin deserves credit for perceiving in his 1969 article “Telemachos
Polymechanos” that the roidsvotig is the change of an initially “candid and ingenuous

young man” (52)'® into one who knows how to use deception. For him, however, it is

BIn German, one can get various aspects of this view from Schwartz (253), von de
Miihll (705), Klingner (42), Jaeger (55). In English, one can look at Woodhouse (212-4) or Kitto
(135-6). In antiquity the tradition began at least with Porphyry (schol. i 284).

1%1n the later Archery at the Dark of the Moon (1975), Austin finds the epithet
remvupérog to mean “diplomatic.” “In the Homeric world, if a young man is noted as gifted
with words, a true diplomat, his elders are intimating that here is a man of promise. The ideal
young man is one who speaks well but knows when to defer to his elders; this is the man whom
the elders will welcome, in due course, into full participation in the community™ (77).
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Athene, not Odysseus, who serves as instructor.!” “Athena proceeds to educate
Telemachos into consciousness of himself as the son of Odysseus and of the responsibility
which that entails by the Socratic method” (52). And Austin’s Telemachos is a quick study
indeed. By the end of Book 1 he has shown himself “an apt pupil in Athena’s school,”
already lying like the master.

More precisely, [Telemachus] tells not one but three lies in
quick succession (1.413-419): “My father will never return,” he
says. “I no longer am swaved by messengers who may chance
by or by the pronouncements of seers whom my mother may
invite in. The stranger vou ask about was Mentes, an old friend
of my father’s.” The last lie is of Athena’s making, second-
hand material lying conveniently to hand for the occasion. But
the first two, which spring from Telemachos’s own quick
intelligence, show him as much capable of personal initiative in
mendacity as in other activities of life. Now, as never before,
Telemachos has reason to think his father alive and to respect
the words of messengers or seers. It is the suitors who cannot
recognize a messenger and mock at prophecies. (54) 18

17 After his return to Ithaca, Odysseus gives Telemachos explicit instructions on at least
two occasions. He instructs Telemachos how to go to the palace and pretend that the beggar
who is about to show up is no one he knows. In Book 19, he instructs his son to store away
whatever weapons are lying about the house ready at hand and “when the suitors miss them and
ask you /about them, answer and beguile them with soft words (paiakolg EnEEcTL
nappdoBat), saying...” Odysseus suggests an elaborate lie. Thirty lines later, when Telemachos
is amazed at the light cast by Athene who is helping them to stash the weapons and wants to talk
about it, Odysseus warns him to be more guarded in his emotions. “Hush, and keep it in your
mind, and do not ask questions.” The experience is transformative for Telemachos who lies
awake that night “pondering how, with the help of Athene, he would murder the suitors.” This
is the first time he has been confident enough to fully embrace the plan. Still, Telemachos
remains without any active affect on the plot until Book 21.

¥ None of the three statements that Austin pronounces as lying are in fact lies. They are
rather undisguised statements of what Telemachos believes or has been told by his mother or by
Athene. The last statement is perhaps somewhat debatable because line 420 reads: So spoke
Telemachos, but in his heart he knew the immortal goddess. d¢ ¢&to TnAEpaxog, dppect &
&Bavdtny Bsdv Eyvw. But there are four good reasons not to think it a lie. First, Athene,
whose disguise is not likely to be revealed against her will, has done her best to hide her
divinity. Second, Telemachos might have enjoyed a stronger position if the suitors knew that he
had divine help. Third, Telemachos, for his part, never again shows such acuity. It is even
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Telemachos’s supposed skill at deceit poses no wonder for Austin because he finds that
Telemachos has it bred in the bone.

“It would be a strange thing indeed if, with Autolykus for great-
grandfather, Odysseus for father, Penelope for mother and
Athena for divine patron, Telemachus should grow to manhood
with not a trace of the congenital proclivity for deception. or if
we prefer, for artful invention.” (46)

For Austin, it is not really a question at all of education, but rather of Athene’s reminding
Telemachos whose son he is.

The naidevoig cannot be denied. Telemachos begins the Odyssey as an
ineffectual, if not wholly passive, character, at a loss as to how to defend himself . Athene
points out more than once that there are two ways to attack the suitors: openly or by stealth
(he d6hw T dpdaddy 1.296). For this artless boy, stealth is impossible. Open attack
against the overwhelming number of suitors is out of the question. Yet by the end of Book
2, Telemachos learns both aspects of aggression. He will participate fully in a lineage
whose members have always excelled in manhood and valor in time past, as Odysseus says
(24.508-9). His last lines in the poem greatly please the old Laertes since they show that
father and son are on equal enough terms to vie over their courage (24.515). Telemachos

becomes a self-assured man, and the House of Odysseus enjoys renewed vigor:

possible the this line is a later interpolation by someone who assumed as Austin does that
Telemachos ought of know and ought to be cagey about his knowledge. As Stephanie West
points out rightly “the word is illogical here, since if Telemachos had not identified his divine
visitant as Athena, there would be no reason for him to think specifically of a female divinity™
(125), which seems to go beyond all likelihood.
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dyeat, ol K EBEAN OO, TATEp PILE, TS ETL BUUD
oD TL KATALCY VVOVTA TEQV YEVOG, (DG AYOPEDELS.
You will see, dear father, if you wish, that as far as my will goes,
I will not shame my blood that comes from you, which vou speak of. (24.511-12)
When are we to understand the principal turning point in Telemachos’ maturation
to be? Was it before the Odyssey opened, in Telemachos’s recognition that the suitors are
robbing him? In Book 1 when he asserts his rights? The experience of Athene? the
decision to travel? the embracing of courtly life at Sparta? the decision to return home? the
recognition of his father? the assertions of hospitality that he gives in the beggar’s favor?
the near drawing of the bow? In fact, though Telemachos’s struggle is central to the story,
the plot requires that Telemachos nof be an active agent until quite late in it.'" Furthermore,
from a narratological point of view, the dramatic pressure placed on Penelope would be
prematurely released if Telemachos prematurely matured.
The problem with most interpretations of the maidevoig is that they tend to rush
Telemachos’s progress and ignore the significance of what does not quickly change.
Consequently, they tend to undo the dramatic tension that fuels the Ithaca-centered plot.

The ineluctable truth is that, upon his return to Ithaca, Telemachos is, if anything, less

prepared and much less willing than he ever has been to fight for his rights.

Bt is important to re-emphasize that Telemachos has not been a threat to the suitors
because he has failed even to comprehend until shortly before the Odyssey opens that his estate
was being pillaged. His naivete and extreme ineffectuality was one of his chief means of
defense. The Telemachy allows Telemachos to perform some activities without thereby
becoming any more of an agent in the plot than, say, Nestor or Menelaos.
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For the turning point in Telemachos’s maturation, we must seek a confluence of
maturity and agency. In order for the plot of the Odyssey to sustain its suspense until the
proper moment of release, Telemachos’s story ought to conform to three guidelines:
Telemachos’s maturation ought to be a consequence of his reunion with Odysseus; it ought
to employ a major deception; it ought to be a moment of crisis that only Telemachos can
resolve; and it ought to come late enough not to make Penelope’s decision moot.
Therefore, I would propose an analysis of the plot that keeps the question of Telemachos’s
maturity open until the 22" book. This is not to say that Telemachos shows no progress all

before that, but that he truly comes into his own only during the contest of the bow.?°

The Pace of Maturation

The very morning before Penelope announces the contest which will end in their
slaughter, the suitors resolve to assassinate Telemachos immediately. The situation is
saved, however, by the fortuitous flight of a bird that persuades the suitors to postpone

their plot in order to enjoy the pleasures of the feast that is being laid out for a festival in

2OMany authors trace the details of Telemachos’s progress. See especially, Delebecque,
Télémaque et la structure de | 'Odyssée, 1958. Also: “The development of Telemachus’
manhood can be traced in detail, as he gradually gathers confidence, assumes control of many
matters in his own home, joins with Odysseus in planning the destruction of the suitors, takes a
worthy part in their slaughter when the time comes, and finally stands with Laertes and
Odysseus against the numerous relatives of the slain suitors in Book XXIV™ (Combellack 1983,
208). And: “But from Book 17 onwards, the success of Telemachus’ and Odysseus’ joint
deception is absolutely crucial to their eventual triumph and it hangs largely on Telemachus’
ability to negotiate a continuing deception™ (Jones 1988, 505).
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honor of Apolio.?' By the time that Penelope announces the contest and the twelve axes
are arranged in the great hall, the suitors’ must be plenty drunk. Drunkenness no doubt
underlies their inability to string the bow as well as Antinods’s postponement of the
competition until the morrow when he and the suitors will be better prepared for the
challenge. The axes are left in place. Then, with “crafty intention” (doAoppovéwv),
resourceful Odysseus asks for a try at the bow. Penelope is willing to let him, though she
makes it clear that there is no question of his taking the prize, and, to prove it, she retires.*
Once Penelope is gone, Eumaios grabs the bow in order to deliver it into
Odysseus’s hands, but the suitors, en masse, raise a hue and cry against him and threaten
his life if he persists. Intimidated, Eumaios puts the bow down, thereby placing
Odysseus’s entire plan in jeopardy. At this point Telemachos takes the initiative,
commanding Eumaios to deliver the bow and adding his own threats of violence. The
manner in which he does this convinces the suitors that he is harmless. He tacitly admits

that he is weaker than the suitors and submissive to them, and he announces a puerile

?'The suitors promptly regret their decision to postpone the plot against Telemachos. As
soon as the suitors enter the feast, Telemachos reminds them that the house belongs to
Odysseus.

So he spoke, and all of them bit their lips in amazement

at Telemachos, and the daring way he had spoken to them.

Now Antinods, the son of Eupeithes, said to them:

“We Achaians must accept the word of Telemachos,

though it is hard. Now he threatens us very strongly.

Zeus, son of Kronos, stopped us; otherwise we should before now

have put him down in his halls, though he is a lucid speaker.” (20.268-74)

22No one seriously thinks that the Cretan is a threat to the suitors’s position. He is only a
threat to their good name. What if it got out that this decrepit man bested them with the bow?
They might become the butt of all sorts of jokes by the Ithacan populace at large. So Penelope
retires with very little, if any, sense of relief since the following day is sure to reveal the groom.
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willingness (reminiscent of Irus) to take out his hostility on those even weaker than he. He

chides Eumaios:

U1 ot kol onAdtepdg ep £V &Aypovde Siwpat,

BaAAwv xepuadioict BindL O dpéptepdg €1t

ol yo.p mdvtwy técoov, doot kotd dduat Eaot,
pmothpwy Lepciv te Bindt te péptepog E1ny-

TMD KE TAYX CTUYEPDG TV EYW MEQWYOLUL VEECOBAL
fiueTépov £E Olkov, EMEL KAKO LNYvO®UTOL.

Take care, or, vounger though I am, I might chase you

out to the fields with a shower of stones. [ am stronger than you are.
I only wish I were as much stronger, and more of a fighter

with my hands, than all these suitors who are here in my household.
So I could hatefully speed any man of them on his journey out of our house,
where they are contriving evils against us 21.370-75.

The suitors get the intended point. Telemachos presents himself as a silly child
happy to bully whomever he can in place of the ones he cannot, and he parades his
undisguised animosity toward his enemies before their eyes.

dg Epad’, ol & dpa ndvteg ET ot TdL yéEAocoo

HVTIOTNPES, Kol 81) Lébiev YaAemolo X o6Aoto

TNAsudyw

So he spoke, and all the suitors laughed happily at him,

and all gave over their bitter rage against Telemachos. (21.376-73)
If the suitors had felt a threat of danger when Telemachos departed for Pylos, they now see
that Telemachos is still a harmless child or a fool, somewhat like Thersites who also makes
an effete display of hostility in the //iad.

The trick works: the bow reaches Odysseus’s hands, and Telemachos has become

an effective agent in plot. Ironically, it is only in being able to pretend that he is a silly,
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ineffectual boy that he becomes a serious, effective man. He shows the audience that he
has learned to conceal his intentions by concealing from the suitors the fact that he has
learned it. Homer’s solution to the problem of Telemachos’ maturation is therefore
brilliant. In one stroke, without relieving the intense pressure on Penelope to decide how to
act, he proves Telemachos to be a man, a worthy son to his wily father, and an active,

effective, and decisive agent in the plot.



IV. Penelope as Tragic Heroine

In Book 16, Penelope learns of the second plot against her son’s life, or rather, the
persistence of the first. It is evident to her that only an immediate remarriage holds any

hope of saving him.! Later the next day, she will confess her intention to the Cretan.

vov § ot ExduyEew Shvapal yduov oUte Tw' dAANY
punTw £0° ebpilokm: udia & otplhrvovot Tokneg
Yoo, doxoadda 3 ndig Biotov KATESOVTWY,
Yiryvodoxkwv: fi8n yap &vnp 016¢ te pdAioTa

oikov kndecBat, T@? te Zevg dAPov brdlet.

Now I cannot escape from this marriage; I can no longer
think of another plan; my parents are urgent with me

to marry; my son is vexed as they eat away our livelihood;
he sees it all; he is a grown man now, most able

to care for the house, and it is to him Zeus grants this [happiness in
possessions]. (19.157-61)

'In Book 18, she reminds the suitors of her promise to marry when Telemachos has a
beard. She also solicits gifts. This solicitation can only mean that she is announcing her
intention to remarry. It would certainly be risky, otherwise. The gifts are going to restore to
Telemachos some of what he has lost recently through the suitors’s new strategy.

ZPenelope’s attitude toward Telemachos is made somewhat obscure by the difficulty of
“1 ”on 161. Although Monro takes the antecedent to be oixov, which is how Murray’s
translates it, I think Russo, and Lattimore are right in assigning it to “&vnp.”

114
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The night between books 16 and 17 must have been a horrible one for Penelope, as
she no doubt wrestled with conflicting feelings about remarriage. This is the night that she
dreams the dream of the twenty geese that so disturbs her. Later in this chapter, I will look
closely at this dream. Right now I will do no more than note that Penelope’s distress over
this dream seems to be the reason that she asks Eumaios for an interview with the Cretan
vagabond, the mysterious guest who “seems like a man who has wandered widely”

(17.511).

The threat of beguilement

Eumaios does not think an interview between the two is a wise idea. He protests:
“If only these Achaians, my queen, would let you have silence!” (17.513). Eumaios is not
usually so protective of the lady of the house. Often, he encourages story tellers because
they provide Penelope pleasure as well as the fulfilment of a duty since, according to him,
“this is the right way for a wife when her husband is far and perished”(14.129-30). In Book
14, he had invited, even challenged, the beggar to win himself a reward from Penelope with
some skillful-- that is, harmless and lying-- tale. Any successful tale would inevitably be a
lie since only stories about Odysseus’s return afford Penelope pleasure, and everyone,
including Penelope, assume that Odysseus is dead. Such a tale would also be harmless
because Penelope is generally not the least bit credulous. “Old sir,” Eumaios tells the
Cretan, “there is none who could come here, bringing a report of him, and persuade his
wife and his dear son” (14.122-3). Nor is Eumaios himself very susceptible to these sorts of

stories. In Book 14, he alluded to an earlier experience which hardened him sufficiently.
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&AL’ Epol ob dpidov Eoti petadAnoot kol Epechat,
£E oD M 1’ Altwidg dvnp EEARadE pibw,

KOl o0, YéEpov molunevfEig, EREL O£ pot fryaye daliuwy,

L te Tl por ywevdeool yapileo unte T OAye-

Buat [ have no liking for this inquiry and asking of questions,

simce that time an Aitolian man beguiled me by telling a story.

You, too, old man of many sorrows, since the spirit brought you

hewe to me. do not try to please me nor spell me with lying words. (14.378-
79-...386-87)

But the Cretan is mo ordinary vagabond spinning an ordinary and harmless yarn. Eumaios

is alerted to the excceptional power of this storyteller as soon as he gets a sample of his lying

tales. In order to «dissuade Penelope from meeting the Cretan, he tells her of the profound

affect that they ha<d on him.

In brief:

TEELG YOp O Uw viKTOag EXOV...

e & 6T &oidov &utp moTidEpKETaLL, dg TE BV EE

&£18n dedawg Ene’ YuepdevTa Bpotoiot,

toU 8 AUoToV Heudacly AKOVEUEY, ONTOT &e1dN”

O EUE KEWOC £6elyE TOPTLLEVOG EV LEYAPOLOL.

Tharee nights { had him with me...

Buit as when a man looks to a singer, who has been given

from the gods the skill with which he sings for delight of mortals,
amd they are impassioned and strain to hear it when he sings to them,
so- he enchanted be in the halls as he sat beside me. (17.515...518-21)

oL’ & ye LVBEiTAL, BELYOLTS KE ToL dilov TyTop.
Suach stories he tells, he would charm out the dear heart within you. (17.514)
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The key words are £8elye and 8L yorto, from 8&Ayew, to charm, to enchant, to beguile.
To be beguiled is to feel pleasure, but it is also to be vulnerable to deception. 8€AYE
appears in the previously quoted passage (14.387) and is a synonym for EEf\tade in that

same passage (14.379). Though &&nmade usually means cheated or deceived, Lattimore
translates “beguiled” because the word is clearly being used as a synonym for 0£Aye in 387
which he translates here as “spell me,” but other places as “beguile.” Homer is presenting
three linked ideas: yapilecOo, 0L yew, eEanadickew. In these two passages, “to
beguile” is a good translation for the central term since it can mean to cheat, charm,
deceive, delude, divert, or even “to pass (time) pleasantly.” 8&Ayew incorporates both
pleasure and deception. It provides the means to play the confidence game, to play on
someone’s desires in order to get what one wants.

Between the /liad and the Odyssey there is a telling change in the meaning of
B8&Ayew, nicely revealed by Richmond Lattimore in his use of “maze” to translate one and
“beguile” to render the other. In the /liad, immortals maze mortals, usually by employing
their superior force. Zeus strikes with his thunderbolt; Hermes mazes with his staff. It is
the eyes that are affected.® The victim is forcibly blocked, diverted, or pushed aside from
the object of desire. The hero strives to kill one man, but another gets in his way, instead.
Or the hero finds himself chopping vainly at air. In the //iad, beguilement is a great

frustration because the victim’s will remains untouched by the charm.

3Vision is the only sense mazed in the l/iad with the possible exception of Thetis’s
encounter with Achilies.
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In contrast, beguilement in the Odyssey usually comes through the ears by way of
words and alters the will itself.* Lured into an alternate course, the victim forgets the
original goal and is transformed into a collaborator in his or her own destruction. The
victim is pulled, not pushed; seduced, not thwarted. The fundamental mechanism is the
seductive song of the Sirens.

Tepnvog Lev tpotov &diEeat, ol pd TE TAVTAG
&vBpwdmovg BELyoLoWY, 8Tig oheag Etcadikn Tl
b¢ Tig Adpein meddon kol $BdYyyov &xovom
Tepfror, To 8 oL TL YLt KOl VAT TEKVAL

oixade vooThcavtt tapictatal oLdE yavvvTat,
AAAL T Zepfiveg AtyvpT 8EAyouow dodh

the Sirens, who are enchanters

of all mankind and whoever comes heir way; and that man

who unsuspecting approaches them, and listens to the Sirens

singing, has no prospect of coming home and delighting

his wife and little children as they stand about him in greeting,

but the Sirens by the melody of their singing enchant him. (12.39-44)
Odysseus is no match for these weird creatures who destroy without lifting a finger. He
begs to be allowed to pursue the overwhelming desire that the Sirens kindle in him. Absent
the will of his men rowing onward, wax in their ears, strapping him ever tighter to the mast,
Odysseus would have tossed his life away upon those rocks.

In the Odyssey, to beguile is also what a bard does, employing words to entice the

ears. The audience listens, and “they are impassioned and strain to hear it when he sings to

them” (17.520). Everyone enjoys the fantasies that the bard, the skilled vagabond, or the

lover have to spin. The first night that Penelope and Odysseus spend together after their

“Hermes and Athene continue to maze by bright light.
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long separation, they make love and they tell each other stories. To embrace the well-made
tale is a virtuous pleasure for the Homeric man or woman, but an excess of it must also be
guarded against. Getting too involved exposes one to being deceived and cheated. One
must be, to the proper degree, dictog. Once again, a comparison with the /liad is quite
revealing: there the term &dmictog always means “not to be trusted, faithless” while in the
Odyssey, &mictog means “not believing, incredulous.”® The vice in the former epic
becomes a virtue in the latter.

Despite his vigorous protest against Penelope’s meeting the Cretan, twenty-two
lines later Eumaios is off to do that very thing. What has happened, I think, is that
Penelope has found a way to convince Eumaios in her speech between lines 529 and 550
that she is not as callow as he fears. She does it shrewdly. When Telemachos interrups his
mother’s bitter complaint against the wasteful habits of the suitors’s with a huge sneeze
that ever-echoes through the palace, Penelope laughs and pretends to take it as a sign that
all the suitors will suddenly and miraculously perish, and everyone else will live happily
ever after. She is mocking the superstition and showing herself sufficiently drictog to
cope. Eumaios gets the message.

When Penelope finally meets the Cretan, she is gracious and attentive, though at
first the Cretan refuses to talk about himself. At length, however, feigning reluctance, the

beggar tells his story which is a tissue of lies, a colossal fabrication, and worthy of the

S&maoTog appears six times, three in the //iad and three in the Odyssey. In the lliad it
always means “not to be trusted, faithless.” Iliad 3.106, 24.63, 24.207; Odyssey 14.125, 14.391,
23.72. (Menelaos about Priam, Hera to Apollo, Hecuba to Priam about Achilles; Odysseus to
and about Eumaios, Eurykleia to and about Penelope.) See Cunliffe’s definitions.
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Cretan birth that he claims. Whether or not Callimachus’ opinion (Hymn 1.8) that all
Cretans are liars was proverbial in Homer’s time, the Homeric audience knew that Minos,
the great King of Crete, whom the beggar claims as his grandfather, was the constructor of
the labyrinth. It was impossible for those who wandered in to the labyrinth find their way
out. So, a Cretan is a master deceiver. This Cretan seems especially adept at fashioning his
lies to satisfy his audience, adding new twists to his web of deceit better to entangle
Penelope. For example, when he tells the tale to Eumaios, he makes himself out to be the
bastard son of a rich Cretan; now he is of pure noble stock. It is a good tale.

icke Yeboea MOAAL AEY®Y ETOULOLCY OLLOLA.

He knew how to sav many false things that were like true sayings. (19.203)

Moved profoundly, Penelope immerses herself in her memories and her grief. Her

cheeks— in one of literature’s most beautiful similes— stream with tears like a mountain
flooded with snow melt in the spring. Even so, Penelope’s response is more or less
independent of whether she believes that the Cretan is telling the truth. After she takes “her
pleasure of tearful lamentation,” she asks the Cretan to verify his story

VoV ugvy 81 oev, EEvE v, Olw mepfoecBat,

€1 £TedV oM KEIOL cLUV AvTtiBEolg ETApOLoL

Ecvicalg EV LEYAPOLOY EQOV TOCY, WG AYOPEVELS.

Now, my friend, I think I will give you a test, to see if

it is true that there, and with his godlike companions,
vou entertained my husband, as you say you did, in your palace. (19.215-17)

In a very cagey manner, pretending not to know the significance of what he knows, the

Cretan describes the clothes that Odysseus’s wore at the time. This proves to Penelope that



the Cretan had seen Odysseus twenty years ago, and she says so. However, it does not

mean that Odysseus will return home, and she says this, too (19.257-60). He protests,

using both truth

and lies.

VNUEPTE®G YAp Tol HuBfioonat od Emkebow
¢ 7101 OdvoTog EY® TEPL VOSTOL AKOVOCA

For I say to vou without deception, without concealment,
that [ have heard of the present homecoming of Odysseus.

&YYoV, OccTpwtdv Avdpdv Ev Tovt dHpw,

Lwov:

He is near, in the rich land of the men of Thesprotia.

and alive, and bringing many treasures back to his household. (19.269-72)

He then offers to swear a firm oath that what he has predicted will happen.

But Penelope is no more impressed by this solemn oath than Eumaios was by the one the

7oV’ artoL Avkdpavtog EAsboeTat EVOAd’ Oducoeia,
o0 pev P0vovtog unurde, tob & Totaptvolo.

Some time within this very vear Odysseus will be here,

either at the waning of the moon or at its onset™ (306-7).

Cretan gave to him in Book 14. As emotional as she is, she nevertheless remains

dmiotoc.® Penelope says categorically:

6C.R. Trahman assumes, as do many other critics, that Penelope is persuaded by the
truth of the Cretan’s statement, citing the evidence of Aristotle who pointed to the Bath Scene of

the Odyssey as evidence of Homer’s (commendable) reliance on logical fallacy. (This one being
an affirmation of the consequence.) “Aristotle,” he writes, “in the passage of the Poetics

121
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&AAG pot 8 &va Buudv dietat, g Ecetal rep-

out’ Oduoelg £T1 olxov EAsloETAL,

But here is the way I think in my mind, and the way it will happen.
Odysseus will never come home again. (19.312-13)

At this point the Cretan goes off to have his feet washed and his scar recognized by
Eurykleia. Penelope sits wordlessly apart by the fire, absorbed in her own thoughts. When
Odysseus finally returns to the fire, it is she who begins the conversation.

E€lve, 10 pév ¢ ETL TUTOOV EYWV Elpficopat abTh:
Friend, I will stay here and talk to you, just for a little. (19.509)
R. D. Dawe translates this line as : “Stranger, there is still one little thing I will

myself ask you” and then adds a very catty commentary:

Words which would sound more natural if we were in a
continuously flowing conversation. But in our texts Penelope’s
last words were some one hundred and fifty lines ago, and her
little question now is itself to be delayed by some adventitious
moralizing and mythology. When we finally hear it (535), we
find it to be one of extraordinary silliness.” (715 )7

mentioned above (1460a), points to the fallacy which Penelope here commits: if the old man’s
story were true, he would know these details; but he does know them: therefore his story is true™
(Trahman 1952, 42). Whether Aristotle was referring to this piece of reasoning is not certain.
Porphyry, for example, took Aristotle to be referring to Eurykleia’s recognition of Odysseus
through the scar.

"Other translators have been less scomnful. Butler: Stranger, [ should like to speak with
you briefly about another matter. Murray: Stranger, this little thing further will I ask you
myself.” Bates: it is a small thing, stranger, this that I have yet to ask. Rouse: My guest, she said,
there is another thing I will ask you on my own account. Rieu: Sir, she said, I shall venture to
detain you yet a while and put another matter to you... Lattimore: Friend, I will stay here and talk
to you, just for a little. Fitzgerald: Friend, allow me one brief question more. Dawe: Stranger,
there is still one little thing I will ask you Fagels: My friend, I have only one more question for
you, something slight.
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Dawe is right in one respect, though: the words do sound like a continuation,
which, from Penelope’s point of view, they undoubtedly are. Emerging from her brown
study, Penelope decides to reveal in full detail what is weighing on her mind, and it is
strikingly consistent with her last thoughts before the Cretan went to get washed.
Therefore, what R.D. Dawe dismisses with a decided upturn of his nose as a petty addition

to the conversation, I take to be the heart of the poem’s plot and message.

The Struggle Turns Inward

Penelope now takes the Cretan completely into her confidence, revealing the
extremity of the mental pain which she suffers. There are two distinct kinds of pain. One
dominates the day; the other haunts the night.

By day, she suffers grief over thoughts of her husband. This is a manageable
sorrow, she says, (kndéuevoy, 511) that allows her enough peace of mind to tend to her
household duties and supervise her maids. There is even a certain joy in her grief (tépmop’
odupopévn), as if it rewarded her with some hidden, but vital energy. This daytime sorrow
is of a kind with the woes of other people, and one can usually find some escape from it in
the sweet rest (Nd€og ®dpn) of delicious sleep (Vvog YA vkepdc).

If Penelope can find no such rest, it is because at night she is tortured by an
altogether different and uncompromising sort of pain, a measureless anguish (rév8og

dpétpnrov) without the least hint of joy.
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bEEon LeAeddvee bdupoutvny EptBouvow @
Sharp anxieties...torment my sorrowing self. (19.517)

These anxieties emerge from a bitter dilemma which she has not been able to resolve.

®¢ Kol ot diya Bupog oppetat EvBa kol Edva.
so my mind is divided and starts one way, then another. (19.524)

She describes with great precision both horns of the dilemma. As she explains it in the

next verses, her choice is between staying at home and leaving.

e névo mopd ol Kal Euneda tdvta duddocow,

KTHow EuNv, Suwdg te kol Lyepedeg pLéyo dmua,

gbvnv T cdopévn Tdolog dfpold T PN,

| 7idn &’ Eropal Axoiov ég Tig dploTog

LVATOL EVL LEYEPOLOL, TOPWV ATEPEITLOL ESVAL.

Shall I stay here by my son and keep all in order,

my property, my serving maids, and my great high-roofed house,

keep faith with my husband’s bed and regard the voice of the people.

or go away at last with the best of all those Achaians

who court me here in the palace with endless gifts to win me? (19.525-29)

Penelope knows, as it should be clear to us now, that if she wants to save her son and
preserve the House of Odysseus, her best course of action is to remarry and leave. But the
other course tempts her and is the source of the nighttime anguish that implies a connection
between her own story and the cause of the nightingale’s pain.

g & bte [Mawdapéov kolpN, xAwprnig &nddv,
KaAov &eidnow Eapog véov loTaévolo,

8 As most readers of the Greek have surely noted, this is an extraordinary line. “Itis a
very weighty line,” writes Rutherford, “four long words each with some reference to her pain
and grief” (Rutherford 192).
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devdpéwv Ev metaloiot ka®elopévn TuKwolsLy,

11 Te Bopud TpROoA X £l TOALNXEX dwvhy,

ol dAodupouévm Itvdov dpikov, dv Tote YAAKD

kTewe O &dpadioag, koLpov ZnBolo dvakTog,

g Kol Epol diy o Buuodg opwpetal EvBa kal Edva.

As when Pandareos’ daughter, the greenwood nightingale,

perching in the deep of the forest foliage sings out

her lovely song, when springtime has just begun; she, varying

the manifold strains of her voice, pours out the melody, mourning

Itvlos, son of the lord Zethos, her own beloved

child, whom she once killed with the bronze when the madness was on her:

so my mind is divided and starts one way, then another. (19.518-24)
Unlike Itylos, Telemachos is not yet dead. Still, Penelope is feeling a terrible apprehension
in this proleptic vision of shame. It would be helpful for understanding Penelope’s
psychology to be able to discern whether the comparison with Pandareos’s daughter
implies any malice against Telemachos. From Homer’s brief account alone, it is not clear
whether the crime against Itylos was committed willingly or not. But let us spend a
moment on this question.

The key phrase is “8t’ &padicc” (523)° which may both indicate intentionality or
be proof against it. It might be taken either way since there are precedents for both. In
Book 14, for instance, the phrase is used for the soldier at Troy who “carelessly” has
neglected to take his cloak along on an all night watch. This could hardly be intentional. In
book17, it is used to describe Melanthios’s intentional attempt to kick Odysseus out of the

road. Trying to decide the issue, scholars have looked to two later versions of the story—

one found in the scholia and one found among the Attic authors— which are unfortunately

°Butler: “by mishap;” Murray: “unwittingly;” Bates: “unknowing;” Rouse: “and knew it
not;” Rieu: “in her careless folly;” Lattimore: “when the madness was on her;” Fitzgerald: “in
madness;” Dawe: “unwittingly;” Fagels: “in innocence.”
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quite different from each other.'® In the scholia, the nightingale is named Aédon. Because
she envies Niobe’s large family, Aédon attempts to kill Niobe’s eldest son but, confused by
the darkness of the night, mistakenly kills her own son instead. The Attic version tells the
tale of Procne, a woman enraged at her husband for his adultery. In order to exact revenge,
Procne deliberately kills their son and serves him to her husband for dinner. W. W. Merry
prefers the former version in his commentary and so would render the crucial ot
&dpadiog as “unwittingly,” while Joseph Russo favors “in her senseless folly” for the
same adverbial phrase because he accepts the latter interpretation.'! I prefer to emphasize
what the two versions have in common, namely that the grievous act resulted from a
mother’s passion for something other than her son. Aédon lets her envy control her,
Procne, her jealousy. So, what is the threat to Telemachos? What is tempting Penelope to
remain at home?

In the first place, remarriage means a break with all she knows and loves. Penelope
loves the house where she has spent her best years, and she loves Odysseus. In a new
home she might reasonably be expected to curb her grief over the loss of her old life. More

important, I think, is that remarriage would also mean the loss of her reputation and

'0The version offered in the scholia may be the oldest, but may also be a mere
consequence of a misunderstanding of the word for nightingale in the text; the later version is
from the Attic authors, who felt no great compulsion to retell stories just as they found them.
And since the spellings of the two principal names differ from Homer’s (Pandion for Pandareos
and Itys for Itylos), we may, as Joseph Russo points out, be dealing with accounts as different
from each other as Sophocles’s account of Oedipus is from Homer’s.

""Russo defends the Procne story by arguing that Penelope implies that the “nightingale
killed her own son not by mistake™ (100) when she admits that her own mind is divided between
two courses of action. But Penelope is not trying to decide whether to kill her son for revenge.
The Aé&don story, on the other hand, is too simple.
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personal glory, her xA&og which depends upon what the majority of Ithacans say about
her. The Ithacans seem to hold the cynical view that most women in Penelope’s situation
would act selfishly, choosing the best of the Achaians and going away with him to enjoy
the comfort and wealth that he could provide. Like the great misogynist Agamemnon, they
seem to assume that sexual fidelity among women is a rare virtue indeed. Penelope,
however, has held their respect until now because she has not remarried. Remarriage

would compromise her kA£og. I will return to this theme at the end of the chapter.

The Dream of the Twenty Geese
Penelope asks the Cretan to listen to a dream that she has had the previous night

and that disturbed her greatly. She wants his interpretation of what it means.

&AL &ye poir Tov dvelpor LILOKPLYAL KL AKOLCOV.
But come, listen to a dream of mine and interpret it for me. (19.535)

A proper interpretation, she suspects, holds the key to healing the split in her mind. The

relevant lines, in English, are:

I have twenty geese here about the house, and they feed on

grains of wheat from the water trough. I love to watch them.

But a great eagle with crooked beak came down from the mountain,
and broke the necks of them all and killed them. So the whole twenty
lay dead about the house, but he soared high in the bright air.

Then I began to weep— that was in my dream— and cried out

aloud, and around me gathered the fair-haired Achaian women

as I cried out sorrowing for my geese killed by the eagle.

But he came back again and perched on the jut of the gabled

roof. He now had a human voice and spoke aloud to me:

“Do not fear, O daughter of far-famed Ikarios.

This is no dream, but a blessing real as day. You will see it
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done. The geese are the suitors, and I, the eagle, have been

a bird of portent. but now I am your own husband, come home,

and I shall inflict shameless destruction on all the suitors.™

So he spoke; and then the honey-sweet sleep released me,

and I looked about and saw the geese in my palace, feeding

on their grains of wheat from the water trough, just as they had been. (19.536-53)
A Little Dream Theory

Dreams can be differentiated on the basis of whether their origin is outside or inside
the mind. Generally, this means whether the dream is a vision of reality sent by a god or an
attempt by the dreaming mind to assert the reality of a mere wish. Sigmund Freud, who
reduces all dreams to intra-psychic wish fulfillment, insisted that antiquity reduced them all
to the extra-psychic. The pre-scientific view of dreams,” he writes in the /nterpretation of
Dreams, “adopted by the peoples of antiquity was certainly in complete harmony with
their view of the universe in general, which led them to project into the external world as
though they were realities things which in fact enjoyed reality only within their own minds”
(38). Despite the commemorative marble plaque that Freud hoped might one day be
placed over the house at Bellevue, the theory of dream subjectivity did not originate with
him at the dawn of the 20" Century CE. Antiquity knew both ideas. E. R. Dodds points
out that the Hippocratic treatise On Regimen “anticipates Freud’s principle that the dream
is always egocentric” (119) and thinks that as early as the 3™ Century BCE, Herophilus had
already distinguished between god sent and wish-fulfilment dreams (107).
Although Freud’s view of ancient dream theory is simplistic, there is some

credibility to that view when applied to literature. Dreams are often used as a simplifying

devise. A god shines a light in an otherwise dark tunnel. Penelope’s first dream is of this
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sort. Athene sends Iphthmine with a true vision. The idea is not so unlike some
contemporary, notably Jungian, theory. It does not really make much difference whether it
is sent by god or by the unconscious. The critic assumes that the dream is better informed
about its own content than is the dreamer. Most of the time in Homer a dream is taken at
face value and trusted. Even if the divine sender is being deceitful, the dreamer trusts its
superior wisdom. For instance, since Agamemnon’s dream in Book 2 of the /liad strikes
Nestor as unreal and contrary to the facts of waking life, he concludes that the facts of
waking life have to be altered in light of this greater truth.'> On the other hand, the dream
can serve as a literary trope to convey the unreali, the ambiguous, or the overly complex.
Thus, in the Odyssey, Homer separates dvap and Omap mainly to disparage the reliability
of dreams. To say that it was not just a dream but a waking vision is to betray distrust of
dreams.

Among Homeric dreams, the dream of the twenty geese is unique in several ways.
“Of several dreams in Homer, only this one,” writes Joseph Russo, “resembles a true
dream: its message is hidden in a symbolic code” (102). E.R. Dodds concurs: “This is the
only dream in Homer which is interpreted symbolically” (106). Furthermore, it is the only
one whose dreamer is altogether puzzled by the meaning. It is the only one that interprets

itself, and it is the only one whose interpretation is ultimately rejected by the dreamer.

“Inan interesting irony, the authority of the dream Nestor prevails over that of the real
Nestor. This might be attributed to Zeus’s cunning since Agamemnon is convinced by the
presence of Nestor in the dream and Nestor is persuaded because it is Agamemnon who
dreamed it.



The Core dream

One way to approach the analysis of the dream of twenty geese is to see it as a core
dream that gets three distinct interpretations in the Odyssey: the dream interprets itself; the
Cretan evaluates the dream; Penelope makes her final judgment about its meaning.

The symbolic meaning of the dream centers around the twenty geese that begin and
end the dream. These geese also link the dream to the waking world in a kind of imitation
of the meaning of the dream itself. Exactly at which point in the first two lines the dream
begins, it is hard to tell. The last three lines as well tend to blur the boundary between
dream and waking reality. Her search for them after the dream assures us that these are
actually household pets that are close at harad.

XTVEG LOL KOLTA OlKOV EETKOCL TTLpov Edouvcty

£€ Ddatog, KAl T€ ohw Ixivopal gtcopdwca:

dg Edat’, abrap eue pedundrig Hmvog dvnke:
TATTAVALCA O& X NVOG EVL HLEYAPOLS EVONOU
TTUPOV EPEMTOUEVOUE TTOPCL TTOEAOV, TiY L TAPOG TEP.
I have twenty geese here about the house, and they feed on

grains of wheat from the watex trough. I love to watch them.

So he spoke: and then the honey-sweet sleep released me,

and I looked about and saw the geese in my palace, feeding

on their grains of wheat from &he water trough, just as they had been. (19.536-
37...51-33)

Out of the sky swoops an eagle, slauightering all twenty geese and swerving back to

its mountain. Penelope is left in bitter sorrow at their loss.

EABWV & EE Speog pEyag ALETOG XYKLAOYEIANG
ol kot abyévog fEe ol ExTavey: ot & EkEyvrTo

0
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&BpbdoL Ev peydpolg, 0 8 Eg d18&pa Sl &épdn.

abtap EY® KAdiov Kol Exwkvov £y Tep dreipw,

audL 3¢ W fryepéBovto Evmlokopideg Axoad,

olkTp dlodupouévny & pot dlleTog EKTOVE YNVOG.

But a great eagle with crooked beak came down from the mountain,
and broke the necks of them all and killed them. So the whole twenty
lay dead about the house, but he soared high in the bright air.

Then I began to weep— that was in my dream-— and cried out

aloud. and around me gathered the fair-haired Achaian women

as I cried out sorrowing for my geese killed by the eagle. (19.538-43)

The focus is on the intensity of the sorrow: oiktp’ dAopupopévny: which she feels £v wep
ovelpw. Why should Penelope have to remind her listener that she is describing a dream?
And how are we to take the “mep”™? The particle can read as either an intensifier or a sign of
opposition, in English, either “even” or “even though.” So, Penelope could be using it to
distance herself from the actual importance of the emotion, as in Fagel’s translation, (“only

a dream, of course™) or as a way of revealing its exceptional intensity, as is hinted at,
perhaps in Rieu’s translation (“though it was only a dream).!* Since there can be little
doubt, I think, that Penelope would feel sorrow in waking life if the pets that she loves were
slaughtered, the particle only makes sense if the assumption is rather that she might not be

as prone to weep over them in a dream as she would in waking life.'* The Tep then

emphasizes her extreme attachment to the geese and her awareness that dreams are not

3Most translators have tried for neutrality. Butler: “in my dream;” Murray: “in a dream
though it was;” Rouse: “I mean in my dream;” Lattimore: “that was in my dream;” Fitzgerald: “all
this in dream.”

14We all know that it is not unusual for one to coolly witness in a dream what would be
horrible in real life. Freud would insist that nothing in a dream is what it seems, except the
affect, which always is.
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reality, but may well feel like it. Thus, the core of the dream seems to be the product of a

high anxiety whose waking source is whatever the geese symbolize.

The eagle interprets

The eagle of the dream returns and offers a symbolic interpretation of the geese.

&y & EABOY xat dp’ et EmL mpolyovtt neAdBpw,
dwvn 3& Bpotén KATEPNTLE ddVNCEY TE"

"0dpoel, Ixkapiov kolpn THAEKAELTOLO"

obk dvap, &AL Drap EcOASY, & Tol TteTEAECUEVOY ECTOL
XTIVEG LLEV UVTCTNPEG, EYW O£ ToL al1eTog Spuig

Al Tpog, YOV adte ted¢ Toc1g SIAHAoVBL,

d¢ ol pmotnpow deikéa nétHov EPRC.

But he came back again and perched on the jut of the gabled

roof. He now had a human voice and spoke aloud to me:

“Do not fear, O daughter of far-famed Ikarios.

This is no dream, but a blessing real as day. You will see it

done. The geese are the suitors, and I, the eagle, have been

a bird of portent, but now [ am vour own husband, come home,
and I shall inflict shameless destruction on all the suitors. (19.544-50)

The dream seems to pull out all the stops in endorsing its own interpretation.
Returning with a compassionate human voice and a comforting message, the eagle insists
that this is no dream (dvap) but a “blessing real as day,” an auspicious and expected
waking reality (Omop). Essentially, his is a claim to objective truth. In other words, the
eagle wants to assure Penelope that what he is about to say has more authority than a mere
dream. Ymap is more dependable than dvap. As if this were not enough, he also claims
authoritative truth: he is no less a reliable source than Odysseus himself, Penelope’s own

dear husband. We can compare this claim once again to Agamemnon’s dream in //iad 2
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where Zeus’s has employed the strategy of making the dream more authoritative by casting
the dream messenger in the form of the wise and Tervvpévog Nestor.

The eagle’s message is that the dream is not what it seems. Whatever Penelope
may think, the dream is not actually a sad one since it is not her pet geese that are
slaughtered at all, but only the suitors, whom the geese merely symbolize. That her dream
tears are dried seems to indicate that Penelope accepts the eagle’s interpretation. Most
critics accept it at face value. Rutherford comments: “This dream explains itself: the geese
are the suitors, the eagle Odysseus” (194). The dream is taken then as a kind of prophesy.
In fact Lattimore amplifies his translation with that notion by rendering what in Greek is
literally “but I who was formerly the eagle bird” with “and I, the eagle, have been a bird of
portent, [but now I am your husband]” (19.548-9). A common assumption is that Homer is
doing more than merely teasing his audience, but is trying once again to tip Penelope off to
what he is planning for Odysseus.

Accepting the reliability of the eagle’s interpretation has inevitably led to
psychoanalytic investigation of Penelope’s unconscious thoughts. George Devereux, for
instance, who rather petulantly dismisses “the psychological scotomata of philologists to
complex psychological overtones in great literary works,” applies a psychoanalytic method
to prove that “Penelope cried over her geese for the simple reason that unconsciously she
enjoyed being courted...” (Devereux 1957, 382). Devereux’s conclusion is picked up and
amplified five years later by Anne Rankin who believes that “in the dream, and this is the
crux of the matter, these emotions are for the suitors!” (Rankin 620). (The exclamation

point seems appropriate). The Devereux-Rankin analysis is like walking on stilts: it afford a
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way of looking down on things, but it is awkward and precarious. For it to work, Penelope
would have to have identified the geese with the suitors beforehand, at least in her
unconscious mind. Rankin insists that Penelope has: “As the elucidation of the symbolism
of the eagle and the geese takes place within the dream, we can assume Penelope’s
awareness from its beginning of the equation of geese with suitors and eagle with
Odysseus” (Rankin 619-20). Rankin is here assuming that the eagle’s interpretation is
objectively correct and definitive. But the eagle and his interpretation are part of the
dream. As such they are part of its strategy. Of course, the analysis of any dream can
become as endless and circular as a Mobiiis strip, like the well-known conundrum of the
man who dreams that he is a butterfly but can not be sure that he is not really a butterfly
dreaming that he is a man. But then, why is the dreaming Penelope comforted by the
eagle’s insistence that it will soon slaughter the objects of her desire?

The eagle’s identification of geese with the suitors seems quite far-fetched, indeed.
All that we know about the geese in the dream is that they are twenty, eat wheat, and are
thoroughly domesticated. In contrast, the 106 suitors are thoroughly unruly carnivores.
These beloved pet geese are much more likely to symbolize the happiness that Penelope
finds in the home of her married life. It also seems to me that the most powerful
association to the number twenty in the Odyssey is first and foremost the number of years
that Odysseus has been gone, the years that the eagles of Atreus have snatched away. “In
the twentieth year” is a frequent refrain. The waking anxiety then that motivates the dream
may be over having to leave this beloved home for that of a new husband’s. Leaving the

house is effectively negating all that she has built in twenty years.



If Penelope abandons the house and her present marriage, she abandons any hope of a
reunion. Moreover, to remarry and depart obliterates in a single act twenty years of hard-
won kA£og. It may be her duty to go away, but Penelope will depart with nothing that she

loves.

The Cretan interprets

Penelope now turns to the Cretan for an opinion.

@ yova, ob Twg EoTv LokpivacOot dvetpov

&AAT &roxAlvovt, ERel ) pd Tol atrtdg Odvocoeie

nEPpad’ dwg TeEdéelL: pmoTnpot O daivet dAebpog

Ao AL, obdE k€ Tig 8dvartov kol KkTpag AAVEEL

Lady, it is impossible to read this dream and avoid it

by turning another way, since Odysseus himself has told you

its meaning, how it will end. The suitors’ doom is evident

for one and all. Not one will avoid his death and destruction. (19.555-38)

In an uncharacteristic (and even comic) twist, the wily and compulsive bender of reality
finds no urge to alter or embellish this story. Voicing the probable sympathies of the epic
audience, the Cretan urges Penelope to relax and wait, to be a little less dmiotog.

Penelope’s dream should remind the reader of the bird omen in Book 15 since it is
similar in structure and interpretation. Telemachos is about to leave Sparta when
¢ dpa o1 udvtt EnEntoto 880G dprig,
oletdg dpyny xnro dépwy briyecot TEAwWpOY,
fiuepov EE abing:
As he spoke a bird flew by on the right, an eagle,

carrving in his talons a great white goose he had caught
tame from the vard. (15.160-162)
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Helen is the only one who feels confident of its meaning. She interprets:

®¢ OduoeLg KOKA TOAAL TAO®V Kol TOAL' ERAANOELS
oikade vooTHOEL KAl TLoeTaL” hE Kol 1dN

oikot, ATap LUNCTIPOL KAKOV TAVTESTT GUTEDEL

so Odysseus, after wandering long and suffering

much, will come home and take revenge; or he is already

home, and making a plan of evil for all of the suitors. (15.176-78)

At first blush the parallel seems to hint almost at a standard code of interpretation aimed at
insuring that we can embrace the Cretan’s endorsement of the dream’s self-interpretation.
Nevertheless, once we take into account who it is that interprets the omen, we are forced to
a very different conclusion. Helen proves unreliable in these matters. “Hear me!” she
says,

obtap Eyo pavteboopatl, ¢ EVi Bupd
dBdvatol BdAlovot Kal ®g teAEEcCHAL Olw.

[ shall be your prophet, the way the immortals
put it into my heart, and I think it will be accomplished. (15.172-73)

What immortal could that be? Athene has just visited Telemachos in order to warn him
and urge him on, yet did not see fit to breathe a word about Odysseus. So there is no point
to her inspiring the omen. And what other god would have intervened at this point?
Because she knows how to beguile, Helen’s intervention in anything is dangerous.
For instance, in Troy’s last hours, she nearly wrecked the scheme of the wooden horse by
counterfeiting the voices of the wives of all the various men who were hidden in it; if it had
not been for Odysseus’ discipline and strong hands (as Menelaos reveals in Book 4 of the

Odyssey), the Greeks would have been discovered and slaughtered. How did Helen
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manage to delude all these men? More to the point, how could these hardened warriors—
though separated from their families by a wide sea and from death by a few thin boards—
have deluded themselves into believing their wives were within easy reach, except through
a deep wish to believe and Helen’s extraordinary talent for accommodating and exploiting
wishes? Helen is the master broker of escapism-- of the pleasant, the unreal, the merely

wishful. It is she who administers the dreamy drug.'’

atiK’ dp’ €1g olvov BdAe ¢pdpuokov, EvBev Emwov,
vnrevOEg T &y oAbV TE, KOKMV ETIANBoY ATAVTWY.

d¢ 10 xaToBpdEeLey, EXMY KPMTNPL LLYELN,

o kev EdnuépLdg vE BdAol kKatd ddkpu TAPELDOV,

o8’ £l o1 kT TEBVaiT WP T€ TOLTHP TE,

oLd €1 o1 mpondpolPev AdeAPedY T plhov viov

XoAK® dnibwey, d & 6PBaAUOICLY dpWTO.

Into the wine of which they were drinking she cast a medicine

of heartease, free of gall, to make one forget all sorrows,

and whoever had drunk it down once it had been mixed in the wine bowl,
for the day that he drank it would have no tear roll down his face,
not if his mother died and his father died, not if men

murdered a brother or a beloved son in his presence

with the bronze, and he his own eyes saw it. (4.220-26)

Helen’s drug could make even the daughter of Pandareos cheerful. Penelope knows
from Eumaios that the vagabond trucks in deceit, and she has more or less promised him
that she won’t believe a word. Even so, she oddly tells Eumaios that she will reward the

vagabond with beautiful clothing

1“Helen’s drug introduces the danger that he will lose sight of the urgency of his duty to
home and family. . . When the thought crosses Telemachus’ mind a little later that his father
must be dead (4.292-93) his only reaction is to seek the joyful oblivion of sleep™ (Apthorp 295).
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if I learn that everything he says is truthfully spoken. (17.550)
More oddly yet, after she gives him her test, Penelope decides to disclose her deepest
secrets to the Cretan, and one cannot shake the feeling that she does so because she comes
to trust the man to speak truthfully.

The word that Lattimore translates as “truthfully” is vnueptéo.. What sort of truth
does this word imply? Five of the 27 times it is used in the Odyssey, it is the epithet of
Proteus, the Old Man of the Sea. The episode with Proteus, which involves the problem of
how to wrestle and pin down the ever changing form in order to question it, is a sort of
mise en abyme of the Odyssey."® Eidothea, Proteus’s daughter gives Menelaos instructions
on how to handle her father. Changing from shape to slippery shape, the old man will
make capture difficult but once pinned down, he will remain docile, offering his knowledge
in presumably good will. His knowledge, though, is not prophetic.'” Tt is knowledge of the

past (495-537), the present happening in other places (555-60), the possible (547) or the

16“[Proteus] epitomizes the spirit of the whole work. ....The Odyvssey is assuredly one of

the works in which the problem of identity is most acutely and profoundly perceived. A doubt
is often voiced by its characters: And what if [ am not what [ am? .... The spirit of Proteus runs
through the entire poem™ (Ferucci 34, 37).

"It is assumed that he is a prophet, though Homer never says so. Lattimore’s marginal
caption for this section reads: “Capture of the prophetic Old Man of the Sea,” and West cites
speculation that the name derives from a connection to prophesy. “His name has been connected
with his gift of prophecy, fatidicus, cf. npwtdv, TErpwton (see further Schulze, Quaestiones, 22
note 3), though the poets audience would probably have derived it from mtp@tog” (West 217).
See P. Plass for a wishful comparison to Tiresias’s predictions in Book 11 (104).
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conditional (475-80). His only prediction of the future is the highly problematic one that
Menelaos will never die but live a blissful eternal life romping through the Elysian Fields. '*
I believe that Penelope decides to solicit the Cretan’s advice because he has
somehow proved that he intends to put her interests above his. One of the ways he does
this is to refuse the gifts that she offers. Apparently, he tells his story not for the reward but

for Penelope’s pleasure alone.

® yOvar oidoin Aaeptiddew Odvotog,

frol Epol xAdival Kol pyea Sryaddsvta

fix0£0’, dte mpwrov Kphytneg dpea viddevta
vooProduny ERL vMOG LV SOALYNPETLLOLO,

Kelw & g TO Mdpog mep & vmVvoug vOKTAC 1otvov:
TOAACG Yap O1) vOKTOG AELKEALW EVL KOLTN

deoca kol T dvépewa E08povoV H® Staw.

obO£ Ti pot moddvinTpa. TOdMY ETLAPAV BVUL®
Yiyvetolr

O respected wife of Odvsseus, son of Laertes,

coverlets and shining rugs have been hateful to me

ever since that time when I left the snowy mountains

of Crete behind me, and went away on my long-oared vessel.
[ will lie now as [ have lain before through the sleepless
nights; for many have been the nights when on an unpleasant
couch I lay and awaited the throned Dawn in her spendor.
Nor is there any desire in my heart for foot basins...(19.337-44)

Penelope makes her evaluation of the Cretan at the end of their first fireside

conversation. She concludes:

'®The reference to the Elysian Fields is a hapax legomenon in Homer and does not
appear again in Greek until Apollonius Rhodius (4.811) five hundred vears later, who was
consciously mimicking Homer. Although, the Elysian Fields will appear in any encyclopedia of
religion as a fact of Greek religion, it is just as likely here that Proteus was having one over on
the gullible Menelaos.
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Eclve 1L~ ob ydp wd Tig &vtip memvupévog OOE
Ecvov TnAedanmv Mdimy ELdv iketo dwua,

mg o HaA’ ebdpadéme memvupréva vt &yopelELs:
Dear friend, never before has there been any man so thoughtful,
among those friends from far places who have come to my palace

as guests, so thoughtful and so well-considered is everything you say. 19 (19.350-
52)

What is especially interesting about this passage is the use of Tenvupévog (and
nrenvupéva, the plural neuter noun having in effect the same force as the adjective). The
real Odysseus is distinctly nor memvoiévog, that is, not artless. Alkinods, the king of
Phaiakia, is the only other character to apply the word to Odysseus and he does this before
he knows who he is talking to. In both cases (temvupévog at 8.388 and memvupéva at
586), the word is used as an explanation of why friendly, even brotherly trust ought to be
extended toward the stranger. Alkinods comes to trust the stranger who has mysteriously
appeared at his court when he witnesses the stranger’s ability to feel deeply for others. The

story that the Phaiakian bard tells is of the destruction of Troy, and the stranger is overcome

with emotion

Tt &p' &orddg &ede mepikAutde: abtap Oduooelg
TNHKETO, dAkpu & Edgver LIO PAedApoLot TAPELLC.

g 8¢ yurm xAainot didov Tdéow dupirecovoa

So the famous singer sang his tale, but Odysseus

melted, and from under his eyes the tears ran down, drenching.

as a woman weeps, lying over the body of her dear husband. (8.521-23)

webq)pocSémg means “in clear or well-chosen terms™ (Cunliffe). Of course as a hapax
legomenon in Homer and an extremely rare word in subsequent literature, this passage defines
its use, not the other way around, and cannot tell us more much more than we already know.
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The message is that Odysseus is not weeping for himself, but for the lost ones of both
sides. Finding that the stranger’s feelings are generous, AlkinoGs becomes confident that
he will react toward the Phaiakians as a sympathetic friend. Then, in the last words of Book
8, which are the last words before QOdysseus reveals his identity, Alkinods defines
friendship.
7l Tig oL kAl Etaipog &vnp KEXAPLOUEVA E10C,
ECOAOG; Emel 0L LEV TL KALSLYVTTOLO X EPELWLV
Yivyvetan, 6¢ xev ETallpog EdV Temvupéve €10n.”
Or could it then have been some companion, a brave man knowing
thoughts gracious toward vou, since one who is your companion, and has
thoughts
honorable toward you, is of no less degree than a brother? (8.584-86)
It is not for his knowledge then, but for his empathy and good will that Penelope turns to
the Cretan. Once she has pinned him down, she can trust him to tell her nothing but
pleasing things that he believes will be of help. One might say that she trusts the artlessness
of his art.
The Cretan’s interpretation of the dream should be welcome news indeed to

Penelope. “My son and I would be glad if he did so” (19.569). Rejecting the Cretan’s

interpretation will invite great pain for her: .

.voohrooapévn td&de doua

xouvpidiov, udia xaAdv, evirhelov Bidétolor

TOV TOTE pepviicecHol dlopal v tep oveipw.”
...forsaking this house

where | was a bride, a lovely place and full of good living.

[ think that even my dreams I shall never forget it” (19.579-81).
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Still, Penelope cannot credit the interpretation, even though she has expressly solicited his

interpretation. Are there any valid grounds for rejection?

Penelope interprets

Penelope’s own interpretation of the dream of the geese begins at line 560. She
notes that in themselves “dreams are baffling and unclear of meaning (6veipor dpunfycvol
dxpreépvdol yiyvovtr).” Penelope does not deny that dreams cannot be true but admits

that they are sometimes true and sometimes false, depending.

dotal ydp te TOAQL dLEVNV@Y 101 bVEipY:

al pev yap xepdkeoot Tetedyatat, ol & EAEpavt

TV oL Lév K EABwot did mpLoTov EAEPALVTOC,

ol p’ EAsdpaipovtal, Ene’ dkpdovta GEPOVTES”

oL 8¢ S Esoctwv kepdov EABwaot 80pale,

oL p’ Etuna xpaivouot, Bpotov dte KEV TiIg 1onTaL
There are two gates through which the insubstantial dreams issue.
One pair of gates is made of horn, and one of ivory.

Those of the dreams which issue through the gate of sawn ivory,
these are deceptive dreams, their message is never accomplished.
But those that come into the open through the gates of the polished
horn accomplish the truth for any mortal who see them. (19.562-67)

This altogether reasonable theory runs immediately into an epistemological wall. No
dreamer knows through which gate any dream comes unless the dream makes it known.
At the same time, no dream can communicate reliable information about what gate it has

come through unless the dreamer knows from an independent source the gate through



which it has in fact emerged.” Treated as a purely linguistic structure, the dream is
ultimately inscrutable. Evaluation of the dream requires close scrutiny of the dreamer’s
motives.

I believe that Penelope is doing just that. She recognizes that the core of her dream
is the expression of an acute, intolerable anxiety, but that the motive for the eagle’s return
and interpretation of the dream is to relieve that very anxiety.*! So she understands that the
second part of the dream is a desperate attempt to lull herself into thinking that the dream is
a pleasant one, as beautiful as carved ivory, and that all her problems will miraculously

evaporate without the slightest pain or effort. Indeed, such a dream would be welcome.
1 ¥ &onaoctov Epot kol taidi yévoito.

C. Emlyn-Jones finds that the entire dream is driven by a wish to be taken care of,
to be rid of responsibility. “On a psychological level, it is surely more plausible to see
Penelope’s dream, as related at 19.535-53, as pure wish-fulfillment; her dream and her
account of it is an expression, nof of her belief or suspicion about the identity of the beggar
but of her intense desire that Odysseus should come and extricate her from a terrible

situation” (1984, 4).

20Whatever we believe that the early Greeks should have thought about dreams,
Penelope’s distinction between true and lying dreams cannot but ring true to us now. Everyone
one knows that there are dreams that come to nothing. We may dream of winning a distinction
that we know we have little or no chance of enjoying. Many men, says Jocaste, dream of
sleeping with their mothers without it ever happening.

't is after all their major function according to Freud to allow the dreamer to sleep by
disguising the anxiety of the thought, and we know that Penelope could use some sleep.
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Still, Penelope has no conclusive evidence that her dream is 7ot what it claims to be.
Successful interpretation requires the kind of careful self-scrutiny of slippery motives that is
all but logically impossible. Penelope does her best by turning to the Cretan, not as a
soothsayer, or as an oneiromancer, but as a storyteller, a kind of benevolent confidence
man, professionally adept at discerning and exploiting a latent desire. She uses him as a

touchstone of her wishes, but not so she may follow them— so she may resist them.

Penelope’s last dream

We can apply what we have learned directly to Penelope’s last dream, a dream
which has otherwise resisted analysis. The night after she reports the dream of the twenty
geese to Odysseus, her nightmares become so much worse that she prays to Artemis for
release from them even if it must be in death.*

o tap EpLOL KOl OVEIPAT ETMECCEVLEY KoK OV,
But now the god has sent the evil dreams thronging upon me. (20.87)

22Gince Penelope is praying to Artemis, she is unlikely to be falsifying her reality or her
feeling. A wish for suicide is not shameful in Homer. When reality is overwhelming, one
naturally would like escape. Odysseus contemplates suicide (10.51) or wishes to die (10.498).
The important thing is that one decides to live, to tough it out.
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Paradoxically, the horrible nightmare which she cites is a vivid dream of unmitigated joy.

nde yap ad ot vukTi mopESpaBey gikelog at®,
Tol0g EDV 010¢ NV & oTpot®: oebTap ENOV KTip
Xoip’, EmEL oLk Edduny dvap Eppevat, &AL Omop fidn.”
For on this very night there was one who lay by me, like him
as he was when he went with the army, so that my own heart
was happyv. [ thought it was no dream, but a waking vision. (20.88-90)
And Penelope would indeed be happy to lie beside Odysseus even, as she says,
among the shades:
e W EvmAdkapog Badol Apteutg, $dp’ Odvona

dooopérn Kal yolay bno cTuyepny ddrkoiuny,

UNdE TL xEipovog &vdpdg Evdpaivotpt vomua.

Artemis strike me, so that [ could meet the Odyvsseus I long for, even under the
hateful earth, and not have to please the mind of an infertor

husband. (20.80-82)

Now that the sweet wish has taken over her sleep and even managed to shed its
dreaminess and present itself as reality, as a waking vision, why should Penelope be
distressed? What is so evil about a pleasant dream? B Ppleasant daydreams were enough
for Telemachos in Book 1#he answer, I think, is that it is not the pleasure that is evil, nor
the wish for the pleasure, but the consequence of being beguiled by it. At 20.88, the verb
for “lay beside” is nap&SpaBev. Homer employs it just one other time, at /liad 14.163,

when Hera connives to beguile Zeus and thwart his will by lying with him, satisfying him,

BDawe is perplexed: “If she meant that happy dreams are after all a bad thing, because
the waking reality becomes by contrast that much harder to bear, she has notably suppressed the
most important part of her thesis™ (Dawe, 730).
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_and lulling him to sleep. The nightmare is Penelope’s glimpse of the power of illusion and
self-delusion, the seduction into the wished-for reality, the forgetting of the pain that is real
life. She fears that her own mind is slipping her drams of Helen’s drug.

Her crying leads us, so to speak, right to Odysseus who overhears it in his sleep and
integrates it into his own anxieties and second thoughts. He envisions his wife standing
beside him and recognizing him. The fight is already over! This is what Odysseus wishes
for. Once awake he begs Zeus for an auspicious sign. Zeus sends swo. What would have

happened if the signs were not forthcoming? Penelope gets none. She is left quite alone.

Penelope’s Heroism

It is important to be clear about exactly what Penelope has accomplished. She has
been powerfully tempted by her own wishful thinking, but she has managed to discern the
wish and resist the temptation. She flatly refuses to be deceived by her own desires, no
matter how strong they are or how plausible the excuses they generate may be made to
seem. Lovely it would be for Penelope if, on the strength of the recent predictions by the
sympathetic beggar and by Theoklymenos, she coul/d excuse herself for a while from the
painful necessity of remarriage. Lovely, but irresponsible. It is to her great credit that she
faces her responsibility squarely. She will not be conned. In the end, whether or not her
dream actually has come through the gate of horn or through the gate of ivory, Penelope
knows that she cannot take the chance. The stakes are too high.

The dramatic irony that Homer employs so skillfully throughout the Odyssey to

engage and challenge the reader is here especially intense. We know that reality is about to
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take a sudden turn in Penelope’s favor. Does this mean that she is making a mistake?
Hardly. We, the audience, who know more, are placed in a relationship with Penelope that
is characteristic of tragedy. We long to cry out to her: “Please Penelope, believe the beggar!
Believe the dream! Delay a few more days, at least.”

Ironically, at the very moment that Penelope rises to her greatest stature by
stubbornly doing the right thing, she induces bitter criticisms of infidelity, irrationality,
passivity, confusion, lack of integrity, foolishness, deception, and self-delusion But this is
exactly the moment that she proves herself above every one of these charges. If, in the
process, she leaves the audience morally gaping, so much more wonderful is the dramatic
moment.?* Instead of competing with Odysseus for the crown of deception, Penelope

should get laurels for being the most resistant to being deceived.

Penelope’s Tragedy

I have purposely delayed discussing one of the most powerful pressures on
Penelope. In Book 19, after Penelope has heard the Cretan’s skillful account of himself and
Odysseus, Penelope arranges a few comforts for her affable guest. As she orders a bed to
be made, and a foot bath to be drawn, she emphasizes that she does all these things out of

concern for her own reputation.

DG Yap EUED oV, EElve, SaiceaL €1 TL YLVALK®Y

2% Ancient audiences, I think, may have been less likely to have felt sold out by
Penelope’s sudden move. They were not dominated by Ovid’s portrait of femininity as sexual
fidelity that precludes this kind of tragic stance.
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AAAG®V EPLIELLL VOOV KOl Emippova LNTLY,
For how, my friend, will vou learn if I in any way
surpass the rest of women, in mind and thoughtful good sense. (19.325-26)

Like any Homeric character, she is, and should be, concerned with her xA£og. Unlike other
Homeric characters, she is extremely articulate about exactly what kA£og is. Her last
words before sending Odysseus to Eurykleia to get his feet scrubbed eloquently expose the

Homeric philosophy of fame and its overwhelming importance to the individual.

&vfpwmol 8& pwuvBddiot teAéBouciv.

d¢ pev &mnymng alrtdg £n kol drnvéa €197,

T® d¢ KoTap@VTAL TAVTEG Bpotol AAYE dmicc®

Lwd, dtop TEOVEDTL ¥ EdPEY IOV TAL ATTAVTEG

d¢ & &v &uipwv abtdg £ kol &propova €181,

to0 pév Te KAEog® ebp dia E€Lvor dopéovot

A VTag ETT AvOpdMIovg, TOAAOL TE€ LY ECOAOV EELTOV.
Human beings live for only a short time,

and when a woman is harsh herself, and her mind knows harsh thoughts,
all men pray that sufferings will befall her hereafter

while she lives; and when she is dead all men make fun of her.

But when a woman is blameless herself, and her thoughts are blameless,
the friends she has entertained carry her fame widely

to all mankind, and many are they who call her excellent. (19.328-34) 26

As a mere expansion on her desire for her guest to be comfortable in the house,
this philosophical meditation is a bit much; as a sign, however, that she is acutely aware of

the importance of kA£og and has begun to concentrate on the tragedy of her situation, it is

It is here (line 333) that Penelope first uses the word xA€og.

2 Penelope is speaking about human beings of both sexes throughout. I change the
gender of the nouns and pronouns from Lattimore’s translation to emphasize just that.
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not. The double use of &mnvrig (harsh)®’ on 329 helps to focus the meditation on Penelope
herself. Though the only previous use of the word is when the Cretan beggar rebukes
Eurymachos who then tosses a stool at the poor man (18.381), the only times that the word
is used after Book 19, apply exclusively to Penelope. Telemachos calls her &nnvéa at
23.97. At 23.230, she admits that her own heart has been &rnvéx.. The focus on Penelope
is sharpened further when we allow ourselves to hear the word “&rnvéc’” the phonological
root of Penelope’s own name.

So, Penelope is left at the fireside pondering her xA£og as Eurykleia bathes
Odysseus’s feet and suddenly recognizes the scar. Fame is the underlying theme of the
famous digression that follows. The account of the boar hunt and Odysseus’s wound is
too well-known to need retelling here. We ought to take it as something like the
unadulterated story, tradition within tradition, exemplifying the sort of eternal fame that
Penelope has just been talking about. The indelible scar demonstrates the sheer power of
kA£og. Upon getting a glimpse of it, Eurykleia wells over with admiration and love.
Odysseus’s reputation is one that can hardly be contained, even when he wants it to be.

By definition, Penelope’s kA£og depends upon what the people say about her and
what they hold to be virtuous action. Penelope’s kA£og would get its biggest boost if
Odysseus were to vindicate her long wait by a triumphant return home. Barring that, what
KkA£o¢ she enjoys flows from her obstinate refusal of other men. The worst thing that

Penelope could do to her reputation is just what she is called upon to do. We get a glimpse

2Tt may mean ungentle, harsh, rough, hard, insulting, and stubborn, though Cunliffe
does not record the last two.
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of the probable Ithacan reaction to what she plans to do when they think that she has
already done it. Ty etAin, they call her, wicked, cruel woman. There is great irony hidden in
this word. Here it is pejorative, but the ameliorative sense is “tenacious, tough, stubborn.”
According to Chantraine, the original sense is “holding out to the very end.”*® The Ithacan

accusation is that she is not holding out as she should:

ox£TAin, obd &TAn mdo10g 0D kovpidiolo

gipvoBar péyo dopo dropurepée, dop’ &v ‘tkorto.

She had no patience to keep the great house

for her own wedded lord to the end, till he came back to her. (23.150-51)
The Ithacans have gotten the virtue right but not its manifestation. The noble and
courageous choice will win Penelope disdain, or worse, oblivion.

Heroes are heroes because they make the hard choice that no one else can, and in

return for their heroism they win xA£o¢. Penelope will not. For her, heroism demands the

courage to go unrecognized as a hero. I call this tragic. No one else in the Homeric epics is

ever asked to make such a great sacrifice.

28+Tiré de la racine oy &- (de Exw), donc ‘tenant bon, obstiné, allant jusqu’au bout’
comme sense originel.” (Chantraine, 1081)



V. The Limits of Deception

£ypeo, IInvedonera

Penelope, awake! are the first words of the elderly Eurykleia who comes laughing—
practically dancing— with the news that Odysseus has returned and slaughtered every last
one of the suitors, news that Penelope has “longed for all her days.” But Penelope resents
being disturbed from the sweetest sleep she has had in twenty years.

We can see why Penelope might want another hour in bed, now that the die has
been cast, remarriage inevitable, and her dreams consequently freed from guilty or tempting
nightmares. At the same time, this may be the last night she spends in her own bed; she
certainly has no reason to rush into a day that will reveal her new, inevitably loathsome,
husband.

Penelope wonders whether the gods have not scrambled Eurykleia’s normally level

head.! The gods, she insists, can do it to anyone, if they choose.

l"‘Orderly” is olieiun. The word means “appointed by the will of the god.”
Specifically, what do the gods appoint in this word. Justice is the general answer. More
specially is balance, moderation, faimess, equality. Eumaios uses the word when he apportions
a meal equally to all alike. Mentor and Athene use it to describe Odysseus’s moderate and even
handed style of ruling. AntinoGs uses it in the negative to describe someone who overdoes it
with wine and loses control.

151



152

polior $pidn, wdpyny o

&ppova. TOLRoOL KOl ENidppovd tep HAA' ESVTQL,

Kal te yaAippovéorta caoppocvng ERERnoAY

o1 of mep EPAayav wpiv 8¢ Ppévag diciun foba.

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 set vou awry; before now yvour thoughts were orderly. (23.11-14)

Eurykleia insists that her report is the simple truth, which Telemachos can confirm,
and suddenly— as if she were only just now fully awake— Penelope springs up in joy at the
possibility. Eurykleia, encouraged, expands upon what she heard and saw, and exhorts
Penelope to go downstairs to accept her long-suffering, but triumphant, husband together
with the happiness that she can now enjoy with him. Again she reminds Penelope that this
has always been the dream. “Now at last what long you prayed for has been accomplished
(54), and Penelope confirms her longing in words very similar to those she has used so
often before to answer prophesies of Odysseus’s return:

olcfa yap d¢ k' ACTOoTOG EVL LEYApoLot davein
Ao, pdAiota 8 Epol te kal Uik, Tov tekdpecHa

You know how welcome he would be if he appeared in the palace:
to all, but above all to me and the son we gave birth to. (23.60-61)

Nevertheless, contrary to Eurykleia’s expectations, Penelope concludes: “No, but
this story is not true as you tell it” (62). Not that Penelope doubts the fact of a slaughter,
merely who is responsible. More likely, from her point of view, the gods themselves have
extracted justice on their own account for the “wicked deeds (xoxa &pya) and heart-

hurting violence (OBpw Buparyéa)” of the suitors. So, Penelope holds firm to the kind of
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skeptical reasoning that she so forcefully and commendably applied in Book 19. To her,
Eurykleia’s report is like a dream that has slipped through the gate of ivory: it would be
sweet if it were true, but wishing does not make it so. Penelope is determined not to be
seduced out of the one thing that she considers most likely to be true.

atrap Odvooeig

dAecE TNAOL véoTOov Axalidog, dieto & abtdg.
But Odysseus
has lost his homecoming and lost his life, far from Achaia. (23.68-69)

Has Penelope’s resistance gone too far?

Eurykleia is incredulous, and so, I think, is the epic audience. There is no question
for the audience that Odysseus is home and has slaughtered the suitors. Book 22 is no
dream for s/ What earlier appeared to be a virtue in Penelope now seems to border on
perversion. Has she gone crazy? Did we give her too much credit for good motivations?
Did we wrongly applaud her decision as resistance to deception? Isn’t she really deceiving
herself now? At the very least, isn’t Penelope carrying her skepticism too far? Homer has
engineered the scene so that these worries come spontaneously. He further promotes our
disappointment with Penelope through Eurykleia’s next, scolding words, through
Penelope’s own attitude toward the scar, and through Telemachos’s indignant speech to his

mother. Let us consider each, in turn.



Though Penelope has previously discounted all reports of Odysseus’s return,
apparently with Eurykleia’s approval, the old nurse now argues that it is no longer wise to
be so &T1GTOC as to insist that Odysseus will never return since he already has. >

f| téow Evdov Edvta Ttap’ Ecydpn oL Tote dpnoha.

oikad’ EAeboechal Buldg & Tol K1gv &dmioTog. (23.71-72)
As I pointed out in an earlier chapter, &mictog shifts its meaning from the //iad to the
Odyssey, but, here, the Iliadic connotation shades its use. Penelope’s all but rabid
skepticism makes her “not to be trusted”’even “faithless.” E.V. Rieu’s translation hints at
this: “Here is your husband at his own fireside, and you declare he never will get home.

What little faith you always had!” Penelope is not to be trusted to face reality, to accept

what she has so longed hoped for, or to continue her loyalty to her husband. Is she

*The adverbial idea may be shaded by its etymon c{udv which, according to Chantraine,
means fundamentally, “force vitale” and only then, “vie, durée, eternity”(42). To be AnicTOg
has become part of Penelope’s very identity, Eurykleia seems to hint, and therefore more or less
independent of reality. The 21™ century might say that she is hardwired for suspicion. &V is
used similarly by Telemachos at 23.103, quoted below in the next paragraph.

3This is a difficult passage to English. Here are a few versions. Butler: “But yvou were
always unbelieving, and have made up your mind that your husband is never coming, although
he is in this house; ™ Murray:“what a word has escaped the barrier of your teeth, in that you said
that your husband, who is here at his own hearth, will never return! Always your heart refuses
to believe™; Rouse:"Here’s thi man in the house, by the hearthstone, tha’lt have it he’ll never
come back home! But thi mind was even unbelieven™ [sic]; Rieu: “Here is your husband at his
own fireside, and you declare he never will get home. What little faith you always had!™;
Lattimore:“Though your husband is here beside the hearth, you would never say he would come
home. Your heart was always mistrustful.”; Fitzgerald: “Here he is, large as life, by his own fire,
and you deny he ever will get home! Child, you always were mistrustful. ; Fagels: “Here’s
your husband...here— and you, you say he’ll never come home again, always the soul of trust!™
I prefer Samuel Butler’s translation.

>
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breaking faith, acting irrationally? [s Penelope preparing some deception? The /liad’s vice
which became a virtue in the Odyssey, is now, because of excess, threatening to revert.

More disturbing yet may be Penelope’s rejection of the scar as proof of Odysseus’s
identity. Three loyal people have accepted the scar as incontrovertible evidence, and
Homer has established its reality in one of the most famous digressions in all literature.
Here in Book 23, Eurykleia swears to Penelope that she has recognized the scar, and offers

an oath upon her very life as guarantee (78-79). When Penelope lightly rejects the oath,*

saying merely,

poice GiAm, XOAETOY OE BE®V CLELYEVETAWOV

dMrea €ipuchat, paia Ttep TOAVIPLY EQVLCALV.

Dear nurse, it would be hard for vou to baffle’ the purposes

of the everlasting gods, although you are very clever. (23.81-82)

Her own words seem to inform against her.
Finally confronting the Cretan, Penelope is nonplused. Taking his mother’s silence

as a sign of mulishness, Telemachos launches into a bitter diatribe.

prtep Epn, dvountep, drnvéa Buudv £xovoa,
7196’ oVt TaTPog voodilear, obdE map’ abtov
eCopévn pwiBolow Aveipsat obdE petalAdg;
ob HEV K AAAN Y D€ YLVIT TETANSTL BulL®d
&vdpodg &mooTtain, ¢ oL KOKA TOAAL LLOYNOOG
EABoL EElKOCT® ETEL E¢ TXLTPLOX Yolow-

oot & oliel xpadin ctepewtépn Eoti Aiforo.”

*Just as lightly, Eumaios rejected a similar oath sworn to him by the Cretan.

>“Baffle” is Lattimore’s translation of this problem word (€ipvcBa) that might be more
modestly rendered by “discover,” “spy,” or even “know.”



156

My mother, my harsh mother with the hard heart inside you,

why do vou withdraw so from my father, and do not

sit beside him and ask him questions and find out about him?

No other woman, with spirit as stubborn as yours, would keep back

as vou are doing from her husband who, after much suffering,

came at last in the twentieth year back to his own country.

But always vou have a heart that is harder than stone within vou. (23.97-103)

The pith of the speech comes through in the four underlined phrases, and is essentially:
My mother, you are no mother, with your cold, stubborn heart, harder than stone!

These are harsh words. The ugly and impious d0cuntep is not only a hapax
legomenon in Homer, but finds virtually no other occasion for employment in extant Greek
literature.® &mmyéc is a pejorative word that Odysseus uses to rebuke Eurymachos just
before Eurymachos throws a stool at him, and that Penelope uses to describe the kind of
person who is hated while alive, mocked when dead, and never blameless enough to enjoy

KA£0g (19.329). And at first TeTAndTL OLU®, and kpadin ctepewtépn Alboro seem like

harsh phrases as well. (I will return to consider them below.) Exasperation that leads
Telemachos to complain that no normal woman would deny a man who has already
suffered so much for so long.

Both Eurykleia and Telemachos, in their own ways, accuse Penelope of being
irrational. Her virtue, they complain, has gotten out of hand. Odysseus, however, remains
cool. Smiling the Homeric smile of superiority, he calmly assures his son that he knows
how to handle Penelope. Her problem, he says, is no more than a matter of what he is

wearing.

%In the lliad, however, Paris warrants the prefix attached to his name (3.39 and 8.769)
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vov § &tTL pumdw, xaka O ypol gipata gipot,
Tobrek’ &Tipdlel pe xail od mw ¢roi v ewat.
but now that I am dirty and wear foul clothing upon me,
she dislikes me for that, and says I am not her husband. (23.115-16)

So, Odysseus goes off to be bathed, oiled, and spruced by Eurykleia, and

glorified by Athene.

aLTdp KAK KEPAATG Y EVEV TOAD KAAAOE ABHYT

pelovd T €lodéewv Kol tdcoova: KAd 8¢ kdpmnTog

obAag fike kéuag, LokWOIVW &VOEL OLLOLOG....

Ex & &ooapivBouv BT dEuag &OavdTolLSY bUoLoG”

[A]nd over his head Athene suffused great beauty, to make him

taller to behold and thicker, and on his head she arranged

the curling locks that hung down like hyacinthine petals. ...

... Then, looking like an immortal, he strode forth from the bath... (23.156-
58...163)

Returning to his wife, however, Odysseus quickly learns that his rather
condescending assessment of her was not correct: she is not won over by his fresh look.
This is too much for him, and, suddenly losing his composure, he is reduced to reproaching
his wife with the very same words of exasperation that his son used only sixty-eight lines

before:

ob pév ¥ &AAN ¥ ©8e yuvrt TETANSTL BUUD

&vdpog &mootain, 8¢ OL KAKA TOAAL LOYACHG

£ABo1L EglkooT® £TEL B¢ TTpidaL yoloww:

No other woman, with spirit as stubborn as yours, would keep back

as you are doing from her husband who, after much suffering,

came at last in the twentieth vear back to his own country. (23.168-70)
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Ironically, Penelope’s reaction— or lack of it— is the very reason that a number of
critics reject the sceme as a post-Homeric interpolation. “This [scene] is obviously in
contrast to the normal development of this form of typical scene; in such circumstances it is
usual to mention the effect of the transformation of appearance on the other person, and
then for the other party to make some comment on the change” (Heubeck 329). The two
other occasions on which Athene radically transforms Odysseus’s appearance elicit strong

responses. In Book 6, Nausicaa says:

npdcBey pev yap M potl &etkédiog dEat €vat,

vov Ot Beolow £oike, Tol obpavdy ebplv £xovoiv.

A whuile ago he seemed an unpromising man to me. Now

he even resembles one of the gods, who hold high heaven. (6.242-43)

In Book 16, Telemachos reacts with fear as well as admiration:

dAroldg pot, Eglve, dpdvng véov hE TdpoBey,

&AAa 3¢ Elpat ExElg, KAl Tol Y pwdg obkéD duolog.

N LA TIg Bdg EoT, Tol obpavdy ebplv Exovoiy:

&AL AN, W Tol KEXOPLOUEVO OWOUEY 1pd

foe yphoea dmpa, TeTLYHEVQ: PeLdE0 & Huétwv”

Sudd-enly vou have changed, my friend, from what vou were formerly;

your skin is no longer as it was, vou have other clothing.

SureBy vou are one of the gods who hold the high heavens

Be gracious, then, so we shall give you favored offerings

and geolden gifts that have been well wrought. Only be merciful. (16.181-85)

Clearly, the pattern is for such changes to make a strong impression, but then, the

consequence of any pattern is a heightened awareness of its absence. Thus, the epic
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formula possesses a sort of potential energy that the poet can exploit, as Homer does here.”
Such potential may even be the principal reason that the formula is employed in the first
place. What better way than this to emphasize that Penelope is not awed by appearances
nor pressured by fear, even of the gods?

If the transformation scene is rejected by some as un-Homeric because it
disappoints the expectations of the epic audience, others reject it as a waste of the
audience’s time. Dawe, who prints it in his smaller type to show that he thinks it spurious,
writes: “[Odysseus] now returns from the bath resplendent in beauty but the change is
quite unnoticed... We do not need this transformation” (816). True, we do not need
Odysseus’s transformation in order to sway Penelope’s opinion. We do need it, however,
to force a re-evaluation of our own.

In Book 23, Homer engineers one of his most impressive narrative effects. Even
though, until this moment, Penelope was called upon to act heroically without the
compensatory prospect of personal recognition for it from the people in her world, at least
Homer allowed her to enjoy sympathy and affirmation from those outside, that is, from the
epic audience. At the beginning of Book 23, however, the poet affords the epic audience
the bittersweet experience of abandoning her, too. Eventually, when the audience

discovers that its reasons for doubting Penelope, which looked so valid through the eyes of

"The method of reasoning characteristic of the Analytic school is troubling at its core. If
a passage does not conform to what is expected of the writing as formula, Analysts judge an
interpolation. But isn’t it much more likely that any interpolator would follow as closely as
possible the formulae and the other obvious characteristics of the master text? I find it more
surprising that some scribe has not inserted a few appreciative words by Penelope simply
because he assumed it would make the poem more Homeric.
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Eurykleia, Telemachos, and Odysseus, are nothing of the kind, she again commands its

humblest respect.

Penelope Reconsidered

The first hints of a countercurrent that gradually guides the attentive audience to
respect for Penelope’s position come at least as early as Telemachos’s diatribe against his
dbountep. Two phrases that Telemachos uses to blame Penelope are employed elsewhere
in Odyssey as praise.

The formula TetAnétt Bupw (with a stout heart), a rebuke in Telemachus mouth,
shows a clear link in other places to successful and heroic survival. Menelaos uses it twice
in the story of how he clung firmly to Proteus, his only chance for returning home. With
equal tenacity— and the same phrase— Odysseus clung to the ram’s fleece in order to escape
the Cyclops. Both Antikleia and Eumaios applied the phrase to Penelope. Odysseus cites
it as mankind’s redeeming virtue in his great assessment of the human condition.

oLOV &x1dvétepov yalo TpEdel &vBpwmolo,

VTV doOQ T€ Yoo £l TVELEL TE KAl EpPREL.

oL ugv yap moté ¢noi xakov xelcecHL OTICTW,

odp’ &peTnv mapéywot Bgol KAl yolvat dpwpn-

&AL’ OTe OM KAl Auypd Beol LAKAPES TEAECWOT,

Kol ta dépel dexalduevog TETANOTL BUU®”

Of all creatures that breathe and walk on the earth there is nothing
more helpless than a man is, of all that the earth fosters;

for he thinks that he will never suffer misfortune in future

days, while the gods grant him courage, and his knees have spring

in them. But when the blessed gods bring sad days upon him,
against his will he must suffer it with enduring spirit. (18.130-335)
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Telemachos’s phrase “harder than stone” is a transformed compliment, as well.
Remember when Eurykleia assured Odysseus that she would keep his secret.
cloBo. UiV olov Eudv pévog Eunedov obd’ Emieitktédv,
EEw & g dte TIg OoTEPEN A1Bog hE cidnpos.

You know what strength is steady in me, and it will not give way
at all, but I shall hold as stubbom as stone or iron. (19.493-94)

Penelope’s initial silence does not have to be taken as the obstinate affront that
Telemachos takes it to be. 1} 8’ &vew v fioTo, Tdpog 8¢ ot ftop Txawvev: The use of

the word dvew shows that this is no ordinary or calculated silence. I discussed this word

at length in chapter two and concluded that it means something like dumbstruck but with a
greater sense of dread. Penelope’s wonder is authentic.

Odysseus is not privy to the same clues. When Penelope does not react as he
figures she should, Odysseus cries out, “daipovin” (166). She responds a few lines later
by turning the accusation right back at him. “Soiyuévie” (174), she says to him. Cunliffe
defines daimonios as “under superhuman influence; possessed, whose actions are
unaccountable; senseless. If what Odysseus means is that she is “under superhuman
influence,” Penelope is quite correct to reverse the charge. Athene is behind him, not her.
Even if Odysseus means simply that Penelope is acting— as we would say- irrationally, the
charge is still more applicable to him than to her. The Cretan irrationally expects Penelope
to accept as proof of his true identity a miraculous transformation wrought by one of the

gods, none of whom (she could assure us) scruple to deceive a human mind.
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Penelope is at pains to insist that none of her motives are petty or irrational. o0t &p
Tt peyarilopar obt’ &Bepilw olrte Ainy &yopat. Her initial wonder (Avew) shows
that she is far from indifferent (o0t &8epilw) about the outcome of these events. Her
equanimity in the face of his miraculous splendor shows that she was not being haughty
(c0T’ &p T peyarifouat). The last (obte Ainv &yapot) is probably a more sweeping
disclaimer meant to deny any admixture of awe, fear, or anger in her motives. (All of these
charges have been made against Penelope through the ages.)® What then is Penelope’s
motivation, if it is not any of these? How can she justify her hesitation as a rational act?
After the recognition is successful, Penelope tells us exactly what was guiding her

actions, and her statement is consistent with what we have seen of her all along. She was
protecting the House of Odysseus by staying on the alert against impostors.

abrtap un vov pou téde xweo unode vepécoa,

obrvexd ¢ ob 10 mpdTov, Enel 1dov, B Aydnnoa.

C(LEL YAp pot Bupog Evi othBecotl Pllolcwy

Epplyel UN Tig Le Bpotdv &ndporto EmecOLY

EAOOY- TOALOL YOp KOKQ KEPDEQ BOLAEVOVCIY.

Then do not now be angry with me nor blame me, because

[ did not greet vou, as I do now, at first when I saw vou.

For always the spirit deep in my very heart was fearful

that some one of mortal men would come my way and deceive me
with words. For there are many who scheme for wicked advantage. (23.213-17)

gd'wocuou could mean “be jealous, or bear a grudge,” which sounds like Ovid’s
Penelope. Cunliffe cites this passage as an example of the meaning “to be offended or hurt.”
Hanna Roisman attributes just such a motivation to Penelope. She is supposed to be acting out
of the anger that arose from her hurt pride. “For it must have been rather insulting that Odysseus
chose to confide in his son rather than his wife™ (62).
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I would argue that this should be taken seriously, that not only should Penelope be
taken at her word about her motivation, but also that this concern is far from frivolous.
Obviously, a usurper might spell the end of the House of Odysseus. Regardless of whether
Telemachos believes the man to be his father, the man is unlikely to privilege him as his son
if he is not. For his part, Telemachos ought to be very grateful to his mother for being on
the qui vive for deceivers since she is now confronting a master of deception. Fortunately,
she knows this about the Cretan and in fact counted on it (as we have seen) when she
consulted him about her dream. From Penelope’s point of view, this Cretan could very

easily be pretending to be Odysseus.

Recognitions
There is always some testing— the application of an evidentiary standard— in every
recognition.® The standard will vary from genre to genre, from work to work, and even
between two scenes of a single work. Among other things, the standard will depend on
what is at risk to the characters and what is the thematic goal of the poet. Sometimes the
standard is quite high, as in the Oedipus Tyrannus; at other times, quite low, illogical, or
merely symbolic. A strand of hair might do, or even a footprint that is supposed,

unrealistically, to be commensurate between a brother and a sister. In fairy tale, a glass

%A recognition, as the word itself indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge,
and so to either friendship or enmity, among people defined in relation to good fortune or
misfortune. ...And in addition misfortune and good fortune will come about in the case of such
events &vayvdpioig 8¢, HGOmep KOl ToOVOA CTLAAVEL, EE ayvolag €1G YVdow LeT oA,
1o ddiaw f) erg ExBpawv, oV Tpd ebtuyiav f) Suvotuyiov dpropévwy ..... ERELSN Kot 0
ATUXELY Kol T ebTuy el ETL TV Too0twv cupfficeton (Poetics 1452a30-32...1452b2-3).
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slipper will fit no other than the one special foot. Likewise, recognitions in the Homeric
poems are generally as intellectually unproblematic as they are emotionally profound. A
fine example is the iconic mutual recognition of master and dog. Argos, the loyal and once
fine hound, now lying near death on a dung pile, recognizes his master and makes a final,

feeble gesture of contentment:

obpn név p’ & ¥ Eonve kol obata k& BRaAiey dpdw,
&doocov & obkéT Emertal SurAcaTo Olo AVAKTOG
EABELEY abtap 6 voohw By dropdpEato ddkpv,

peila Aabwv Educiov, ddop & Epegiveto pidw-

he wagged his tail, and laid both his ears back; only

he now no longer had the strength to move any closer

to his master. who, watching him from a distance, without Eumaios
noticing, secretly wiped a tear away.” (17.302-3)

The recognition between father and son in the previous book was more emotional yet.

¢ &pa pwvhcag kot &p Efeto, TnAépaxog o8
apbryvieig Tatép ECOAOV 6dUpETO, ddkpua Agifwv,
&udotépoiot 8¢ tolow L epog dpto YdO10°

KAdlov 3¢ Aryéwg, ddwdrtepor | T olwvotl,

ot f clryumol Yoy oruxeg, olct Te TEKVQ

dypdtol EEE1AoVTO TAPOG TETENVA. YEVECSBOLL

¢ &pa tol Y EAEEWOY LI dPpLoL dAKpLOV

So he spoke, and sat down again, but now Telemachos

folded his great father in his arms and lamented,

shedding tears, and desire for mourning rose in both of them;

and they cried shrill in pulsing voice, even more than the outcry
of birds, ospreys or vultures with hooked claws, whose children
were stolen away by the men of the fields, before their wings grew
strong; such was their pitiful cry and the tears their eyes wept. (16.213-19)

But as for the evidentiary standard that Telemachos employs in order to be convinced that

this man really is his long lost father— that standard could hardly be more lax. o0 Tig to1
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0ebg it (No, I am not a god, 16.187)” says the man which has jusst been miraculously
transformed on the spot, &AAc mocTnp Tedg €1pit (But I am your father, 188).” Tears
running down his cheeks, the man kisses Telemachos who holds backs long enough to show
that he knows the risks involved:

oL o0 ¥ Odvocoeig Ecot, TaTNp EROG, AAAS Le Saipwy
BELYEL, 60p’ ETL LAAAdov bdupduevog otevayifw.

No, vou are not Odvsseus my father, but some divinity
beguiles me, so that [ must grieve the more, and be sorry. «(16.194-95)

To that objection, the man offers a simple and winning response:

TnAfucy’, o0 oe £oike Pilov matép Evdov EdvTaL.

oUte TL Bovpalew mepudoiov ot &ydacBat:

ob pgv ydp tot £t dAdog Edsboetar VOGS’ Odvesoelc,
&AL 68" EYw To1dcdE,

Telemachos, it does not become you to wonder too much

at yvour own father when he is here, nor doubt him. No otker
Odysseus than [ will ever come back to vou. But here [ arm. (16.202-5)

No other Odysseus than I will ever come back to you. This is evidence enough for
Telemachos who falls into his father’s arms, weeps, and believes.

This scene recalls the meeting of Nausicaa and Odysseus in B-ook 6 on the Scherian
beach, which has the structure of a recognition scene: Nausicaa recognizes Odysseus as her
future husband. Athene transforms Odysseus (the poet uses exactly tthe same words that
he employs in Book 16) and Nausicaa is mightily impressed. Nausicaa, of course, is
mistaken; this is not her future husband standing before her. The mistake is made plausible

not least by Athene’s involvement. She has deceived Nausicaa, or ra-ther, abetted her own
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self-deception in order to make it easier for her favorite hero. Both Nausicaa and
Telemachos show themselves to be rather callow (vfimiog). Both make their decisions not
on the basis of thoughtful evaluation of evidence, but rather on the basis of wishful
thinking. They except what they wish to be true.

It is instructive to look at the actual events of 16th century Languedoc recorded in
several books and a French movie under the title of The Return of Martin Guerre. The
point of this is that Bernarde, Martin’s abandoned wife, decides that the man presenting
himself as her husband (alias Pansette), though likely an impostor, was preferable to her
wedded husband or to no husband at all. In this story, the sentiment is with Bernarde, and
her in-laws, who eventually feel threatened by Pansette’s claim to a share of the family
property, seem cruel. Whatever we think of Bernarde in the end, we can surely see the
magnitude of her choice and the lure that Pansette represents for her. Since Martin has
abandoned her for so long and was quite possibly dead, Pansette may have represented to
Bernarde her only chance at married life.

The pressures on Penelope are even greater than those on Bernarde because the
risks are so much greater. Unlike Bernarde, Penelope does not have the power to prevent
this man from claiming rights to the household and to its goods. Penelope has a different
way of dealing with the claims of the man standing before her. We should expect and
welcome more maturity and higher standards of proof than either Telemachos, Nausicaa, or
Bernarde showed. Do we want Penelope to capitulate just because this is perhaps the only,

or even the best husband that she is likely to get?
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Mistaken identity can be dangerous. Polyphemus suffers greatly for believing that
Odysseus is Noman. Aeolus discovers upon Odysseus’s return to his island paradise that
Odysseus is not the man Aeolus thought he was when he sent him away with honor and
gifts. Instead, Odysseus’s true identity includes being bitterly hated by the gods. Thus,
Aeolus’s mistake might mean retaliation against him from those gods, and he is duly
frightened. “O least of living creatures, out of this island! Hurry!” (10.72). Poseidon will
later do his worst to the Phaiakian island for aiding Odysseus.

There are two further recognition scenes before the one between husband and wife.
Both rest on the tangible evidence of the scar on Odysseus’s thigh. Eurykleia recognizes
her former master by this scar. So do Eumaios and Philotios. Odysseus uncovers the scar
and the herds are ready to obey. As I have argued earlier, Homer has established the scar
as solid and seemingly incontrovertible evidence so that it is a shock to see Penelope ignore
it. Nevertheless, she does, and this forces reflection on its probative value. Once called into
question, the scar cannot bear the weight of close scrutiny.

How identifiable is a scar? Would the application of a scar be too much for a
goddess who has affected so many of the profound changes on Odysseus that we have
already seen? A wound in the thigh would not be uncommon for hunters of animals with
homns or tusks. Modern bullfighters, for example, are gored most often in the thigh. And I
don’t suppose one can easily distinguish a hunting wound from a war wound, or remember
very accurately the precise character of a any scar after twenty years since scars change
over time. Furthermore this scar could have been self-inflicted for the very purpose of

deception. Think of the account in Herodotus of Zopyrus who “cut off his nose and ears
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and shaved his hair to disfigure himself, and laid lashes on himself,” all so that he could

pass himself off to the Babylonians as a traitor to Darius, his king. The imposture works for
Zopyrus, and he wins himself the rule of Babylon, tax-free, for the rest of his life.
(Herodotus 3.154, Grene translation.) In Book 24, the scar will not be enough to convince
Laertes that the man showing it is his son.

If Penelope can expect little sympathy for her standard of proof from other
members of the household who have accepted one less rigorous, the epic audience is
forced to admit that Penelope has a good point. By making the standards higher, the poet
focuses attention on the idea of recognition itself and links it to the thematic concerns of the
poem. How is it possible, he seems to ask, to keep from being deceived in a world where
deception is a virtue and an art?

The pressures on Penelope are tremendous. We must appreciate the full force of
her position (Penelope does). She now believes that all the suitors have been miraculously
killed by some one man, obviously with the endorsement of the gods, if not their direct
intervention. This agent of god claims to be Odysseus, and no one but she has any doubts
about this? She is alone, once again. And, once again, her position requires a good deal of
bravery. The so-called interlude (23.123-65), that Homer provides between the two halves
of the recognition, demonstrates how difficult her position really is. On the one hand, since
Odysseus has de facto power in the house, there is really little chance that Penelope’s
obstinacy could do much more than keep the Cretan from sleeping with her. At the same
time, Odysseus is in great and imminent danger from forces outside the palace which

Penelope’s obstinance would effectively aid.
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The struggle for the future of the House of Odysseus is not over, and the first half of
the interlude (123-140) makes clear that Odysseus knows it. The Ithacan populace, as
Odysseus impresses upon Telemachos, can be expected to retaliate. For, if the Ithacans
condemn the murderer of even one man to shame and exile, how are they likely to treat the
destroyer of all “the finest young men in Ithaca,” the sons of many of their own families?
The populace has been consistently portrayed as a force of fairness and moderation-- the
island’s political ballast. Book 2 demonstrated that they have respect for the legitimate
claims of both the suitors and the House of Odysseus, holding no special preference for
either side though sure to rally to the aid of the one who is wronged. And the slaughter of
the suitors’s has been uncompromisingly brutal. Odysseus’s plan is therefore to retreat to
the country on the sly and prepare a defensive action against the Ithacans from there. The
plan assumes cooperation from ﬁéﬁelope whom Odysseus intends to leave once again in
charge of the palace. xThuato LEv Td (ot £, xoullEpey ev peydpoiot (“You look
after my possessions which are in the palace” 23.355). He also counts on her to cover for
him by stonewalling the Ithacans.

o LTIk Yap dATig 1oy &' hediw &vidvTt
Avdpdy pmothpwv, obg EKTAVOV EV LEYAPOLOLY”
€1 LTEP®’ dvaBdca oLV &dudpimoéroict yovaEwv
fiofat, undé twa rpotidcoeo Und Eptewve.”
Presently, when the sun rises, there will be a rumor

about the men who courted you, whom I killed in our palace.

Then go to the upper chamber with your attendant women,
and sit still, looking at no one, and do not ask any questions. (23.362-65)
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So Odysseus is under great pressure and can hardly afford to be induigent or tolerant of
anyone who is not ready to fight on his side.

If Penelope were concerned only with her own personal comfort and security,
perhaps it would be understandable, and even wise, for her to embrace the victor right off.
Everybody wants her to. Embracing him would solve a number of problems. Telemachos
would get a father, and she a husband to secure her place in the dikog and promote her
kA€og. Rejecting him would invite a cascade of new problems. There is no time or place
for frivolity. The question of Odysseus’s identity is serious, indeed.

Penelope’s criticism of the transformation lies in the difficult half line: pdic &' €0
old’ olog £nocBat (23.175). This phrase, no doubt chosen for its ambiguity, yields several
possible interpretations, all of which are devastating to the rationality of Odysseus’s claims.
Let us first suppose Penelope to be referring to the physical, as the immediate context and
many of the most recent translators seem to encourage. Lattimore translates:“ But I know
very well what you looked like when you went in the ship with the sweeping oars, from
Ithaca.” Fitzgerald makes it: “I know so well how you— how he— appeared.” Lombardo
says: “I know very well what you looked like.” If Penelope is referring to the new clothes,
she could logically admit that Odysseus wore these very ones twenty years ago without
accepting that it is Odysseus who is wearing them now. If she is referring to his person,
what can she mean? Is Odysseus made to look more like himself, say, as he recently was

on Phaiakia? If so, no one on Ithaca, not even Penelope can say how that is supposed to

be.
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Odysseus has apparently aged almost beyond recognition since his own father in
the next book cannot recognize him in Book 24, even though Odysseus is without a
disguise and announces who he is. Because of these problems some readers like Uvo
Holscher or Lydia Allione have speculated that Odysseus has been made younger, though
there is no specific reference to it in Homer. Athene has made him taller, burlier, more
beautiful, “and on his head she arranged the curling locks that hung down like hyacinthine
petals.” Is this how he looked twenty years ago? A magical transformation to youth such
as Fagels promotes when he has Penelope say “You look— how well I know— the way he
looked” would hardly allay Penelope’s reservations.

Conceivably Athene made Odysseus look younger when he encountered Nausicaa
in Book 6; but then, of course, Nausicaa, whose wish would be to meet a young man, has
no inkling of how old the man that she encounters is supposed, in reality, to be. Penelope
does. Nor should it be forgotten that Odysseus’s recent plea to Penelope is rendered
ridiculous if he looks much younger than he is. Radically rejuvenated, he could hardly
continue to present himself to her as a man who has suffered a twenty year ordeal and is
worthy of; if not in need of, some affection. The bottom line is that any rejuvenation in the
pursuit of recognition is highly absurd if Penelope is serious about determining this man’s
true identity. Thus, we might then paraphrase Penelope’s cryptic statement as: “Yes, I
know very well that you looked just like this when you went to Troy, but that was twenty

years ago. You should not look this way now.” The word oidc might be emphasized: “I

know what you looked like, and you have obviously found out, too.” In fact, any mere test
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of knowledge is bound to be as suspect as a change of clothes. Why could a god not be
coaching the impostor? Why is it certain that the real Odysseus nesver gave up the secret?
In Martin Guerre, Pansette seals his claim with the knowledge of a pair of silk hose in a
trunk in Bernarde’s bedroom that no one else but her knew anything about.

Some translators have avoided making Penelope’s words pedAa &' b o1d’ oilog
EncOa refer to physical features.'® Samuel Butler translated this passage: “But I

remember well what kind of man you were when....; Bates writes:*“Well I know what you
were once when....”; Rouse says:“but [ know what manner of marma you were when...”
Unlike the case with the physical, we are now concerned about personal characteristics that
are supposed nof to change. Penelope could be taken as meaning, then, that she has a solid
and reliable grasp of the kind of man he was and cannot be fooled anto a false recognition,
and he has not yet proven himself to be that man. For starters, shes might be suspicious of a
man who thought that his wife could be bought by a show of power and fine dress. Is this
the same man who gave her his parting directive and expected her to guard the home?
Would the true Odysseus not be the sort of man who would expect her to demand a better
reason to capitulate than he has yet given her?

This raises the fascinating (and unanswerable) question of what Penelope would do
if she discovered this man standing before her to have nothing of the character or ideology

that Odysseus had when he left for Troy. Is he any longer the just mman that once ruled

'The second person singular used here has caused trouble. Is Penelope tacitly
admitting that she is convinced, or on her way to be convinced? Is it a slip of the tongue as
Roisman thinks (65)?
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fairly and mildly? Is he the man who, unlike any of the other Achaians, defines himself in

terms of his own son? Is he the man who places his son and the sanctity of the d1kog

higher than any of the other heros do? What if, for instance, she discovered that he, too,
had a plot to eliminate Telemachos? How much and in what way must Odysseus be like
the Odysseus of twenty years ago? Must Odysseus have preserved the core of his
character and essential loyalties to be accepted as the same man that he was when he left
for Troy? '

Putting aside such questions for a moment, and assuming that as long as Odysseus
can identity himself as the same body that left twenty years ago, there is still a great
problem for him. The simple but ineluctable truth is that Odysseus has become a man
unable— on the strongest logical and rational grounds— to give credible assurances of his
own identity. He is now in the position of the Cretan who says, “Believe me, all Cretans
are liars,” or, perhaps more to the point, “Believe me, [ am not the Cretan that I said I was
when I said that I was a Cretan.” How does the lover of lies convince us that he is not now
lying? In chapter one, [ showed how tightly Homer ties Odysseus’s identity to his piTLg,
even a sort of super-metis that warrants him, and him alone, the epithet moAOuntig. The

link is especially explicit and self-conscious in Book 9, in Polyphemus’s cave, through the

"Many critics have simplified and trivialized the test of the bed. Heubeck believes that
Penelope has all but given in. What the purpose of the test could be for those who believe that
Penelope has already recognized Odysseus through his disguise is beyond comprehension.
Forcing Penelope to play the coquette is no service to her agency. John Winkler attempts to
have it both ways. Penelope, he thinks, is only 99 percent sure that this man is Odysseus. The
stakes are so high that she must be 100 percent sure. And yet, she is sure enough to help this
man gain sovereign control in the dikog. A one percent error would give Odysseus one
hundred percent of the household.
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elaborate paronomastic interweaving of oOtig and uftic. In his Man in the Middle Voice,
John Peradotto has eloquently pointed out about Book 9 that “Odysseus is never more
himself, autos, than when he is Outis™ (161), that is, when he is playing the trickster, when
he is in disguise, when he is employing his genius for fiTig in order to get what he needs--
when he is Noman, or when he is a con man. It does not negate Peradotto’s insight into
Book 9 and the theme of identity to point out that in Book 23 Homer performs a sort of
thematic peripitea in which Odysseus’s defining virtue becomes a confining vice, in which
his very identity prevents him from having one. Odysseus’s identity which has been the
cause of so many troubles for others, is now the cause of his own: Polyphemus was
trapped by the OUrig that is pntig; Odysseus now traps himself in the pfjtig that is oOrig.

Penelope must be especially aware of the problem. After all, she recognizes the

Cretan as a master seducer who can play on the wishful hopes and desires of those he
encounters, and she trusts him in Book 19 to tell her exactly what he thinks that she wants
to hear. His words are guaranteed to aim at beguiling (8éAyew). Homer brings the theme
of deception back into sharp focus for the audience at the beginning of the interlude. When
Odysseus suggests giving Penelope a little time to come to her senses, Telemachos
consents out of respect for his father’s reputation for punrig.

aLToOg TUUTA YE AEVCOE, TATEP PiAe: onv YAp &plotny

unTw En’ &vlpddnoug ddg Eupevar, obdé k€ Tig ToL

dAlog &vnp Epioele KATOOYMTOY &vOpOITWVY.

You must look to this yourself, dear father; for they say

you have the best mind among men for craft, and there is
no other man among mortal men who can contend with vou. (23.124-26)



175

Odysseus then turns his attention to the implementation of an elaborate deception designed
to gain time for arming his allies and for his own escape to his country estate: he locks the
doors and stages a mock wedding festival. His plan to win Penelope over by changing his

appearance is also thoroughly based on the spirit of deception.

The Test

Odysseus therefore cannot establish his identity on his own. It is up to Penelope to
find a way. She does so with her own sort of deception, but a deception different from
most others in the Odyssey, not least because she does not proceed by telling Odysseus
what he would like to hear. Recent criticism has tended to credit Penelope in the
recognition scene with tricking the trickster, deceiving the deceiver, beating Odysseus at his
own game. Richmond Lattimore’s explanatory heading for this page of his translation is
“She tricks him into betraying himself.” Neither “trick” nor “betray” are the right ideas
here. The central fact of this scene is that Odysseus wants to be recognized and accepted,
and he has no reason to be fussy about the terms. He loses nothing by being made to
reveal the secret of the bed. Penelope is not tricking the trickster so much as attempting, as
it were, to redeem him, to save him from himself. Perhaps we might say that she is
unweaving the web that he has woven around himself. Penelope’s task is no easy one
since, as we have seen, no material evidence, not even the scar, is conclusive, nor is any
knowledge, not even a supposed secret, inviolable. In truth, any test that Odysseus is

conscious of would be compromised by that very fact. So, instead of questioning him
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further, Penelope pretends to back off, ceding to him every right but the right to sleep in her
chamber.

&AL dye oL otdpecov TLUKWOV AExog, EbpiOxieia,

EKTOg EvocTtaBéog Baddov, Tov p’ olrtdg Emolet”

£vBaL oL ExBeloO TLKLYOY AEYog EUBdAeT by,

KAEX KOL XAXIVaG KOl PITYEQ STYQAdEVTA.

Come then, Eurykleia, and make up a firm bed for him

outside the well-fashioned chamber: that very bed that he himself

built. Put the firm bed here outside for him, and cover it
over with fleeces and blankets, and with shining coverlets. (23.177-80)

Odysseus’s passion immediately gets the best of him. Angrily he says:

@ yOvat, f| udAo Tovto Emog Bupadyss Eelneg:
What you have said, dear lady, has hurt my heart deeply. (23.183)
What exactly has hurt his heart deeply? Hints of adultery? That is a tempting
answer. Beds are after all metonymically connected to the sexual act as indeed this one will

be at the end of this book (Ot &V Enerlta ACTACIOL AEKTPOLO TTALANLOL BECHOV ‘1KoVTOo®

23.295-6). Nevertheless, the connection of a moveable bed with adultery does not hold up
in this case. Penelope would not move the bed out into the hall, or anywhere else for that
matter if she wanted to share it with another man. The need for privacy would demand that
she prefer the one place where no one but herself and one trusting maid (Aktor’s daughter)
ever goes or is allowed to go. Furthermore, if Odysseus were reacting in anger to the threat
of adultery, I think that the long (sixteen line) speech that carefully and lovingly details the

construction of the bed would be rather superfluous and silly.
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Odysseus’s rage does not really depend in the end upon whether of not he thinks
that Penelope has moved the bed. It is enough that she should forget that it, unlike all other
beds, was built to be immoveable. He is fundamentally hurt that she should forget such an
important secret, and she is relieved to see that he has not. No one but Odysseus would
have taken so much care to build his bed so carefully and solidly, and no one but Odysseus
would still be so emotionally tied to it as he shows himself to be. Odysseus himself
continues to hold the values that he held when he made the bed to be the solid core of the
dixog. Ido not doubt that the bed is a symbol of marriage as well as being a symbol of the
stability of the dixog. After all is said and done, the marriage and the d1xog are one. For
Penelope, the marriage bond is a commitment to the House of Odysseus. It is their heritage

that she has protected so stubbornly.

Apology for Helen

After Penelope establishes Odysseus’s identity, she explains why she has been so
careful and stubborn. Temptation is great, and knowledge is uncertain. Though all human
beings might aim at doing what is good, their ability to succeed is naturally limited.

Penelope cites Helen as a potent example.

obd£ kev Apyein EAévn, Aldg Exyeyovia,

&vdpl map &Alodard epiyn dridTnTL Kol gbvn,
€L fdn & pw adrig &pniol vie€ A oLV
&Eépevar oikbude PpiAny ¢ motpid’ Epeilov.
v & 7 to p€at Bedg dpopev Epyov delkEg:
v & dtny ob npdchey E® EykdTOETO BUUL®D
Avypf, EE fig Tpdta kol huéog iketo Tévog.
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For neither would the daughter born to Zeus, Helen of Argos.
have lain in love with an outlander from another country,
if she had known that the warlike sons of the Achaians would bring her
home again to the beloved land of her fathers.
It was a god who stirred her to do the shameful thing she
did. and never before had she had in her heart this terrible
wildness, out of which came suffering to us also. (23.218-24)

Since this speech is arguably the most limelit in the entire Odyssey (if for no other
reason than its dramatic placement), it seems almost comical that the overwhelming
majority of classical philologists of antiquity and such moderns as Kirchhoff, Merry,
Wilamowitz, van Leeuwen, Finsler, Schwartz, von der Muhli, and Schadewaldt!? reject the
next six lines as spurious-- and not for firm textual reasons, either, but because they have
not been able to fathom why the lines are there. The sentiment has struck them as
inapposite, illogical, or just plain nonsense. Here is a case in which Penelope’s words are
not discounted by the claim that she is lying; rather, they are discounted by the claim that
she never said them at all.

Even many scholars who accept the speech as authentic have trouble with it.

Hanna Roisman in her article “Penelope’s Indignation, ™ attempts to salvage Penelope’s
apology for Helen by interpreting it as a subtle expression of her “hurt pride” and her anger
at Odysseus for being left out of the loop (1987, 68): “...she greets her husband not with

unalloyed delight, but rather with mixed feelings provoked by Odysseus’s earlier treatment

of her” (59). “The analogy she draws between her own experience and Helen’s,” Roisman

12Merr_v, Odyssey, XIII-- XXIV, ad loc; Kirchhoff, 531-2; Wilamowitz, 7; van Leeuwen,
ad loc.; Finsler, 434 (‘Unsinn’); Schwartz, 332; von der Muhll, ad loc.; Schadewaldt, op. cit
(Introd.), 24 (‘unlogisch’).
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goes on to say, “which implies that there was no motive for her fidelity to Odysseus
beyond her knowledge that he would someday come back and make her remarriage
useless, is simply another cutting statement that expresses her anger™ (68). I hope that [
have dispelled any tendency to embrace this sort of an argument that inevitably reduces
Penelope to a minor character with petty motives who has no positive agency in the plot.

To my mind, with the apology for Helen, the poem attains a sublime height of grace
and wisdom. It is not the power of the human seducers that is emphasized— Paris is not
mentioned— but the weakness of the seduced, or rather, the human propensity to self-
deception. Penelope’s analysis assumes the essentially Platonic poimt that no one does evil
willingly who knows the truth and its corollary, namely, that the doer always believes his
deed is for the best, and will work out well. Penelope’s insight is that not even Helen, the
most destructive of all women, intended to do evil. According to Penelope, Helen believed
that she was making the right decision when she ran off with Paris, and that all would be for
the best. The value of any decision, Penelope implies, depends upom its consequences; but
its consequences can never be known at the moment the decision is made. Helen would
have had the strength to resist her act of wildness (&tnv) had she been able to foresee the
future. An incontrovertible fact of human existence, though, is that no mortal can ever
have certain knowledge of the future. From that fact, flows all of life’s permanent and
ineluctable indeterminacy. In the face of the inescapable incompleteness of knowledge, it is
the human tendency (the human gift, perhaps) to fill in the gaps of knowledge with the

imagination.
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Penelope’s speech is less of an apology for Helen’s faults than it is a modest

account of her own virtue. Except in the stoutest, the most £unedog of minds, the
imagined outcome of any action is often the dupe of wishful thinking. Penelope is
indicating that she is aware of the risk and has always taken great pains— she says out of
fear— to resist it. For this reason, Penelope’s vision is essentially tragic, though by no
means sad or defeatist. Action must be accomplished in spite of partial knowledge of what
we are really doing. This is the idea of the tragic that Helene Foley finds in both Aristotle
and Penelope." It does not blame the gods for human suffering. In this, it invokes Zeus’s
lament in Book 1 over the general stupidity of people who blame the gods for their
troubles.

® mémot, olov 31 Vv Beolg Bpotol XLTLéWYTAL

£E uEwv vdp pact kdk' Eppevot ot 8¢ kal abrtot
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Oh, for shame, how the mortals put the blame upon us

gods, for they say evils come from us, but it is they, rather

who by their own recklessness win sorrow beyond what is given. (1.32-34)
The gods may meddle, tempt, deceive, even act badly out of jealousy for human happiness
as Penelope hints that the gods did in the case of her marriage. Nevertheless, the stubborn
human being with a stout heart and steadfast mind can endure. These are the qualities that
Penelope shares with Odysseus and constitutes their true homophrosyne. The word

Eunedog is used for the bonds that hold Odysseus against the mast to prevent him from

being seduced by the Siren’s song (12.161) and for the footing that he manages to maintain

13Gee Helene Foley, “Penelope as a Moral Agent.”
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as he dangles over Charybdis, the whirlpool. In Book 19, the Cretan once describes

Penelope as a king whose fame (KA£0G) goes to wide heaven because his land flourishes

under good rule, and the “sheepflocks continue to bear vigorous young (£umeda pnio)”
(19.113). This is not so much to make Penelope into a king, as to make a king into a mother
whose own firmness secures the family. Finally, I would point out that the word &unedov
is used at 23.203 to describe the unshakeable bedpost of the marital bed.

The apology reveals the centrality of the theme of self-deception, symbolized by the

idea of seduction and of the contrast between dvop and Omap, and may form a critical

response by the poet of the Odyssey to the poet of the [liad, even if they be one and the
same. If Helen is a goddess of love who acts like a mere woman, Penelope is the mere
woman who acts like a god. In Book 2 of the //iad, Agamemnon is the supreme symbol of
one who is eager to fool himself. Zeus, who is himself vulnerable to seduction by Hera,
successfully deceives Agamemnon through a dream that can be profitably contrasted to the
one that Penelope refuses to believe. Zeus deliberately sends a lying dream to Agamemnon
which the epic audience knows is false and to which none of the other Greeks would have
given the slightest credence had they dreamed it. The poet makes it clear that the leader of
all the Achaians believes the dream to be false because he badly wishes to believe it so.
Would he have curbed himself, as Penelope says even Helen would have, if he could have
glimpsed the results? Would anyone have gone off to Troy, if the consequences had been

clear?
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It is not merely that Penelope and Odysseus love each other, which they do.
Penelope falls weeping into Odysseus’s arms, and he into hers. The poet describes this
moment with a simile that banishes all doubts about their joy. More important, though, the
simile highlights how Penelope’s trials have been no less harsh and turbulent than

Odysseus’s.

g & 6T’ &v domdoiog Y1 v opEvoLlot davnm,
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and as when the land appears welcome other men who are swimming,
after Poseidon has smashed their strong-built ship on the open
water, pounding it with the weight of wind and the heavy
seas, and only a few escape the gray water landward

by swimming, with a thick scurf of salt coated upon them,
and gladly they set foot on the shore, escaping the evil:

so welcome was her husband to her as she looked upon him,
and she could not let him go from the embrace of her white arms. (23.233-40)

Book 23 is the emotional climax of the Odyssey, but the epic ends with husband
and wife again separated, continuing to secure what is most important to them, the stability
of the oixog. Odysseus unites the three generations of men in a show of continuity and

strength.
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Laertes also rejoiced, and said to them:

“What day is this for me, dear gods? [ am very happy.

My son and my son’s son are contending over their courage.” (24.513-15)

Though Penelope is not there with a spear in her hand, she is doing her part. Once again,

she remains at home entrusted with the house and its wealth. And she is equal to the job.
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