
 

HyperCultura 
Biannual Journal of the Department of Letters and Foreign 

Languages, Hyperion University, Romania 

Electronic ISSN: 2559 – 2025; ISSN-L 2285 - 2115 

 
 Vol 5, no 2/2016 

Re-reading Myths at the Beginning of the Twenty-first Century 

....................................................................................................... 
 

M. Jayabharathi 
 

Rewriting Epics: Homer’s Penelope 

and Margaret Atwood’s The 

Penelopiad 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

                                                                  Recommended Citation: 

Jayabharathi, M. “Rewriting Epics: Homer’s Penelope and Margaret 

Atwood’s The Penelopiad”. HyperCultura 5.2 (2016) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



M. Jayabharathi, ”Rewriting Epics: Homer’s Penelope and Margaret Atwood’s The 

Penelopiad”.                                                                                                                           

Re-reading Myths at the Beginning of the Twenty-first Century. 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 5, no 2/2016  Page 2 

 

 

M. Jayabharathi 

The English and Foreign Languages University, Hyderabad 

 

Rewriting Epics: Homer’s Penelope and Margaret 

Atwood’s The Penelopiad 
 
Abstract 

Myths, which fall under the rubric of religion, enable people to form a worldview and to conceptualize reality. 

As major narratives, once meant to shape people’s belief system, they are now subjected to postmodern 

critical rewritings, revolutionary challenges aimed against former accepted ideas and norms. These usher in a 

certain change in the narrative pattern, which in turn emphasizes the change in the belief system. This paper 

explores this type of rewritings and the debates they have engendered. Therefore, the first half of the paper 

will discuss the act of rewriting as such, through a survey of literary theories and critique. The second half will 

approach Homer’s Odyssey and Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad from a comparative perspective. The aim is 

to focus on Penelope’s point of view and show how the postmodernist novel questions the societal norms 

designed for women, their position in society and their role in the household, as well as the challenges faced 

today by a writer retelling myths.  
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Defining Epics, Myths and the Act of Rewriting-retelling 

The paper aims to establish that the epics themselves are retellings by stating that myths were 

oral in origin, then turned into epics through the written medium. During the transformation, the 

oral text was subjected to a process of selection, addition, interpolation and projection of certain 

values. Controversial in terms of origin, period and authorship, their transmission and compilation 

should be regarded as a proof of the oral character of retelling a story.  

According to The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, myth are: "A kind of story or rudimentary 

narrative sequence, normally traditional and anonymous, through which a given culture ratifies its 

social customs or accounts for the origins of human and natural phenomena, usually in supernatural 

or boldly imaginative terms" (Baldick 217). Myths are stories which originated and circulated by 

means of oral literature before the formulation of languages. As written languages developed, myths 

were written down and preserved as artifacts of a particular culture. As stories or narratives, they 

play a central role in the life of the people and the societal context where individuals are embedded. 

Storytelling is an act of creating reality and belief systems for a society or a particular group. 

Therefore, myths are complex, fundamental narratives and repositories of knowledge, highlighting 

the moral values, preferences, rituals, the geography and the daily existence of a specific cultural 

group.  

According to the same dictionary, an epic is: “A long narrative poem celebrating the great deeds 

of one or more legendary heroes, in a grand ceremonious style... Virgil and Milton wrote what are 

called 'secondary' or literary epics in imitation of the earlier 'primary' or traditional epics of Homer, 

whose Iliad and Odyssey are derived from an oral tradition of recitation" (Baldick 111). Scholars like 

Milman Parry, Max Muller and Lauri Honko have made various assumptions regarding the epics 

origin, nature and transmission based on the present form available to us. Epics were believed to be 

composed by single poets until Milman Parry along with his student Albert Lord formulated the idea 

that they were rooted in oral tradition. 

The Parry-Lord thesis was established based on the songs of South Slavic bards, but it is mostly 

applied to the study of Homer. In their analysis of Iliad, Milman Parry and Albert Lord observed the 
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repetitive use of stock epithets, repetitions et cetera, which led them to conclude that the bards or 

poets who recited them must have depended on the use of formulaic expressions. Milman Parry 

analyzed the 'stock-epithets' and argued that they changed only to fulfill the metrical needs. The 

Homeric characters are described through the frequent use of epithets like "swift-footed Achilles" or 

"noble Odysseus". 

In his Introduction to The Epic: Oral and Written, Lauri Honko, a professor of folklore studies and 

comparative religion, has stated that some amount of compilation and editing cannot be denied 

during the transmission of epics from oral to written. He argues that the epics in their present forms 

may be called "transitional", oral in origin but fixed in their final form, after having been transformed 

into the written text. 

According to Max Muller, in his Introduction to Romesh C. Dutt's The Great Epics of Ancient India, 

if epic is a type of narration which glorifies the accomplishment of heroes and gods, there should 

have been innumerable epics. However, if we define epics as word-of-mouth narrative poems 

celebrating incidents of ‘heroic tradition’, then we are able to comprehend why the number of epics 

is limited, no more than one or two for every nation. Therefore, he concludes, epics are small in 

number owing to their oral nature. He also discusses the concept of diaskeue, which means setting 

in order or revising a text. It is his view that all epic poems must have undergone such 

transformations after a long existence among the bards. He considers The Iliad and The Odyssey as 

good examples that must have been subjected to recension, though there is no definite source as to 

how these epics were collected. Epics were present even before the art of writing came into being, 

they were elaborated during the Mnemonic period of literature and attained the present form after 

the invention of writing.  

As we have seen, all these three critics argue for the oral origins of the epics. 

Another author, A.K. Ramanujan, concludes his essay "Three Hundred Ramayanas: Five Examples 

and Three Thoughts on Translation" by stating that "no text is original, yet no telling is a mere 

retelling" (Ramanujan qtd. in Richman 46). From this perspective, all authors can bring out a 

different ‘crystallization’ of the story by way of a new text. Authoritative versions are given prime 

importance and other ‘tellings’ are evaluated on the basis of their divergence or acceptance of the 

so called authoritative version. The importance of the so called authoritative versions cannot be 

denied in the epic studies, at the same time the consequences of overemphasizing them should not 

be overlooked. All ‘tellings’ are important because each stems from a unique social, political and 

ideological basis. A.K. Ramanujan therefore argues for the need to consider the so-called 

authoritative texts as one of the many ‘tellings’. The different ‘tellings’ validate the transmission of 

tales over time and space along with innumerable bards without any apprehension regarding the 

adaptations, each rendition being worthy in its own right. 

Speaking of revisions, rewriting is a form of protest aimed at the contemporary organization of a 

society. Only when an awakened group decides to challenge the existing norms does the necessity of 

rewriting appear, as an artistic and creative way of articulating problems, such as the issue of 

patriarchy, and paving the way for a solution. David Cowart prefers to replace ‘rewriting’ with 

‘literary symbiosis’, a common procedure as a result of the postmodernist tendency towards self-

consciousness and self-reflexivity. Symbiosis is a technique which allows the contemporary writers 

to enter into an "epistemic dialogue" with the past, thereby ensuring literary continuity. When an 

author engages in an epistemic dialogue with the past by appropriating a character or a situation, 

there is an alteration in meaning towards ironic, deconstructive reading, selective reading or 

misreading. 

As Jack Zipes remarks: "the only way we can do justice to traditional tales and storytelling, in my 

opinion, is to problematize the value of these values and to question the purpose of tradition and 

the role of the storyteller" (226). By problematizing the outdated values and the role of a storyteller, 

rewritings make the social function of stories more evident and relevant than the original story, thus 

exemplifying the way perceptions towards a text change with time. 
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In Politically Correct Bedtime Stories, James Finn Garner reflects on rewritings:  

 

When they were first written, the stories... certainly served their purpose – to entrench the 

patriarchy, to estrange people from their own natural impulses, to demonize 'evil' and to 

'reward' an objective 'good'. Today we have the opportunity - and the obligation - to rethink 

these 'classic' stories so that they reflect more enlightened times (Garner ix). 

 

Rewriting a myth, such as the role of women in society, means countering a story with another 

story, through an interpretative act which spots not so much a writer’s inconsistencies as a system’s. 

Retellings usually add a different point of view to the narration, writers being able and allowed to 

choose to tell the story from the point of view of a character who has not been given voice in the 

original version. They enrich the whole web of myths and challenge them by exposing an overlooked 

issue or point of view. One such example is The Penelopiad, where Penelope gets an opportunity to 

record her side of the story. 

 

Women Rewriting, Homer’s Odyssey and Margaret Atwood’s Penelope 

Liedeke Plate defines women rewriting as a category in which classic narratives of the past are 

retold from the point of view of female characters in relation to gendered identity. Atwood’s text is a 

parody of Homer’s Odyssey, aimed to counter ideals perpetuated by this epic. The author’s foremost 

goal is to alter the perception of Penelope as a role model, as Penelope herself says in the novella: 

“And what did I amount to, once the official version gained ground? An edifying legend. A stick used 

to beat other women with. ...Don't follow my example, I want to scream in your ears - yes yours!" 

(Atwood 2) (author’s emphasis). 

The purpose of this paper is to trace the transformations of the mythical character Penelope by 

comparing the two texts in order to see the reminiscences of the original character and to 

interrogate the role and position of women in society as depicted in the chosen epics.  

In the Introduction to The Penelopiad, Margaret Atwood herself asserts that she has chosen 

Penelope and the twelve hanged maids to narrate the story. The two stories are juxtaposed hinting 

that the position of women remains the same irrespective of class. Penelope’s narrative begins with 

the sentence: "Now that I'm dead I know everything" (Atwood 1). When the story opens, Penelope is 

in Hell and she is unhappy that the official version of the story gained prominence. She proclaims 

that now it is her turn to do the story-making. The narrative moves between retrospections of her 

life on earth and the incidents happening in a safe liminal space, Hades. Though the characters being 

spoken of are from myths, the issues which the novel portrays are relevant today. More specifically, 

the novella problematizes unvoiced women characters in the epic, like the twelve hanged maids. 

Margaret Atwood has employed metafictional parody as a tool, to effect the textual 

transformation of Penelope and to overcome the limitations of the traditional characterization, 

making Penelope more human, rational and ironic. Parody, as defined by Linda Hutcheon,  

 

in its ironic ‘trans-contextualization’ and inversion, is repetition with difference. A critical 

distance is implied between the backgrounded text being parodied and the new incorporating 

work, a distance usually signaled by irony. But this irony can be playful as well as belittling; it can 

be critically constructive as well as destructive (Hutcheon qtd. in Staels 101). 

 

Homer’s Penelope has served the role model of a loyal, patient and uncomplaining wife, the very 

notion against which the narrator of The Penelopiad writes her parody. Atwood's Penelope is 

consciously weaving her own version of the story simultaneously unweaving the traditional 

narrative. She speaks from Hades and lacks a physical description. She accuses Helen of being proud 

and voices out her complaints against the then oppressive system. Throughout the novella, she 

desires the beauty and admiration endowed upon Helen. Interestingly, she is intelligent, but not 
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without self-pity and jealousy. She tricks the suitors and she equates herself with her husband 

Odysseus, who is known for his intelligence and trickery. 

In The Penelopiad, semantic transformation is attempted by recreating the story of the epic. 

There is hardly any change in the storyline, but Penelope's self-conscious reflective comments on the 

story throw light on the emotions she experiences, very much in contrast with the depiction of the 

original character. The novella continuously deconstructs Homer's version and reconstructs a 

contemporary variant of Penelope, whose line of thought and responses remain the same, but 

whose emotions and intensions are claimed to be different. She is a typical product of the 

postmodern age, who is rational, realistic, ironic, bold, a reflective omniscient narrator who is 

unreliable and ambivalent. In Edith Hall's view she is even "arrogant, vain, insecure, unsympathetic 

and sexually possessive" (Hall qtd. in Van Zyl Smit 401). 

Atwood draws her idea of Penelope from Book 24 of The Odyssey:  

 

Shrewd Odysseus! ...You are a fortunate man to have won a wife of such pre-eminent virtue! 

How faithful was your flawless Penelope, Icarius’ daughter! How loyally she kept the memory of 

the husband of her youth! The glory of her virtue will not fade with the years, but the deathless 

gods themselves will make a beautiful song for mortal ears in honour of the constant Penelope 

(Homer, 191-194 qtd. in Atwood n.p.).  

 

In Homer’s epic, the institution of marriage and the household are intact. Penelope is praised for 

holding the family structure together by being constant to her husband during his very long absence. 

But in Margaret Atwood's rewriting, the idea of marriage and household are problematized, 

indicating that Penelope herself was not devoid of desire for praises from the suitors, when she was 

waiting for the return of Odysseus. Homer's Oddyseus, in turn, is called fortunate because he has got 

a virtuous wife. But the feelings and the problems faced by Penelope as a woman who manages the 

estates, as a wife and as a mother in the process of waiting for Odysseus are ignored. The Odyssey’s 

world is a men’s world. 

Atwood’s Penelope boldly states her problems and reasons out her acts. By giving voice to her 

character, the author challenges the myth and the belief system this has engendered, namely 

patriarchy. Penelope narrates her story as a member of a modern society, not as an enduring 

woman of Homer's time. She voices out her complaints against Odysseus, her belief in him having 

undergone a serious change, explicit in her own words: “The two of us were - by our own admission 

- proficient and shameless liars of long standing. It's a wonder either one of us believed a word the 

other said" (Atwood 138). Thus the old social norms designed for women are put into question. The 

rewriting of a myth, a postmodern way of exploring the unexplored, shows what Jack Zipes explains 

in his Don't Bet on the Prince: Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales in North America and England, that 

retellings are "indications of social, psychological and political change, they are also agents of a new 

socialization" (xii). 

Homer’s Penelope is submissive, loyal, stereotypical, patient, distressed most of the time, 

weeping and longing for her husband's return. Atwood's Penelope is accused by the twelve hanged 

maids of having been an instrument in their murder. Though she had been able to protect herself 

with the famous 'Penelope's web’, and with the maids’ help, she had failed to use her power and 

intellect to save them, too. In the novel, she acknowledges her appreciations for the praises from 

the suitors and her “day-dreaming” (Atwood 35) of them. Instead of a model wife, a realistic 

delineation of Penelope is undertaken by Margaret Atwood. The postmodern heroine knows that 

there is no use trying to get rid of the suitors, for Telemachus is young and she has no other help but 

herself to rely on.  

Homer’s narration states that Penelope is unaware of Odysseus’s arrival and it is Eurycleia who 

recognizes Ulysses by his scar. In Atwood's narration, Penelope identifies Odysseus but tests him 

deliberately to imply that she has been "tediously faithful" (138) to him even after 20 years: "I 
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decided to make him wait; I myself had waited long enough. Also I would need time in order to fully 

disguise my true feelings about the unfortunate hanging of my twelve young maids" (125). Homer’s 

Penelope was betrayed by the maids who let out the 'Penelope's web' secret to the suitors. But in 

Atwood's version, it is Penelope who arranges the maids on vigil against the suitors but is eventually 

unable to save the maids, who will be hanged by Telemachus. 

 

Conclusions 

Margaret Atwood believes writers must bring treasured stories back for scrutinization: "it's 

useless treasure unless it can be brought back into the land of the living and allowed to enter time 

once more which means to enter the realm of the audience, the realm of the readers, the realm of 

change" (Atwood qtd. in Staels 111). Therefore, she deconstructs the construct of the role model 

using parody as a tool for transmutation.  

Rewritings, as this paper has argued, enable us to understand the importance of writing, the art 

of modernity and post-modernity as well as the thought system of our own society. As Christian 

Moraru states in his Rewriting: Postmodern Narrative and Cultural Critique in the Age of Cloning, 

postmodern renarrativization can be seen as a form of cultural critique. Rewriting implies that the 

traditional methods of epic poetry are outdated and the ideological undercurrents which held the 

foundational narratives together are disintegrating. New narratives which mirror the present 

ideological state are thus created. In the process of launching role models, traditional narratives did 

not allow the characters to behave naturally. So there arises a necessity for the canonical 

resurrection of the mythical characters, through rewriting. 

Traditional Penelope is uni-dimensional, she is defined in terms of the roles she plays in society: 

mother, loyal wife and daughter-in-law. Atwood's Penelope is jealous, values her suitors’ attention 

and is highly critical as she does her ironic retrospection. The rewritten character of Penelope is 

more human than the role model, with extended psychological dimensions, traversing the historical 

and social boundaries and implying the evolved status of women in the present society. Rewritings 

are not to be understood as denying the authority of the traditional narratives, but as something 

from which the contemporary notions depart, in the words of Linda Hutcheon. 
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