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Introduction

When Margaret /Atwood revisited the world of Homer’s epic, she did more than simply retell a myth; she rewrote a 

narrative that had long been told from a male perspective. In her novel The Penelopiad, Atwood gives voice to the

oft �silenced wife of Odysseus, turning the familiar story of the Trojan War into a feminist exploration of memory, guilt,

and identity. This article examines the ways in which Atwood’s work offers a fresh take on the legendary figure of

Penelope, and how the phrase “another penelope” encapsulates the novel’s central premise: a reimagining of a

well �known character through a new lens. By delving into the novel’s structure, themes, and reception, we will

uncover how Atwood’s narrative challenges traditional interpretations and invites readers to reconsider the power of

storytelling.

Margaret /Atwood and Her Mythic Vision

Margaret /Atwood, a prolific Canadian author known for her incisive social commentary, has long been fascinated by 

myth and its relevance to contemporary life. Her works often weave together the personal and the political, and her 

interest in ancient stories is evident in novels like The Blind Assassin and the short �story collection Wilderness Tips. 

The Penelopiad, published in 2005, represents Atwood’s most ambitious foray into the realm of classical mythology.

By positioning Penelope—a character traditionally portrayed as a passive, faithful wife—Atwood turns the story on

its head, making her the narrator, the critic, and the protagonist.

Why Penelope?

Penelope occupies a unique space in Homer’s The Odyssey. She is a symbol of loyalty, endurance, and cunning,

yet she is also an archetype of the silent, domestic woman whose story is often eclipsed by the hero’s adventures.

Atwood recognized this imbalance and sought to give Penelope a voice that could speak both to ancient audiences

and to modern readers. By doing so, she created a dialogue between past and present, between myth and the

lived experience of women.

Plot Overview: A Tale Told in Two Parts

Atwood structures The Penelopiadin two distinct sections. The first part is a retelling of the classic narrative, but

from Penelope’s perspective. She recounts the Trojan War, her marriage to Odysseus, and the years she spent

waiting for her husband’s return. The second part is a series of “chapters” written by the twelve “witches of Ithaca,”

each of whom has a different perspective on Penelope’s life and actions. These chapters are interspersed with the

main narrative, creating a layered, multifaceted view of the story.

The Witch Chapters

The witches—Hippolyta, Electra, Cassandra, and others—offer commentary that ranges from critical to supportive.

They are not merely observers; they are participants in Penelope’s world, and their voices bring out themes of

betrayal, loyalty, and the complexity of human motives. By interweaving these chapters, Atwood emphasizes the

idea that a single story can never fully capture the truth, and that multiple voices are essential to understanding the

full picture.



Key Themes in The Penelopiad

•  Female Agency: Penelope’s cunning and decision �making are foregrounded, challenging the traditional 

portrayal of her as a passive figure.

•  Memory and Narrative: The novel examines how stories are constructed, who gets to tell them, and how 

history is recorded.

•  Reckoning with Guilt: Penelope confronts the moral ambiguities of her actions—particularly her choice to 

remain loyal to a husband who had betrayed her.

•  The Power of Language: Atwood’s lyrical prose underscores the idea that language itself can be a tool of 

resistance.

Rewriting the Myth

Atwood’s reinterpretation is not a mere retelling; it is an act of literary reclamation. By giving Penelope a voice, she 

invites readers to question the established canon. The novel also highlights the role of women in myth, suggesting 

that their stories have been systematically marginalized. In this way, The Penelopiadbecomes a commentary on

both ancient and modern gender dynamics.

Character Analysis: Penelope as a Modern Muse

Penelope is portrayed as a complex, multifaceted character. She is not a one �dimensional figure of virtue or deceit;

rather, she embodies the contradictions inherent in human nature. Atwood presents her as both a lover and a

strategist, a woman who balances her longing for a husband with her duty to her people. This duality is what makes

Penelope an “another penelope”—a version of the character that is simultaneously familiar and radically different.

Penelope’s Inner Life

Atwood delves deeply into Penelope’s thoughts, revealing a mind that is constantly evaluating her choices. She

questions whether her loyalty is justified, whether her weaving is a form of resistance, and whether her silence is a

necessary sacrifice. This introspective approach invites readers to empathize with Penelope’s struggle, thereby

humanizing a character who has traditionally been reduced to an archetype.

The Witches as Counterpoints

The witches provide a counterbalance to Penelope’s narrative. Some accuse her of being complicit in Odysseus’s

infidelities; others defend her loyalty. Through these voices, Atwood explores the idea that every story has multiple

truths, and that moral judgments are often subjective. The witches also serve to amplify the theme of female

solidarity—an important counterpoint to the patriarchal narrative that has long dominated Homeric tales.

“Another Penelope”: A Conceptual Lens

The phrase “another penelope” captures the essence of Atwood’s reinterpretation. It signals a departure from the

canonical portrayal, suggesting that Penelope can be seen through different lenses. This concept is central to the

novel’s structure: each witch’s chapter offers a different perspective, each highlighting a different facet of

Penelope’s character. By presenting these alternate viewpoints, Atwood encourages readers to question their own

assumptions and to recognize that history is often written by those in power.

Reclaiming Narrative Power

When Atwood writes, “another penelope” becomes a rallying cry for narrative agency. The novel demonstrates that

stories are not static; they evolve as new voices emerge. This idea is particularly relevant in a contemporary context

where marginalized groups are demanding recognition of their histories and experiences.



Stylistic Features and Literary Techniques

Atwood employs a range of literary techniques that enrich the storytelling experience. Her use of epistolary

elements, as well as the interlacing of mythic and modern references, creates a layered narrative that feels both

timeless and immediate.

Intertextuality

The novel references other literary works—such as Shakespeare’s Othelloand the works of Homer—creating a

dialogue between texts. This intertextuality allows Atwood to situate Penelope within a broader literary tradition,

emphasizing the enduring relevance of her story.

Voice and Tone

Penelope’s voice is measured, reflective, and often tinged with melancholy. In contrast, the witches’ voices are

more direct and occasionally sardonic. This contrast heightens the emotional stakes and underscores the

multiplicity of perspectives.

Reception and Critical Analysis

Since its release, The Penelopiadhas been praised for its innovative approach to myth and its feminist lens. Critics

have lauded Atwood’s skillful blending of ancient narrative with contemporary concerns. The novel’s success lies in

its ability to resonate with both literary scholars and general readers.

Academic Perspectives

Scholars have noted that Atwood’s novel aligns with feminist literary theory, particularly in its challenge to

patriarchal narratives. The book has been used in university courses on mythology, gender studies, and literary

criticism, demonstrating its academic value.

Public Reception

Readers have responded positively to the novel’s engaging prose and its fresh perspective on a familiar story. Many

have praised Atwood for making the myth accessible while preserving its depth and complexity.

Comparative Analysis: The Penelopiad and Other Retellings

Atwood is not the only author to revisit Homeric myths. Works such as Margaret /C. Wilson’s Oedipus and Mary /G. 

O’Brien’s The Odyssey: A Retelling offer alternative viewpoints. However, The Penelopiadstands out for its focus

on Penelope’s internal world and its use of multiple narrative voices.

Distinctive Features

•  First �person narration by Penelope.

•  Inclusion of the twelve witches as narrative devices.

•  Explicit engagement with feminist theory.

Implications for Modern Readers

Atwood’s novel encourages modern readers to reconsider how stories are told and who gets to tell them. In an era 

where voices from diverse backgrounds are increasingly sought after, The Penelopiadserves as a reminder that

narratives are malleable and that each retelling can bring new insights.

Empowerment Through Storytelling



By giving Penelope a voice, Atwood empowers readers to see the value in listening to marginalized perspectives.

This empowerment extends beyond the page, inspiring readers to seek out and support stories that challenge

dominant narratives.

Relevance to Contemporary Gender Discussions

The novel’s exploration of loyalty, betrayal, and agency echoes ongoing debates about gender roles and power

dynamics. It invites readers to reflect on how historical narratives shape contemporary perceptions of women.

Conclusion

Margaret /Atwood’s The Penelopiad is a masterful reimagining that invites readers to view the myth of Penelope 

through a fresh, feminist lens. By presenting the story from multiple viewpoints—including the titular “another 

penelope”—the novel underscores the importance of diverse narratives in shaping our understanding of history. 

Whether you are a fan of classic mythology or a modern reader seeking new perspectives, The Penelopiadoffers a

compelling, thought �provoking experience that remains relevant in today’s literary landscape. It reminds us that

every story has many voices, and that it is through listening to them all that we can truly grasp the depth of human

experience.
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