From the mouths of “babes’: Multivocalism in Atwood’ s Penelopiad

Margaret Atwood’ s post-modern response to the Odyssey, the Penelopiad, offers aview of the
epic through the words of some of its characters, a method that contrasts with the epic style of
the omniscient narrator. By giving the story(ies) to the shades of Penelope and her Maids,
Atwood shifts the perspective of the telling of the Odyssey from the masculine, heroic angle to
that of the feminine, subjective (in the two senses of being subjects and being personal)
perspective. These multiple points of view naturally differ, particularly since the central figure,
Penelope, is characterized as dlippery in speech and her Maids are portrayed as childlike, yet
savvy. In their vocalizations, they often contradict one another or make comments that elicit
uncertainty as to whose words are more reliable. 1n fact, Penelope herself is characterized as
particularly elusive (perhaps even subtly deceptive) in her speech, just as Odysseus can be, and
thus is presented as a narrator of questionable reliability; indeed, Atwood enhances the
homophrosune that husband and wife enjoy in the Odyssey by portraying Penelope’ s experiences
as parallel to those of Odysseusin severa detailed incidents and instances. For example: both
Odysseus in the Odyssey and Penelope in the Penel opiad have fraught relationships with family
members; are nearly killed in youth; unwittingly make afata error that prolongs their separation;
fail to protect those in their charge (he, his crew and she, her maids); are held captive by those
who desire to marry them; refuse to take a different spouse; employ both deceit and a device
over which they have special control in order to deal with the suitors; and tend to test those
closest to them. Thus, counter to various critical reviewers (e.g. Simon Goldhill, Caroline
Alexander, and Elizabeth Hand) who find Penelope aless than convincing or compelling figure,

| argue that Atwood has depicted Penelope as a character completely befitting her wily husband
with aresult that demonstrates what great literature should do: raise questions and elicit multiple
(and at times multivalent) interpretations. In my presentation, | will demonstrate how the
Penelopiad, through its paralleling of details in the ancient epic and technique of multivocalism,
portrays Penelope as a dlippery speaker whose tale, like her husband’s, is suspect. As Atwood’'s
multiple narrators contradict themselves and each other, their contrasting points of view enhance
inconclusive aspects in the story of the Odyssey and simultaneously call the heroism of Odysseus
into question.

Bibliography

Abbott, H. Porter. The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative. Cambridge University Press,
2002.

Alexander, Caroline. “Myths Made Modern.” The New York Times. 11 December 2005.
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/11/books/review/11alexander.html ?ei=5070& en=e7efc2.

Cohen, Beth: The Distaff Sde. Representing the Female in Homer’ s Odyssey. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1995.

Conrad, Peter. “The pull of the Greeks.” Observer 23 October 2005.
http://books.guardian.co.uk/print/0,3858,5316252-99931,00.html.



http://books.guardian.co.uk/print/0,3858,5316252-99931,00.html.

Dalby, Andrew. Rediscovering Homer. Inside the Origins of the Epic. New Y ork: W.W. Norton
& Company, 2006.

De Jong, Irene. A Narratological Commentary on the Odyssey. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001.

Doherty, Lillian Eileen. Sren Songs. Gender, Audiences and Narratorsin the Odyssey. Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995.

Felson-Rubin, Nancy. Regarding Penelope: From Character to Poetics. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994.

Flusfeder, David. “Yearning for transcendence.” Sunday Telegraph, 30 October 2005.
http://www.tel egraph.co.uk.core/culture/books/3647366/Y earning-for-transcendence.html

Fredricksmeyer, Hardy C. “Penelope ‘Polutropos.” The Crux at Odyssey 23.218-24.” The
American Journal of Philology. Vol 118, No.4 (Winter, 1997). 487-497.

Goldhill, Simon. “The Wisdom of the Ancients.” The NewStatesman. Bookshop segment. 31
October 2005. http://www.newstatesman.com/Bookshop/200510310045

Griffin, Jasper. “The Hero’s Wife Speaks.” The New York Review of Books. 21 September
2006. Vol 53, no. 14. Pp. 61-62.

Hand, Elizabeth. “The New Muses.” The Washington Post. 25 December 2005.
http://www.washi ngtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/12/22/AR2005122201568

Hardwick, Lorna and Christopher Stray, eds. A Companion to Classical Receptions. Malden:
Blackwell Publishing, 2008.

Heitman, Richard. Taking Her Seriously. Penelope and the Plot of Homer’ s Odyssey. Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005.

Hughes-Hallett, Lucy. “Reinterpreting classical myths.” The London Times. 23 October 2005.
http://www.timeonline.co.uk/printFriendly/0,,1-20630-1832136-20630,00.html.

Hughes, Aaron. “The Penelopias by Margaret Atwood & Weight by Jeannette Winterson.”
http://www.geocities.com/fantasti creviews/penelopiad_weight.htm.

Katz, Marilyn. Penelope’s Renown: Meaning and Indeterminacy in the Odyssey. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1991.
Marquardt, Patricia. “Penelope ‘ Poloutropos.””
No.1 (Spring, 1985). 32-48.

The American Journal of Philology. Vol 106,

Richardson, Scott. The Homeric Narrator. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press 1990.


http://www.newstatesman.com/Bookshop/200510310045

Roisman, Hanna M. “Penelope’ s Indignation.” The American Journal of Philology. Vol 117,
(1987). 59-68.

Taylor, Catherine. “What kind of a hero chases after fruit?’ The Independent. 27 November
2005. Http://enyoument.independent.co.uk/books/reviews/article329924.ece.

word count: 762


http://enyoument.independent./

