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Mythological figures play a number of roles in literature: they may, of course,
appear in person as developed characters, but they may also contribute more
indirectly, as part of the substratum from which rhetorical argument or literary
characterisation are constructed, or as a background against which other literary
strategies (for example, the rewriting of epic or the appropriation of Greek culture by
the Romans) can be marked out. This thesis sets out to examine the way in which the
figure of Penelope emerges from unknown origins, acquires portrayal in almost
canonical form in Homer’s Odyssey, and then takes part in the subsequent interplay of
Homeric and other literary allusions throughout later Classical literature (with
chapters focusing particularly on fifth-century Greek tragedy, Hellenistic poetry, and
Augustan poetry). In particular, it focuses on the manner in which, despite the
potential complexities of the character and the possible variants in her story, she
became quintessentially a stereotypical figure. In addition to considering examples
where Penelope is evoked by name, a case is also made for the thesis that allusion, or
intertextual reference, could also evoke Penelope for an ancient audience. A central
point of discussion is what perception of Penelope would be called to mind by
intertextual reference. The importance of approaching relationships between ancient
texts in intertextual terms rather terms of strict “allusion” is thus demonstrated. The
formation of the simplified picture is considered in the light of folk-tale motifs,
rhetorical simplification of myth, and favoured story patterns. The appendices include
a summary of the myth of Penelope with all attested variants, and a comprehensive

list of explicit references to her in classical literature.



“What seith Omer of goode Penalopee?
All Grece knoweth of hire chastitee.”

Chaucer, The Franklin’s Tale, 1443-4
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All reading is informed by the assumptions and implicit theories of the reader, and the
general realisation that one cannot “just read the text” has been of beneficial effect in obliging
all would-be critical readers to examine their own prejudices and reading strategies'. Ancient
texts therefore need to be approached in a manner which is informed by an appreciation of
what the reader brings to the text’: prejudices can be replaced by (or transformed into)
acknowledged beliefs for which justification and supporting argumentation can be produced.
The plethora of tools now available for informing the reading of ancient texts requires that a
work of scholarship start, almost like a school science report, by setting out a statement of
method and equipment used, for the results will depend on these. As e\}en science is coming
to realise, however, acknowledgement of equipment, method, and assumptions will not
change personal observation into pure objective fact’.

However, although it is salutary to expose the impossibility of recreating “the
original” reading of a text, the ideal of constructing a picture of the ways in which a text was
presented and received in its original context cannot be totally discarded, if the study is to
remain one of “Classics” or “the Ancient World” rather than that of “modern reception of
Classical texts”. My own approach cannot but be that of a woman in the late twentieth-
century, but my aim is still to investigate antiquity rather than solely twentieth-century

readings of antiquity’. This study of Penelope aims to create a picture of how this

' By “readers” 1 mean both actual readers and other forms of audience; similarly “reading” covers all acts of
interpretation.

2 Graff 1987 p.252, Harris 1996 pp.132-36.

* Cf. Harris 1996 ch.4 on the problems of trying to discuss literature in scientific terms; and much science
acknowledges the unavoidable presence of the observer.

* Cf. Jauss 1982 ch.1.



mythological figure was seen at various points during antiquity: it may thus provide a
background far a broader consideration of perceptions and conceptions of mythology
throughout the period.

Penelope is still viewed even today as the “type” of the good wife. Rather than being
uncritically accepted, this conception will be further examined in the light of the ancient texts
to assess the degree to which it can be satisfactorily established as reflecting an aspect of
ancient views. Such a figure would seem a good subject for the methods of earlier feminist
literary criticism® - methods which uncover false assumptions and stereotypes embedded in
male representations of women, and highlight the ways in which women historically have
fitted themselves to those stereotypes and aimed to read and write as men®. As I hope to
show, the assumptions which early feminist criticism addressed are both powerfully illustrated
and revealed by a study of Penelope, a figure who reaches us from antiquity shaped by male
authors and sensibilities.

Yet although, as we shall see, this approach may best encompass the many passing
references to Penelope as paradigm (a concept whose place in ancient societies will be
considered below - ch.4), where Penelope is given more than a passing reference and becomes
a more fully presented figure, then more recent feminist strategies of reading - reading
between the lines, in the gaps - may prove more useful tools. Although these Penelopes may
still be male creations, critics such as Cixous, Jardine, and Cavarero’ have shown us how
something of the female may still slip through, how we can see more in the text than simply

the male view of the female figure.

* Feminist criticism may use any other form of criticism, but is always aware of the construction of gender. For
an overview of possible feminist approaches, cf. Moi 1985, Humm 1994 and 1995; Doherty 1996 shows how
varied these can be by considering different feminist approaches to the Odyssey.

® Cixous 1976 p.878, Fetterley 1978 pp.i-xxiv, especially sect. II, Cixous 1981 p.52, Culler 1983 pp.43-64.

” Cixous 1976 pp.886-8, Jardine 1985, Cavarero 1995 pp.1-4; cf. also Gold 1993, which cites further Classical-
related bibliography.



Part of what can be reclaimed from even male-centred texts is the constructions which
the author and audience placed on the world around them; analysis of the text can therefore
show how “woman” was constructed, and some of the complications and contradictions in
that construction®. These may reveal places in which marginalised voices can come through
the text, and uneasiness about the constructions in society may be discerned. The uneasiness
which may be found in a text may well reflect uneasiness with the conflict between the ideal
and realityg.

Modern criticism has also dissuaded the critical reader from seeking a definitive
meaning in a text; we are reminded that each member of the audience/readership will react
differently, as will different audiences in varying times and places. The case of Penelope will
bring this home, as we see different interpretations of the Homeric Penelope at various points
in antiquitylo. This fluidity of interpretation can be linked to the fluid and elusive nature of
woman as seen by Cixous and Irigary“, which contrasts with attempts to pigeon-hole
mythological figures as paradigmslz: this is particularly true of Penelope, who appears as a
paradigm of only one virtue, unlike Odysseus, who may be seen not only as an exemplary
Stoic hero of endurance, but also the prototype of the sophist who wins by words and trickery.
Paradoxically, for this couple at least, it is the man whose nature is less definable, the woman
closely defined by her role in the male-centred story-line. This perhaps shows the reflection
in literature of the patriarchal attempt to define and so confine the female; whether these were
the terms in which ancient women saw themselves must remain unknown. One can, of

course, give more “open” readings of Penelope in the Odyssey, and more “closed” ones of

® Cf. Barthes 1957 p-11 on myth as hiding, “in the decorative display of what-goes-without-saying, ...
ideological abuse”.

® Cf. Barthes 1957 (p.156), “mythology harmonizes the world, not as it is, but as it wants to create itself”,
Culham 1986 p.15, Gutzwiller and Michelini 1991 p.71 on Antigone as “the working-out of a cultural puzzle”.

'O Cf. Jauss 1982 pp.32-9.

"' Cixous 1986 pp.63-6 on the contruction of binary oppositions, (for example) pp.74, 83-100 (especially 87),
137, on “woman” as complex, Irigary 1980, Cixous 1976 pp.875-8, 883, 889, Kristeva 1974.

2 Cf. Zeitlin 1996 p.11, who links the rhetorical use of paradigms particularly to the fixing of gender identity
and expectations.



Odysseus”; however, a simplified reading will tend to be a closed reading, a fact which seems
relevant for the study of mythological figures that function as paradigms.

The job of a scholar of antiquity is to explore what may be found in a text, not to
prescribe its meaning. Yet this does not mean that it is pointless to attempt to construct an
image of at least some of the meanings which an ancient audience at a particular point in time
might have seen in a text - it means merely that the results of such a search will be somewhat
tentative and recognised as neither definitive nor the whole picture. As our reconstructions of
such meanings must rely on ancient evidence, they must be partial, particularly as far as
women'’s readings of the texts are concerned; we have no real evidence for how women in
antiquity saw Penelope - as a heroine to be emulated, or as a negative example (showing how
not to act), or as both. Showalter’s complaint may be fair, that “feminist critique”, although a
form of feminist criticism, is male-oriented”, but it must remind us that this is almost all we
have for antiquity; “gynocritics” - studies focusing on female authorship - are not a practical
method for approaching the majority of ancient texts. Our constructions of ancient views and
uses of Penelope will not reveal what any ancient citizen, male or female, actually thought,
but they can produce a picture of how they could have used the mythological figure of
Penelope to construct their conceptions of themselves - both what they were, or should be, and
what they were not, or ought not to be. Examination of Penelope as the stereotype of the good
wife will not tell us how many women lived up to this ideal'’, nor even whether they were
really expected or desired to, but rather give us an image of what that ideal consisted in, the

ideal which was put forward by the society as an approved standard for emulation'®.

" A “closed” reading is one which stresses the aspects in which a text tries to define its own meaning and shut
off other possible interpretations; an “open” reading is one which stresses the ways in which the text resists
having a definite meaning attached to it. For further discussion see Doherty 1996 pp.9-11, Hawthorn 1994
pp.203-4, Eco 1979 pp.3-65.

"* Showalter 1979 p.27.

' On the dangers of confusing image and reality, see Culham 1986, whose main interest is in the “reality”.

' While, as Zajko 1995 points out, such stories can be told transgressively, such transgressive versions are told
against an accepted social stereotype.



Study of literature both illuminates and is illuminated by consciousness of such
stereotypes: an examination of what the text suggests could be taken for granted in terms of,
for example, knowledge of myths or societal conventions, may reveal the writer’s
expectations of the audience’s assumptions (as well as, possibly, something of the writer’s
own assumptions). Such assumptions would include notions which were common currency
throughout society and ideals with which all would be familiar (even if not all of the audience
identified with them). Thus examination of the assumptions which a text can make should
lead to greater understanding of the stereotypes and assumptions which were held as common
in the society. The existence of stereotypes need not affect how individuals in a society are
seen by other individuals'’, but does reflect some larger preoccupations of the society: to say
“[myth] offers a model of behaviour”'® is almost certainly as true of ancient societies as of
modern. Studies of modern stereotypes and mythical models of behaviour show how the
models of behaviour proposed by the “myths” can be internalised and shape the descriptions
people will give of their lives - whether they are telling a story of the past to explain the
present, or describing the past in a way which shows how their actions were fitting for their
position in societylg.

Such a method of extracting information from texts is influenced by some of the same
conceptions of language use as have shaped the critical method known as narratology*’.

Narratology analyses narratives with a formal, structural focus, separating the action of a tale

"7 Cf. Oakes, Haslam and Turner 1994 p.193 “stereotypes represent group-level realities ... not the personal
characteristics of individual members [of the stereotyped group]”, and Moore 1988 pp.30-38, stressing the
difference between the reality and the ideas held collectively by a society.

** Cabezali, Cuevas and Chicote 1990 p.162.

" For the first, cf. Samuel and Thompson 1990 pp.5-15, especially p.8, discussing the reshaping that goes on in
oral history, and Burke 1992 pp.101-3; for the second, Cabezali, Cuevas and Chicote 1990 pp.168-72, who
discuss the way in which women from Madrid describe their actions during the Civil War, highlighting tasks
such as washing and cooking, downplaying or omitting the fighting they were involved in, the struggles to get
the food for cooking.

20 Bibliography is provided by de Jong and Sullivan 1994 pp.282-3; the main names are Bal (especially Bal
1977) and Genette, but Prince 1987 and Chatman 1978 are useful, and Chambers 1984 has a clear summary in
the introduction and start of ch. 2.



from the way in which it is described. Narratology considers who is speaking, or, when the
voice of the narrator is describing events, from whose point of view these are seen (embedded
focalisation)u. For example, the use of akndéotwg in /I 22.465, in the description of
Achilles’ treatment of Hector’s body, shows that this passage is being focalised through
Andromache, whose horror is thus expressed””. To identify the “focaliser” of a passage is
thus not the same as stating the speaker; although they may be the same, they may also be
different, and in that difference may lie an important clue to interpreting the choice of a
particular word. As linguistic studies have shown, choice of vocabulary, pronunciation, and
style of speech reflect very fleeting changes of addressee, mood of the speaker, and desired
effect as well as longer-term influences such as surroundings (for example, the use of different
language in school or work from that used during leisure time with friends or family) and
desired impressionB. That this may also be presumed for larger scale narratives may be
shown by the narratological analysis of oral and literary texts: both can reflect the same desire
to use story-telling for varying purposes: for example, to advise or to become part of a
group24. The assumption that authors will generally write in a style which their desired
audience will be able to understand (unless the aim is to be incomprehensible) is thus not
controversial, nor is the assumption that if, for example, a myth is referred to briefly, then we

may assume that the salient details would be generally known”.

Cf Genette 1972, Chatman 1978 pp.151-8, Bal 1981, Hawthorn 1994 pp.190, 213-5, de Jong 1997.

Cf de Jong 1994 pp.29-30.

Coates 1987, especially pp.183-4, 197-8; for more detail see Milroy and Milroy 1978, 1985.

* . Polanyi 1981, an analysis of a conversation which includes the telling of a story. This is also reflected in
the use of stereotypes, which seem to serve a social function of group definition (cf. Oakes, Haslam and Turner
1994 pp.185-210, Hawthorn 1994 pp.277-8, Ellmann 1968 ch.3). The way in which oral histories will be retold
in different ways according to the audience and the desired effect is also relevant; cf. Samuel and Thompson
1990 p.8-9 on the shaping of life stories on standard patterns, pp.10-11 on the use of narrative devices, pp.11-12
on the shaping of characters according to “cultural stereotypes”. Cf. also Benjamin 1968 on storytelling.

* Cf. Polanyi 1981 p.112 on the cultural knowledge assumed in telling a story. Stinton 1986 presumes that
neccesary knowledge will be supplied: to say that such details would be generally known is not to say that all
members of the audience would know them, rather that sufficient information would be available to the majority
of the audience to make the allusion comprehensible.



One source for knowledge of such details will be earlier treatments, whether literary or
oral; thus such references may be seen as in some way intertextual (in a broad sense,
appealing to a system of knowledge shared by some of the audience). The term
“intertextuality” has been used and understood in many senses since it was coined by Kristeva
in 1966°°. Kristeva’s radical sense set up a system in which every text could be seen as being
in an intertextual relation with every other, and this has been broadened by taking “text” to
mean not only literary text, but any sign system. Such a definition of intertextuality implies
an important difference between intertextuality and allusion, for it includes the appropriation
of a system of language from one context into another: for example, the use of epic language
in other genres, or the use of epigraphical formulae in literature. However, when classical
scholars discuss the relationship between two literary texts, “intertextuality” is often taken to
mean little more than “allusion”; the only real difference is that allusion is usually felt to
require intention”’. This difference springs from the idea of “allusion” as something done by
the author, whereas an intertextual relationship is set up by the reader of a text. This is why it
is as comprehensible and logical in intertextual terms to talk of Eliot’s influence on
Shakespeare (or rather on a modern critic’s reading of Shakespeare, often expressed as
“Shakespeare™) as Shakespeare’s on Eliot (or “Eliot”, Eliot as read by a modern critic): the
modern critic who has read both cannot read one in ignorance of the other, and hence each

may contribute to shaping that critic’s reading of the other”®.

* Kristeva 1967; in English, cf. Moi 1986 p.37. For other uses of the term, cf. Worton and Still 1990; for
further bibliography (in classical contexts), van Erp Taalman Kip 1994 pp.153-7, Edmunds 1995 (Edmunds also
has a book on the subject in preparation), Wills 1996 ch.1 (particularly n.2), Hinds forthcoming (a) and (b), a
forthcoming volume of MD devoted to intertextuality, and the bibliography provided in de Jong and Sullivan
1994 p.284.

¥’ Cf. Edmunds 1995, Fowler forthcoming; Thomas 1986 brings the author in and Lyne 1987 talks of “designed
intertextuality”, which almost completely blurs the distinction between allusion and intertextuality. Stinton 1986
makes the question of audience recognition more important than some, but still thinks in terms of authorial
intention. The fact that “allusion” and “intertextuality” are used almost interchangeably by some critics leads to
further confusion, but Kristevan intertextuality is much broader in scope.

?® Cf. Martindale 1993 ch.1, especially pp.7-9 (other chs. show the theory at work); also p. 35 “one useful
approach to certain great ‘imitative’ works is to see them as rereadings of the works imitated”.



Another difference between allusion and intertextuality (in its original sense) is the
question of the nature of the “text” which may be referred to. In studies of Latin poetry,
allusion and intertextuality can overlap more easily, as the question of the existence of written
texts and their nature is not disputed. For Greek poetry, however, especially early poetry such
as the Homeric poems, reference is less likely to be to a fixed written text, and so allusion as
understood for Latin poetry is often thought impossible. Given the problems of dating and
composition, showing that the model is “one with whom the poet is demonstrably familiar*®
becomes impossible; thus such an author-centred version is not suitable. The wider sense of
“text” that was originally envisaged by Kristeva, and the looser form of a two-way
relationship between texts is more applicable: if two texts exist in fluid form at the same time,
they may both influence the other, and other “texts™ such as grave inscriptions or the formulae
of certain rituals may also have an intertextual relationship with them.

Intertextuality is never provable, being constructed by each reader individually, but
there are intertextual relationships which may seem more “plausible” to a scholarly
audience®. These will be marked’' in some intelligible way, capable of contributing to or
enriching an interpretation: if the reference seems to add nothing to the text, then readers are
less likely to notice it or allow it to influence their reading. If the reading one is attempting to
construct is that of an ancient reader/audience, then one may wish to construct filters of the
literature and culture of that period32, and hence questions of allusion and intertextuality will

focus on contemporary and earlier texts. This is particularly the case if one is using the

reading of literature (as classicists often do) as a means of learning about the collective

® Thomas 1986; Conte 1986 similarly looks mainly to the author, but Conte 1994 moves further away from this.
On early Greek literature and intertextuality, cf. Edmunds 1995 pp.4-12.

* wills 1996 p.17 refers to the “discriminatory act of allusion”, seeing allusive language as language which is in
some way marked (cf. Wills 1996 pp.15-24, with discussion of different forms of allusive marking)

*! “Marked" is a term borrowed from linguistics, defined by Jakobson 1957; “unmarked” is the general category,
and a word which is “marked” is distinguished as being not a member of the unmarked group. Cf. Nagy 1990
?p.5-8 (also pp.30-1).

2 Cf. Sourvinou-Inwood 1989 and 1991 ch.1 especially pp.9-14 on “perceptual filters™.



perceptions and understandings constructed by an ancient society. Thus a discussion of an
intertextual relation will often, in scholarly discourse, become a discussion of
provable/plausible influence: intertextuality has been reduced to allusion again. However, the
notion of intertextuality is not necessarily completely lost in such scholarly discussions.
While allusion is most frequently seen as a matter of reference to particular lines in a work,
working on intertextuality rather than allusion may also point up borrowing of language
between genres, and hence reference to a work as a whole rather than just to one small
section. Such reference may be linguistic, formal, or situational; the more of these that are
present, the more marked the reference. In my work, I have chosen to focus on examples
where the intertextuality with the Odyssey is most marked in order to investigate the images
that the intertextual references can evoke; this study is therefore not exhaustive, particularly in
considering fifth-century tragedy. The stress, however, is on the audience rather than the
author: it is the audience’s reading (which will vary over time, place, etc.) of the text which
reflects on their cultural ideals, and that is part of what is explored in this study.

It is perhaps more radical to assume, as is done in ch.7, that an audience’s knowledge
of Homer would be sufficient to recognise the intertextual references in the plays discussed.
It is, however, important to note that the ability to recognise a resonance of some form to the
Homeric text need not entail the ability to identify the reference as to a particular part of the
text>; language may be marked as Homeric/epic rather than marked as referring to a
particular passage. If a good story can be made from the link, then the intertextual

relationship will be more interesting to explore.

¥ Consider the different ways in which tragedy and comedy can allude to earlier tragic texts and the genre more
generally; cf. Halleran forthcoming (especially n.3) and Fowler forthcoming (particularly n.25). Comedy plays
off the conventions of tragedy, sometimes referring to particular plays, or even particular scenes in particular
plays (for example, Aristophanes’ use of the Telephus and the Helen in Thesmophoriazusae), but sometimes
uses less specific references to generic features of tragedy (for example, the use of tragic language at Arist.
Wasps 750-9, Clouds 711-22, 1259-61, Lys. 954-7), it can also use precise lexical echoes (e.g. E. Helen 293
parodied at Arist. Thesmo. 868). Stinton 1986 uses the criterion of intelligibility to define allusion; the
complexity of the relationship between tragedy and comedy suggests that we should not underestimate the
capabilities of an ancient audience.



As intertextuality is a feature of the text rather than necessarily of the author's
intention, it need not be a late literary sophistication of written texts, but can be present in the
earliest texts, which may have intertextual relationships with religious formulae, etc., even
though a particular text referred to cannot be produced. The concept of allusion tends to
assume deliberate use of an earlier (written) text by the author of a later one, but this is
unnecessary. This may be shown from our earliest texts. The Homeric poems, of course, are
full of repeated words and phrases: this is the nature of oral poetry. Thus it might seem that
we can allow no special emphasis to the context of an earlier appearance of a phrase when it
recurs. This would seem to hold true for some repetitions in the /liad, but there are some
echoes within the poem which may have significance (and neoanalysis suggests extensive
intertextuality with other contemporary poems34). For example, the echoes of book one in
book twenty-four reflect the mirroring of themes in the two books; but there are also lines,
such as that for the coming of Dawn (1.477=24.788), which are used nowhere else in this

% The Odyssey is clearly

epic, and cannot be seen merely as reflections of similar themes
intertextual with the lliad"’; some repetitions may be due to the formulaic nature of the poetry,
but others may be more marked. For example, the echo (Od. 8.435-6) of the lines from the
lliad where Achilles gives orders for the washing of Patroclus’ dead body (/I. 18.347-8) does
not seem very marked, as the lines appear to be formulaic. At Od.8.73ff., however, one can
see a more significant reference to the start of the Iliad, particularly in the phrase kAéa
dv8p6>v37. The context is Demodocus’ song about a quarrel between Odysseus and Achilles,

a quarrel which Agamemnon mistakes as the quarrel between “the best of the Achaeans”

which will signal the imminent downfall of Troy - the quarrel which is described in the lliad.

* Cf. Edwards 1991 pp.15-19.
¥ Cf. Macleod 1982 pp.16-35 (especially 32-5) on structure, and 43-5 on the significance of repetition in

Homer.
% contra Page 1955 pp.158-9, but now almost universally accepted; cf. Rutherford 1993 p.39 n.5. Pucci 1987

* Taplin 1990.
10



An echo of the opening lines would seem more clearly marked than an echo of lines in a less
prominent position, and this allusion is intelligible, clearly adding to the passage: thus the
intertextual relationship seems worth pursuing.

Intertextual relations are also to be found in other early Greek poetry (even if the
question of who is alluding to whom is insoluble). For example, the famous comparison of
the generations of humans and of leaves from the /liad is echoed in Mimnermus and later

quoted by Simonides:

oin mep @UAA®V YEVEN, TOoiN 8¢ KOl AvEpdV:
@OAAO TO PEV T &vepog opddig xéet, Ao 8¢ 8° VAN
TNAeBOWOO QUEL, Eapog &’ Emylyveton OpN:
©G AVOPDV YEVEN T HEV QUEL N &’ ATOANYEL.
lliad 6.146-9

NUETG &°, ol e @OAAQ QOEL TOAVAVOEROG BPN
Eapog, 61° aly’ avyfig adéetar neriov,
101G TkeAOL VIOV €Tl YpOvoVv dvBecLY TBNg
1epTOpEBQ, PO BedV €1d0TeC 0VTE KOUKOV
oVt &yaBov.
Mimnermus 2.1-5
£v 3¢ xkdAAoToV X1og Egtmev &vnp:
“oln mep @UAAWV YeVET, TOlN O€ KOl AVOPOV™
Simonides 19.1-2 (West?)
One might argue® that the Mimnermus passage is merely drawing on a common theme with
the Homeric passage, and thus explain away shared words in terms of a shared poetic
language and shared ideas. The passage from Simonides, however, explicitly makes reference
to Homer, if indirectly, by referring to him as the “Chian man”. Definite pre-fifth-century
references to the Homeric texts are difficult to find, owing to the fragmentary state of the
texts, and the problem of establishing whether a shared expression is a deliberate allusion, or

simply part of the shared oral heritage. However, there are suggestive examples. For

example, in Stesichorus’ Geryoneis there are several parallels with Homeric phraseology:

® West 1995 p.206; against this, Sider 1996 pp.272-282.
11



indeed Page says that the “prominence of Homeric phrases” is “a principal characteristic of
the style of Stesichorus™. Page collects Homeric parallels for several of the fragments of the
Geryoneis, including, at POxy 2617 fir.4 and 5 col.ii.14ff. (=SLG 15 col.ii.144f.), reference to
the simile of the flower used at /liad 8.306ff. for the death of Gorgythion. If we are right to
believe that the similes represent a late stage in the evolution of the Homeric language, then it
is more plausible to see this as a definite reference rather than an indication of a shared oral
heritage. Thus it seems possible that from the earliest period of written Greek poetry,
reference could be made to Homeric poetry. The earliest passages which seem “beyond
reasonable doubt” to refer to Homer are to be found in the sixth century, in Alcman (fr.77, cf.
I 3.39) and Alcaeus (fr.44.8 contains a reference to Achilles’ wrath, and his mother as a
suppliant, which implies a version of the Iliad very close to that we have).

In a strict Kristevan sense, intertextuality will always be a relation which holds
between all texts, to and from all texts. However, as a tool for studying literature, it is often
focused so that what is under consideration is the relationship of one text to many others, or
between two particular texts*. The existence of such one-to-one relationships between texts
does not mean that those texts do not have intertextual relations with any other texts, but
rather that for the purpose of a particular reading, only those two texts will be considered.
When considering a “many to one” relation, one may be considering the influence of many
earlier texts on one later text (the chronological distinction is common in classical
scholarship) - for example, the influence of Homer, Apollonius, and Ennius on the Aeneid (to
name but a few) - or the reactions to one earlier text in many later texts - for example, the use
made of the Aeneid by Silver Latin epic‘“. As the later texts will have intertextual relations

with many more texts, it is unlikely that the full range of meaning of every earlier text can be

* Page 1973 p.152.

Cf. the opening pages (especially n.2) of Hershkowitz forthcoming.

*' Cf. Kennedy 1994 p.90 on the consensus that “post-Virgilian epic is to be read as a response to the cultural
authority of the Aeneid”.



reflected in the later text; the earlier texts may also come to have symbolic meaning and hence
be evoked for programmatic purposes, thus raising a further possibility for distortion of
reading. For example, the representation of Callimachus in the Roman elegists (and other
Latin literature) does not reflect accurately the impression of Callimachus which we may gain
by reading what remains of his works. The elegists look to Callimachus as a forerunner of
their genre (Prop. 3.1.1-2, 3.3 with Apollo’s rebuke), and as a poet who, like them, refused to
write about kings and wars (e.g. Verg. Ecl. 6.1-6, Ovid Am. 1.1.1-2)42. Thus they present
Callimachus in a way which suits their own poetic interests, emphasising the aspects which
benefit these, and reducing the complexity we find in reading the works of Callimachus
themselves. In a similar fashion, Horace simplifies the complexity of Ennius’ poetry, and his
relation to Callimachus, in order to emphasise his own skill (for example, Ars Poetica 259-60,
Ep. 1.19.1-11, 2.1.50). The use made of earlier texts by later texts may thus reveal simpler
readings” which are none the less recognisable, suggesting that such readings are both
possible and common.

Thus too, I shall suggest, on the basis of the following chapters, writers and audiences
in the fifth century and beyond looked to the Odyssey in their writings and readings and saw it
(in that context) not always as the complex text which may be found in modern readings, but
as a simpler tale of the returning husband. Whether this simplification is due to the nature of
intertextuality, or of the story itself, or results from the existence of the tale in other, simpler,
oral versions, and the use of Penelope as a paradigm, it is impossible to state categorically: all
these factors seem plausible and interlinked. The complex intertextual nature of later texts
may predispose their readers to interpret their references to earlier texts in a more simple

fashion than they would when reading the actual earlier text, although some “readers™ (the

** Cameron 1995 ch.18.
' Later texts may also, of course, introduce new complexities; cf. Hinds forthcoming.
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audience, whether they read or heard a piece of literature) may well have seen greater
complexity in their readings through knowledge of the greater complexity of the texts with
which the one they were “reading” had an intertextual relationship. In the higher literary
forms we may expect to find a more complicated use of intertextual references; this seems less
likely in lower forms such as verse inscriptions and epitaphs, and hence it is in these forms

that we are more likely to find the “popular background” against which complex higher

literature was written and read.
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Chapter 2: The Nature and Use of Greek Mythology
1n004¢g o1t Adyog yevdng eikovilomv dAnbelov

Myth is a deceitful discourse which expresses the truth in images
Theon of Alexandria Progymnasmata
(Spengel Rhetores graeci 11 p.59 11.21-2)
A myth is essentially a particular sort of narrative, a story which is always retold
(or at least presented as such)!. One may attempt to distinguish myth from history, from
fairy-tale or legend, or from literature; for almost every definition, however, a counter-
example may be found, and the more precise the definition, the more myths which do not
fit it are to be found?. A workable (and fairly general) definition seems to be “traditional
tales relevant to society” (Bremmer3). Bremmer is defining myth in contrast with other
traditional tales, but does admit that myths are not always traditional tales (citing, for
example, the oriental tales in Hesiod’s Theogony, and the historical component in tales of
colonisation and the origins of democracy#). He distinguishes myths from “other genres
of popular tales” by looking at the Greek use of the term p08oc. The use of pd6og to
mean a tale told to an audience, a form of marked speech, reveals one of the important
things to note about Greek myths: until a late date, we do not have canonical versions,

but only particular literary or artistic depictions - although we may talk about “the myth”,

we have no evidence for a fixed form of a particular myth outside these literary and

I Cf. Detienne 1986, Edmunds 1997 pp.415-8; Barthes 1957 pp.109-11 for a similar application to modern
myths.

2 Much has been written on the question of Greek mythology; the standard works (which attempt
definitions of one sort or another) are Kirk 1970, Kirk 1974, Graf 1987 pp.9-56, Burkert 1979 (ch.1, pp.1-
34), and Said 1993; cf. also Veyne 1988 for a different approach. Useful comments are also found in
Bremmer 1987 (a collection of essays on mythological topics), especially his introductory essay “What is a
Greek Myth?” pp.1-9 (references to Bremmer 1987 in this introductory section are to this essay), Edmunds
1990 (a collection of essays illustrating through concrete examples the different methodological
approaches to Greek mythology), especially his “Introduction: The Practice of Greek Mythology” pp.1-20,
and Buxton 1994 pp.12-17, 182-218.

3 Bremmer 1987 p.7.

4 Bremmer 1987 p.3.
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artistic versions (although there were elements which were constant between versions
which may be seen as constituting a “core”). Thus, although one may try to reconstruct
the “original” version of a myth, it is hard to show that such a version was known at any
point up to the collection of myths into handbooks: the idea of variants on a fixed tale is
inaccurate, and we are better to think of different versions of the same tale later distilled
to produce a synthesised version - or of conflicting elements separated out to refer to
different figures.

Certain versions, certain retellings of a myth, could achieve special status. The
Homeric poems in particular achieved this status early; Aeschylus’ retelling of the
Oresteia appears to have been very influential too>. However, even the special status
accorded to the Homeric poems did not prevent later poets either using different versions
of these myths or changing themé. For example, the Homeric versions of the stories of
Niobe and Meleager did not become the standard versions, although the major story-lines
of the Homeric poems do seem to have had greater influence’.

Although we may see “Greek mythology” as a fixed category, and a constant in

ancient Greek culture, this probably does not reflect the experience of mythology of an

> It is notable that Aeschylus’ version, not Homer’s, is the dominant one in later tradition. Thus the
importance of the Furies and the notoriety of Orestes as a matricide seem to depend on later tradition, and
emphasise details which in Homer are passed over.

6 Cf. Buxton 1994 p.16: “Greek mythical tradition was dynamic: given the right circumstances an
innovation would achieve currency, only to lose it later if other versions were found more persuasive”.

7 Thus, although the tragedians focus on different details in the story of Orestes and Agamemnon (nor do
all other poets follow Homer in placing Achilles and Heracles in the Underworld), at least two elements -
Achilles’ killing of Hector followed by Priam’s ransoming of the body, and Odysseus’ successful
homecoming from Phaeacia straight to Ithaca (not via Thesprotis) - are seldom (if ever) queried or
contradicted (although the visit of Odysseus to Thesprotis is found displaced to a second period of
wandering after his successful return from the Trojan War). One may note also the contradictory strands
about the fate of Heracles which are found in the /liad and Odyssey - or indeed in the Odyssey text alone as
we have it (Od. 11.601-27 puts the eidolon of Heracles in Hades, but his real self (if this is meant by
autos) on Olympus; even given the strong probability that 601-4 is interpolated, the picture here is
definitely different to the bleak picture in the /liad).
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ancient Greek. Although there is continuity in the use of mythology from Homer to
Hellenistic literature, and on into Roman literature, it seems very unlikely that the stories
would have been regarded in the same way by a third-century poet, retelling them in
novel and diverting ways for a literary audience, as by a poet in the oral tradition of
Homer, who may have been singing the tale of a hero whose grave or cult centre was in
the very town in which he was performing. One may compare Homer’s genealogy of
Aeneas, which, it has been argued, owes its place in the lliad to the desire of the poet to
please contemporary rulers of the Troad?, and Callimachus’ genealogy of Acontius and
Cydippe (fr.75), which, despite providing the most obvious aition for the story as a
whole, is distinctly understressed: it seems to be used as a digression to enhance the
rather dry, dusty, historical feeling engendered by the reference to Xenomedes, and more
emphasis is placed on the fact that Xenomedes is the written source for Callimachus’
information, and hence on the poet’s knowledge of written sources.

Myths, we may presume, did exist for the Greeks outside the literary and artistic
versions which have survived for us today. Although we do not know precisely which
tales were told by whom in Greek society, we do have evidence for a lively oral tradition
that included the tales we now class as “Greek myths”: there were rhapsodes who sang at
public festivals, choruses of children and men who could take part in competitions,

citharodes, who tended to perform for individuals and more private occasions than the

8 1120.200-58 gives the genealogy, 20.306-8 is Poseidon’s prophecy that Aeneas will survive the Trojan
War and that he and his descendants will rule over the Trojans. Cf. Janko 1992 p.19 on the influence of
“local patriotism” and p.382ff. on Glaucus as the ancestor of lonian families. Smith 1981 denies any
influence of contemporary Aeneidai on the /liad (and summarises earlier work on this topic pp.17-8).
However, it seems somewhat inconsistent that he is willing to write off Hellanicus’ mention of the
Aeneidai as drawing on a contemporary post-Homeric local tradition (possibly influenced by the /liad),
while denying that a local tradition could be a possibility for Homer. The speed with which an oral
tradition can change history undercuts his historically based arguments (cf. below).
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big public festivals, and also normal citizens and their households, telling stories to
children and adults®. We may plausibly posit an oral culture of storytelling which
included myths as well as bogey creatures, such as the Empusa, and probably historical
tales as well. This oral side to the transmission of stories makes the existence of variants
unsurprising. Oral literature, including folk tales and folklore, notoriously exists in
variant forms!9, even in societies where it is transmitted by verbatim memorisation (for
example, in Somaliall); if we are talking in terms of the circulation of a story, or story-
line, rather than a particular poem by an individual poet, then the scope for variation in
the way the tale is retold will obviously be greater. There will, however, usually be key
features of myths which have to be kept in - just as there are in folk tales, but for these
there is often a greater degree of flexibility at the start. Because the main protagonists
are not always identified by name, one may listen for some time before one can tell that
the story will be that of Snow White, for example, rather than Cinderella!2. Thus the
different versions of a myth may well be shaped by considerations other than “local
variants”; the role of the audience and purpose of telling the story should not be
underestimated!3. The frequent retelling of such stories may lead to expectations about
how they will continue: too great a change will be noticed and commented on, possibly

causing complaint!4,

9 Buxton 1994 pp.18-44 deals with all these examples of storytelling, as well as other more public
performances. Although some of our evidence is late, there is enough from the fifth century and before to
make it clear that all the opportunities for storytelling I have given would have been available to Greeks in
the fifth century and before. Cf. Eur. Mel. Soph. fr.488, Plutarch Theseus 23.3, Philostratus /magines 1.15,
Plato Rep. 378c, Laws 887d.

19 Finnegan 1977 pp.41-44, 140-1.

' Finnegan 1977 pp.73-5.

12 Both of these stories start with a widowed father marrying a woman who dislikes and is jealous of his
beautiful daughter by his first wife. The Russian folk tale of Baba-Yaga has a similar start, and, like
Cinderella, features jealous sisters, the stepmother’s daughters by her first marriage.

I3 For modern instances of this, cf. Warner 1994, 1995 (particularly pp.xviii-xix).

14 Cf. Buxton 1994 p.45, on the Tuscan tradition of veglia, storytelling in winter.
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Greek mythology has defied definition by the criteria often applied to other
mythologies, because the fantastic and divine elements are not distinguishing features.
However, one may separate Greek myths from folk tales by reference to a principle of
specificity. Fairy tales or folk tales are general in time and persons: they happen “once

9«

upon a time”, “in a land far away”, to characters who tend to have names which are
generic (“the king”, “his daughter”, “the princess”), interchangeable (or typical - “Jack”,
“little Claus™), or descriptive (“Little Red Riding-hood”, “Epimetheus” - or indeed “Luke
Skywalker”, whose name reflects his role in a very traditional plot)!>. Myths dealing
with heroes are about particular heroes, however, even when the pattern of the myth is
one which is widespread (for example, the quest of a young hero, or the attempted
seduction of a young hero by the wife of his father or a father-figure): each hero has a
name, and a genealogy, which usually links him to an existent family, and makes
possible a chronological or geographical placing of the story (even if it is spurious).
Thus one may find motifs from folk tales in myths, such as the “Potiphar’s wife” and
“marriage to a fairy-wife” motifs!6, but they are tied to particular heroes: for these motifs,
Hippolytus and Phaedra, or Bellerophon and Stheneboia/Anteia, and Peleus and Thetis
provide examples from the definitely mythological sphere. (The tale of Anchises and
Aphrodite is rather different, and does not end with the return of the wife to her own
people after the husband makes a mistake of some sort.) Kirk states emphatically:

No other mythology known to us .... is marked by quite the same complexity and

systematic quality as the Greek, by the same predominance of non-legendary
heroes, and by a similar preponderance of folktale themes.!7

I5 Cf. Kirk 1970 p.39.
16 Cf. Kirk 1970 pp.37-9.
I7 Kirk 1970 p.205-6.
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Because the heroes are connected with history through complicated genealogies - with
(purported) descendants in real life!® - they are not interchangeable. The stories about
them reflect aspects of history and of “the way things are” (or were) - aspects of the
relationships between cities and families - as well as explaining some rituals and
festivals. The stories of the heroes are also linked to the contemporary world in ancient
Greece through hero cults. Not all hero cults involved worship of well-known, national
mythological heroes, but some of them did!9. The cycles of heroic myth were also linked
together, creating a largely self-contained historical narrative. Folk tales, on the other
hand - such as tales of the Empusa and Mormo - were not tied into such a historical
framework, and had no role in framing anyone’s sense of individual or social identity.
One might speculate that they were regarded in a different way to myth - even in the fifth
century, when the sophists began to query the veracity of myth, there was a general
assumption that myth reflected history in a direct fashion; it seems likely, however, that
the Empusa, Mormo, and their ilk were seen as stories to frighten children, and hence

were not “believed in” by adults?0.

I8 See Thomas 1989 pp.95-195 (especially 155-195), West 1985 pp.3-30 (particularly 7-10); 11-30 give
comparative evidence on genealogical traditions in other cultures; Parker 1996 pp.137-9 perceives a shift
in democratic Athens away from genealogical traditions which glorified individual families towards stories
about the origins and early deeds of the Athenian people as a whole; Wiseman 1974 considers invented
legendary genealogies in Rome.

19 Cf. Farnell 1921 pp.280-342 on cults of epic heroes, pp.71-77 on heroes who are known by name at
most, with no myth attached; Kearns 1989 App. 1 pp.139-207: this list includes some names known from
mythology, such as Ajax and Aegeus, who definitely received cult worship, figures who are known from
myth only, such as Admetus, Alcestis and Hippasus, Eurystheus, Procne, Oedipus, for whom cult may be
inferred, and figures known only from their appearance as the objects of cult, such as the anonymous
heroine of Aixone, the heroes of the Academia, Calamites and Callistephanus who were worshipped in the
agora, and Sosineus, worshipped in Thoricus.

20 Cf. Plato Phaedo 77e on Mormo, and Ar. Frogs 286-311 on the Empusa, where the amusement comes
partly from the fact that an adult god is afraid of this childhood monster.
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If we take this aspect of linking the present to the past, some form of relevance to
the present, as being a key factor in distinguishing Greek heroic myth?!, it may become
clearer why some characters have more flexibility in their names than others. It is
notable that various characters in the tapestry of Greek heroic storytelling may appear
under several names. On the whole, the major heroes such as Heracles, Theseus,
Achilles, and even Bellerophon appear under only one name?22, while those characters
who may appear under more than one name are more often female - for example,
Anteia/Stheneboia, Cassandra/Alexandra, and the mothers of heroes such as Thessalus, a
son of Heracles by Chalciope or Astyoche, and Lycaon, son of Pelasgus by Meliboia or
Cyllene. This may be seen as reflecting the patriarchal system in Greece: the genealogies
of heroes were important as they reflected glory onto those alive at the time who claimed
to be their descendants, but it is the father’s identity, not the mother’s, which is
important, and so this is preserved in a more rigid form. Only for those heroes who were
children of the gods is the mother’s identity more important (except in the rare cases
where the father is the mortal parent), as it is the mortal parent who provides the link into

human society, and gives the hero his place in the interrelated genealogies. Although the

21 Cf. the definition of myth at Buxton 1994 p.15 “of collective significance to a particular social group or
groups”, also p.16, distinguishing the Platonic myth of Er from the mythology of the Trojan war: “the
Trojan expedition formed part of a web of interrelated tales about figures who were claimed as ancestors
by families or cities in historical times and whose actions were recalled in ritual and religious
iconography”.

22 [ include Bellerophon/Bellerophontes because the variation between the two forms of the name is
minimal. The only male figure who consistently has two names is Alexandros/Paris. This may be because
one is Greek, the other barbarian (cf. Hall 1989 p.20 n.16), but even so, it is instructive to note that the two
names can be used interchangeably and may both be used in one work - this is a contrast to the women,
where it is usual to choose one name and stay with it for the whole of a retelling of the story. For example,
Epicaste of the Odyssey is identified with Jocasta, but Jocasta is the name which is more usually used, and
we very rarely find Epicaste used of Jocasta outside Homer (it has been assumed that the name Epicaste
was used in the lost Oidipodeia, on the grounds that the Homeric scholia say that Jocasta is the name used
by the tragedians; our only extant use of Epicaste outside Homer before the fifth century is in
Epimenides). In the case of Erichthonius/Erechtheus, names which were presumably original variant
forms referring to the same person are split to create two mythological characters; on this see West 1985
pp.103-6, Burkert 1966 p.24, Thomas 1989 p.184.
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characters whose names are most fluid are usually women, they also include less
important men - for example, siblings of the great heroes or children who are not fitted
into a larger genealogical schema - which suggests that a name became fixed as a
character’s place in the greater genealogical trees was fixed.

Stories of the gods which do not involve heroes are less easy to fit into this
definition of a myth as a “tale relevant to society”, but they may still reflect elements of
Greek life and social order. For example, the story of Hephaestus’ fall from Olympus
explains his lameness (which may be a relic of an earlier deity, a god who was lame
because he was a smith); the tales of the youth of Hermes - his stealing of Apollo’s cattle
and bargaining away the lyre, his role as herald of the gods - explain why he was the
patron god of the market place (and thieves), and of heralds. The tale of Prometheus’
theft of fire is clearly aetiological, as is the story of his division of meat at sacrifices.
Genealogies, particularly divine genealogies, may also be a form of aition. Sleep and
Death are brothers because their effects on a person appear similar?3; Eros is Aphrodite’s
son because of the obvious link between them. Similarly, Erigone, who plays a part in
the mythology around the Anthesteria, is sometimes made Orestes’ half-sister - because
he too is a hero connected with the Anthesteria. The genealogical link reflects the cult or
ritual link. Another influence on the development of myths is the aetiological force of
names. Some myths appear to derive from the name of the character (although the name
may come from the myth; the priority of name and story is often difficult to determine, as

will be shown in the case of Penelope): Pentheus is a fitting name for a hero doomed to

23 Cf. West 1966 pp.34-7, particularly p.35 on the children of Night; West argues that Sleep and Death are
both suitable to be called children of Night, but these two do seem to have a particular affiliation - for
example, they act together to carry off the body of Sarpedon, /liad 16.669-73. On this affiliation, see
Janko 1992 ad 14.231, also ad 16.454, 16.669-73.

)
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an untimely death; Achilles has been etymologised to mean “‘causing grief to the people”,
taken as a reference either to his early death or the effects of his withdrawal from
fighting, as described in the Iliad. Electra’s name appears also as A-lektra in Doric, and
this was taken as meaning ‘unmarried’, assumed to refer to the fact that Clytaemnestra
and Aegisthus would not let her marry - her new name thus gives her story, and an
explanation for why that is not the name given in the /liad, where “Laodice” appears and
was later taken to be the “original” name for the same character.

Some female mythological figures do not show any fluidity in their naming, but
are very strongly identified by only one name. One example is Helen - we do not read of
Menelaus having a wife by another name, nor of another woman who fits details of the
description of Helen in all but name. Helen, however, it should be remembered, was not
only the leading lady in the tale of Troy; she was also worshipped as a goddess in
Sparta24. The mothers of heroes such as Perseus and Heracles are named in the tradition,
and consistently have the same name. This may be partly due to their relationship with
the hero, which may make them objects of cult worship?’>. These women also appeared
in literature as full-blown characters from early times: just as Hecuba and Andromache
appear in the Iliad, and Helen and Penelope in the Odyssey, so Danae had the status of a
fully-developed character in Simonides?¢ and in Aeschylus’ Diktyoulkoi. Less important
figures, however, such as siblings or children, may vary in both number and name - it is
descent from the hero that is important; the others will become fixed if this has a

relevance to the society where the story is being retold.

24 Cf. Larson 1995 p.68-70, with other bibliography cited p.176 n.42

25 Larson 1995 pp.41-3, chs. 3-4, esp. pp.89-96; Alcmene was worshipped with Heracles at Thebes,
Aixone in Attica, Megara, Athens, Haliartus; Semele with Dionysus in Thebes, Prasiai and more widely;
Danae with Perseus at the so-called thalamos of Danae in Argos (Paus. 2.23.7).

26 pAMG 543, on which see Bowra 1961 pp.336-9, Rosenmeyer 1991.
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Another reason for characters to become fixed in the tradition, usually under a
particular name, may be the influence of literary texts. Given that the literary texts are
our main source material, it can be difficult to establish where a character is a new
invention, where a traditional figure, but later versions of myths which had featured in
Attic tragedy - Roman versions in particular - normally show us the “accepted” form of
the myth at that point in time. Where such an “accepted version” includes details which
were probably introduced by a fifth-century dramatist, then we may conclude that that
written version of the story has influenced the later tradition. An example of this might
be Medea’s killing of her children, a feature of the story which appears to be taken for
granted by Roman writers, but which may well have been a Euripidean innovation?’.
However, even for the great heroes, there is no one standard version of “the myth” which
is continually retold. If important details are changed or vary, however, the cause may
reasonably be sought in an examination of the audience for this particular retelling.

If relevance to society may be taken as one of the defining features of Greek myth
in the fifth century, this may explain some of the variations we find in particular myths.
For example, we may consider the way in which Euripides rewrites the story of Ion.
Hellen, the eponymous ancestor of the Greeks, was usually considered to have had three
children, Dorus, Aeolus, and Xuthus. Xuthus then had two children, Achaeus and Ion.
Thus the eponymous ancestor of the Greeks had the eponymous ancestors of the
Aeolians and Dorians as sons, and the lonians and Achaeans were more closely linked

than the other Greek “families”, because they were both descended from the same son of

27 Cf. Hor. AP 123, which seems to take the story for granted; it may have been seen as the standard
version as early as 400 BC, the date of the Cleveland Medea vase, on which there are Furies which may
suggest the theme of tragic revenge (cf. Taplin 1993 pp.22-3, 26, with illustration of the vase, plate 1.101).
On the possibility of Euripidean invention of the myth, see Page 1939 pp.xxi-v, Knox 1977 pp.194-5, with
further bibliography given in n.7.
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Hellen. When Euripides wrote his tragedy, the lon, however, this genealogy is changed,
to give lon a more prominent place, and he is made the son of an Athenian princess.
This version of the story appears designed for Athenian taste, as it makes their ancestor
the son of Apollo, and autochthonous, while relegating Dorus, the eponymous ancestor
of the Dorians, to a subordinate position as the younger half-brother of Ion by a mere
mortal, Xuthus?. Although Euripides’ version of the myth did not displace the earlier
version, we have no evidence that his version was considered “wrong” - it was just
different, and designed for its intended audience.

The relevance which seems to be a distinguishing feature of heroic Greek myths
will not be constant. Families who were great in fifth-century Athens need not have been
so a century earlier or later, and need not have been of any relevance to places outside
Athens even in the fifth century. When a myth stops having contemporary relevance,
however, it seems likely that that will be the point at which its form will become more
fixed, as it is more likely to drop out of the living tradition, and to be remembered as a
good story, or through its various literary and artistic instantiations. It may keep being
retold, and if it reacquires some degree of “relevance”, may start to change and develop
new variants again®®. Thus Callimachus’ attitude to the myth of Battus may well not

have been the same as his attitude to the myths about Teiresias - for the one had personal

28 Alty 1982 p.10 n.55; although Euripides’ version did not catch on, Alty does show how this myth
contributed to the political debate in the fifth century, and how tales of Dorians and Ionians from the
legendary period were still felt to have a bearing on contemporary events (cf. especially pp.3-4).

29 Bosworth 1995 p.200-1 concludes that before Alexander’s conquest of India, although Dionysus was
said to have travelled in the east, he was not seen as the conqueror of India. The link between India and
Dionysus thus seems to have been created because of Alexander’s actions and the fact that Dionysus could
be identified with local gods, thus making the new addition to the myth seem plausible and a borrowing
rather than a totally new creation. As a god, Dionysus would always have “relevance” for the Greeks, but
in this development of the myth, we see a previously less important feature being picked out and
developed. This new version became the standard, as we can see from Ovid (Fasti 3.465-6) and Nonnus
(Dionysiaca books 21-6).
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importance for him, as he claimed descent from Battus, while the other has no such
personal relevance30. Similarly, one may note the different features picked from the
story of the Erechtheids by Euripides in the Erechtheus and Ovid at Met. 6.675-721. As
each myth loses its contemporary relevance, it will become more fixed and literary in
nature; the variants will become interesting nuggets of recherché information, rather than
reflecting a living tradition. We can see this attitude to myth taking over in the
Hellenistic period, and it seems fairly clear that Greek mythology was a literary and
artistic construct for Roman writers3!. Thus, although such literary users of myths may
retell the stories in daring ways, and use the myths paradigmatically, the use of variants
is likely to reflect a desire to display learning, rather than personal creation of a new
element32.

Thus each retelling, each instantiation of a myth is designed by a particular
creator, to suit a particular audience, fixed in time and place. As myths are used as
paradigms, in order to argue, for example, why a particular line of action should be
pursued, each retelling of a myth as a paradigm will emphasise the parallels with the
position of the person who is being exhorted to follow the example of a character in the
myth. For example, in the Odyssey, Orestes is used by Athene as a paradigm for

Telemachus to follow. She says:

008¢ Tl o€ XpN
vnmiaog OxEeLy, Enel OVKETL TNALKOG £0OI.
i 00Kk dieig olov xAog EALafe dlog ‘'Opéotng

30 Cf. Williams 1978 p.65 on Hymn 2, see also ep. 35.1. Cyrene is said to have had a very strong sense of
its own history generally (Fraser 1971 1 p.787). See below for a fuller discussion.

31 On Roman use of myth, particularly Greek myth as “'secondary”, see Bremmer and Horsfall 1987 pp.1-
11; the examination of the case of Aeneas (pp.12-24) shows how Greek myth could be made more relevant
and used as “primary myth”.

32 One might compare Euripides’ innovation in the /on (mentioned above) with Vergil’s innovatory
inclusion of a scene with Proteus in the Aristaeus episode of the fourth Georgic; Vergil is including a stock
scene of the catching of Proteus (cf. the catching of Silenus Ecl. 6), with no discernible non-poetic motive,
while Euripides is deliberately reshaping a genealogy to glorify the Athenians.
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ndviag T AvOpOTOVG, ENEL EKTAUVE TOTPOPOVAL
AiyioBov doropntiy, 0 ol matépa kAVTOV Exta;
Od. 1.296-300

She does not mention that Orestes avenged his father by killing his mother: this is not a
detail relevant to Telemachus’ position, and is not part of what he is being exhorted to
do. Similarly, in the Iliad, when Achilles wants Priam to eat, he uses the example of
Niobe in a very unexpected way, saying that even Niobe ate in her grief, so Priam, who
has lost the one son he says he had left from many (/I. 24.499), should eat too33. This is
not part of the “normal” version of the myth of Niobe as we know it; it is, however, a
very good example of the retelling of a myth being influenced by the intended audience.
The manipulation of a myth by a character in a poem to make a point to another character
in the poem shows a way of dealing with myths which is also used by poets (and other
writers) as they shape their retellings of myths for their audiences.

Perhaps the best examples of myths which are reshaped to appeal to a particular
audience are the aetiological myths. Although the validity of myth as history was
questioned by some Greeks34, heroic myth was generally seen as reporting real historical
events. Foundation myths express something of what was felt to be the history of a
colony, linking it, for example, to its mother city through a particular hero; a good
example of this is Battus of Thera, the founder of Cyrene. He is historically attested, and
his family became the royal dynasty, but the origins of the family are linked to myth.
For example, the Battiad claim to the throne of Cyrene is strengthened in Pindar Pyth. 4

through the glorification of the Argonaut Euphemus, from whom the family was said to

33 J1. 24.596-620. Cf. Macleod 1982 ad loc. (especially 614-7), Willcock 1964. It is notable that the two
main exemplary uses of myth from the /liad do not use the standard versions of the myths, but have quite
dramatically changed details to fit the point the speaker is trying to make. On this in the Meleager myth,
and the relation to other versions, see Kakridis 1949 pp.11-42, Bremmer 1988, March 1987 pp.27-46.

34 Eg Thuc. 1.9.4, 1.10.3; cf. Feeney 1991 pp.44-5, Wardman 1960.



be descended. Battus® part in the foundation of Cyrene was stressed, and he was given
hero cult, being buried in the market place3s. Aetiological myths are used in a similar
way to myths being used paradigmatically: because X happened in mythological times,
therefore today Y should be done, or situation Z should prevail. For example, in the
Eumenides, Athens’ recent alliance with Argos is justified by Orestes, who returns to
Argos after his acquittal, saying that he will be friendly towards the Athenians for ever,
and will ensure that the people of Argos will not attack Athens, because the Athenians
helped him regain his throne by purifying his blood-guilt36. Another example may be
found in the works of Xenophon:

Because an Athenian (Triptolemos) had first bestowed the gift of corn on the

Peloponnese and initiated Herakles and the Dioskouroi into the Eleusinian

mysteries, therefore Athens and Sparta should not be enemies.37
Myths could thus be used to explain alliances3®, and in a more strictly aetiological
manner to explain the origins of particular rites and institutions: “why things are the way
they are”. An example of an aetiological myth explaining a rite is that connected with
the second day of the Anthesteria at Athens, the Choes, or feast of wine-jars3°. The myth
told how Orestes, while still polluted by the murder of his mother, came to Athens during
the festival. Because of his pollution, he could not be allowed to enter the temples nor

share the food and drink of the people of Athens. The king of Athens avoided both

inhospitability and the pollution of his temples or people by ordering all the temples to

35 See Pind. Pyth. 5.93, 124f., with scholia ad loc. For Pindar possibly giving backing to the Battiad claim
in time of turmoil, see Braswell 1988 pp.56-7, 64, and 141-50 on Battus as the founder of Cyrene. It is
interesting that in the case of Battus the original name of the person involved (Aristoteles) may have been
hidden beneath a Libyan word for king, which was interpreted as Greek and had a story built up round it in
explanation - the name gives rise to the idea that Battus stuttered, and this is given as his reason for going
to Delphi in the first place; once there, he received the oracle to found Cyrene.

36 Aesch. Eum. 763-771, especially 764; cf. Sommerstein 1989 ad loc, and further Bremmer 1994 p.48.

37 Xen. HG 6.3.6, cited from Buxton 1994 p.194 (his italics).

38 Cf. Hdt. 9.26-7, West 1985 p.10-11.

39 Cf. Parke 1977 p.114.



be shut, and a wine jar to be distributed to each person#?. Myths may also be used to
explain the presence of otherwise inexplicable objects at a particular place: for example,
the story that the omphalos at Delphi was placed there by Zeus to mark the centre of the
earth, or the inclusion of the detail of Leto holding on to a palm while giving birth to
Apollo, to explain the palm on Delos.

Myths used as exempla are also reshaped to suit an audience and serve a
particular purpose. The fact that the history of Alexander was distorted both during and
after his lifetime does not make him later a less successful exemplum. The different
types for which Alexander could serve as an example include “the victim of ... passions”,
“the cruel tyrant”, “the world-conqueror”, “the emulator of ideal Homeric kingship”4!.
Such one-sided views of Alexander depended on the emphasising of certain episodes,
and, probably, the creation of new ones - or at least the exaggeration or adaptation of
truth to a point where historical accuracy is completely lost*2. The differing ways in
which Alexander could be regarded depended partly on the audience for whom each
author was writing, and positive views of him seem to have their roots in either

Ptolemaic rewriting of the story or in the comparison of Roman emperors to Alexander,

and hence the desire to make him a fit example for them to follow*3.

40 The earliest definite reference to this story is Eur. /T 947-60; cf. Sommerstein 1989 pp.3-4, n.8. This
story may be an example of a myth being invented to explain the ritual, Sommerstein thinks, having
evolved after the story of Orestes’ purification in Athens. For further examples, see Bremmer 1994 pp.61-
4, Versnel 1990.

41 Bosworth 1980 p.13.

42 For example, the burning of Persepolis, which is described as both deliberate revenge and as the
consequence of general assent to the drunken whim of the courtesan Thais. On this topic, see Bosworth
1980 pp. 331-2, Bosworth 1988a p.93 (with much bibliography, n.197). The debate between Parmenion
and Alexander in Arrian, although strictly speaking unhistorical, probably reflects a contemporary
discussion over what the fate of Persepolis should be.

43 On Alexander reinterpreted for Roman sensibilities, see Morford 1967 ch.2 (Alexander in Lucan),
Bosworth 1988b pp.94-5, 129-132 (on Arrian 5.26.1-2, attributing to Alexander a Roman view of the
eastern ocean); ch.6 looks at Tacitus’ view of Alexander as well as Arrian’s, and pp.61-5 examines
Arrian’s use of Ptolemy as a source, and the historicity of this account.
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Thus it seems clear that when looking at a figure from Greek myth, one must be
careful to examine each portrayal in the light of its intended audience, its author, and its
genre, before concluding that it gives “the” version of the story or a “local variant”. The
naive reading of a myth with an authentic core version and variants dependent on this
will not do, unless we have some special reason for assuming that there was a “core
version” from which some authors deliberately departed. After further consideration of
one of the main uses of myth in the ancient world - as paradigm - I will move on to

examine Penelope in the light of these insights.

The Exemplary Use of Myth

The ancient use of references to myths to make a rhetorical point has already been
mentioned, and the practice continues into the modern period: for example, Shylock in
The Merchant of Venice calls Portia (disguised as Antonio’s lawyer) “a Daniel come to
judgement”, a comment which reflects both the way in which she appears to be using the
words of the original agreement, apparently condemning Antonio with his own words,
and, possibly, the fact that she appears to be upholding the Jew’s case#4. It is easy to see
a development from saying, for example, that anyone crafty is like Odysseus, to calling
them “an Odysseus”, leaving unspoken the implication that this is because of their

craftiness®>. We may presume that this was what was meant by Caligula’s nickname for

44 1v.1.233, cf. Gratiano at IV.i.349; in the case of Susanna, Daniel convicted the elders of false witness
through their own words, and was a young man when he did this, as Portia appears to be.

45 Cf. Bishop 1985 pp.8-9, 12-21 on the use of mythical allusion in Latin literature. A good summary of
examples of comparing people to mythological and historical figures, mainly in Latin literature, is found in
Griffin 1985 pp.189-193, and Ohler 1925 collects Greek examples from epic, lyric, and fifth-century
drama; see also Canter 1933, which collects both Greek and Latin examples. On mediaeval literature, cf.
Curtius 1953 pp.59-62, 118, 362-4.
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Livia, Ulixem stolatam*, as reported by Suetonius: the force of stolatam is to stress her
sex and the respectability which should go with her position. One may also consider the
epithets given to Clodia during the trial of Caelius: Caelius called her quadrantaria
Clytemnestra, a four-penny Clytaemnestra?’, and Cicero Palatinam Medeam, a Palatine
Medea*®. The use of mythological characters as exemplars of particular traits was also
found in Greece; for example, Alcibiades in the Symposium draws comparisons between
contemporary figures and characters from the Iliad, while denying that any such parallel
could be found for Socrates:

TOAAQL pév OOV &v T kol &AL Exot Zmlcpam EnovEoal Kol Oaup.ama
QALY TAOV HEV GAAOV snwn&eupatmv ‘cax av ¢ kol meplt GAAOL TolODTOL
gimot, 10 8¢ undevi avOpmnmv dpotov gival, ume IOV TAAQLDV HNTE TOV VOV
ovm)v 0010 G&ov navrog Gaupatog otog yap Axlkkeog eyevsro
ANELKACELEV &V TIg Kol BpocctSav Kol aM&oug Kol olog od Hepuckng, Kou
Néotopa kai "Aviivopa (eioi 8¢ kol £1epot) Kai Tovg GAAOVG KT ToOT v
TG dnewkalot.

PL. Symp. 221c

The characterisation of Brasidas and Pericles in this way - as the bold fighter and the
careful counsellor - shows the familiarity of this use of myths; Socrates is an anomaly,
because he cannot easily be compared to a mythical character.

Such treatment is not, however, limited to mythological characters; the continuum
from myth into history is illustrated by the way in which historical figures are treated
similarly to mythological ones when it comes to serving as exempla - as shown above,
where Alcibiades moves readily from a contemporary parallel to others drawn from myth.

Thus Wiseman can talk about the “common moral aim” of epic and history, as well as

46 Suet. Calig. 23.2; cf. Bishop 1985 p.19 for a discussion of the force of this reference.

47 Caelius fr.26 Malcovati = Quint. 8.6.53; ‘Clytaemnestra’ is particularly apt given the insinuation that
she had murdered her husband.

48 pPro Caelio 18; “Medea” points to use of poison, as well as general murderous qualities. For more
details on the trading of mythological insults in this trial, see Austin 1960 p.vii and ad loc, Bishop 1985
p.14-16.
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tragedy, and say that they shared the same subject matter, xAéa &vdpdv “whether at
Thebes, or Troy, or Salamis”4%. Longinus calls Herodotus ‘Opnpikdtatog®?, and it is clear
that although he did make a distinction between the events of the Trojan War as legend and
the Persian Wars as historical, vouched for by first- or second-hand eye-witness accounts,
the distinction between legend and history is not drawn precisely, nor according to modern
standards of historical truthS!. This practice of treating both historical and mythological
stortes in the same way, as a source for exempla, is one reason for Detienne’s refusal to
admit myth as a category the Greeks themselves thought in52; however, it is the practice
and use made of the stories which is important, rather than their content, and the
importance is that these are tales which are told orally. Therefore, as historical stories were
told with the same rhetorical aims as mythological tales, it seems reasonable to suppose
that they could be classed together, and that historical characters could come to be used in
the same exemplary way as mythological figures’3 (one might compare the parade of
Roman heroes in Aen. 6 which treats legendary/mythological and historical figures in the

same way)34. The best example of this is probably Alexander: when Pompey surnamed

49 Wiseman 1979 pp.143-53, quotations from pp.144-5; the statement of a shared “moral aim” for tragedy
and history derives from F. Walbank “History and Tragedy” Historia 9 (1960) pp.216-34 (= Selected
Papers (Cambridge University Press 1985) pp.224-41)

30 On the Sublime 13.3.

51 Cf. Simonides POxy 3965, which compares the Trojan and Persian Wars, moving between them without
any hint of a movement from myth to history (cf. West 1993). The shift from history to mythology seems
to be partly a matter of separation from the present: the Marathonian dead were not heroised by their own
generation, although they did receive a lower level of cult. In the second century BC, however, they were
accorded full hero cult, which suggests that they were then felt to be sufficiently separate in time to be
treated in the same way as mythological heroes. Cf. Parker 1996 pp.136-7, Paus. 1.32.4, IG 11° 1006.69.

52 Detienne 1986.

33 The usefulness of figures to serve as exempla is another form of “relevance to society”; the use of such
names as a shorthand for evoking desirable or undesirable traits shows the position of these figures as
Durkheimian “collective representations” (e.g. Durkheim 1895 pp.l-li, 1912 p.52; cf. Thompson 1982
pp.60-63, 126-136, Burke 1992 pp.9iff.; Evans-Pritchard 1965 pp.53-64 gives a good overview of
Durkheim’s view of religion as a social construct which may be applied to other such constructs); cf.
Barthes 1957 pp.109-56, particularly p.109 on myth as “*social usage”.

34 Cf. Litchfield 1914 pp.1-6 for a list of figures used as moral exemplars in Roman literature; both
mythological and historical figures appear.
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himself “Magnus” he was alluding to Alexander’s title, and Antony also saw himself as a
new Alexander; like Alexander, he assimilated himself to Dionysus3. The lack of earlier
examples is due partly to the problems inherent in trying to distinguish mythological and
historical figures; historical figures become mythologised, and it is as such that they are
treated like other mythological figures’®. In both Roman and Greek history, but
particularly Roman, there is also a tendency to allot certain characteristics to certain
families, due to the reputation of an early bearer of the name for displaying that
characteristic’”. Thus Brutus, descendant of the killer of the last king of Rome, Tarquin, 1s
set up against Caesar, who is portrayed as wanting to be king (historical figures reflecting
historical figures who have been mythologised); the Decii (who, it can be argued, are both
historical and mythic) are known for being self-sacrificing; and the younger Cato in Sallust
is made to talk like, and with the moral authority of, Cato the Censor®8. A similarity in
name may also be the basis for a link, even though there need not be a true genealogical
connection. The similarity Iulius/Iulus was used to link the Julian family to Aeneas,
through his son Iulus, so that Venus could be seen as the ancestor of the Julians and
Augustus as a relative of Aeneas. A similar link was made between Pyrrhus of Epirus and

Pyrrhus the son of Achilles (also known as Neoptolemus)~?.

35 Cf. above p. 29 on Alexander, Griffin 1985 p.189, with nn.17, 18.

56 For example, Croesus was treated as a historical figure by Herodotus, but in Bacchylides’ third
epinician he appears as the mythical paradigm of a good man rescued by the gods (cf. Gould 1989 pp.34-
5). One may compare the stories which collected around Judas Iscariot and Pope Gregory, as discussed by
Edmunds 1985. These historical figures gather folk tales of the “Oedipus-type” around them (pp.17-22)
and are thoroughly mythologised by mediaeval tradition; as with other such tales, motifs have a tendency
to double (pp.26-36) - thus the child who will commit incest is himself the product of incest, or is exposed
at birth, or mutilated (or any combination), thus emphasising his birth as “bad” in some way.

37 Cf. Wiseman 1979 pp.25, 122-5 on family characteristics; Litchfield 1914 pp.26-7, 36-44 on Brutus and
the perceptions of the younger Brutus, pp.45-8 on the Decii.

58 Cf. Griffin 1985 pp.190-1; on Cato in Sallust, see Catilinae Coniuratio 52-5, Earl 1961 pp.100-101.

59 Cf. Vergil Aen. 6.839 for an example of this linking.
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The movement towards treating mythological characters as exemplars of one or two
particular traits, rather than as full and complicated personalities, probably has more than
one cause. Canter suggested that the rise of formal rhetoric was a particular influence in
fifth-century Athens. However, the paradigmatic use of myths appears in literature as early
as Homer®?, and such usage has its own rhetorical requirement that the figures be painted in
simple terms. In considering the conceptual origins of the practice, one might start from
Lévi-Strauss’s idea of totems as “good things to think with™®!, a concept easily extended to
cover myths. Such a concept of myths as functional narratives begins to push myths in the
direction of exemplarity. This exemplarity naturally arises in the context of rhetorical use
of myth: complicated stories would confuse the parallels between the mythological figure
and the person being compared with them. Thus a simplified view of the mythological
figures develops out of, or alongside, the one-dimensional references which are all that is
required for their rhetorical use. One might also compare more generally the tendency for
minor characters in literature to be represented as stereotypes - simple characters whose
essence can be grasped rapidly, because we are aware of that type of person without
needing all the details spelt out62. This is well known in modern literature (for example, the
faithful family retainer, the dutiful second-in-command), but was particularly characteristic
of the stylised medium of Greek tragedy (see ch.7). Such stereotyping is not, however, by
any means limited to post-Homeric literature: one need only consider the figures of the

faithful servants Eumaeus and (particularly) Philoetius in the Odyssey, and some of the

60 Cf. pp.26-7 above.

61 bonnes a penser; cf. Leach 1970 p.34, 40-44.

62 This may be linked to the way in which characters are generally perceived; it has been argued that our
perception of character in both literature and life starts from a typological base, classifying people by
particular traits. On this point, see Hochmann 1985, especially p.46, Harvey 1965, Chatman 1978 chs.4-5.



lesser heroes, such as Idomeneus, in the lliad. We see Idomeneus fighting, but his actions
do not go beyond those of the stereotype of the hero: he is capable of killing his enemies.
This focusing of mythological characters to such two-dimensional portrayals may
be influenced by their representations in art, particularly Greek art up to the fifth century.
Vase paintings tend to distinguish particular characters by particular attributes. For
example, Heracles is usually shown with his club and lion-skin. Such an image reinforces
the idea of Heracles as strong, but also as wild. His strength is often implied also by his
portrayal as an adult male, a man with a full beard, rather than a beardless youth. Such
iconographical attributes may also have a generalised significance, as with the postures of
mourning, which regularly include raising the hand to the head. This posture may imply
grief even when there is not explicit reference to the cause in the image (see below p.78).
Domestic storytelling may have been another factor in the simplification of the
mythological narratives, and the reduction of even the major mythological characters to
exemplars of character traits. Storytelling even now tends to divide the world into the good
and the bad, seeing people and motives in terms of black and white, rather than shades of
grey. It seems plausible to suppose that tales were told at home from the earliest periods of
Greek society, and that these tales could include mythological ones - tales known now only
from their literary versions, but which formed part of the stock of oral tales in early Greece;
although all our sources are literary, we may well have examples of reference to myth close
to this sort of use in both tragedy and comedy: the nurse in Euripides’ Hippolytus uses

myths to persuade Phaedra®, and the agon in the Clouds of Aristophanes shows myths

63 E. Hipp.450ff. Barrett 1964 ad loc. (p.241) takes the nurse’s reference to written versions of myths to
suggest that such stories were not as widely known as one might suppose, and cites Aristotle Poerics 1451
b 25ff. to support this contention, a passage which suggests that the mythological stories were not so well
known in the fourth century. However, the reference to written versions of the stories may well not prove
that such tales were not in oral circulation; the nurse may be appealing to the authority of written versions
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being used by both sides as a normal part of argument®4. It also seems plausible to suggest
that such retellings at home, where the key events of a story once heard would form the
basis for the tale, could help to push mythological figures into exemplary roles. For
example, when Euripides tells the tale of Phaedra, we can sympathise with a human victim
of the gods, a woman deserted by her husband, even a woman with an excuse for falling in
love with her stepson. If, however, we look only at the crucial plot elements of the story, a
different picture may be found (exemplified by the story in Genesis of Potiphar’s wife, with
the difference that her revenge is not fatal to Joseph): stepmother tries to seduce her
stepson, and when he, being a pure and chaste youth, repulses her, she takes revenge and
causes his death, through the unwitting agency of his father. The bereaved father, innocent
victim of a woman’s wiles; the attractive youth, another innocent victim; the wicked
woman: all are figures to be found in tales throughout the world. Portrayed in these terms,
Phaedra may be seen as the paradigm of the wicked stepmother, of the lascivious woman,
of what a woman should not be - a figure for whom we should have no sympathy. The
story can be told in such a way as to lessen Phaedra’s guilt; however, that guilt cannot be
wholly removed without changing the story - she must still fall in love with Hippolytus and
cause his death. Given this as the basis for the story, telling it in black and white terms
paints Phaedra black and Hippolytus white. This argument from the “strength of the story-
line” will be a particularly important factor in the cases of stories with plot elements easily

assimilated to common story-patterns® - such as the wicked stepmother (how often do

to uphold her case - i.e. to show such things can happen in written texts, which makes them a good
example to follow, as well as in the tales your nurse could tell you.

64 Ar. Clouds 1050-70.

65 Cf. examples gathered by Prince 1987 under “Plot Typology (2) Plots of Character”: on Phaedra, see
pp. 188-90 below.
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fairy tales talk of kind stepmothers?¢) or the ephebic adventures of a youth growing to
manhood (although the adventures may change, the basis of the journey, youth to
manhood, remains constant). The variety and consistency of such adventures may be seen
by comparing the tales of Heracles as a youth with those of Theseus, Telemachus, and
Jason: all go on a journey, but the details are different, and reshaped in different tellings,
influenced by other tales. Throughout the sixth and fifth centuries, the development of
the myths surrounding Theseus show an assimilation to and then separation from
Heracles®?; Theseus is assimilated to Heracles to make him a hero of the first class, and
his labours are expanded to make half a dodecathlon, but in Athens Theseus becomes a
humane and civilising force, and hence is differentiated from Heracles who has a nature
which is both partly bestial and partly divine®8. Theseus’ labours on the road from
Troezen to Athens are modelled on Heracles’ labours, and Telemachus in the Odyssey is

encouraged to be like Orestes, an avenger of his father.

When a mythological character known from earlier tales appears on stage (be it a
real or metaphorical stage) initial perceptions are naturally coloured by earlier
representations of the character: for example, when a Homeric hero such as Agamemnon
appeared on the fifth-century stage, the audience’s preconceptions would have been drawn

mainly from his Iliadic and Odyssean representations®®. Each new representation adds

66 Even in antiquity the wicked stepmother became proverbial; for example, see Hesiod Op. 823-5, Eur.
Alc. 305-10, Catullus 64.402, Vergil Ecl. 3.33, Geo. 2.128, 3.283, and Watson 1994, especially pp.1-19.

67 On this long recognised connection, see Mills 1992 passim, but especially ch.2 pp.45-102, and Calame
1990 pp.72, 77-8, 404; for bibliography on the development of the Theseus myth, see Boardman 1982 p.1
n.2. Boardman deals with the relationship of Heracles and Theseus pp.2-5, and on p.12 calls the
development of the labours of Theseus a “conscious imitation” of Heracles’ labours.

68 Cf. Silk 1985 on Heracles’ dual nature as man and god.

69 Cf. Goldhill 1990 pp.109-110.
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more to the perception of the character, and each new representation will be intertextual
with all previous versions. The exemplary use of myths, as discussed above, tends to push
mythological figures and stories into simple categories: a tale for every occasion, to
illustrate any point one might want to make. This is exemplified by the use of the story of
Agamemnon’s return and Orestes’ vengeance in the Odyssey. Agamemnon is to be pitied,
his son acted rightly in avenging him: everything is (relatively) straightforward. When the
story is told in its own right, though, as happens for the tale of Agamemnon and Orestes in
the Oresteia, the two-dimensional figures of the exemplary version of the story (which
might be classed as “type” characters’®) become more rounded characters, and the whole
situation becomes more complicated. In the Oresteia, for example, Clytaemnestra is given
some justification for her murder of Agamemnon: his murder of Iphigeneia and his
introduction of Cassandra to their house. That is not to say that Clytaemnestra is right to
kill him, but her action may be seen as in some sense justified: there is no simple right and
wrong. The figure of Penelope shows how a mythological character can enter literature in
two ways: in simplified form as an exemplum, and more rounded when allowed to appear

as a developed character.

70 S.v. “type” in Prince 1987, his definition of “flat” and “rounded” characters also describes my use of
these terms.

38



Section I1: Penelope Examined

hapter 3: Penelope’s Origins
People think that stories are shaped by people. In fact, it’s the other way around.
Stories exist independently of their players. .....
Stories etch grooves deep enough for people to follow in the same way that water
follows certain paths down a mountainside. And every time fresh actors tread the path of

the story, the groove runs deeper.

This is called the theory of narrative causality and it means that a story, once
started, takes a shape. ...

This is why history keeps repeating all the time.
Terry Pratchett Witches Abroad (Victor and Gollancz 1991)
Penelope can provide a specific example of how myth draws on folk-tale and
etymology for its development, how writers emphasised or ignored particular aspects or
variants of the story for their own purposes, and how these interacted to produce a
“general idea” of a particular mythological character. The case of Penelope is also
instructive, in that it shows how such a prevailing “general idea” may persist even when
variations on the usual story contradict it: in Penelope’s case, the conflict is between her
status as exemplary good wife and the variations of the story which made her the mother
of the god Pan, or unfaithful to Odysseus with one or all of her suitors. An oral tradition
is far happier at encompassing such apparent contradictions than a literary tradition; we
may well remember that throughout antiquity, although poetry might be written to be
read by an elite literate audience, the greater part of the population was illiterate, and
myths would be mainly heard rather than read. Even a carefully written speech or play
would have, for the majority, only an aural reception. This is particularly true for
Classical Greece, where the mythology was not so much part of education as part of life;
as | have argued above, by the Hellenistic and Roman periods, the great Classical myths

tend to be retold for their narrative interest rather than for any contemporary social

relevance. It is also possible that many of these tales were no longer being told in
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families and passed on orally, but were being taught as literature (above, p.17-8). The
relevance of this to Penelope, and the light which she may cast on this phenomenon, will

be made clear below.

The Folk-tale Penelope

The references to Penelope and versions of her story which have survived for our
consideration are, almost without exception, literary. We are aware that the mythological
stories which we know from literary sources were told also by other storytellers, and it
does not seem unreasonable to suppose that the one may have influenced the other.
However, this is difficult to demonstrate, since the evidence we may cite is mainly
indirect. One sign of an oral background to the mythological stories we have is the way
in which some fall into folk-tale story-patterns. Another is the tendency for certain
mythological characters, including Penelope, to be simplified into exemplars of
particular character traits!. As outlined in the “theory of narrative causality” in the
epigraph to this chapter, there are certain enduring patterns which make a good story, and
these include the polarisation of issues and characters into opposites - good and bad,
beautiful and ugly, faithful and faithless, etc. Folk tales and fairy-stories exemplify this,
which is why a character like Penelope seems likely to have had her origin in such
stories, for she represents one extreme of female behaviour. Her part in the folk-tale
story forces her into one role; here we may contrast Odysseus, who, although he also has

a part in folk-tale stories, is more flexible, because his role in these stories - that of the

I'Cf. above pp.30-7, particularly the case of Phaedra, where even the well-known second Euripidean
version could not change her reputation.
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clever hero who gets out of trouble and solves his problems by the use of his wits - gives
him a positive image as intelligent, but also leaves him open to the accusation of trickery.
The folk-tale quality of the second half of the Odysse)? goes beyond the widely
recognised folk-tale nature of the stories of the wanderings, as shown by the relatively
close correlation between the action in these books and ‘functions’ 23-31 as defined by
Propp in his analysis of Russian folk tales3:
23. Hero arrives (home or in another country) unrecognised.
- arriving at home, the hero is expected to stay with an artisan.
24. False hero presents unfounded claims.
25. Difficult task proposed to the hero.
- may be a test of strength.
26. Task is resolved.
27. Hero is recognised.
- by a mark, brand, thing given to him, and also by his accomplishment of
the task.
28. False hero/ Villain exposed.
29. Hero given new appearance.
- may be by magical action of a helper, or by putting on new garments.
30. Villain is punished.
31. Hero marries and ascends to the throne.

- this may be a resumed marriage.

2 Cf. Holscher 1988, Hansen 1997.
3 Propp 1968 pp.60-64. Propp’s analysis has not been universally accepted; for criticism of Propp, see
Burkert 1979 pp.5-10, with bibliography cited p.146 n.3.
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Some of these functions appear more than once, and associated with different people: for
example, there are several recognitions, and the motif of the task appears obliquely in
Penelope’s weaving, as well as in the test of the bow and the test proposed to
Eurymachus by Odysseus at Od. 18.365-80 (the weaving parallels the examples quoted
by Propp of a test of weaving shirts being set4). Although Propp did not intend a
universal application for this formalist analysis of Russian folk tales, the same units may
be found in archaic Greek epic, which suggests that some form of more universal plot
element is being identified. It is possible that, as Fehling has proposed in connection
with the tale of Cupid and Psyche’, the apparent similarity of plots between archaic
Greece and modern Russia is dependent not on independent traditions using the same
plot elements, but on a literary heritage based partly on the importance of Homer for
education over many centuries; however, although such influence might explain some
details, the plot pattern of the returning husband does seem to be sufficiently widespread,
and so obvious a theme for story-telling, to allow us to accept that “folk tales” -

commonly told stories - on this theme did exist before the Odyssey.

The story of Penelope as told in the Odyssey appears to link two common “folk-
tale” storylines: the story of the returning husband®, and the story of the princess’s

wooers. The absent husband or lover is a fairly common figure in folk tales; Thompson

4 Propp 1968 p.61, tales 104, 267.

3 Fehling 1977, reviewed in Dowden 1979. Although Fehling is probably right to stress the literary
ancestry of the tale of Cupid and Psyche (see Kenney 1990 pp.17-19), his more radical suggestion about
the illusion of an oral tradition of folk-tale seems overstated. There has almost certainly been influence on
oral traditions by written texts (cf. the Coan folk tale apparently based on a tale of Erysichthon, discussed
by Hollis 1970 pp.130-2, 154-7), but this does not mean that the concept of an oral folk-tale tradition, with
elements shared across the globe, is completely unacceptable. The fact that an element been found good
enough to retain in an oral tradition, even if its original source is literary, can tell us something about its
universal appeal.

6 See Thomson 1914 p.103, Radermacher 1915, Tolstoi 1934, Page 1955 pp.1-3, with further bibliography
p.18 n.1, Holzapfel 1990; cf. Splettstdsser 1898.
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1955-8 gives examples from all over the world. It is notable that many of these examples
portray the wife/woman as unfaithful, the husband returning unrecognised to chastise
her. When the woman remains faithful, her fidelity is often linked to the motif of a quest
- as, for example, in the story of Psyche, who has to fulfil various requirements before
she can regain her husband’, or the less contentious examples of “Finist the Bright
Falcon” or “The Lute Player”8. A similar element of suffering and endurance may be
found in the Odyssey’s telling of the story of Penelope: her suffering over the long years
of her husband’s absence is stressed, and her heroism is emphasised by the use of a lion
simile to describe her (Od. 4.791-4). Odysseus’ mistrust of Penelope would be well-
founded if this story were to follow the more common pattern associated with the
returning husband, namely that of return to an unfaithful wife, as happened to
Agamemnon. It has been suggested that this was indeed the original version of the myth
known to Homer, but that Penelope has been whitewashed?, thus creating a better
contrast between Agamemnon and Odysseus, Penelope and Clytaemnestra. The fact that
this became the dominant version of Penelope would be particularly notable if such an
innovation were Homeric!9.

The theme of the returning husband is not only widespread, but has many

variables!!. For those familiar with the story of the returning husband from Classical

7 The tale of Cupid and Psyche, as mentioned above, has been seen as a literary imitation of a folk tale by
Fehling; whether or not this is the case, its plot elements do seem to appear in folk tale, and so must at
least have been adopted as suiting that genre. The motif of testing of a wife is widespread; see Thompson
1955-8 H360-99.

8 The girl engaged to Finist the Bright Falcon wears out three pairs of iron shoes in her wanderings in
search of him; “The Lute Player” tells a story closely resembling the rescue of Richard the Lionheart by
Blondel, but the role of the minstrel is taken by the king’s wife, in disguise. Both come from Russia, and
are retold by Andrew Lang in his Violet Fairy Book.

9 Graves 1955 pp.84, 203, 1960 pp.374-5, Thomson 1914 ch.3, Peyrefitte 1949 pp.25-6.

10 The question of the “original” character of Penelope is discussed below.

I Splettstosser 1898 pp.7-8 refers to ltalian and Saxon folksongs, found in Nigra Canti popolari del
Piedmonte (pp.168ff.) and G. Schaumbach/W. Miller Niedersdchsische Sagen und Mdrchen (Gottingen
1855): variables include the reasons for absence and the occupation of the husband (in Nigra’s collection,
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mythology, Splettstdsser’s conclusion is perhaps surprising: that one of the most usual
patterns is for the man who returns home to find his wife (happily) remarried, to
reconcile himself to the marriage, and to go on his way, never letting his wife know that
he returned. Stories in which the husband returns home just as his wife is about to
remarry form a subset in which the bias seems to be more towards a faithful wifel2. Stith
Thompson defines the motif of the “homecoming husband” by the return of the husband
just as the wife is about to remarry!3; as shown by Splettstdsser, this is too narrow a
definition of the motif as a whole, but it does parallel the Odyssey more closely. Such
stories, like the Odyssey, often involve divine or providential interference to bring about
the desired result, though the linking of a return to a vow of sacrifice (to the devil, a
giant, or other monster!4), is not paralleled in the Odyssey. The woman may (as in the
Odyssey) be put under pressure to (re)marry by her parents!S. Similar stories may be
found all over Europe, and beyond, and it seems plausible that the favoured variants at

any specified place and time will reflect contemporary fears and tastes. Thus today’s

all were soldiers). Further modern parallels are cited by Peyrefitte 1949 p.234 n.1. The Italian tales tend
to have a similar situation to that found in the Odyssey (husband returns as wife is about to remarry), but
some show the wife or fiancée (re)married, and this also is the usual pattern of the German tales. Such a
remarriage, however, may not be conscious adultery, but rather the result of a false announcement of the
husband’s death (as in William Goldman’s The Princess Bride, Tennyson’s Enoch Arden, where the lapse
of time has been long enough for the wife to have children by her new husband, or Sophocles’ Phaedra
frr. 686-7 Radt). The continual dichotomy, faithful or unfaithful, no other options, is clearly cast in
patriarchal terms: the woman is defined almost solely by her relationship with her husband (cf. pp.2-4
above).

12 In the light of Splettstdsser’s statement that the wife is frequently unfaithful, it is interesting to note that
of the nine examples to be found in Edmunds 1993, the only one in which the wife is willingly unfaithful
is a German tale collected by the brothers Grimm.

I3 Thompson 1955-8 N681, Aamne Type 301, 400, 665. Similar tales, not classed as part of the “returning
husband” theme by Thompson, may be found under K1551, 1813, 1814, 1815.1 (the return in humble
disguise: see Aarne Type 935).

14 For example, in the story of Beauty and the Beast, where Beauty is the price of (in this case) the release
of her father, or various stories of pacts with the Devil, where the price is “the first living creature to greet
you/ cross the bridge/ etc.”, but this condition is often fulfilled by a pet rather than the expected wife or
child. Cf. Frazer 1921 vol.ll pp.394-404, an appendix on the “Vow of Idomeneus”, which gathers

parallels for this sort of rash vow.
I5As in the Serbian song “The Twice-Bride”, on which see Splettstésser 1898 pp.42-3.
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popular romantic Hollywood films prefer to use as their climax the return of the hero in
the nick of time (whether physically or metaphorically, in that it is only at the last minute
that he realises whom he truly loves, as in Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994) or When
Harry Met Sally (1989)), thus demonstrating the triumph of “true love” over all
obstacles; while tales of the returning soldier leaving his remarried wife in ignorance
would perhaps speak more to an audience familiar with the tradition of courtly love, the
chaste “love from afar” celebrated by troubadours. The decision of the heroine of Brief
Encounter (1945) to stay with her husband and family, despite her desire not to, does not
speak so clearly to a society where divorce is more common and the status of the
individual more highly regarded. Renunciation can form a climax as well as reunion, but
it is more subtle and low-key.

The motif of testing suitors to find the best is more often attached to an unmarried
woman, as in the cases of Helen, Atalanta, and Penelope herself. According to
Pausanias, Penelope originally married Odysseus after he won a foot-race!®. She is also
said to have been his prize for suggesting a scheme to Tyndareus whereby he could
marry Helen to one of her suitors without causing bloodshed. Both of these stories
reflect aspects of the Homeric Odysseus: he was known as a good runner (it is he who
wins the foot-race at the funeral games of Patroclus), and his cleverness is attested in
both epics and elsewhere. Penelope, it may be noted, has no active role in either of these
stories. This is, in many ways, typical of the heroine of such tales - her role is usually to
be the prize, or a passive pawn, in a game played out by men. Such is the role played by

Deianeira in the struggle between Nessus and Heracles as she describes it in the

16 3.12.4. According to Herodotus (6.126ff.), this method of disposing of a daughter was used by the
historical tyrant Cleisthenes of Sicyon, when searching for a husband for his daughter Agariste: a case of
life following the pattern of a traditional tale.
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Trachiniae'’. Given the regular association of the motif of “return in the nick of time”
with a passive role for the wife, cast as “damsel in distress”, the Odyssey is noteworthy
for the way that, circumscribed as her role may be, it allows Penelope some part in the
action.

The motif of testing a wife, as Odysseus seems to be doing in the Odyssey, is
common in folk tales'®. Rama regains his wife, Sita, only to demand that she undergo a
test of chastity!?, and the story of Cephalus and Procris includes Cephalus’ testing of his
wife by appearing in disguise and trying to seduce her. Although girls may be tested
before their marriage for virtues such as thrift and domestic skills, as well as for chastity,
tests for a wife more commonly concern her chastity and obedience, as in the tale of
Patient Griselda?0 and the testing of Katherine and the other wives at the end of The
Taming of the Shrew. Reunion with a wife who has come through such testing
successfully provides a suitable finale for a tale (although the way in which the wife
joyfully accepts reunion after the treatment given her in, for example, the tale of Patient
Griselda - her children removed apparently to death, herself stripped, divorced, and
expected to prepare the feast for the new bride - is not straightforwardly acceptable now).

The returning husband and the wife’s suitors are not the only folk-tale motifs
attached to Penelope. A story which seems incidental and almost pointless in Homer

describes how Penelope put off her suitors for several years by saying she could not

17 Soph. Trach. 9-26, especially 22-4; cf. 507f.

18 See Tolstoi 1934, especially pp.266-72; bride tests in general are gathered by Thompson 1955-8 H360-
399, those involving making a dress are listed at H381.1, and Aarne Type 1451; H383.2 also collects tests
connected with weaving and spinning, including stories from India, Africa, and Iceland.

19 Like Penelope, Sita in the Ramayana is usually portrayed as wholly faithful to her husband, but the
Santal version of the story accuses her of adultery with the demon Rava and all his brothers during the
time they held her captured.

20 Chaucer The Clerk’s Tale.
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marry until she had finished weaving a shroud for her father-in-law Laertes?!, then
unwove by night what she had done during the day. The discovery of this trick by the
suitors should have led immediately to the issue of her remarriage being forced to a
resolution, but in the story as told by Homer there appears to be a hiatus of a couple of
months before the issue is brought to a conclusion by the contest of the bow?2. When the
shade of the suitor Amphimedon describes the events on Ithaca to Agamemnon in the
underworld, the expected scheme seems to be adhered to more closely: the stratagem of
unweaving is discovered and immediately Odysseus arrives home and Penelope plots the
downfall of her suitors with him. McCartney, in a study of the motif of undoing by night
work done by day, comes to the surprising conclusion that Penelope is one of only two
examples of those studied where the undoer is the same as the doer; there is another
example of a woman’s weaving being undone in order to avoid marriage, but in that case
the unraveller is the girl’s father?3. Perhaps Penelope’s weaving should be linked to that
in stories such as “Rumpelstiltskin”, where the weaving is a test to be accomplished
before marriage, or stories such as “Donkeyskin”, where a special dress is demanded

before marriage?. One example of the motif which may be copied from the tale of

2l Cf. West 1989 pp.116-7, 1988 pp.137-8, Barber 1991 ch.15 on the importance of funerary cloths and
questions related to Penelope’s weaving.

22 For literal-minded complaints, see Page 1955 pp.120-1. Cf. Goldhill 1988 pp.1-9, who denies that the
story is pointless in Homer, as it shows Penelope’s resourcefulness. Although this is true, the timing of the
weaving of the shroud is a notable change from the usual version of the folk tale - doubtless deliberate.
Barber 1991 p.363 suggests that three years for such a piece of weaving would not be unreasonable.

23 Tarchetius, in Plutarch Romulus 2.4-8; see McCartney 1953.

24 Crooke 1898 pp.122-30 says that it is more normal for a woman to have to weave her wedding dress
rather than a shroud, but does not seem to cite any concrete examples; he backs his argument up by
reference to stories such as “Donkeyskin”, and consideration of the ill-omen of linking marriage to
weaving a shroud. Barber 1991 p.358-9 points out that a ¢&pog often serves as a woman’s dress, thus
deconstructing part of the opposition between wedding and funerary clothes.
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Penelope occurs in the story of St. Agatha, who wove a (wedding) veil by day, but
unwove it at night, in order to put off her marriage?2s.

The story of Penelope’s weaving seems to have impressed modern minds more
than it did Homer - as mentioned above, it seems almost incidental in Homer’s telling of
the story, and the plot of the Odyssey would lose nothing if the weaving trick was not
referred to?6. This suggests that it is a traditional part of the story of Odysseus and
Penelope, for its introduction otherwise seems rather pointless. If putting off her suitors
by a trick is part of the “original” tale of Penelope (allowing for the fact that the “original
story” may not have been wholly consistent), then it is logical to conclude that in the
“original story”, Penelope was faithful to Odysseus?’. (The possible connection between
Penelope’s name and her weaving will be discussed below.)

A good example of how a story can be changed in later retellings, following
recognisable plot patterns, is offered by the true story of a returning husband, that of
Martin Guerre, a sixteenth-century Frenchman, whose story entered local legend.
Having left in disgrace, abandoning his wife and child, Martin reappeared only after a
man subsequently identified as Arnaud du Tilh had been living as Martin Guerre, with
his wife, and as his father’s heir, for several years?®. The doubts of family and friends

were overcome by the fake Martin, who had prepared himself well for his role. The

25 Acta Sanctorum Febr. i p.604 E; cf. West 1988 p.138 on Od. 1.93 ff. (also West 1989 p.116). The story
is clearly a later addition to the legend of St. Agatha, as it does not appear in any of the versions of her life.
Cornelius, a sixteenth-century Dutchman who is the source for this part of the legend, makes the

comparison with Penelope explicit.
26 This is not to say that the Odyssey as a work of literature would not suffer - | am making the point only

that this is not an element vital to the plot.

27 Contra Graves et al.; cf. n.9.
28 A similar story is cited by Peyrefitte 1949 p.234 n.1, that of Colonel Chabert, which was also the

subject of a film.
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Odyssey seems to envisage a similar imposture as a possibility; when Penelope finally
recognises the man in front of her as her husband, she says:

aiel yap pot BVpog Vi 6THBecOL PidOLoLY
Eppiyel pn 1ig pe Ppotdv andporto Enecorv
EABMOV' TOAAOL YOp KOKd KépSEQ BovAehovoLY.
Od. 23.215-7

Her testing of Odysseus has confirmed him as her husband, and not another man in
disguise.

In her introduction to an historical account of the story of Martin Guerre, the
historian Natalie Davis writes that while acting as adviser to the production of a film
version of the story, she was disturbed by the simplification of the story, the
interpretation of motives which was necessary to make a good film. She writes:

These changes may have helped to give the film the powerful simplicity that had

allowed the Martin Guerre story to become a legend in the first place, but they

also made it difficult to explain what actually happened.2®
In her summary of treatments of the story, Davis includes brief accounts of their notable
features. Of that by F. Gavot de Pitaval, she comments:

One of the most interesting retellings of the case of Martin Guerre, and the only

one to speculate freely on the possibility that Bertrande [de Rols, Martin’s wife]

was the accomplice of Arnaud du Tilh: “Many people will believe that Bertrande
de Rols helped deceive herself because the error pleased her.” The impostor
could not have shown all the tiny gestures special to the original.30
The doubt thus cast on the wife’s fidelity is not a surprising development. Another
version, by Charles Hubert, is condemned as “so romanticized as to be

unrecognizable’3!; the hero is named “Martinguerre”, a count who has been away in the

West Indies, and the villain is unmasked by his own father - a similar romanticization of

29 Davis 1983 p.viii.
30 Davis 1983 p.130, on F. Gavot de Pitaval Causes célébres et intéressantes (Paris 1734) vol.l ch.1.
31 Davis 1983 p.131, on Charles Hubert Le Faux Martinguerre, ou La Famille d'Artigues, Mélodrame ¢n

Trois Actes (Paris: Barba 1808).
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the story to that undergone by the story of the Odyssey in modern retellings. One of the
earliest surviving sources for the story, the accounts of Jean Coras, transformed the story
rather differently into a morality tale, using it for his own purposes when it allowed him
to make digs at Catholic superstition32. There is a telling parallel with the Odyssey both
in the simplification of the characters and their motives, and in the doubt cast on the

wife, abandoned by her husband to become an object of suspicion.

Pan and Penelope

The other stories found about Penelope have seemed to some so much at odds
with her Homeric persona that a conflation of two or more mythological Penelopes has
been suspected33; the early identification of divergent local Penelopes seems the best
explanation. The position of Penelope as the mother of Pan has sometimes been taken to
be the “original” version of Pan’s birth34, but this would contrast with the notable paucity
of early references (almost all of which before the Hellenistic period survive only in
mentions by scholiasts35). The exception is Herodotus 2.145, where it is placed,
significantly, alongside stories which are better known now: Herodotus seems to take
knowledge of it for granted, but he may be doing so as a ploy in the context of the
argument he is constructing about Egypt and Greece. It must be assumed that
rationalisations involving a second Penelope were either unknown to Herodotus

(probably as being later in origin), or known to him and deliberately ignored. A single

32 Burke 1984, Davis 1983 chs.10, 11.

33 Cf. Nonnus Dionysiaca 14.87 ff. (cf. 24.86-7), Tzetzes ad Lycophron Alexandra 772. Nonnus says that
there are two Pans, one the son of Sose, the other of a nymph Penelope (14.92-3: 10v 8¢ vopaig otwv
Noépiov ¢idov, onnote NOpeng | dépviov aypadioto diéotixe Inveroneing). Tzetzes’ statement that
the two Penelopes are not the same may derive from Nonnus or from Nonnus’ source for this innovation.
34 For example, Thomson 1914 pp.46-7.

35 Cf. Appendix 2 below, Stiickelberger 1965 p.111.
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Penelope is what one might expect - the stories accumulate around one figure, and then,
later, when one version is dominant, attempts are made to explain away the variations
(for example, the splitting of Erechtheus/Erichthonius into two characters36). Although
one cannot be certain, it seems likely that a story which makes Odysseus the father of
Pan is a later rationalisation, based on the assumption that Penelope was faithful to
him37. Similarly, stories which make Antinous or Amphinomus the father of Pan by
Penelope are probably drawing on the Odyssey as the source for the name, but combining
this with the idea that Penelope may not have been faithful to Odysseus. These two are
then the obvious candidates for her adultery - Antinous, the leader of the suitors, and
Amphinomus, who, we are told, was Penelope’s favourite among the suitors?3. The
version given by Douris, that Pan was fathered by all the suitors, would seem to be a
rationalisation based on the name. The reference to this in the Syrinx of [Theocritus]
suggests that a learned Hellenistic poet knew at least two versions of the fathering of
Pan, but this does not tell us much about which versions were commonly known either at
a contemporary date or earlier.

It is possible not only that one version of Pan’s fathering on Penelope is
connected with the Greek enthusiasm for etymologising, but also that the link to
Penelope herself may also have etymological roots?®. IInveAdnn is sometimes linked not
only to nnviov, the wool to be worked in a day, but also to IT&v, the Doric form of her
name being ITaveldna. An ambitious attempt to link ITév and mmviov is made by a

scholiast (T) to Iliad 23.762:

36 Cf. OCD® s.v. “Erechtheus” and “Erichthonius”, Parker 1987, Kearns 1989 pp.110-115, 160-1.

37 Another reason for doubting the antiquity of this story is the source; it is only known from the first
Vatican mythographer, who was writing in the tenth century AD. If this story was current in antiquity, one
would hope for an earlier attestation than this.

38 0d. 16.397ff.; cf. p.312.

39 See below for a full discussion of the etymology of Penelope’s name.
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Borgeaud disagrees:

the fact remains that Pan means “shepherd” and has etymologically nothing to do

with Penelope. The relation drawn by Greek mythology between the goat-god

and the wife of Odysseus (besides revealing a certain fascinating ambiguity in her
status as “model wife”) remains for us a mystery that the connection of Odysseus
with Arcadia, and Hermes, is insufficient to dispel. Do we here have to do with
relatively late elaborations tending to make connections between Arcadia and its
gods and the old Homeric poems (which do tend to neglect Arcadia) or rather
with the enigmatic vestiges of a very ancient mythology?40

This last question sums up the problem when trying to analyse a myth from its various

representations, the problem of priority of link and possible explanation. Etymology is a

particularly difficult field from this point of view.

However, one can draw some tentative conclusions about the relationship
between Pan and Penelope. Scholiasts suggest that Pan was first described as the child
of all the suitors by Douris; this does not give us more than a probable ferminus ante
quem in the late fourth or early third century BC. However, it seems plausible that the
linking of Pan and Penelope came first, and that linking the name Pan to all the suitors is
a later development - though the name Pan may have been linked to “all” before this, as
there are other explanations of his name involving the word nav*!. A jump immediately

from linking IT&v and ©év to linking IT&v and ndvieg pvnotfipeg seems unlikely to me;

the intermediary step of linking Pan and Penelope seems necessary. As discussed above,

40 Borgeaud 1988 p.210 n.77. On p.54, Borgeaud says of the description of Pan as the child of Penelope
and Hermes: “Penelope’s connections with Arcadia are well documented, and Pan has too close a kinship
with Hermes, god of Mount Kyllene, for anyone to doubt the antiquity of this version”. Penelope’s
connections with Arcadia are documented in Wiist’s RE article, col. 460-6.

41 For example HHym 19.47, Pl. Cratylus 408b. Cf. Allen 1995 pp.150-1, who thinks that the link
between Pan and Penelope draws on the same Indo-European tale as the Mahabharata’s tale of Draupadi
(who is also polyandrous) as the mother of the “All-gods”, the Vishvedevas. Allen also sees a parallel
between Penelope’s lover in the form of a goat, Hermes, and her husband’s metamorphosis into a horse
(Servius ad V. Aen. 2.44, Sextus Empiricus Adv. Math. 1.267) and Draupadi’s involvement in a ritual
including a goat then a horse.



it seems likely too that the naming of Odysseus or one of the suitors as the father of Pan
is a development subsequent to the naming of Penelope as his mother, and subsequent to
the Odyssey in something at least very close to its present form. This leads to the
conclusion that the “original” father of Pan, when Penelope was named as the mother,
was probably one of the two divine males mentioned in our sources - Apollo or Hermes.
Roscher attributes the two different names to local legends, the name of each god
appearing where his cult was strongest: Apollo by Mt. Lycaeon, Hermes in Mantineia*2.
The divinity of the father would also help establish Pan’s divinity; most gods with
human mothers have divine fathers (e.g. Heracles, Dionysus) rather than two mortal
parents (see below on the possibility of Penelope’s divinity). Thus for various reasons it
appears likely that if Pan were Penelope’s son, his father was Apollo or Hermes, rather
than one of the humans who are named in other sources.

Modemn scholars have tended to concentrate on Hermes as the father of Pan,
because of the Arcadian connection. Hermes is also the only father for Pan by Penelope
named outside the scholia before the Hellenistic period - in Herodotus (2.145), our
earliest non-fragmentary source for the linking of Penelope and Pan. Those who wish to
argue for the divinity of Penelope gain most support by linking her to Arcadia, and
identifying Hermes as the father of Pan strengthens this link, because of Hermes’ own
links with Arcadia. However, one has still to explain the references to Apollo as the
father of Pan. Apollo as god of poetry does seem to have links with pastoral deities in
later pastoral poetry - he is important for both Theocritus and Vergil - but this is not

really a satisfactory explanation. Both Apollo and Hermes do have links with Arcadia*?;

42 Cf Roscher Lexicon s.v. Pan col.1379-80, Roscher 1894, which collect eighteen variations on the

parentage of Pan, and speculate on the origins of some.
43 Immerwahr 1891 pp.72-96 on Hermes, pp.128-139 on Apollo collects the evidence for worship of

various gods in Arcadia with a brief commentary.
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Hermes’ connection, however, appears stronger than that of Apollo. Both gods were
associated with music - as was Pan - and both also had links with herding: Hermes’ first
recorded feat in the Homeric Hymn is the theft of Apollo’s cattle and the creation of the
lyre from a tortoise shell and cattle-gut. Pan was particularly a country god, connected
with shepherds and their music*, so a genealogical link to either Apollo or Hermes
would be explicable.

Penelope’s Arcadian connection is not as unproblematic as has been thought.
Our best evidence is that of Pausanias (quoted below, p.58); more evidence has been
found in Penelope’s change of name (see pp.57-8). The “original” names suggested for
her by various ancient scholia include Arnaia and Arnakia, both of which suggest a link
to a place called Arne. However, there are several places called Ame in Greece: RE lists
four towns, one spring or fountain, and three people. One of the towns is in Boeotia, the
spring in Arcadia. Of the people, one is the eponymous heroine of the Boeotian town,
the daughter of Aeolus and mother of Boeotus and Aeolus, another the nymph of the
spring in Arcadia. The RE article on Arne cites Penelope’s change of name as further
evidence for linking Odysseus and the myths about him to Boeotia - the author does not
press the Arcadian link*’. Wiist, in his RE article on Penelope, gives three pieces of
evidence linking her to Arcadia. The first is the evidence of her tomb on the road out of
Mantineia, as described in Pausanias. The second is her link to Pan, who is taken to be
Arcadian in origin*, The third item of evidence connects Penelope and Odysseus with
Arcadia. Again, it is largely based on Pausanias, this time on the report of the foot-race

run to win her and the statue put up by her father in Arcadia. The argumentation here, as

44 Cf. Roscher Lexicon s.v. Pan col.1382-85.

43 5.v. Ame 6.
46 Cf. RE Suppl. VI s.v. Pan (Brommer), Burkert 1985 p.172, Immerwahr 1891 pp.192-206, Roscher

Lexicon s.v. Pan col.1349-57.
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so often when trying to reconstruct the early history of Greek myths, is rather circular -
the Arcadian connection is said to back up Penelope’s claim to be the mother of Pan, but
the “fact” that she was the mother of Pan is a significant part of the evidence for an
Arcadian connection.

Penelope may be linked to Boeotia through the possibility of her name coming
from a Boeotian town. The theory that the Homeric poems were shaped in Boeotia has
also suggested a Boeotian link for both Penelope and Odysseus4’. Boeotian Catalogue
poetry is assumed to have been a well-established genre, surviving in the Hesiodic
Theogony and Catalogue of women, and possibly in the Iliadic catalogue of ships, which
places the Boeotians surprisingly prominently. The similarities to the Catalogue of
women might suggest a Boeotian source for the list of heroines in the Nekuia. The idea
that such poetry was Boeotian in origin is supported by the fact that Odysseus’ nekuia is
undertaken in order to consult Teiresias, a seer connected with Thebes, and hence
Boeotian*8. Penelope’s “original name” may be thought to provide a link to Boeotia, as
mentioned above, but so may her more usual name: the best parallel for the IInveA- stem
is a name from the [liad (2.494), IInvéLewg, which belongs to a Boeotian commander.

Links between Odysseus and Penelope and Boeotia seem thus to be weaker than
their connections with Arcadia - and the latter, as seen above, are far from
unproblematic. It is unclear what light the story of Penelope’s change of name can throw
on the question of her origins; it is also unclear whether determining her origins could
help to explain her change of name. What is clear, however, is that Penelope’s

connection with Pan cannot be justified solely on the grounds of her “Arcadian

47 Cf. Powell 1996 pp.31-2.
48 Thomson 1914, chs. 2, 5 suggests that Odysseus was a Boeotian hero who gained Arcadian connections

after a migration of the original inhabitants of Boeotia.
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connections”; however, that there was traditionally some connection between Pan and

Penelope at least in local tradition is equally clear.

Penelope the goddess?

Pan’s relationship with Penelope has raised the question of whether Penelope was
originally a goddess. The idea that she could not be the mother of a god unless she were
herself originally divine seems implausible4d, but this is not the only way in which her
identity as the mother of Pan has been taken as proof of her original divine status. Some
modern scholars, taking the postulated link between Penelope, Il&v and méav/mévieg
pvnothipeg as the true etymology of the name, assume that this implies orgiastic rites
involving Penelope®0. She is therefore taken to be another instantiation of the “Great
Mother Goddess”, represented by Cybele, and with links to Demeter and Artemis of
Ephesus. This explanation seems extremely improbable - the story of Pan as the son of
all the suitors is, as argued above, probably a comparatively late rationalisation, while
Penelope’s status as a goddess would have to be posited as an early belief, which had
almost completely disappeared by the time we have any evidence. Nevertheless, the

notion of Penelope’s original divinity persists sufficiently to require discussion!.

49 Although it might be argued that Pan’s divinity can be taken as proof of Penelope’s alleged original
status as a goddess, it does not follow that Penelope must be divine in order to have a divine son,
particularly if the father were divine: Dionysus is the son of a god and a mortal woman (but so was
Sarpedon, whose death caused his father much grief in the /l/iad). Divinities who are half-mortal by birth
seem generally to have divinity on the father’s side rather than the mother’s, for example, Aphrodite’s
child by Anchises, Aeneas, was mortal, as was Eos’ son Memnon (and Achilles, son of Peleus and Thetis).
50 Graves 1960 p.289 has this wild speculation; Thomson 1914 pp.48-59 sees Penelope as a counterpart to
Artemis, an unmarried mother of one son, like other women associated with Artemis, such as Atalanta
(indeed a mother of one son, but usually portrayed as married) and Callisto. As Artemis has been seen as
an orgiastic mother goddess, as she appears at Ephesus, so could Penelope have appeared. The weakness
of the argument is patent. Cf. Allen 1995 p.150-1.

SI Cf. Larson 1995 p.79, Lyons 1996 p.5-6. both of whom talk about “faded goddesses”.
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Thomson argues that in the story of Penelope’s “original name” we have a further
indication of her original divine status. The change of name is recounted in four sources
in slightly different forms:

[TInvedonn] Aéyeton yap “Apvoia mpdTEPOV KOAOVHEVN TOPE TOV GOVI®V
eig My BdAacoav Ekprpfivat, elto Do TIVEV Spvev TNVEAOTOV AEYOpEVQV
elg 1Nv xépoov E€evexBiivar, xoi oVtwg dvaAngBeloav VRO TV
Yevvnoaviov OvopooBfivar [nvedldmnv &nd tfig dpvibwv Opwvopicg, kol
TPOPETOAV dLOVVULOV ETvor 1O AOLTOV.

Scholion to Pindar OIl. 9.79d

mv 8¢ IImveddmnv, Aidvpog enoiv ’Apepdxnv | “Apvoaxiov xvpiog
koAeloBon. Noavrhiov 8¢ piyavtog adtiy eig 8dAhacoav S v 100 viod
Modopndovg mowviy, ORO wNvedldmmv Opvéwv cwbeloav ®v 1 £vBela
MVEAOY, 0VT® HETOVOLOGOTvaL.

Eustath. ad Od. 1422.5ff.32

Aidvpog d¢ ’Apepdknv onoi mpoooyopedecBar v IInveddmnv, 1§
"Apvokiav.  NoavrAiov 3¢ piyaviog odtnv eig Bdlaccov i mowvhy

[MoaAapndovg, VIO TNVEAOTOV aDTTY cwBeloay 0VTMOG dvopuocBTivat.
Scholia HPQ to Od. 4.797

[TInveAonn] mpdtepov ’Apvaio Aeyopévn, Votepov 3¢ TInveddnn kAnbeica,
01t pupbeica mopd TAV yoviwv eig BGAoccov VRO ANVEAOROV OpVE®V
EENVEXON eig 1Mv yfiv xai €omdOn kol VRO tAV dlwv mAAv yovéwv
AvoAN@Oeloa ETPEPETO.

Tzetzes ad Lyc. 792

Thomson argues that the variants *Apvaia and ’Apvoxio both point to Penelope’s link
to the spring called “Apvn’. The further form ’Apvéa is also attested’. (The form
‘Aperpdxmn, however, is unexplained.) The linking of the Penelops ducks to this story is
taken to point to her special relationship with wild animals, particularly ducks.
Therefore, in origin, Penelope was the “Water-Fowl Goddess of Arne”, a “mistress of the

beasts” figure, as Artemis is sometimes said to be, and as shown in art from Mycenean

32 Quoting Didymus Metamorphoses fr.1, Schmidt.

53 Thomson 1914 pp.44-60; cf. above p.54.

54 Cf. RE s.v. Arnea; it is an alternative reading at Schol. Pind. O/. 9.79d where Amaia is restored, based
on the fact both would be pronounced identically in Byzantine Greek, but Arnaia is the more regular

formation.
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times’S. However, Chantraine’6 points out that one need not conclude from the link
between her name and that of the bird that she was originally a bird goddess, for
women’s names were derived from bird names “durant toute I’histoire de grec ancien”,
typical examples being Mepénn from pépoy and Apvonn from dpvoy. A woman’s
name of a standard type which echoed something in her story would be an
understandable choice of name for the heroine of a traditional tale. One might perhaps
compare the frequency of English flower names such as “Rose” or “Marigold” in fairy
talesS7: evidence from names is thus unconvincing.

Those who argue that Penelope was once a goddess locate her firmly in Arcadia
as a local goddess - her links with Pan and with Hermes as the father of Pan are held to
strengthen this local tie. It has to be admitted that the stories about Penelope which seem
to be local to the Peloponnese sometimes give a different picture from the Pan-Hellenic
Homeric version of Penelope.

The only real evidence we have that Penelope might at least have received
worship in some form, is in Pausanias’8. He mentions a statue of Aiddg set up by her
father, when his daughter veiled her head and turned away from her father to go with her
husband, and also the tomb of Penelope in Mantineia, which is explicitly linked to a local
variant of the story:

¢v dekrd Thc 0800 Yiig xdRo DynAov: TInveronng ¢ elvar tapov pactv, odx

Sporoyodvieg td £¢ adTnv motoel <tf> Oeonpwtidt Ovopoalopevn. €V

100ty pév 1€ £0TL 1) mowfoel éravikovil €k Tpoiag *OBVCCET TEKETV TNV

Mnvedémnv  Tltolndpbny maidor Mavivéev 8 O £G aOTNV  AOYOG
MnveAdnny onoiv bn’ "O8voctwg KaTayvwoOeloov G EMGTACTOVG

55 Artemis is called motvic Bnpdv at Mliad 21.470; cf. Aesch. Ag. 141-3, Burkert 1985 p.149. On other
goddesses seen in this light, see Burkert 1985 p.42 with p.362 n.48 for further bibliography, p.154 on
Aphrodite.

56 Chantraine 1968-80 s.v. InveAon.

57 Lodge 1983 p.15 has a self-conscious debate as to what one of the characters of the novel should be
called, and settles on the name Violet, the connotations of which come partly from this popularity of

flower names for women.
58 Larson 1995 p.58-9, 114; Paus. 3.20.10-11 (statue), 8.12.5-6 (tomb).
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£0ayQyolto €G TOV OlKoV, Kol ATONEUPOeicay DR’ aDTOD, TO HEV TOPAVTIKA
£G Aoxedaipova AameAlBelv, xpévw O votepov €k THig ImapIng €¢
Mavtivelav petoikficat, kot ot 1oV Blov TNy TeAevTnyv Eviadba cupphvor.

Paus. 8.12.5-6
It has been assumed that this tomb formed the focus of cult worship. Another point
worth raising is the possibility that, in a story such as that in Pausanias, the origins of the
tales of Penelope’s unfaithfulness arise from the linking of a local heroine of the same
name to the better known character from epic. Heroines are frequently those who have
wandered, fleeing persecution, to the land where they die - a land to which they will
hopefully be well-intentioned, as it took them in%%. Once the link between the local and
epic heroines has been suggested, the impetus is there to create a story to explain the
heroine’s wandering.

It is conceivable that in the heroine Penelope we have a relic of a local Arcadian
deity, who was identified with an epic heroine and so lost her former status. However, as
Larson has shown, worship as a hero or heroine need not presuppose an earlier
incarnation as a god or goddess. Larson’s examination of heroine cults in Greece
suggests that women most often received cult worship in connection with their husbands
or sons. This would seem to reverse the argument that Penelope must have been
regarded as a goddess in order to have a divine son; the proposition is now that Penelope
receives cult because she is a mortal woman connected with a minor divinity. This
would seem to tie in with my earlier suggestion (p.23) that female figures in Greek
mythology are more flexible in identity than male figures, except when pivotal in heroic

genealogies. From this it appears clear that even in the archaic period Penelope was not

59 Larson 1995 p.114.
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regarded as a divine figure, and even in those places where she may have received cult
worship, this was as mother of Pan, not as herself a goddess in origin.

The reference to Penelope’s tomb on the road out of Mantineia does seem
plausible evidence that she received cult of some form there; it is suggested that her
bearing of Pan to Hermes is a local Mantineian tale. Plutarch’s reference to a hero6n of
Odysseus at Lacedaimon (Quaest. Gr. 48) has been read as suggesting that the heroén
was shared with Penelope, because Odysseus’ marriage to Penelope is mentioned in
connection with his receiving cult worship there. As Larson argues, this would not be
unexpected; for a heroine to receive cult with her husband is not unparalleled, as happens
with Menelaus and Helen, Pelops and Hippodameia, Cadmus and Harmonia - indeed the
shrine for Agamemnon and Alexandra (presumably to be identified with Cassandra®0) is
a parallel involving a hero linked to Odysseus.

In contrast, Mactoux bases her argument that Penelope was originally a goddess
on her links with Helen, who, it is generally agreed, was worshipped in Sparta as a
vegetation goddess. Mactoux argues that the family ties between the two women (they
are cousins) help justify the statement that Penelope, like Helen, was once worshipped as
a vegetation goddess. Yet the idea that mythological heroes and heroines must be faded
gods or goddesses seems to be based on a misinterpretation of the status of hero cult
(such worship need not imply that earlier the hero or heroine was worshipped as a deity,

as is shown by historical figures who were granted hero culté!) and on a desire to produce

60 As in Lycophron. The identification of Alexandra with Cassandra is said to be a later innovation
(Wentzel RE s.v Alexandra (i)), perhaps based on something in Timaeus (Schol. ad Lyc. Alex. 1137, FGrH
566 F 55), Alexandra originally having been a local goddess. Although she may well not have been
originally identified with Cassandra, it seems implausible, in the light of recent studies of heroines, to state
categorically that Alexandra was originally a goddess, solely on the evidence of one shrine.

6! For example Brasidas, accorded hero cult at Thuc. 5.11.1, or the dead at Marathon and Plataea (Thuc.
3.58.4, /G ii° 1006.26, 69), and Hieron of Syracuse (Diodorus 9.66.4).

60



a history of Greek religion relying too much on analogies between hero cults and the cult
of saints in mediaeval Christianity®2.

All our discussion of this topic must be based largely on speculation, and it does
not seem to be a very important or fruitful area for discussion, particularly if we are
interested in literary and artistic representations of Penelope. For example, all Mactoux’s
arguments have to rely on analogy; she herself admits that we have no evidence for
worship of Penelope as a goddess. It seems fairly clear that none of the representations
of Penelope which we still have rely on knowledge of her original divine status to be
understood. Chasing ideas of her divinity is surely a red herring if our prime concern is

to examine what our existing sources actually have to say about her.

The Etymology of ‘Penelope’

Etymologising was a favourite Greek practice from very early on. Homer
includes etymologising word plays, some well known - such as the noms parlants
Kolvyd, Obtig/MAtg in Od. 9, and perhaps ’Avtivoog, or the word plays on
’Odvooeng (Od 1.55, 62, and, best known, 19.407-9) - others less so (for example, lliad
6.403 on ’Actvavoé). Etymologising is also found in Hesiod (repeated Aia ... dia at
Works and Days 2ff.) and other early poetry, as well as in fifth-century tragedy®3.
Because of this, it is particularly difficult to work out if a character has a particular name
because of the stories about him/her, or if the stories developed because of the name (or

neither). For example, the etymologising of Electra’s name as being originally A-lektra,

62 Cf. Kearns 1989 pp.134-5.
63 Lendle 1957 pp.117-21 has a list of etymologies in “archaic poetry” and Aeschylus, which includes
Homer and Hesiod. See also Pfeiffer 1968 p.4, Rank 1951 p.66.
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unmarried, dates from the sixth century®, and is linked to the development of the story
of Agamemnon’s family.

Early writers who etymologised Penelope’s name looked particularly at the link
to nnvéloneg, I1qv, nevécBot, and mMviov; they are more interested in explanations
based on the myths and in the sound of the words than on philological explorations. For

example, in the Scholia we find:

£V O& EMUEPIOND TOV, piiviv Gede Bed, IINVeAOTNV aLTNV ENOL AeA£yOart,
nopa 10 mEVESHL TO ADTOG,
Schol. ad Od. 4.79765

Modern scholars, however, have been particularly interested in the relationship between
the different forms of Penelope’s name - IInveAonn, TInveloneia, IMaveddona - and
the etymological roots of all the elements. They have generally dismissed any
etymological link between Pan and Penelope, considering it a late folk etymology. Back
in 1915, Shewan wrote:

It looks as if the mythologists should pause, in regard to the Pan-Penelope
connection, till the philologists reconsider the names of the heroine and the god.¢7

The philologists, however, still seem to be as divided as ever over the etymologies of
these two names, so although one can use modern philological analyses to back up a
hypothesis about the origin of the linking of the two, it looks unlikely that this line of
argument will produce anything definite for some time to come. However, one can put
forward some tentative suggestions.

If the weaving trick is part of the “original story”, this could point towards a link

between Penelope’s name and words for weaving, given the tendency for folk tales to

64 Xanthus PMG 700, which assumes knowledge of the name Electra (see above p.23).

65 The Epimerismoi were lists of Homeric words which were parsed and, particularly in the case of names,
etymologised; cf. Dyck 1983 ad 194C (Athene), 200A (Pallas), 138 (Odysseus).

66 For example, Chantraine 1968-80 s.v. InveAonera.

67 Shewan 1915 p.40.



name the characters for their part in the story. Whallon says “Penelope may have gained
her name from her manufacture of cloth; more probably her name suggested the suitable
métier’68; if this latter suggestion is right, one might conclude that Penelope was
originally a “faithful wife”, and the means of her putting off her suitors was chosen
because of her name. However, it is quite possible that name and story evolved together,
as Penelope was a suitable name to give the heroine of such a story; whichever came
first, the conclusions that Penelope was originally depicted as a faithful wife, and that the
story of her weaving and her name both appear early in her history, may still stand. For
this reason, it seems logical to prefer derivations of her name from words connected with
weaving rather than other sources. The ancient etymologies linking Penelope to words
connected with weaving have been reasserted by some modern scholars; Kretschmer’s
derivation of Penelope from nfivn + 0AOTT® is still upheld by some®®. Penelope’s role
as the weaver - i.e. her part in the story - may well derive from her name:

the tale of Odysseus’ return would have been very different if his wife had not
been known as Penelope.”0

Whallon sees the plan of putting off the suitors by weaving as Athene’s, carried out by
Penelope, and suggested to the poet (or a predecessor) by Penelope’s name.

References are also made to Penelope’s name being derived from the bird
nnvéloy because of her being saved from drowning by the birds’'. Both Chantraine and
Frisk? firmly link Penelope’s name to that of the bird. Pisani goes further, identifying

the mnvélomeg ducks with Anas casarca, called cakravaka in Sanskrit, renowned in

68 Whallon 1960 p.58.
69 Kretschmer 1945, referred to by Frisk 1970 and by Von Kamptz 1982 p.70, who finds it convincing.

70 Whallon 1960 p.57.
71 schol. Pind. OI. 9.79d, etc.
72 Frisk 1970 s.v. Penelope; the full arguments for this derivation are given by Solmsen 1908 (cf. Von

Kamptz 1982 p.139).
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Indian poetry for its fidelity to its mate3; but this is far from conclusive evidence. The
story that she was named after the bird which rescued her should be seen, I think, as
evolving from the desire to explain the name: it is not really plausible to see the story as
preceding the name, particularly given the variations in the placing of the incident in
Penelope’s life. Such a story to explain a change of name might well, as in the case of
Electra, suggest that there was a desire to rationalise two different versions of a myth
about Penelope which gave her different names. If this was the case, however, it is
striking how completely Homer’s picture of Penelope as the faithful wife of Odysseus
came to dominate, so that we never find a reference to any other name for his wife, or,
indeed, to any other story which might suggest a need to explain Penelope’s change of
name.

As stated above, the question of whether name or tale came first cannot be
resolved. We would be closer to a resolution if it were possible to decide the true
etymology, for if the name comes from weaving, it would be plausible to think that the
story came first, whereas if it comes from the bird, it seems more plausible that the name
suggested the plot of the weaving. There is no mention in the Odyssey of Penelope being
named after the bird, whereas her weaving is present: this might suggest that Homer
linked her name to weaving, but even this cannot resolve whether name or tale came
first. If we can discard the idea that Penelope was originally a water-fowl goddess, a step
which is far less bold than accepting it, then either she has a name based on that of a bird,

a standard way of producing a female name in Greek, or her name evolved from words to

73 Pisani 1946. The etymological link between Greek and Sanskrit forms being debatable, it does not
seem wholly convincing to link that tale of Penelope’s fidelity to tales about these birds told some way off
in both space and time (although it is interesting that ducks apparently signify fidelity also on Chinese
dishes and textiles, Barber 1991 p.377). A stronger etymological link is needed to give this argument
plausibility, particularly as there seems to be no evidence for a link between nnvédoneg and fidelity in
Greek literature.
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do with the woman’s task of weaving. Both of these names imply a rather generic
character, which might suggest that Penelope’s place in myth - probably as Odysseus’
wife - comes first and the elaborations of her story later. It is possible that Penelope,
whatever her original character, was given a name derived from that of a bird, but when
the story of her faithfulness to Odysseus developed, and a ruse by which she might put

off her suitors was sought, her name, re-etymologised, suggested the story which should

be used.
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Chapter 4: Penelope as Exemplum

Penelope, like other mythological figures, may be used as an example to exhort or
warn, or to make a point. Such uses may or may not directly narrate the version of the
myth which the writer expects us to remember, but it is usually clear from the context if
it is not made explicit in the text itself. When it is left implicit, this in itself is
interesting, as it (presumably) implies that the version of the myth which is referred to is
well known enough for the audience to need no reminder. It is possible that Penelope’s
role as a paradigm is due to the “folk-tale” nature of the main myth about her; such
stories tend to feature generic characters, whose names often reflect their part in the story
(for example, Beauty in “Beauty and the Beast”, or Snow White; both of these names
express the beauty and chastity of the two characters which is their most important
feature). As discussed above (pp.26-7), myth is manipulated for exemplary purposes in
some of the earliest Greek literature we have; it is, however, worth asking whether
Penelope in particular served as an exemplum in the same way from her earliest

appearances.

Penelope as exemplum pudicitiae

When Penelope is found as an exemplum or paradigm, it is almost invariably in
the role of exemplum pudicitiae - the ideal of the chaste wife, the faithful wife who waits
at home for her husband. She is listed among those “quae castissimae sunt” in Hyginus
fab. 256, and this reflects earlier usage in, for example, the Latin love elegists. But how

far back can this usage be traced? Already in the Odyssey, Agamemnon draws a contrast
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between Penelope and Clytaemnestra, as exemplary good and bad wives; it thus seems
that the possiblity of seeing Penelope in this light was open from her first literary
appearances. In early examples, it is not clear whether Penelope is cited particularly as a
faithful wife, or just as a good woman - the earliest definite citation of her in such a
context is in Aristophanes’ Thesmo., where the context is good and bad women
generally, but it should be noted that their sexuality is a major dividing feature, with the
faithful Penelope set against the lascivious Phaedra and Melanippe. It is also notable
that when Julian praises Eusebia for surpassing Penelope, it is in this area of sexual
fidelity; Eusebia is superior to Penelope because no suitors dared to approach her when
she was widowed, while Penelope had all too many suitors?. In Greek texts, Penelope is
particularly associated with the virtue of cw@poovn, which, as well as having overtones
of sexual fidelity, also encompasses concepts of wisdom and more general ideas of good
behaviour’®,

Such a position naturally brings an opposing reaction’’, and, indeed, we do find
literature which tries to knock Penelope off her pedestal: the paradoxical quality of the
examples, however, serves only to strengthen the image of Penelope as faithful, as they

rely on this image for their effect. For example, Achilles Tatius rejoices in the paradox

74 Melanippe may seem an odd choice here, and it is not entirely clear why she, rather than a more
obviously bad woman, such as Stheneboia, should be listed by Aristophanes here; cf. Sommerstein 1996
ad Frogs 1081 on Aristophanes’ blackening of a Euripidean “good woman”. Given the context, the
suggestion that it is linked to her bearing of children out of wedlock seems most plausible; either because
she simply had children while unmarried, or because she denied that they were prodigies when they were
found in the cowshed, and had to admit that they were her children, borne to Poseidon, and thus she may
(in comic terms) be held responsible for making men less willing to accept the explanation of prodigies for
exposed children. Alternatively, as in Aristotle, she may be condemned for being too clever, but I do not
see that this fits with the women’s argument that Euripides’ plays cause men to distrust women more,
unless cleverness makes their deception of men easier. If the point is linked to her bearing children out of
wedlock, or to a god, then the mention of Penelope may suggest a lack of common knowledge in
contemporary Athens of the myths making her the mother of Pan.

75 Julian Eulogy of Eusebia 110c; cf. North 1979 pp.47-54.

76 Cf. North 1979 pp.47-54, Vérilhac 1985 pp.102-5.

77 Cf. Lyons 1996 p.141-2 on the tendency for the denial of an element in a myth to cause it to appear in
another version.
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of naming Penelope as one of the great criminal women, along with Helen and
Clytaemnestra, because so many men died on her account’® - on which grounds, she is a
worse sinner than Clytaemnestra! Such references to Penelope can only enhance the
perception of her as a standard example of a good woman, for, if she were not so known,
there would be no paradox and piquancy in proving her to be one of the worst. Ovid too
plays with the paradox of Penelope as unchaste in Amores 1.8, the Dipsas poem, where
he says:
Penelope iuuenum uires temptabat in arcu;
qui latus argueret corneus arcus erat.
Am. 1.8.47-8
The paradox is in the new twist given to the old story - the test of the bow is usually
Penelope’s last effort to put off her remarriage (although it is to be the way of choosing a
new husband, there is the possibility that Telemachus will string the bow, or that no-one
will succeed in the test, which would leave things as they were before, we must
presume); here it remains the means of choosing her new husband, but is given the slant
that it is Penelope’s way of testing their sexual prowess before making her choice. This
manipulation of the character of Penelope plays on the elegists’ more usual use of her as
an exemplum pudicitiae™.
The story in Pausanias of Penelope’s favouring her husband over her father
(3.20.10-11) can be seen as a reinforcement of her image as a good wife. Just as

Heracles is said to have shown his superhuman strength as a child, strangling snakes in

his cradle, so Penelope as a young woman is here shown displaying the virtue for which

78 Ach. Tat. 1.8.6; cf. Pl. Alc. 1 112b, where Penelope’s suitors are seen as parallel to those who fell at
Troy, but without the derogatory depiction of Penelope, and [Heraclitus] Pap. Genev. Inv. 271 11.29-33,
where it seems that both Penelope and Helen are being criticised, as in Achilles Tatius.

9 See ch.9 below. For a full list of references to Penelope as the exemplum pudicitiae see references
labelled P in the complete list (Appendix 2).
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she was best known: devotion to her husband. One might also compare the way in which
stories of abduction cluster round Helen, or the way in which Penelope herself is said to
have been sought by many men as a wife both in her youth (Paus. 3.12.24) and when she
was thought to be a widow. This does not necessarily mean that such stories are “late”:
rather, it shows how mythological figures were linked to particular characteristics from
an early date.

Perhaps the clearest indication that Penelope was commonly and consistently
seen as an exemplary good wife comes from the use of her name in grave epitaphs,
where mention of her is found from the second century BC onwards, in a context where
one would not expect sophisticated literary knowledge to be required. Our earliest
example is from Cleonae:

"Ixaplov pev moilda toAv{nAmtov “Ounpog

fivno’ €v déATorg E€oya IInverdonny:
onv & &petnyv kal xBdog VREPTATOV 0VTIG EMOPKAG
ioyxbel Ayvpdv qoot &nd oTopudtwy.80
Earlier than this, Penelope appears in a similar role in a literary epigram written by
Leonidas of Tarentum about three Cretan sisters:
0 & apo Tav AERTOV £0ATPLOV EPYATLY LGTOV
Kepkida, Tav Aextwv IMavedonog @OA0KA
ddpov *AbBavaiq IMovitidr 1@’ Evi vod
Ofikav, 'ABavaiog mtavcdpevol Kopdtov.8l
Later, the idea of excelling the heroine becomes more pronounced: IG V.1.598. the
epitaph of Aurelia Oppia, who is called “véav IInveromerav xai Aocodoapiav”, and
V.1.607, the epitaph of Claudia Neikippia, “véog IInveAOmng”; the phrase “a new

Penelope” is also found in V.1.540, “another Penelope” in V.1.599. All these epitaphs

come from Laconia, and are dated to the second or third century AD. Comparison with

80 peek 1735 = Kaibel 471 = /G 1V 491,
81 4P 6.289 = Leonidas 42, Gow-Page 1965 11.2223-30 (2227-30 quoted).
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Penelope was clearly high and unqualified praise, presumably due to her reputation as a
good and chaste wife82. Penelope’s link with weaving and spinning, as shown in the
epigram above (she is also shown in art with a spindle$3) would also add to this image,
for a good wife among both the Greeks and the Romans would be a good weaver, acting
for the good of the house by being self-sufficient as regards cloth. (Even her request for
gifts from the suitors, if seen as aiming to restore the wealth of the house, could
contribute to this picture). The virtues of a good wife and daughter are those
traditionally associated with Penelope, and these women’s gravestones thus present her

as a personification of what a woman was expected to do84,

Penelope Philosophised

As Odysseus became a great Stoic hero, who endured many things in the name of
virtue (and wisdom), so his wife, the goal of his journey, became an allegory for wisdom
or philosophy itself, the end of the Stoic’s search. Penelope was a good candidate to
represent wisdom, for her own wisdom is attested by her epithets, and receives explicit
praise from the suitors in Od. 2.88, 115-8. In developing this, the philosophers picked up
primarily on two details of the story in the Odyssey - Penelope’s scheme of weaving by
day and unweaving by night, in order to delay her remarriage, and the fact that her suitors
were satisfied with her serving maids, especially Melantho, on whom she had lavished
such care, when they could not have Penelope. These two details were taken as

metaphors for aspects of the philosophical life.

82 See Lattimore 1962 p.286, 293.
83 There are only two examples of Penelope with a spindle, but more of her with a loom.

84 v ¢rilhac 1985 pp.90-108, particularly 108 on Penelope personifying the virtues expected of women.
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Plato, in the Phaedo, uses Penelope’s weaving as an exemplary vain task, a
contrast to true philosophy:

AL oVt Aoyioart &v yoxn &vdpog @ihocdpov, kol odk &v oindein TtV
HEV @lhocopiav xpfivor €ovtiy Adetv, Avodong 8¢ €xelvng, TRV
nopadddvar tolg Ndovailg kol Avmalg vty TEALY od éyxatadelv kol
aviivotov  €pyov  mpdttewv  IInveldmng  Tva  évavtiog  ioTOv
petoyerpilopévny, AL ... del £V 100T® odoa, 1O AANBEC Kol TO Belov Kol
10 Gd0EacToV BempEVN KOl DT €keivov Tpeopévn.

Phaedo 84 a-b

Unlike Penelope, who unwove by night what she had created during the day, philosophy
has to break down during the day what has been rebuilt during the night by physical
pleasures and pains®. The image of Penelope’s weaving as the vain task of Philosophy
itself, a task constantly needing to be redone, is found in later writers, such as Lucian,

where Philosophy says:

aAla 16 tfig [Invelonng £kelvo ndoyw' 6ndGoV Yop 81 Eye EEverve, T0VT0
£V akopel odOLg dvadDeTOn
Fugitivi 21

This is rather different to the conception allegorised from Penelope’s weaving by the
Neoplatonists of progressing in philosophy by unravelling and working backwardsg6,
which is typically Socratic/Platonic (for example, as found at Republic 533-4, Phaedo
911£.837). The word &véivoig, which was used by the Greeks to describe philosophical
enquiry, is found (in the form of the cognate verb) in Homer, describing Penelope’s
action in unravelling her weaving?®3; Eustathius calls the servant who reveals her at work
the philosophic method, &voivtixy, cvAloyiotikn péB0Sogd®, while Penelope is

philosophy itself, proceeding by means of working backwards from premises to

85 Cf. Rowe 1993 p.199 ad loc., Loriaux 1969 pp.186-7 ad loc.
86 Mactoux 1975 p.169.

87 Cf. Robinson 1953 chh. 7-10.

88 Od. 2.109: &ArbovoAVY ... IGTOV.

89 Eustath. 1437 26ff. Cf. Buffiére 1956 p.390.
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conclusions. Penelope is said to be recognisable as Philosophy because of the way she
weaves and unpicks her web “like a logician making and destroying syllogisms™9°:

0 xoi IMiewddag e Y&dag te Bewpdv kol o0évog *Qpiwvog kot TOV
rontnv kol to £E€flg. 70Ol 3¢ Opwg pdAtota kol THV peBodiknv kol
KOVOVIKTIV @Qlhlocopiav. a¢’ 7 ¢ old Tivog matpidog OpUOUEVOS, ELG
To0ta HABe kol eig éxelvny émavoxduntety yAixeton fig xopig ovk €0t
Prhocopelv. Ot 8¢ tolavtn Tig N [Inveddnn, dfihov Eoton Gte TOV 10TOV
Bewpnioopey TOV O’ aOTHG VPALVOREVOY 1e Kol aDOLG AVOAVOLEVOV, KO
TO0TO LEV TOLODTOL.

Eustath. 1390.3ff.

[tov 1ot0v 1fig [InveAdonng] eite ©¢ €v LmoBéoel, eite kol kb’ ioTopiov
aAN6f. M HEVTIOL AAANYOPLOL KOTO ALOTELOTEPAY GVOLY®YNV, GLAOCOPLOV UEV
Kol maAv v IInveAdmnyv voel. 1610V 8¢ VI’ avThic LEULVOREVOV, TNV
eLLOGOPOV TAOV Tpothoewy Emovvleoly. £ Ov al ocvAloyiotikol
VQULVOUEVOL YiVOVTOL CUUTAOKCL.  GVAAVLOLY 8¢ VI’ AVAYKNG YLVOHEVNV
100 1010010V 167100 VNOVOET, THV 0VTM Tapd TOTG QPLAOCOPOLS AEYOREVNV
TOV €€ AVAYKNG TAEKOHEVOY CVAAOYIOU®Y AVAAVOLY.

Eustath. 1437.33ff.

Eustathius also allegorises Penelope as wisdom/philosophy, the goal of the wise man’s

journey from body to soul, as Odysseus leaves Calypso:

‘Eppod pévtolr ¢ &v tolg petd tadto aiviletor 6 mowntng pHeottevoviog O
£6TL AOYOV, YEYOove THG Katd TNV @lAocopiav moBovpévng matpidog, fiyovv
100 vontod kOopov. &¢ €oTL xatd 1oLg [MAoT@ViKOLG, Wuxdv motpig
GANOnC.  Opoiwg, Yéyove kol thig IInveldmng @rrocopiog, Avbeig kol
arailayeic 1fig ToravTng KaAdyovug.

Eustath. 1389.46ff.

Such allegorisation of Odysseus and Penelope as philosopher and wisdom may also be
seen in Porphyry’s Cave of the Nymphs and the commentary on this by Numenius. The
allegory of Penelope’s weaving was developed, suggesting that it symbolised the skilful
arguments by which Penelope put off her suitors, a “web of dialectic’®!. Neoplatonic
allegories linked this to the picture of Penelope as “intellectual beauty”, or wisdom®2.

The idea of the suitors representing those satisfied with less, with merely the

servants of Penelope/wisdom, is more widespread, and variously attributed (by an

90 Allen 1970 p.93.
91 Stanford 1959 ad 2.94.
92 Clarke 1981 p.83.



anonymous writer on Porphyry to Aristotle’s Apophthegmata, by Plutarch to Bion, by
Stobaeus to Ariston of Chios, by Diogenes Laertius to Aristippus, and by the
Gnomologicum Vaticanum to Gorgias®3), which suggests that it was well known, but of
unknown origin. The language used to present this image in the various sources is
varied, although the contrast between the true philosopher and the student of the
eyxbkAiog maidelo seems fairly constant. Those who do not study philosophy are
accused of being content with the maids rather than the mistress: as so often with the use
of Greek myth, the image is introduced with a rhetorical purpose.

These cases of allegorical or exemplary use of Homer are tied definitely to the
story as told by Homer - there are no textual references, but both pick up on relatively
unimportant but identifiably Homeric details (particularly in the case of the suitors).
This suggests that both rely on a fair knowledge of Homer - not unreasonable to expect if
they originated during the fifth to third century BC. They do seem to be part of a larger
pattern of philosophical reinterpretation or allegorisation of Homer%4, which was to
continue through the mediaeval period and Renaissance; one of the last allegorisations of

Penelope, in the seventeenth century, described her as the Church, Odysseus her husband

93 Cf. Stiickelberger 1965 p.61, Kindstrand 1976 pp.186-7.

dnoiv "AploToTEANG £V ATOEOEYLATL OTL 0001 Talg GAAoG TéXVOLG Kal EMOTAHALG OYXOAAlovTEg
g Qrhocogiag apelodoly, €oikaot toig pvnotipot tig [nvedlodnng, oltiveg avT ovYYEVEGOOL PN
dvvapevor fiyanwv x&v 10l Bepanaivaig avTig cLYYEVESBOL.

Aristotle Apoph. fr.26 Bussemaker

’ApioTov 0 Xtog T00¢ mepl Td €yxUKAlQ PHOONUOTO TOVOLHEVOULG, GperodvTog OE @LA0COQING.
gEleyev oOpolovg elvor 1ol pvnotipor tfig IInvedomng, ol AmOTLYXAVOVTIEG EKEIVNG TEPL TAG
Beparnaivag €yiyvovro.

Ariston in Stobaeus Ec/. 3.4

T00¢ TAV £YKUKALOV ROUSEVHATOV HETAOYOVIOG, QlAocopilog d& amoleipdéviag, Opoiovg EAeyev
elvar 1ol tfig IInveddonng HvnoTiipolt kol yap éxeivovg MehovBw pév xoai TToAvddpav xai tig
arlag Beponaivag Exetv, tavta 8¢ paiiov 1 adTHV TNV déonotvav dvvacbar yipal.

Aristippus fr.23

0 pn'cu)p eleye tom; (ptlooocptag HEV QueroDVTOG, nept d¢ 10 eyxuxha paenpaw YLVOUEVOUG
opotovg eivon toig pvnotiipotv ol Mnveddnnv Bédovieg tatg Bepanaivalg adhg Eptyvuvto.

Gorgias fr.29 DK. See also Bion in Plutarch de lib. educ. 7d.

94 This larger pattern is discussed in Buffiére 1956 pp.45-65, Feeney 1992 pp.10-11, 20-40, Richardson
1975, Lamberton 1986 passim, but especially pp.10-22, 31-43. Lamberton is particularly strong on the

background to such allegorisation.
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as Christ (bound to the mast of his ship as Christ was bound on the Cross), and her

suitors as heretics?. Here we may see a combination of Penelope as wisdom, which is

sought by the wise man, and as paradigm of fidelity.

The power and dominance of the image of the faithful wife waiting for her
husband persists into depictions of Penelope in more modern art and literature. Even
where she is portrayed differently, this seems to be a reaction against her image as a

paradigm of patient chastity; other myths about her are largely forgotten.

95 By Jacques Hughes, cf. Allen 1970 p.102, p.90 on Odysseus as Christ.
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r S; Penclope in Classical A

The aim of this chapter is to focus on what Classical depictions can tell us about
views of Penelope throughout the Classical period, and to seek thus to illuminate the
study of Penelope in literature. An examination of representations of Penelope reveals
the scenes particularly favoured by visual artists; it is not unreasonable to suppose that
this may also reflect something of the generalised conception of Penelope, by showing
the scenes most felt to be important for presenting her. The material itself is collected in
LIMC vol.7; most of the representations of Penelope are also found in Touchefeu-
Meynier 1968, where many receive a longer discussion®. The order of exposition is
firstly by content of the scene depicted. Within each section, the order is broadly
chronological, but also divided by medium, partly due to the difficulties of precise dating
of ancient art. First to be considered are depictions of Penelope in the so-called
“Penelope pose”; the discussion then moves on to representations of Penelope in other

postures, mostly with the suitors or Odysseus.

The relationship between art and literature in the Classical world is a complex
one: much to the disappointment of those who would wish to use vase evidence to
reconstruct lost literary masterpieces, we cannot simply regard the images to be found on

vases or in statues as illustrations of literary works. This is evident from the problems

9 My focus being on literature through art, rather than art itself, I do not expect to extend the work of
these sources in respect of the artistic material, except to state my own preferences concerning some of the

more debatable identifications.
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faced by those who try to match art and text?”. Artistic evidence may provide as much
evidence for variation in a myth as written sources; our problem is knowing how to
interpret the evidence we have. Given that a scene on a vase can only show one moment
in time, and yet may try to encompass the whole of a story, there may be elements from
different points in the story shown in a picture. For example, depictions of Odysseus’
encounter with the Cyclops are found showing the moment of blinding, but at the same
time, Odysseus is offering a cup of wine to Polyphemus®, despite the fact that this,
strictly speaking, had happened some time before the blinding; sometimes the Cyclops is
also holding human limbs, referring to his earlier eating of some of the companions.
Other figures added around the main ones may cause confusion, as they can be purely
decorative. The fact that names are not always given on vases or other depictions of
myths means that identification may rely on the use of traditional attributes. It is normal
for figures in Greek art to develop their own iconography, enabling them to be
recognised when no names are given, and enabling a viewer to identify the scene
depicted through knowledge of the mythological story behind it. For example, Athene is
often distinguished by her aegis, while Heracles is usually shown with his lion-skin and
club; the presence of an identifiable Heracles would, for example, distinguish between
scenes showing his battle with the Amazons and that of Theseus, or Achilles’ combat
against Penthesileia at Troy, or a generic Amazonomachy. One problem with such
identifications is the question of how specific some “identifying traits” are: the aegis is

not shared by Athene with another female figure, but the depiction of Theseus as an

97 Cf. Shapiro 1994, particularly pp.4-7 and later chapters on specific myths (a good example is that of the
reunion of Electra and Orestes, pp.130-4, where artistic depictions are often thought to be influenced by
the Oresteia, but they typically show Electra seated at her father’s grave, a detail not taken from any
known text); see also Carpenter 1991 via index for particular myths.

98 For example, on a Laconian cup attributed to the Rider Painter (Paris, Cabinet des Médailles 190):

Shapiro 1994 p.53.
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ephebe makes it difficult, in the absence of names, to tell when a figure represents
Theseus and when a more generalised, unidentified ephebe, particularly if the scene is
also of a rather generic nature - for example, hunting or erotic pursuit®. 1t has been
suggested that there is not a simple division between figures which may be identified as
"Theseus’ and those to be identified as ‘an ephebe’: even when a figure represents a
generic ephebe, “when read through fifth-century Athenian eyes it would also refer to,
and acquire its value through, the mythological paradigm of Theseus” 190, Likewise, a
picture of Theseus said things also about ephebes in general in fifth-century Athens,
where Theseus was represented as the ephebe par excellence. Similarly, with a figure
like Penelope, who was particularly identified with certain traits (ch.4) the question of a
figure’s “being Penelope” rather than “being a cd@pwv woman” is perhaps not a
question of “either/or”, but “both/and”: even if the figure is not strictly to be identified

with Penelope, the shared posture may still evoke Penelope and all that she stands for.

The “Penelope pose”

When considering depictions of Penelope in artistic media, the most striking fact
is the consistency of the pictures. Almost all pictures of Penelope seem to relate either to
her waiting for Odysseus - a seated figure, head on hand, with veiled head - or to scenes
portrayed in the last few books of the Odyssey. The pose of a seated female figure, legs

crossed, head on hand, is so typical that it is called the “Penelope type” when considering

99 Cf. Beard 1991 p.21, discussing examples which can represent both a mythological figure and a figure
from the “real world”. Goldhill/Osborne 1993 are very concerned about this problem, and criticise
Carpenter 1991 for being too dogmatic on the issue of identification.

100 Sourvinou-Inwood 1987, especially pp.135-6 (quotation from p.135), 1990 pp.397-8.
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examples of this pose found in statuary!®! (the type is also found in other media; cf.
LIMC 2e); it 1s also known as “mourning Penelope” or “anxious waiting”. This posture
seems to have been associated both with Penelope, and with other females who are in
some respect in mourning. Electra is shown in this pose at Agamemnon’s tomb (cf.

below), and there are other examples of it to be found in depictions of unnamed

figures!02,

Melian and Other Reliefs (LIMC 20, 21, 33 a-f (Melian), 3, 4, 19. 30, 42)

The Melian reliefs showing Penelope date from 480-450 BC; the majority show a
recognition scene between Penelope and Odysseus. In this scene, Penelope sits in her
usual dejected pose, legs crossed, head on hand turned somewhat towards the viewer,
while Odysseus, one hand outstretched, leans towards her. Penelope sits in the same
attitude in a slightly later terracotta relief (LIMC 3), which, although it shows Penelope
alone, might come from a larger piece. A series of Roman reliefs (LIMC 18 b-e) show
Penelope again in the same position, but now in composition with Eurycleia and two
maids. The Melian reliefs show distinct similarities to other reliefs showing the reunion
of Electra and Orestes, which may slightly predate the Odyssean examples. Early in the
sequence, they are very alike, with Electra seated at Agamemnon’s tomb in the same
dejected pose as Penelope, while Orestes stretched out his hand towards her. As the
century progresses, however, Electra’s mourning becomes more active, and her position
at the foot of the tomb is taken by Orestes, who sits in a more pensive position. This is

shown by a Melian relief (Jacobsthal 94=LIMC Elektra I 25) and in other media. This

101 The same type is found on vases and in other media too; Jacobsthal 1931 p.192ff. collects examples
from the Pentecontaetia, some of which are definite portrayals of Penelope, while others are definitely

portraying someone different.
102 Jacobsthal 1931 on the “Penelope-Motiv”, pp.192ff., Ohly 1957 pp.439-40, Richter 1955 p.49.
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similarity in artistic portrayal has a counterpart in literature (see below p.206). In the
case of Penelope, too, a shift of some form can be seen, but later: LIMC 34 and 35 a-c,
engraved gemstones from the second or third century BC, show Odysseus seated with
Penelope behind; 35a and b do seem to show Odysseus seated in a similar position to that
normally used for Penelope. These are dated as third to second century BC; a
“mourning” Odysseus is found earlier, however, for example on the cheek-piece of a
bronze helmet (LIMC Odysseus 22; cf. 9, 10, 11). Although this pose is conventionally
now associated with Odysseus on Calypso’s island, it recalls Penelope and may be
influenced by her typical pose!®3; certainly the examples of Odysseus in this pose

postdate those of Penelope.

Fifth-cent ainting (LIMC 1, 31

Although no paintings of Penelope from the fifth century survive, we do have
references to two pictures in later writers. Pliny, in NH 35.63, mentions a painting by
Zeuxis of Penelope as a symbol of virtue: [Zeuxis] fecit et Penelopen, in qua pinxisse
mores videtur. Zeuxis worked in the late fifth and early fourth centuries; this picture has
been dated to the end of the fifth, and we may presume that she was probably depicted in
the usual mourning pose, possibly with a loom in the background, to emphasise her
virtues as a wife. Polygnotus painted the aftermath of the slaughter of the suitors,
according to Pausanias!®, in the temple of Athene Areia in Platacae. Pausanias’
description does not include any mention of Penelope, but it is likely that she was

depicted: perhaps in an upper register, being woken by Eurycleia, or as an onlooker in a

103 Cf. Buitron-Oliver/Cohen 1995 p.46.
104 paus. 9.4.2.
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pose resembling the mourning pose, as on the oil lamps LIMC 27a, b. The presence of
Penelope on the herodn at Golbasi-Trysa (see below), which may well have been inspired

by Polygnotus, is our best evidence for the possible presence of Penelope in this painting.

tat L 1

There are several statues (two complete, one torso and three heads) which are
identified as representations of Penelope from their pose, which is that typical of the
mourning Penelope: a seated female figure, with a veil over her head, her legs crossed
and one arm, leaning on her knee, supporting her bowed head. This is the same pose as
is seen on the Melian reliefs and on the Chiusi skyphos (see below). The identification
with Penelope is on the strength of the pose alone, but it still seems persuasive, as this is
such a typical pose for Penelope. The questions associated with the statues of Penelope
are more concerned with relating Greek originals and later copies.

Most of the statues of Penelope appear to be Roman copies of Greek originals of
c.460 BC. The exception is the Persepolis Penelope, now in Tehran Museum, which
appears to be a Greek original. The complication is that this cannot be the original for
the Roman copies. There are various differences, but these are not considered major
enough to suggest that the later copies are done from memory rather than from an actual
statue. Nevertheless, since Persepolis was burnt in 330 BC, the Persepolis Penelope
must have been buried at that date, and it was not rediscovered until the modemrn
excavation of the city; it is therefore impossible for copies of the first century BC to have
been made from it. It thus seems likely that there was more than one statue of Penelope
made in the fifth century, and that the Roman copies were imitating another similar but

not absolutely identical Penelope. There has been much debate on the exact dating of the

80



original(s) and their place of manufacture; it has been suggested that there were
Penelopes set up all through the Athenian empire, representing the state of these places
before they were rescued from Persian rule by Athens!%5. [t has also been suggested that
the Persepolis Penelope was made by a Greek sculptor working for the Persians, as a
commission, presumably based on similar statues he had seen made by other Greek
sculptors!%. The similarities between the Persepolis Penelope and the Roman copies of a
similar statue are close enough to force us to assume that the Persepolis Penelope was
created by someone who was not copying directly another Greek original, but who knew
a similar statue very well (or that the original from which the Roman copies come was
made by someone who knew well the Persepolis statue before the sack of the city). This
is because, although the drapery of the statues are not close enough to suggest direct
copying, it is close enough to suggest something more than just recreation from a vague
memory of the style of clothing!?7,

Another lost statue, LIMC 17, is described by Strabo!®, and was in the
Artemision at Ephesus, sculpted by Thrason, a sculptor of unknown date (probably
Hellenistic). Only Penelope and Eurycleia are named as being part of the group, but
Hiller suggests that there may also have been other figures present!®. It seems likely
that this depicted Penelope in her usual mourning pose, perhaps approached by Eurycleia
as in the Melian reliefs.

In addition to the statues named as Penelope, it has also been suggested that the

so-called “Barberini suppliant” represents Penelope. This statue has been taken to

105 Gauer 1990: this would be a striking political use of myth, but there seems to be little evidence for it.
106 Fleischer 1983.

107 There is a large bibliography on these statues; in addition to works cited above, Ridgway 1970 pp.101-
105, Ohly 1957, and Richter 1955 are particularly useful.

108 14.1.23.

109 Hiller 1972.
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represent many heroines, and it is implausible that Penelope is a correct identification!!°:
the figure was possibly holding one sandal. and only wears one, which can be related to
no known myth about or depiction of Penelope. It is perhaps a rather circular argument,
to identify representations of Penelope from the typical poses, and then to say that
Penelope is only found in these poses, but it is noticeable that Penelope otherwise

appears in very few contexts which are not based on the last few books of the Odyssey,

and her reunion with Odysseus.

Rings and gems (LIMC 5-10, 34, 35a-c)

The existence of a number of rings which show Penelope seated alone or
Odysseus and Penelope together supports Penelope’s status as a paradigm of the good
wife. It is generally assumed that these rings and gems served as symbols of fidelity;
one (LIMC 6) has an inscription suggesting it was a love token. The inscription is now
only partly legible; the remaining letters are ®IA..KA.., which have been interpreted
both as a woman’s name and as an inscription including some form of @iAéw, to love!l!,
The identification of the figure as Penelope on one ring suggests that the others may also
represent Penelope specifically; if they were given as tokens of love, the connotations of
Penelope the faithful wife would be very fitting, but, assuming the pose is associated
with women (such as Penelope and Electra) who wait as well as mourn, the idea of a
waiting woman might also be suitable, even if not definitively identified with

Penelope!!2. The similarity to the named depiction of Penelope, however, does suggest a

110 See Ridgway 1981 pp.112-4, Boardman 1985 no.221, bibliography p.247; Danae seems the most
likely of the other suggestions.

11T Boardman 1970 p.296, on ring 664; he gives the inscription as gil® xow, giving the first word as “I
love”, in keeping with the idea that such a ring could be a love-token.

112 Although, as stated above, questions of exact identification can be problematic and irrelevant in
ancient art.
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specific referent. The later rings show Odysseus in the mourning pose, with Penelope
behind him, on one occasion identified by her spindle. The shift of the mourning pose

from Penelope to Odysseus may be paralleled by the shift of the pose from Electra to

Orestes in the Melian reliefs.

Fifth- and Fourth-century vases (LIMC 16, 22, 23)

Like the rings, vases would be a private, not public, depiction of the myth. The
most famous vase from the fifth century which shows Penelope is a red-figure skyphos
from Chiusi, the name vase of the Penelope painter (L/MC 16), dated to 440-435 BC.
This vase shows two related scenes: on one side Penelope sits, head on hand, before her
loom, with Telemachus standing by; on the other, Odysseus is recognised by Eurycleia.
In the latter it differs from the Odyssey by adding Eumaeus to the scene, and by calling
the old woman Antiphata rather than Eurycleia. It has been suggested that this has been
done under the influence of a tragedy, but it could equally well be a name made up by the
vase painter (perhaps half confusing her with Anticlea!!3) or taken from some other
variant version.

LIMC 22 and 23, fourth-century vases, show Penelope standing behind the foot-
washing scene, as she does in a Melian relief (LIMC 20) and a fourth-century Thessalian
votive relief (LIMC 19). The shift to making Penelope a standing rather than seated
figure appears to have become more popular over time; her standing posture (also called
“troubled reflection”), is present in other scenes in Etruscan art. The Etruscan version
shows Penelope standing up, feet crossed at the ankle; this standing posture appears

again in frescoes from Pompeii. It seems likely that the standing posture passed into

113 Cf. p.180 n. 11 below for Cicero’s use of this name for the nurse.
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Roman art from Hellenistic, where it is found on grave stelai, and marks the pudicitia of
the deceased!!®. The linking of this pose to images of the “good wife” is reinforced by
these grave stelai, which include other “markers” such as the basket of wool (even for a

woman who can have done little weaving herself).

Roman representations in relief (LIMC 13-15,18a-¢e, 40)

These depictions of Penelope all date from the first century BC or AD. It is
notable that they do not include of the foot-washing scene which seemed popular in
Greece (and will appear in later Roman representations, including one from Pompeii).
The Campana reliefs collected under LIMC 18 show Penelope seated in her mourning
pose, relatively unusual in Italian representations. She is seated, legs crossed, right hand
raised to her head, facing towards our left, while an old woman (Eurycleia?) advances
towards her from behind. In front of her two maids have survived in some examples.
This scene might have been the inspiration for a statue group involving the Vatican
Penelope statue and an old woman!!3. Although it appears, from the differing styles of
the two statues, that such a grouping would not have been the original setting for the
statues, it is possible that these reliefs might have inspired (or been inspired by) the later
grouping of these Greek statues.

Penelope is also shown on an oil-lamp, two gems, and a ring from this period.
The earliest, LIMC 14, shows a seated woman, holding a skein of wool, with a loom in
front of her. Although she is not in the “Penelope pose”, it is still considered likely that

this represents Penelope; the overlap here between Penelope and a generic “good wife” is

4 Cf, Zanker 1993 pp.222-7.
115 Cf. Hiller 1972.
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clear. LIMC 15 gives us an example of a Roman ring with a Greek style engraving of a
woman seated in the typical Penelope pose. The later date of this ring may be
significant; it postdates the Campana reliefs, which also show Penelope in this pose.
LIMC 13, the oil-lamp, shows Penelope again in almost typical mourning pose, seated on
a diphros, with her right hand raised to her chin rather than her forehead. LIMC 40,
however, is quite different: it shows a seated Odysseus, in what appears to be the
mourning pose, with Penelope(?) behind him, touching his shoulder. It is possible that
this may be intended to show Odysseus with Calypso, as pictures of Odysseus in this
pose are often taken to be of him moping on the shore of Ogygia, as we first meet him in
the Odyssey. As such pictures, however, typically consist of Odysseus alone, Penelope is

generally considered a more likely identification for the female figure on this gem.

Frescoes (LIMC 12, 36-

These five first-century AD frescoes, found at Pompeii or Stabiae (12, 39), can all
be tied to the Odyssean text except LIMC 12, which is more usually identified as
Artemis/Diana. This fresco shows a young woman holding a bow - this is the only hint
that it could be Penelope. Given the paucity of depictions of Penelope with a bow, it
seems unlikely that this alone would be sufficient to characterise this figure as Penelope,
and we are probably thus justified in considering it a depiction of Diana or another
female huntress''¢. When Penelope is shown alone, it seems more common to show her
with a spindle if any accoutrements are to be added.

LIMC 36 shows Penelope in her typical Italian standing pose, described as

“troubled reflection”: standing with her left arm held across her waist, supporting her

116 One may compare Boardman 1970 ring 533, which shows Artemis in this pose with a bow.
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right arm, which is bent at the elbow to allow her hand to go up to her face!!”. This pose
first appears in Etruscan art, and becomes the standard pose for Penelope in Italian art,
possibly under the influence of Hellenistic depictions. Odysseus is here shown seated
but making the same gesture as Penelope. The scene is clearly the recognition after the
slaughter of the suitors. The importance of Eurycleia in perceptions of the end of the
Odyssey is made clear in LIMC 37, where the five extra figures of 36 are reduced to
make a tighter composition showing only Penelope, Odysseus, and Eurycleia. LIMC 38
again features just these three: although this fresco is now lost, it too seems to have
shown Penelope in her standing “troubled reflection” pose; the elegant mirroring of
gestures between Odysseus and Penelope does not seem to have been done as carefully in
these later pictures as in the first. Such mirroring is particularly suitable for a depiction
of the reunion of Penelope and Odysseus, for in Od. 23 their speeches to each other have
a similar mirroring, both starting doipdvie/n.

LIMC 39, a fresco from Stabiae, is less precisely dated than the Pompeian
examples, and less precisely identified. It shows a seated woman and a man facing her.
The man carries a bow, and it has been suggested that this identifies him as Odysseus.
The oriental costumes, however, suggest that interpreting this couple as Anchises and

Aphrodite or Paris and Oenone may be preferable!!8.

Penelope in the mourning pose is, as mentioned above, sometimes shown in
conjunction with the recognition of Odysseus by Eurycleia, probably reflecting the story

as told in the Odyssey. Two oil-lamps (LIMC 27a, b), although dated to the second half

117 {ill Richardson 1982 p.31with nn.32, 33; I use her translations of Neumann’s terms.
118 See Mactoux 1975 p.147.
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of the third century and end of the fifth century, show the same scene, that of the washing
of Odysseus’ feet by Eurycleia. In the background. there is a female figure who watches
the action; this could be Penelope, but may be just a servant. There are two more
representations of this foot-washing scene in which Penelope may appear, both in silver.
LIMC 28 is a silver vase dated to the end of the fourth or start of the fifth century AD.
There are three female onlookers; they could all be maids, but only one carries a spindle,
so they could be Penelope with her two attendants!!®. LIMC 26 is a work known only
through an epigram written about it by Euboulus!20; it is assumed to be a contemporary
piece of Byzantine work. Penelope and Telemachus are described as watching the
washing of Odysseus’ feet by Eurycleia; this probably means that a scene much like that
of the Melian reliefs was depicted. The scene clearly had an enduring popularity;
although Havelock!?! states that in the context of Odyssean illustrations as a whole this
scene is not popular, when considering depiction of Penelope, it is striking how often and

over how long a period this scene occurs.

The similarity of the “Penelope pose” to a mourning pose suggests that for the
fifth-century artists, the most striking feature about Penelope was her waiting for
Odysseus - her status as a faithful mourner, to whom joy will come!?2. The
characterisation of Penelope by this pose parallels the popularity in tragedy of the motif

of the woman waiting at home!23. Just as Heracles is characterised by reference to

119 penelope with a spindle is not common, but is shown in LIMC 34; other depictions include a bow or a
loom to aid identification.

120 4p 9.816.

121 Havelock 1995 p.196.

122 Roller 1995 suggests that Penelope’s posture on the Chiusi skyphos (LIMC 16) reflects her weariness
from weaving; however, the fact that this posture is used for other female figures, shown with neither loom
nor spindle, suggests that mourning rather than weariness is implied by the pose.

123 See below pp.196-9.
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stories which show off his physical prowess, so Penelope is characterised, in art as in
literature, as the wife who waited faithfully for her husband. The images which do not
show Penelope in this characteristic pose are most often representations of scenes from
the Odyssey (or from the tale of the return of Odysseus, if one prefers to remove a
definite literary reference). Even when portrayed standing, Penelope often retains her
characteristic pose of one hand to her face, although when she is in standing posture, it
appears to be a more pensive pose than the depression or distress suggested by the seated
pose of the head resting on the hand. Buitron-Oliver and Cohen suggest that the
“Penelope pose” may not simply represent mourning and hence fidelity, but may involve
a conscious contrast with bridal scenes, especially those involving Helen and Paris. They
therefore suggest that it may represent “anguished thought and, more specifically, sexual
decision making”. However, the bridal scenes with which they would like to contrast
Penelope are from the latter half of the fifth century, while portrayals of Penelope in
mourning pose predate this. It thus seems probable that the “Penelope pose” is a
development of the mourning pose found in sixth-century art, though it has a pensive
element. In the Melian reliefs, as on the later Chiusi skyphos, the mourning, pensive
figure of Penelope appears too wrapped up in her own thoughts to notice Eurycleia’s
recognition of her husband, as in book 19 of the Odyssey. In unnamed examples of a
female figure in this pose, however, we are left with the problem of whether to identify
such a figure definitively as Penelope, or as a generalised mourning (or waiting) woman.
As this posture becomes more associated with Penelope, this question is not as critical
for later depictions, but is relevant particularly for fifth-century rings, where a small
image does not leave space for other identifying features (for example a loom, spindle, or

even bow) to be added. As with the shift in gravestone inscriptions from giving the
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virtues expected of the dead woman to comparing her with Penelope, the difficulty of

identification reflects a continuum from specific to generic representations.

It is perhaps surprising that Penelope is only rarely shown with a loom or spindle,
given the inclusion of this story in the Odyssey. Hausmann’s summary, that Penelope is
no longer the cunning wife but a symbol of marital fidelity and devotion'24, is backed up
by the persistent characterisation of Penelope through the pose of mourning which is
most often used for her. When it is not, there will be another link to the Odyssey to show
who is being represented, such as a recognisable representation of a scene from the
Odyssey, most often the foot-washing or the reunion of Odysseus and Penelope, or a
bow, loom, or spindle may be included in the picture to remind one of how Penelope
remained faithful to Odysseus, or of the means of their eventual reunion (i.e. the contest
of the bow).

Given Penelope’s status as an exemplary chaste and faithful heroine, it would be
interesting to contrast her iconography with that of a personification of, for example,
cwepocvvn or a similar virtue. However, such a personification does not seem to have
been depicted in Classical art!?’, and, although mentioned in Theognis (1.1138), does not
appear to have had much currency in Greek literature prior to the Roman period.
Penelope’s typical pose seems to be shared only with mourning figures, thus suggesting

that this aspect rather than her cwepoovn is particularly evoked by her typical pose.

124 Hausmann 1994 p.295.

125 Although it will be dealt with in the Supplement to LIMC. Aidos has two definite representations
listed in LIMC, one Greek and one Roman, and a third is suggested, the statue mentioned by Pausanias as
being put up by Icarius on the road from Sparta, which might have used the “Penelope pose”.
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Other Scenes Suggesting Penelope as “Good Wife”

LIMC 42 is a bobbin (used as a spindle-weight), which may show Penelope. One
end shows a female figure bent over a small loom; like Penelope in her usual pose, she
appears lost in her work. In front of her is a kalathos. Although the only thing giving a
link to Penelope is the connection with weaving, the fact that the identification has been
posited!26 highlights the close correspondence between the perception of Penelope and
the image of the good wife.

LIMC does not mention a possible representation of Penelope on a “tabula
Odysseaca”1?’. Plaques or panels with Iliadic pictures in low relief have survived, as
have two Odyssean tabulae. One of these, the Tomasetti tabula, might have shown
Penelope; unfortunately, the part showing scenes from Odyssey 1-2 and 20-24 is now
missing. There is mention also of another Odyssean tabula by Sarti; if it represented
each book with one picture it seems likely that the reunion with Penelope should feature
for book 23 (Penelope might also feature in the illustrations for 18 and 19, but for 19 the
recognition by Eurycleia seems most likely). Such panels would have been a feature in
some Pompeian houses; given the existence of pictures of the recognition scene in
frescoes, it seems possible that it might have been shown on a f)laque too.

After the first century AD depictions of Penelope seem to become rare. LIMC
25, an Alexandrian fresco of the third to fourth centuries AD, may have shown Penelope
watching the washing of Odysseus’ feet. Odysseus is shown as a beggar; the woman
watching him might be a servant, but the pose of hand to chin, recalling the “Penelope

pose”, does suggest Penelope. LIMC 41 is a Syrian mosaic of the third quarter of the

126 Six 1922.
127 See Mactoux 1975 p.149, Weitzmann 1941.
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fourth century AD. It shows a scene set dramatically after the death of the suitors: in the
centre, Penelope and Odysseus embrace, and Penelope (as so rarely) is given a cheerful

expression, while around them, dance six maidservants.

Penelope and the Suitors (LIMC section E)

Apart from the famous Chiusi skyphos, the other surviving fifth-century vase
which depicts Penelope is a column crater dated to ¢.460 BC, again done in red-figure
(LIMC Mnesteres II 1). This vase is unusual in depictions of Penelope in that it shows
her with the suitors approaching to offer gifts. The depiction of this scene need not cast
doubt on Penelope’s reputation for fidelity, since to those who know their Homer well it
would recall book 18, where Odysseus rejoices in her cunning.

A representation of the slaughter of the suitors in which Penelope is present is
found on the fourth-century heroon at Golbasi-Trysa (LIMC 30). The depiction of this
scene is perhaps a little surprising, but it may be serving as a paradigm for rightful
revenge exacted by a wronged warrior/hero for his enemies’ incursions on his
territory!28. It is interesting in that it shows Penelope as present at the slaughter: this
possibly shows the influence of a Polygnotan painting!?°. The presence of both Penelope
and Odysseus in this scene (along with Telemachus and Ithacan servants) might point
towards a version in which they conspired together to kill the suitors. Alternatively, the
juxtaposition might be thought to highlight the reason for the massacre of the suitors,
namely their pursuit of the hero’s wife. Penelope is shown in a posture resembling that

used for Nausicaa on fifth-century vases, one associated with thought. It thus has

128 Syggested to me by Prof. R. Smith.
129 Cf. Touchfeu-Meynier 1968 p.258.
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something in common with her own typical fifth-century posture, although she is
standing (as also on the Melian relief LIMC 20).

The surviving Etruscan representations of Penelope date from the fourth century
(LIMC 11) to the second century BC. They include one vase, one gem, and various
mirrors and urns (presumably funerary). Five of these urns (Odysseus/Uthuze 140-144)
show Penelope, Odysseus, and the suitors at a banquet. The presence of Penelope is less
surprising in an Etruscan production, as it appears to have been usual for their women to
go to banquets with the men, so we need not assume from these pictures that there was
an Italian tradition of a faithless Penelope. The first of these shows Odysseus in the
guise of a beggar, seated on the left of the picture, with the suitors in the centre, feasting,
and Penelope on the right, seated on a throne and being shown an open jewel box by a
servant. This scene is the prelude to the murder of the suitors; it might be modelled quite
closely on Odyssey 18, where Athene inspires Penelope to appear before the suitors and
the unrecognised Odysseus!30. A very similar scene is shown on a relief bowl from
Volos, LIMC Mnesteres 2. The other urns show a slightly different version of the scene;
in the first there are extra figures, including a Fury which is not present on the other urns.
LIMC 141-4 still have Odysseus in beggar’s costume, pushed back into a corner, with the
suitors again in the centre, feasting, and Penelope offered a box. Both are standing. On
all of these urns Penelope’s expression is grave.

There is also a late fresco, LIMC 43, which was once thought to show Penelope
and her suitors, but is now more generally thought to represent Circe with Odysseus’
men. It dates from the first half of the third century AD, and comes from a hypogeum in

the Viale Manzoni in Rome. It consists of two registers, the upper showing buildings,

130 Cf. van der Meer 1978 p.111.
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perhaps suggesting a city, with a single female figure at a fountain, and a group of
domestic animals. The lower register shows, on the left, three nude men, then an upright
loom centrally, while, on the right a man is seated, dressed as a beggar, extending his
hand towards a woman who has turned away from the loom to give him her attention. If
this scene is designed to show an allegory for the soul on its way towards heaven, then it
could symbolise the temptations of Circe or the success of the soul in its search for
wisdom, allegorically represented as Penelope!3!. I incline towards the identification of
the characters as Penelope, Odysseus, and three suitors, on the grounds of Odysseus’
beggarly costume. Both Circe and Penelope may be shown with a loom, but in the
allegorical interpretation, Penelope’s weaving becomes a metaphor for the philosophic
method, which might be hinted at here!32. Although this identification may be disputed,
it seems no less dubious than several others, and would produce an interpretation of the

picture fitting its original situation.

Hints of other Versions

Penelope in Etruscan art (if the identification is correct) tends to stand rather than
sit. Our surviving vase is by the Settecamini painter, and dates from early to middle
fourth century BC. On it, Penelope has a cheerful expression, and raises her hand to
Odysseus, who faces her across a dog usually identified as Argos. There are some
problems with this identification; it has been objected that Argos and Penelope do not
appear together in the Odyssey, and that this picture cannot reflect the Homeric version

of the story. This, however, is not an insuperable problem, as discussed below.

131 Cf. Gorgias fr.29; the same image is attributed to Aristotle, Bion, Ariston, and Aristippus, and is

discussed above pp.72-3.
132 Cf. Buffidre 1956 p.390, and discussion above pp.70-3.
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From slightly later, there survives a graffito from Praeneste which shows an
armed Odysseus speaking to a seated woman (LIMC Uthuze 127). The woman is
touching his leg with one hand and holds a spindle with the other. Given Odysseus’
military dress, in comparison with his usual beggarly attire for scenes on Ithaca, it seems
possible that this may in fact show the scene between Helen and Odysseus in Troy (or a
version of it or another of his missions inside Troy).

If we accept that the Etruscan depictions of the reunion of Odysseus and Penelope
accurately reflect the versions of the story which they knew, then we must assume, with
Hill Richardson, that the Etruscans knew several versions of the reunion, and that these
were not all the same as that given in Homer!33., The bronze reliefs on the backs of
mirrors (LIMC Odysseus/Uthuze 130-139, Jucker 1988 pl.7, 8) suggest a happy reunion
with the dog, Argos, also included, although here Odysseus is, as in Homer, shown in a
beggar’s costume, and Penelope’s expression of “troubled reflection” suggests a Homeric
recognition by words. On the red-figure stamnos by the Settecamini Painter, we see a
well-dressed traveller greeted by a cheerful woman and dog; the identification with
Odysseus, Penelope, and Argos is suggested partly by the presence of an Odyssean scene
on the other side of the vase, a representation of the encounter with Circe, and partly by
the existence of a dog in other Italian pictures relating to the end of the Odyssey.
Although this identification has been challenged, on the grounds that it is not Homeric,
this does not seem grounds enough to dismiss it entirely, for complete fidelity to the epic
text is not a feature of Classical art at any stage, and (as mentioned above) the conflation

of different scenes is commonplace. In Etruscan art particularly, we must ask whether

133 {4il Richardson 1982 pp.33-4.
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the non-Homeric versions of the story reflect variants known to the Etruscans, or whether
they illustrate innovation on the part of the artist, or a confusion between two stories.

The latest Etruscan representations of Penelope are those which might suggest
another version of the recognition scene, two cinerary urns from Perugia of the first or
second century BC, made of travertine (L/IMC Odysseus/Uthuze 128-9). The first shows
Odysseus, garbed as a beggar, facing a seated woman. Between them a maid is holding a
mirror for the woman, and the woman is stretching out her hand towards the man. On
the second, Odysseus, again in the guise of a beggar, looks back over his shoulder at a
half-naked woman who is being dressed by servants. One of them holds up a mirror, in
which the woman will be able to see Odysseus. It is possible that this does reflect a
different version of the return of Odysseus; given the later date, however, one should not
assume too much - although there has been time for the Etruscan artists to become
familiar with the text or to create their own version of the story, there has also been time
for Odysseus and Penelope to assume a general role as happy couple, which such a
toilette scene might suggest. Odysseus’ beggar-costume would then be a reminder of his
identity, and a hint that this scene happens around the time of their reunion.!34

It has also been suggested that Penelope is to be identified with an unnamed
female figure holding a bird (duck- or goose-like) on vases!35. The reason for this
suggestion is the etymological link between Penelope and nnvéloy ducks. However, the

link between Penelope and these birds is not conclusively shown to be an original part of

134 Obviously, this speculation depends on how closely the Etruscan artists would stick to a Greek text, an
issue which is much debated; cf. Brendel 1978 pp.360 (discussion of a mirror which shows
Aphrodite/Turan beseeching a reluctant Helen/Elinai to give herself to Paris/Alcsentre), 368-70 (a
depiction of Helen and heroes of the Trojan war in Hades). These treatments of myth imply a more
sophisticated approach to Greek myths among the Etruscan than earlier spotting of “errors” has done, as
they suggest an understanding of the thought behind some of the literary scenes.

135 Cf. Touchfeu-Meynier 1968 pp.221-2, Mactoux 1975 p.85.
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Penelope’s story or for the etymology of her name!36, and without any other reason to

identify these figures as Penelope, such an identification seems unconvincing.

Other Depictions of Penelope

Another notable fact about artistic representations of Penelope is that we do not
have any definite (or even probable) depictions which are dated before the fifth century
BC. There is one vase not included as a possibility by LIMC which, it has been
suggested, shows Penelope. This is a black-figure column crater, CVA4 France 19 pl.166
no.7 (Camp. 11260), described as “divinités en char”, dated to ¢.540 BC; Béquignon!3?
suggested that it showed Penelope, arguing that it represented the scene described in
Pausanias, where Penelope, asked to choose between her husband and father, pulled her
veil over her face and stayed with her husband. For this reason, Pausanias says, her
father raised a statue to Aid@®¢ at that place. Béquignon argues that the figure on the left
here is unusual in being fully veiled, not caught in the act of lifting the veil, not with any
shape picked out under the veil. For this reason, he says, it recalls the statue of Aid®d¢
erected by Icarius. However, this argument seems far from convincing. Langlotz has
pictures of two vases!3® which seem to me to include a veiled figure like that in CVA4 19
pl.166 no. 7, thus weakening Béquignon’s argument that such a figure is unique. Also,
given that this is a story known only from a late source, we may be dubious as to whether
it would be well known enough at the date of the production of the vase for the scene to

be recognised without any further identifying marks. It seems likely that the presence of

136 See above pp.62-5.

137 Béquignon 1960.

138 L anglotz 1931 pl.90 nos. 312 (=4BV 324, 35) and 315, which is particularly close; again the pair in the
chariot have been identified as a pair of gods. One may compare also the veiled figure standing behind the

chariot in Langlotz pl.96 n0.305 (=ABV 310, 101).
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[carius would help establish the identity of this scene; his absence is odd, if this picture
really shows Penelope’s choice between her husband and father. Although the links
between Odysseus and Athene and Hermes are clear from Homer, their presence alone
does not seem sufficient to establish the identity of the other characters in the scene.
This doubt may be supported by the absence of the scene from any other surviving
Classical art, and it thus seems safe to assume that this vase does not in fact show
Penelope.  Other similarly dubious possible representations are to be found in
Touchefeu-Meynier 1968 (for example, Touchefeu-Meynier no. 497, Mississippi
1973.3.104, more probably to be identified (with CVA USA®) as showing Paris and
Helen); establishing a plausible identification of any of these with Penelope seems
unlikely.

However, if Penelope is not represented before the fifth century, she is not alone.
Our earliest surviving examples of artistic representations of Penelope, Nausicaa, the
maidservants, and the shades of women Odysseus sees in the Underworld, in various
media, all date from c. 470/460-440 BC; several may be linked to lost paintings by
Polygnotus!39. Buitron-Oliver and Cohen see several themes linking these depictions of
mortal women from the Odyssey in the fifth century: “marriage and generation”, “the role
of women’s work in civilised life”, and the view of women as “preservers of the
household”, a role well filled by Penelope, deriving the choice of mortal women from a
“new-found interest in the human psyche”. While possible, this does not seem to tell the
whole story: the appearance of these subjects might also reflect the use of Odyssean

characters on stage, in tragedies, in which mortal figures rather than strange and

wonderful immortals appear as major characters.

139 Buitron-Oliver/Cohen 1995, p.38 with p.53 n.55 on Polygnotus.
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In conclusion, one may say that there is great consistency in portrayals of
Penelope across all artistic media from the fifth century BC to the fifth century AD. The
influence of the Odyssey is paramount; favoured scenes showing Penelope include her
reunion with Odysseus and her presence at the scene of the foot-washing and recognition
by Eurycleia. The typical pose for Penelope, with her head on her hand, shows her with
her mind “turned away” from the action around her, as described in the Odyssey. Both
her seated and standing postures may be interpreted as defensive: seated, her legs are
always crossed, and standing, her feet may be crossed, and she holds one arm across her
body. Such closed gestures may be symbolic of her protection of herself and her chastity
from the approaches of her suitors. Amphimedon’s speech to the shade of Agamemnon
in the last book of the Odyssey suggests that there may have been a version of the story
in which Penelope recognised Odysseus before the slaughter of the suitors, and helped to
carry out his plan. If this was the case, it is notable that the Odyssean version of the story
has such dominance in the artistic sources. The dominance of this version of the story, of
course, and the popularity of this scene, might reflect not only the popularity and
authority of Homer, but also the influence of dramatic versions of the story. Such a
scene would definitely have appeared in Sophocles’ Niptra, and might also have been
included in Aeschylus’ Penelope. Pacuvius’ translation of the Niptra (and possible
conflation with the Odysseus Acanthoplex!*%) suggest that this story had an enduring
popularity, which may help explain the number of artistic representations of this scene.

If the scenes of Penelope unaware of the recognition by Eurycleia are influenced by

140 For a discussion of the contents of all these plays, and others involving Penelope, see the section on
fragmentary plays below pp.175-84.
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dramatic performances as well as the Homeric narrative, then they may suggest to us that
the dramatic versions of the story stayed close to Homer on this point at least.

The Etruscan pictures of Penelope are notable for their focus on the recognition
of Odysseus and Penelope rather than on the foot-washing scene; Penelope appears only
once in her typical sorrowing pose in Etruscan art, and that is on an early fourth-century
scarab. Penelope’s alternative pose, that of “troubled reflection”, seems to come to the
fore in Etruscan art, and then appears in Roman art, possibly reflecting a Hellenistic use
of this pose!4!. This pose first appears in surviving art in representations of Penelope on
Melian reliefs, but also may have appeared in lost works of art, perhaps one of the
paintings (which could thus provide a model for the Pompeian frescoes). It seems quite
possible that it is a development of the “mourning Penelope” pose, as it keeps the hand
raised to the face, but the position of the arms has changed with the change from sitting
to standing. It may be noted that even when shown standing, Penelope’s legs are
sometimes still shown crossed - as in her seated position - but at the ankle, as is
necessary for a convincing standing posture. The pose is probably the most important
factor in the identification of Penelope; she may be shown with a spindle or a loom, but
the pose of hand to head is a more common marker of her identity. This emblematic
image encapsulates Penelope’s place in Classical thought as the exemplary faithful wife,

who waited, though despondent, for her husband’s return.

141 Mythological image types tend to pass into Roman art directly from Hellenistic repertoire, rather than
via Etruria, due partly to the high status of Greek art and culture by the first century AD, and due to the
large quantity of Greek art which was looted and brought to Rome.
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The usual conception of Penelope, now as in antiquity, is of the good wife who
waited for her husband. The story of her infidelity and bearing Pan seems to have had
remarkably little effect on this general conception of Penelope, and literary
representations of her show a remarkable consistency. The same is true of artistic
representations; it is not until very late that we have much beyond the usual scenes of
Penelope sitting mourning, oblivious to what is going on around her, or Penelope
standing considering the beggar before her in the moments before recognition. The
artistic consistency of representation may be seen as reflecting the consistency of the
“usual conception” of Penelope, but how is this later consistency to be explained? Two
factors seem likely. One is the tendency for the stories popular in a society to reflect the
ideals or fears of that society!42; Penelope becomes the ideal of what a faithful wife
should be!43. The second is that the story-pattern around Penelope is one often found in
folk tales. The tale of the wanderer’s return appears here in one of its several guises, that
of the homecoming husband. Once that plot-line has commenced, there are two paths the
plot may follow, both equally satisfying: that of the faithful wife who has waited and
who is rewarded by the safe return of her husband, or that of the unfaithful wife who will
(eventually) be punished. These two paths are represented by Penelope and
Clytaemnestra; the difference between the two is heightened in the Odyssey through the

contrast between the returns of Agamemnon and Odysseus as well as between the

142 Cf. Burke 1992 pp.91-6, and above p.5; this may also be linked to the tendency for such stories to have
some form of existence in a simplified, black and white form, leaving it to more developed versions to

expose the problems and contradictions which may be inherent.
143 The fact that (female) stereotypes are so often negative (cf. Ellmann 1968 ch.3) need not mean that
positive stereotypes cannot exist; cf. Hawthorn 1994 s.v. “Stereotype”, “Ideology”, and “Interpellation”;

cf. pp.2-4 above.
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attitudes of their wives. In the Odyssey the choice of Clytaemnestra as a parallel
heightens the contrast between the two wives, for Clytaemnestra does not merely betray,
but murders Agamemnon. Both tales also contain the very common element of the
humbling of the arrogant: Agamemnon, the proud king, is brought low, while the beggar
Odysseus overcomes the arrogant suitors to win back his rightful place. The dynamic of
the story-line in the plot of the Odyssey (i.e. the story reduced to its most basic terms) is
such that when we get to Ithaca (when Odysseus returns in secret to find his house full of
suitors), the retelling is drawn onto the well-trodden track of the version of the “return of
the wanderer” in which his return is successful, in which he destroys the suitors and finds
his wife faithful. The happy outcome is his reward for all the wanderings; the contrast
between his sufferings and their happy conclusion would not be as strong if he also had
to punish his wife.

The idea that Penelope is characterised as she is in Homer specifically in order to
make her the opposite of Clytaemnestra is an interesting one. It is suggested by
Carpenter, who says:

we may rightly challenge Penelope’s claim to be much more than a

mythologically available character. Her stratagem of weaving and unraveling an

ever-unfinished web in order to put off her marriage to any of the suitors is a

motif typical of Mdrchen, perhaps suggested by some Mdrchen prototype ..

Save that she mourns for her absent lord and resists the pressure to rewed, she has

no active part in the plot and displays few interesting qualities.!44
Carpenter goes on to conclude that Penelope was evolved “in deliberate antithesis to the
infamous Klytaimestra”, suggesting that the parallels between Agamemnon and

Odysseus, Orestes and Telemachus form the root of this contrast. Although there is

much in Carpenter’s analysis with which to disagree!4> (Penelope’s part in the plot is

144 Carpenter 1946 pp.165-6.
145 One might start with the main thesis of Carpenter 1946, namely that Odysseus is the “bearson”.
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underestimated, in particular), the idea that Penelope evolved as the opposite of
Clytaemnestra is not wholly implausible. Whatever Penelope’s original character, the
Homeric picture of the faithful wife swamped all other versions: what is notable about
Penelope, in contrast to say, Helen, is how infrequently we come across any tales which
show a different side from the usual picture. Might this suggest that there were very few
tales about her before Homer, that she is in effect a Homeric creation? The story of the
wanderer returned does not require the figure of a wife or lover, but her presence is a
natural element. If a contrast is then to be drawn between the successful and
unsuccessful returning wanderers, the contrast between the faithful and unfaithful wife at
home is an obvious component. To make Odysseus the opposite of Agamemnon, it is
thus clear that his wife ought to be faithful, the opposite of Clytaemnestra. The picture in
the Odyssey is not wholly straightforward'46, but the underlying story-pattern which lies
behind it is more so. The complexities in Homer do not need to be ascribed to alternative
versions of Penelope not fully drawn together - rather we can see them as an addition by
a skilful poet. The identification of Penelope as the mother of Pan may then be ascribed,
as it was by Nonnus, to a confusion between two Penelopes, or we may see it as a local
legend from Mantineia - or, perhaps more plausibly, as an element in the story of
Penelope which was never fully integrated with her Homeric portrayal, but which is of
equal (or greater) antiquity.

The contradictions which we see, and which the more rationalistic later Greeks
saw, between the picture of Penelope as a faithful wife and her position as the mother of
Pan may not have been so apparent to their original audience. The story of the Odyssey

requires the folk-tale faithful wife; so long as this is not a total contradiction of a

146 See ch.6 on Penelope in the Odyssey.
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powerful tradition of Penelope as unfaithful'4’, this would probably not cause any
worries, even if Penelope was known as the mother of Pan. It is this tradition, in its
powerful simplicity, rather than the more complicated one suggested by the link between

Penelope and Pan, which remained in people’s minds, and formed the background

against which more developed literary depictions could stand in relief.

147 The sort of image required by Graves’ suggestions on the origin of the Odyssey.
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Section IIL Literary T '
Chapter 6: Penelope in Homer

On the one hand, there was the need for epic poetry, given its function of
cultural training, to propose a model of woman that was the symbol of all the
virtues that a woman could have. On the other, there was a misogynist ideology
that mistrusted women profoundly. Penelope can be read as the product of these
two opposing needs; she is an image of both the “should be” and the “is” (in the

eyes of men, of course) of the Homeric woman.
Eva Cantarella Pandora’s Daughters (1987), pp.29-30

Introduction

The focus on Penelope in much recent Odyssean scholarship has created a
plethora of readings of Penelope, but one shared tendency in these works has been to put
Penelope at the centre of the Odyssey, emphasising that her actions and choices are
crucial to Odysseus’ success!. Commenting on Agamemnon’s praise of Penelope in the
last book, Finley said “With these lines, Agamemnon comes close to making our
Odysseia a Penelopeia. This phrase has been much cited by those who wish to see
Penelope as central to our interpretation of the Odyssey. Such Penelope-centred readings
are certainly interesting, and do help to even the balance against the minimising or
depreciatory interpretation of Penelope which held sway for so long, apparently at least
partly because of the tendency (as in ancient art and in Arstotle) to focus on the

Wanderings, and hence on Odysseus and the other women with whom he interacts3.

However, to see the Odyssey as an epic in praise of Penelope is clearly to go too far:

I For example Katz 1992, Felson-Rubin 1994, various essays in Cohen 1995, Doherty 1996 pp.31-63 on
the “Penelope-question”, all giving earlier bibliography; at the APA meeting in 1993, there was a panel

devoted to Homer’s Penelope.

2 Finley 1978 p.3. . '
3 Cf. Woodhouse 1930; Clay 1983 pp.214-5 stresses that the Wanderings do not constitute the whole of

the Odyssey.
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Penelope’s name is mentioned in most books of the Odyssey, it is true?, and she is
important for the story - but this epic, the Odyssey which has come down to us under the
name of Homer, really belongs to Odysseus. Such an Odysseus-centred telling of the
tale may well be unfair to Penelope, it may fail to recognise her full importance to
Odysseus, but that does seem to be what the Odyssey is. Aristotle’s summary of the
poem?’ does not even mention Penelope - only her suitors; though Ovid summarises the
Odyssey as a romance$, he does so to serve his own purpose of defending love poetry,
not to present an objective image of the epic. Penelope-centred readings of the Odyssey
are, like all other readings, products of their time; in our (superficially) feminist age,
focusing on the feminine in the epic is an understandable tactic for reading: rescuing
Penelope from being condemned as inconsistent’ or dismissed as unimportant; rescuing
the Odyssey from its position as second to the lliad, a work of lesser artistry, written for
“the other sex™8.

However, Penelope should remain a major focus of a discussion of the Odyssey,
for female characters loom large in the Odyssey - larger than in the Iliad, although that is
not surprising when comparing a poem of war and a poem set, for the most part, “at
home”, be that in Ithaca, in Pylos, or in Phaeacia®. (Indeed, one might think it more
surprising that the female characters play as large a part as they do in the lliad.)

Penelope’s importance among the women in the Odyssey is clear: she is human, and

4 See list of references in App.2; Penelope makes eleven appearances, but this includes four scenes in
which she is told to leave.

3 Poetics 1455 b 15-23.

6 Tr. 2.375-6 (cf. below p.287).

7 For example, Kirk 1962 p.366 calls her “a paradigm of wifely constancy or of feminine illogicality,
uncertainty and despair”.

8 Richard Bentley, in Remarks upon a Late Discourse of Free Thinking (1713):“[Homer] wrote a sequel of
Songs and Rhapsodies, to be sung by himself for small earnings and good cheer, at Festivals and other
days of Merriment; the Ilias he made for men and the Odysseis for the other sex.”

9 Cf. Beye 1974, who collects further bibliography on the prominence of women in the Odyssey.
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hence may be judged by human standards, and she is the one character who seems to
match Odysseus in that she alone successfully tests him, instead of merely being tested.
The prominence of female characters in the Odyssey has been taken to mark this
as a “feminist poem”, or at least written by and for women!0. However, the prominence
of women need not be a sign of feminist - or feminine - sympathies; Winkler, discussing
Butler’s “detection” of the gender of the author of the Odyssey, says:
Nowadays we can easily notice that [Butler’s] assumptions, particularly about
social life and the roles of men and women, are anachronistic, when applied to
Homer (if not to contemporary writing as well). His list of female traits that
supposedly give away the Odyssey-writer’s sex include severity against women
who have disgraced their sex, love of small religious observances, of white lies
and small play-acting, of having things both ways and of money.!!
The very traits which Butler sees as signs of female authorship could also be seen as
marks of a misogynistic text; even if one does not wish to go this far, nowhere does the
text appear to express any overt criticism of the traditional patriarchal assumptions about
women’s place in society and the home, and hence it cannot be regarded as clearly
“feminist” in a modern sense!2.
Griffin’s description of the female characters in the Odyssey as inscrutable!3 is
perhaps the only one that (almost) all Homeric critics could agree with. The different
interpretations of the various characters are due partly to ambiguities in the text itself.

Different generations of scholars, however, have interpreted these ambiguities differently

in relation to Homer’s supposed compositional method. When Analytic critics saw

10 See Bentley n.8 above; also Graves 1955 p.201, where the character Nausicaa, “Homer’s daughter” and
the authoress of the Odyssey, says “The lliad ... is devised by a man for men; this epic, the Odyssey, will
be devised by a woman for women”; also Butler 1922 and Winkler 1990 pp.131ff. discussing Butler.

IT Winkler 1990 pp.131-2. On the stereotype used by Butler, cf. p.4, on the problems with using “female

sympathies” as proof of female authorship, p.2.
12 On this point, see Cantarella 1987, Pedrick 1988 p.85ff., Murnaghan 1995 (discussed in part below) and

readings such as that of Roisman 1987, who sees Penelope and Odysseus as being at odds, their interests in

the closing books of the epic coinciding little.
13 On the inscrutability of Helen, Penelope, and other Odyssean female characters, see Griffin 1980 pp.76-

80.
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Penelope acting “inconsistently” in book 18, appearing before the suitors, they saw
evidence for different, earlier versions of the story. Similarly, when Athene, appearing in
a dream to Telemachus, persuades him to return at once to Ithaca with the thought that
Penelope might even now be about to remarry and carry off some of the goods from the
house, this is taken to be evidence that this was actually being planned by Penelope in
one version of the story. Any passage which does not fit straightforwardly into these
scholars’ view of the Odyssey is seen as fair game for excision or for assignment to an
“earlier version not properly synthesised with our Odyssey”. The skill of the poet in
presenting the viewpoints of different characters is downplayed: all such cases are
dismissed as errors. The inscrutability of the female characters becomes another stick
with which to berate the poet for incompetence. For example, Fenik quotes Merkelbach
distinguishing different characterisations of the queen:

Penelope’s inactivity is incomprehensible. Here in & she is nothing but the weak,

weeping woman, seeking consolation in sleep, just as poet B likes to depict her.

The Penelope of poet A is entirely different. !4
Fenik then adds:

Penelope has fared badly in much Homeric criticism. Schwartz [(Die Odysee,

Munich 1924)] finds four different Penelopes (distributed among poets O,K,T

and B), each different, and the later editions all bad.

More recent criticism has allowed the poet to be more of a craftsman, looking for
explanations of apparent inconsistencies in the poem, rather than dismissing them as
flaws. Such an approach to Penelope has its advantages: it does not require constant

recourse to “different versions incompletely synthesised”. However, it does not avoid

the problem of subjectivity: in order to make sense of Penelope, the reader has to fill in

14 Fenik 1974 p.164, with n.58, quoting from R. Merkelbach Untersuchungen zur Odyssee (Munich 1951).
Cf. Page 1955 pp.120-8, Woodhouse 1930 pp.199-207 which breaks down Penelope into three aspects, the

heroine of “Saga”, “Romance”, and “Folk-Tale”.

107



the blanks left by the poet regarding her motivation at various points, regarding her
thoughts, regarding her desires!. As the poet has not told us explicitly what Penelope is
thinking at various crucial points - for example, when she proposes the trial of the bow -
any reconstruction of her motivation at such a point must be based on what the poet says
elsewhere, as interpreted by each reader.

One reason for the Analytic splitting up of Penelope is that various passages may be
read as implying that she was unfaithful, or at the very least not ill-disposed towards the
suitors, although in the main she is presented as the faithful wife who expresses hatred for
them. But this apparent inconsistency arises partly because she is presented not only in
person but also through other characters’ statements about her. Even if Penelope’s actions
were easily interpretable, the seeds of doubt about her fidelity might still be sown by
Telemachus’ suspicion, by Athene’s playing on this suspicion (in the dream in book 15),
reinforced by her warning to Odysseus (book 13) to test his wife, and by the claims of the
suitors that Penelope has been encouraging them. Above all, or rather, underlying all, is the
persistent theme of comparison between the house of Odysseus and that of Agamemnon:
despite Agamemnon’s statement that Penelope is nothing like Clytaemnestra, the
possibility remains throughout much of the narrative that Odysseus’ homecoming could be

like Agamemnon’s!'¢. The character of Penelope could even have been developed by

I5 Felson-Rubin 1994 says “Homer invites ‘psychologizing’ about Penelope, especially concerning her
decision to hold the contest of the bow” (p.126), although the possibility of “filling in” such details is
denied as a valid approach by Foley 1995 p.97. Foley argues that despite the gaps in our information
about Penelope’s thoughts, the reader is given enough to “judge and make ethical sense of her decision”
without making presuppositions about details not provided by the text - precisely the sort of details Felson-
Rubin considers the audience are “invited” to think about.

16 Although this is not wholly straightforward - see below on Agamemnon’s view of Penelope and on

Penelope and Clytaemnestra.
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borrowing motifs from another story such as that of Clytaemnestra, or by creating her as

the opposite of such a figure!’.

Penelope’s depiction in the poem is not solely a matter of presenting a credible
character: it must also be shaped by the demands of the plot. In folktale, character is
essentially subservient to, and determined by, plot: “psychological” reconstruction of
such matters as motivation is not part of the expected reading process - or at least only as
far as is necessary to maintain basic verisimilitude. In Homer, however, we have not
folktale but literature!®, which can explore the tension between character and plot. The
best example is the tension created between Penelope’s character as faithful wife, and the
requirement of the plot (partly a folktale element) that she be on the point of remarriage.
(That this motif is an integral part of the traditional story is suggested by the odd
treatment of Penelope’s weaving trick. This is not given as large a part in the epic as
might be expected, and the discovery of Penelope’s scheme does not seem to have
changed the development of the action; the version of the plot given by Amphinomus in
the second nekuia, in which Odysseus returns immediately after Penelope has finished
the web, might seem a more obvious line to follow.) The conflicting demands of plot
and characterisation have led to some of the scholar’s problems in interpreting Penelope:
in order for the plot to advance, Penelope must set the contest of the bow, an action

which can be interpreted as showing her unfaithfulness to Odysseus!®. By choosing to

17 Cf. Carpenter 1946 ch.1 p.104-5 on the development of Penelope through comparison with other
figures; see also Woodhouse 1930 pp.246-7, who considers our Odyssey to have developed through the
contrast of the houses of Agamemnon and Odysseus, starting from the parallels between Orestes and
Telemachus.

I8 The relationship between myth, literature, and folktale is discussed pp.15ff.

19 1t is interesting that Homer does make Penelope take this step; modern retellings, worrying over how
this fits with her characterisation, have dealt with this sometimes by making the contest an act of last
resort, occasioned by the discovery of the weaving plot (for example, Odysseus /1. The Journey Through
Hell, by T. Robinson, R. Curtis and T. Haws (BBC 1987), in which the suitors’ wickedness is emphasised
by the heroine’s desperation), or by having the contest initiated by Telemachus (in full knowledge of
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tell the story as it occurs in this poem, the poet has sharpened some of these tensions:
Penelope does not have to descend to entice the suitors in book 18, nor does the text have
to be so opaque as to her motives in doing s020. It is this sort of scene which entices the
audience to try to “fill out” Penelope’s character and motivation. Penelope’s character is
a pivot for dramatic tension; even if the reader knows how the story will turn out,

different possible endings can be envisaged or suggested to create such tension.

Viewpoints

As I have said, Penelope’s apparent inconsistency arises partly because she is
presented not only directly, but also as viewed by other characters of varying sympathies.
As Felson-Rubin’s able analysis shows, not all the text’s comments about Penelope have
authorial authority, so not all should be given the same weight when all are combined:
their focalisation also varies significantly. Such an analysis also has the advantage of
dealing with the text as we have it, rather than digressing into reconstruction of previous
versions of the story: these may be interesting, but their results are unverifiable, and do
not necessarily add much to our reading of the text we actually have. There are many
potential approaches to Penelope; her character is drawn both directly in her actions and
words, and in descriptions given by other characters, and indirectly, by comparison with
other characters in the epic. Such comparison may be prompted by a repetition of a type
scene, or other significant action, or by explicit comparison, as when Agamemnon twice
contrasts Penelope and Clytaemnestra, or when Penelope herself compares her situation

to Helen’s. This study will start with an overview of the different pictures of Penelope

Odysseus’ return: for example, The Odyssey retold by G. McCaughrean (Oxford University Press 1993), in

which Telemachus appears to be acting in complicity with Odysseus).
20 Cf. Griffin 1980 ch.2 on non-explicit motives in the Homeric poems.
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which are given in the poem from the differing points of view of the other characters, but
starting with one element shared between the characters and narrating voice: the epithets
applied to Penelope. It will then move on to consider how Penelope is shaped by

comparison and contrast with other figures in the poem.

Epithets

Some epithets are shared and add little, but others are peculiar to an individual, and
hence contribute more to a reader’s conception of that individual. This is even more the
case when they are used by several voices in the poem, both authorial and those of
characters. Penelope is not as richly endowed with epithets as some Homeric characters; in
fact, apart from phrases relating to her parentage or marriage, Penelope has only two real
epithets, nepippwv - used fifty times of Penelope in the Odyssey, and otherwise only four
times of Eurycleia, and once (11.345) of Arete - and éxéppov - used eight times of
Penelope and once of Odysseus2!. Both refer to her intelligence. Although it may not be
decisive evidence (as the surprising use of apopwv for Aegisthus could suggest), the lack
of examples of other “unsuitable” personal epithets does suggest that the more personal
Homeric epithets on the whole reflect a traditional perception of a character?2. The
individual epithets used for Penelope thus suggest that the “original version” of the myth

portrayed faithful Penelope as characteristically intelligent, and using her intelligence in her

21 Of Odysseus at 13.332, used by Penelope at 19.326.

22 Though there is some debate over the meaning of épopwv, and the traditional etymology from a +
nopoc seems clearly wrong, its range of meanings from “beautiful’handsome” through to “good” does
demand that with reference to Aegisthus the connotations lie all at one end of the scale, which is not
wholly satisfactory. See Amory 1973, especially ch.4 on the etymology of &ubdpwv and pp.123-4 on
Aegisthus; also Lowenstam 1993 pp.48-51. On “illogical epithets” in the Homeric poems, see Lowenstam
1993 ch.1, especially pp.38-53 on the “improper assignment of individual epithets”. Lowenstam explains
away all apparent examples of this phenomenon, mainly through consideration of the meaning and use of
each epithet. He concludes that, although not necessarily the result of a careful search for an ideal word in

each context, “each epithet that was employed was sanctioned by the poet” (p.57).
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husband’s interests. One could argue that Penelope has few epithets because those
reflecting the “original”, unfaithful version have been dropped, but it is more plausible to
suppose that Penelope has few epithets because she was originally a minor character in the
cycle of myth, the Odyssey-poet having chosen to give her a larger part in the story. I
would thus see her as a prehistorically obscure good wife whose popular image became
shaped by Homer, rather than as a previously well-defined bad wife utterly whitewashed by
Homer.

The only other stock descriptions accorded to Penelope in the Odyssey are yodéwoo
and 6dvpopévn. yoowoo is used to describe her five times, twice in the fourth book, and
three times in the nineteenth, during her interview with the disguised Odysseus. There she
is lamenting for the absent Odysseus, while in the earlier book, she is worried about
Telemachus, whose journey to Pylos has just been revealed to her. 6dvpopévn too is used
to describe Penelope’s reaction to Odysseus’ absence and being reminded of her loss.
Penelope’s weeping is, it seems, not a negative trait, for it illustrates her devotion to her
husband, and to her son, even though both seem to be doubted by Telemachus. Cantarella
perceives Penelope’s frequent tears as indicative of her lack of power as a woman, and of a
woman’s passivity?3; however, these tears can be given a more positive evaluation.
Penelope’s continual weeping demonstrates the genuineness of her devotion to her lost
husband, more forcefully than the doubts expressed by her son and her suitors suggest the
opposite. Penelope’s tears do spring from her impotence, her inability to rid herself of her
suitors, but the epic opens after her own schemes have been exhausted. There is no
evidence that Penelope has spent the whole of the last twenty years weeping passively;

rather, the tales told by the queen herself and her suitors suggest that she has been active

23 Cantarella 1987 p.29; cf. Helleman 1995 pp.235-6.
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over the twenty years, constant in her devotion to and longing for Odysseus rather than in

empty tears.

Internal Perspectives

An audience’s way into the world of the poem is in part through their sympathy
with the various characters. The text incorporates several different viewpoints on each
character - that of the main narrator, that of the character, and those of the other
characters in the poem?4. These views will not always be identical, and hence need to be
synthesised if an audience want to create a complete, psychologically satisfying
conception of each character. I here deal with the perspectives on Penelope offered by
the various characters approximately in the order of their first reference to Penelope;

Penelope herself is kept for last.

The view of Telemachus

The first mention of Penelope by name in the Odyssey, as anything more than the
object of Odysseus’ longing, comes from her son, Telemachus, in conversation with
Athene. Penelope’s first appearance in person (as discussed below) stresses her devotion
to Odysseus and her modest behaviour. It is therefore important to consider the picture

painted by Telemachus, for he gives a very different view of his mother. Telemachus

24 This approach is similar though not identical to that of Felson-Rubin 1994, which analyses Penelope in
terms of possible plot structures. Felson-Rubin (pp.125-7) explicitly states that she is giving a reading of
and for the twentieth century; she does add, however, that as her reading is closely text-based, a similar
reading could well have been possible for an “original audience”. My reading aims more directly at being
closer to that of an ancient audience, as it forms the background to the study of Penelope in later antiquity,
which is based on ancient readings of the Odyssey (as well as, possibly, other texts): it aims to show that
the reading suggested by the texts of later antiquity can be justified. The text is naturally our main
resource in constructing any approach, and my approach too is therefore based on looking at what the text
actually tells us. On the problems of reconstructing the viewpoint of an “original audience”, see

Sourvinou-Inwood 1995 ch.1, 1991 pp.3-23.
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makes his first reference to Penelope in such a way as to cause us to wonder about her

chastity and faithfulness to Odysseus?’:

UATNP HEV T ERE eNOL 10D Eppevo, odTap EYD YE
0VK 010’ 0V Yap D TIG £OV YOVOV 0DTOG GVEYV®.
1.215-6

This is consistent with Telemachus’ attitude to his mother throughout the poem: even in
book 23, he is still berating her for not being quick enough to recognise Odysseus.
Telemachus’ suspicion of and hostility towards his mother is made clear. The
suitors play on this in the Ithacan assembly, separating the interests of Telemachus and
his mother, in contrast to the faithful servants in Ithaca, who, loyal to both Penelope and
Telemachus, as well as to Odysseus, do not seem to feel a conflict of interest between
mother and son (see below). Telemachus’ hostility towards his mother contributes to the
conception of the ‘Telemachy’ as an educational process dealing with Telemachus’
coming of age26. The hostility of son towards mother is, seen in this light, a natural part
of his maturation. However, the doubts which Telemachus has about his mother are
passed on to the audience, particularly through the paradigm of the house of Atreus.
Telemachus is told by Athene to emulate Orestes (1.298ff.), another maturing young
hero, but, although this is not the aspect of the story stressed by Athene, Orestes was
probably known even at this stage as the killer of his own mother??. This aspect of the
story is not stressed in the Odyssey because Telemachus does not need to be exhorted to
take revenge on his mother; this need not mean, however, that this aspect of the story

was unknown to an original audience. When Telemachus is told to be an Orestes, this

25 Felson-Rubin (1994 p.81) is thus wrong to say that Telemachus does not think of Penelope as

potentially unfaithful until he has met Helen.
26 On the ‘Telemachy’ as “Bildungsroman” see Schol. Od. 1.93, 284, Porphyry on Od. 1.284; cf. Clarke

1963 pp.102-4 (n.16 for earlier bibliography), West 1988 p.35.
27 See particularly 3.309-10.
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must invite comparison of his mother with Clytaemnestra, who was, at the very least,
known to have been unfaithful to her husband.

Telemachus first appears in the Odyssey casting doubt on his own parentage; as in
Agamemnon’s speeches, his generalisation that no one’s father’s identity may be known
with certainty reflects the negative conception of women as all potentially unfaithful and
dangerous to a man’s household?8. He also reflects some knowledge of Penelope’s view
of things, however, when he calls the marriage which she will not accept a oTvYepOV
vopov (1.249), although there is criticism implicit in his statement of her refusal to
“make an end of it” (1.249-50). His reproach of the suitors is illuminating: although
Penelope does not think of him as fully grown, he sees the suitors as destroying Ais house
and eating up his goods:

7ol 8¢ @OLVDBoVOoLY E00VTEG
olkov €UV Thya 31 pe doppaicovot Kot ovTov.
Od. 1.250-1

His perception of the house, and hence matters concerning it, as his own is further
illuminated and shown to be a mark of his maturing in his first depicted encounter with
Penelope. She comes down from her room in order to tell Phemius not to sing about the
return of the Achaeans from Troy. Telemachus rebukes her and claims for himself the
authority to decide such matters:
pdlog &’ &vdpecot peANcel
naot, péiioto 8 gpol- 100 yap xpdtog €67 Evi OiKQ.
Od. 1.358-9

Thus Telemachus both counts himself among the men, and claims control of the

household; he states that Odysseus is dead to back up his claim that he is now the man of

28 A perception common in the Odyssey whic<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>