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A Story with No Ending: Penelope and Ambiguous Loss in the Odyssey
1) Interview with the former wife of a MIA soldier (quoted by Hunter 1988, 323)

“I’ve come to realize that his remains have not been returned so there is no finality to it. Also, all
the news in the papers recently [about the possibility of American POWs still being held in
Southeast Asia after the war ended] has upset me. I didn’t know I was still vulnerable. [...] What
if he were still there? I can’t even think about it! [...] Looking at this thing 10 years later, I feel
less removed now than I did, say, seven years after Homecoming.”

2) Psychological father presence (Od. 1.113-117)

TV 8¢ oAV mEdTOog (0e TnAépayog BeoeldNg:

1070 Y4 £V uvNoTheol Gpihov TeTimuévog Moo,

0000uEVOS O TEQ’ £60M0V £vi PpoETiV, €l TOOEV EAOV (115)
LVNOTNE®MV TOV pev oxédaoty xatd douata Oeln,

TV 8 aDTOg EYOL KAl KTAROOLY OLoLY AvAcooL.

Godlike Telemachus was the very first to see her,

for he was sitting among the suitors, with sorrow in his heart,
seeing with his mind’s eye his noble father, if he, coming
from elsewhere, should scatter the suitors in the halls,

and he himself should have honor and be lord of his possessions.

3) Penelope interrupts Phemius’ song (Od. 1.340-344)

“TavTNg O’ dmomave” AoLdg (340)
Ayomic, 1} T€ potL atgv évi otnBeool pilov xMo
telpel, émel pe pdhota xobineto mEvOog dAaoToV.
TolNVY YaQ ®rehoAnv moBEm pepvnuévn aiet
av06Gs, ToD nhéog eV xad’ EALGOO ®al uéoov AQyog.”

“But cease from this painful song,
which always wears out my heart in my breast,
since unforgettable grief touches me most of all.
For I constantly remember and long for such a face,
the face of my husband, whose fame reaches far in Greece and mid-Argos.”

4) Penelope cries herself to sleep (Od. 1.363-364; cf. 16.450-451, 19.603-604, 21.357-358)

rhaiev Emert’ Odvofa, Gpihov ooy, dpoa oi Hrvov
NOLV & Predpdotol faAe yhavrdmg AOTvr.

Then she wept for Odysseus, her dear husband, until grey-eyed
Athena cast sweet sleep upon her eyelids.
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5) Penelope’s “frozen grief” thaws (Od. 19.204-209)

TG 0’ G’ drovoliong 9ée dAxQua, THXETO O YOMG.

MG O YLDV RATATNAET” €V ARQOTOAOLOLY OQETOLY, (205)
v T evpog natétnEev, &mv Lduoog natayein,

Tropévns &’ doa T motapol TABovot g€ovTes:

(g TN T®eTO Rahd TTOLETiOL dARQU YeOVONG,

rharoong £0v Avopa, TALENUEVOV.

As she listened, her tears flowed, and her face melted.

As snow melts on the high peaks of mountains,

snow that the East wind thaws when the West wind pours it down,
and while it melts, the rivers are full with flowing water,

so her lovely cheeks melted with tears pouring down,

as she cried for her husband, although he sat beside her.

6) Penelope’s resilience (Od. 19.576-581, cf. 21.74-79)

“viv 0¢ pvnotheeooly debrov todTov Eprow:

0g 8¢ ne oitat’ évravion POV &v mahdunot

nal dlototevon mehénewv dvoraidena mavtwy,

TQ nev AW éomoiunv, voodpLooauévn tode dduo

©ovQEIdLoV, pdla xahodv, évimielov BLoTolo, (580)
10D moTe pepviioecBou dlopon Ev e Ovelpm.”

“But now I will set this contest for the suitors:

whoever most easily strings the bow in his hands

and shoots an arrow through all twelves axes,

him I would follow, leaving behind the house

of my marriage, a house especially fine and filled with wealth,
which, I think, I will always remember, even in my dreams.”

7) Penelope’s conflicting emotions (Od. 20.79-82)

“Og EW atotmoelav OMbumo ddpat’ €xovteg,
Né W evmldnapog falor Apteug, 6¢o’ Odvoija (80)
0GoouEVY %Al Yalov VIO oTVYEQNV AdLroluny,
undé T elpovog avdog Evpoaivoyu vonua.”

So may those who dwell on Olympus make me disappear,

or may Artemis with the beautiful hair shoot me, so that

with Odysseus in my mind’s eye I may arrive beneath the hateful earth,
and may never delight the mind of a man worse than him.
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8) Penelope fetches the bow (Od. 21.42-50, 67)

1 &’ Ote d1 Bdhapov TOV AdixeTo dia yuvvourdv
0VdOV TE OQUIVOV TQOOEPNOETO, TOV TOTE TEXTWV
Eéooev €moTapévos xal ¢m otdbunv ibuveyv,

¢v 8¢ otabpovg dopoe, OLag O’ Eémédnre paevag,
avtix’ 4o’ Ny’ ipdvra Bodg amélvoe r0QMVNG,
&v 88 xAnid’ nxe, Bupéwv 8 dvéromrev Oyfog
avre TiTvoxopév. T 8’ avéPoayev ite Tabog
Pooxdpevog hetpdve 160° EBaye naka O0eTE
Anyévto #AnidL, metdotnoav 8¢ ol mxa.

... QUTIRO O LVNOTHEOL PETNUOO %al GpAaTo pdbov.
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(45)

When she, dazzling among women, came to the storeroom,
and stepped upon the threshold of oak, which once upon a time

a carpenter had skillfully planed and trued to the line,

and fitted door-posts on it, and set bright doors on them,

immediately, behold!, she quickly loosed the strap from the hook,
and thrust in the key, and with true aim shot back the bolts

of the door. And as a bull bellows when grazing in a meadow,

so bellowed the beautiful doors when struck with the key,

and they quickly flew open before her.

... and immediately she spoke among the suitors and made this speech.
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