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Introduction

Nostos
Odyssean Identities in Modern Cultures
Sheila Murnaghan
and

Hunter Gardner

R

eaders of Homer’s Odyssey are often surprised to discover how little of the poem is devoted to Odysseus’ famous adventures on the
high seas. Those adventures are narrated in a flashback that occupies just
four of the Odyssey’s twenty-four books. Over half of the poem is set in
Odysseus’ home on Ithaca and focuses on the problems caused there by
Odysseus’ absence and on the artful, clandestine negotiations through
which the returning hero gradually picks up the threads of his previous
life. The Odyssey’s plot structure makes it clear that Odysseus’ homecoming is not secured simply by setting foot on the shore of Ithaca and shifts
our attention to the challenges met, and the virtues displayed, by characters who must act at home rather than abroad, including Odysseus’
maturing son, Telemachus, and his loyal wife, Penelope, as well as a rather
different version of Odysseus himself, who must take on the disguise of
an old beggar.
Penelope’s suitors may be the most immediate obstacle to Odysseus’
return, but his nostos is still not complete when he has defeated them.
Only when he has been accepted by Penelope as her long-gone husband is
Odysseus truly home. The decisive role of Odysseus’ marriage is expressed
in the bed that serves as a token of mutual recognition between husband
and wife. Built by Odysseus himself with a living tree as one of its posts,
and never shared by Penelope with anyone else, the bed symbolizes stability
1
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in the face of time and fortune, Odysseus’ irrefutable claim to his home and
to the identity that is rooted there, and Penelope’s fidelity.
The reunion secured by the bed’s secret is crowned by a simile that
equates Penelope’s struggles on Ithaca with Odysseus’ adventures at sea:
. . . he wept as he held the wife
he loved, the soul of loyalty, in his arms at last.
Joy, warm as the joy that shipwrecked sailors feel
when they catch sight of land–Poseidon has struck
their well-rigged ship on the open sea with gale winds
and crushing walls of waves, and only a few escape, swimming,
struggling out of the frothing surf to reach the shore,
their bodies crusted with salt but buoyed up with joy
as they plant their feet on solid ground again,
spared a deadly fate. So joyous now to her
the sight of her husband . . . (Od. 23.232–39, trans. Fagles)

This passage exemplifies many of the qualities that can make the Odys
sey seem surprisingly modern: the granting of heroic status to people who
lead uneventful lives, a pronounced interest in the unseen powers and
inner lives of women, and attention to subjectivity as an important arena
of experience. Not surprisingly, this simile was a frequent point of reference
for speakers at the conference on Nostos held at the University of South
Carolina in March 2011, especially those who responded to the Odyssey’s
invitation to consider homecoming as a domestic experience that raises
questions about the definition of home and its role in creating identity and
that transcends gender divisions, pertaining to women as well as to men
and depending on the efforts of both sexes. The essays that follow are a
selection of the papers delivered on that occasion, chosen from those which
focused on the ongoing impact of the Odyssey’s nostos themes in modern
culture.
Modern culture is here represented predominantly by English, American, and Greek writers, male and female, of the nineteenth through the
twenty-first centuries, working largely in the modern genres of the novel
and the personal lyric. One essay looks at a traditional Chinese legend that
became widely known in the West in the twentieth century through a memoir and a Disney cartoon. Others consider versions of nostos in a painting, a play, and a television series. The works discussed vary in the degree
of their relationship to the Odyssey: some are close reworkings of Homer’s
epic; others invoke Homer more loosely as a precursor in a broad tradition
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of homecoming narratives; some pursue the perennial issues of homecoming without any reference to Homer or his characters. But all engage with
aspects of nostos that, in the Western tradition, are given their first and most
influential expression in the Odyssey. All of them are informed by awareness
of a homecoming like Odysseus’ as a compelling goal of human striving
and a satisfying end to a narrative, whether that goal is met, as it is in the
Odyssey, or whether—as is more often the case—it remains elusive.
This volume differs from other work in the growing field of Odyssey
reception studies by virtue of our focus on the Odyssey’s central theme of
homecoming, rather than on the poem’s characters or its author, and our
juxtaposition of works that are clearly influenced by the Odyssey with
others that simply share that theme. 1 This enlarged scope is consonant
with a new emphasis on Homer’s relationship to world literature that
developed in the twentieth century, sparked by scholarly recognition of
the epics’ roots in popular oral traditions (Graziosi and Greenwood 2007,
3–4): the Iliad and the Odyssey are now understood as eloquent versions of
widespread, transhistorical archetypes as well as models or points of origin for a particular literary heritage. For the Afro-Carribean poet Derek
Walcott, one of the most distinguished modern writers to engage with
Homer, Homer is the source of certain key emblems, “which we have
because of Homer, permanently because of Homer (and without having to
read the book, already knowing that there is such a figure),” among them
“the image of the wanderer . . . a figure traveling in a certain direction,
trying to get home, through storms et cetera” (Walcott 1997, 235–36; discussed in Davis 2007, 207–8).
A comparative approach sheds light on the recurrent human circumstances and modes of social organization that give rise to archetypal narratives. The Chinese legend of the returning female warrior Mulan has no
direct relationship to the Odyssey’s account of wandering husband and waiting wife. Yet the difficulties and constraints that Jie Guo finds in multiple
versions of the Mulan story, which can never be told as a straightforward
1.	Edith Hall’s compendious account of the Odyssey’s influence, The Return of Ulysses (2008),
breaks new ground with its broad reach and thematic organization, but is inevitably brief in its
discussion of individual works. Other broad treatments tend to focus exclusively on Odysseus (W.
B. Stanford 1968; Rubens and Taplin 1989; Boitani 1994) or, more recently, on Penelope (Clayton
2004; Doherty 2009). Barbara Graziosi and Emily Greenwood’s collection, Homer in the Twentieth
Century: Between World Literature and the Western Canon (2007), has a chronological focus that
overlaps with our own, but takes the various conceptions of Homer operative in that period as its
point of departure. Other studies provide more in-depth treatment of Odyssean motifs as handled by
individual artists, writers, or composers (e.g., Murnaghan and Roberts 2002; Schironi, forthcoming;
Rankine 2006; McConnell 2013a).
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account of female achievement in the wider world, say a great deal about
gendered conceptions of honor in traditional societies, and so help to
explain why the idea of a woman’s journey remains in the Odyssey only an
idea, confined to the notional realm of the simile. Guo’s consideration of
more recent versions of the Mulan story resonates with Corinne Pache’s
discussion of a twenty-first century gender-reversed retelling of the Odys
sey, both showing that the advent of modernity hardly removes all obstacles to successful female adventuring. Novels in the European tradition by
Charlotte Yonge, Rebecca West, and W. G. Sebald may barely hint at their
Homeric antecedents, but when read together with the Odyssey, they testify
yet more clearly to the alienating effects of geographical displacement or
the restricting demands of social convention.
It is through an emphasis on works that position the home as a site
of gender inversion and identity destabilization, and one increasingly
scrutinized under a lens of female subjectivity, that our volume contributes most strongly to the revealing of frequently overlooked or marginalized aspects of Homer’s poem, a function of reception studies frequently
claimed by those who assert the value of modern receptions as keys for
unlocking previously unexplored insights into ancient literature (Martindale 1993, 7; Hardwick 2003, 4).2 But the varied subjects of our essays
also encompass determinants of inclusion and exclusion other than gender, both within the Homeric world and within the subsequent cultures
that the Homeric epics helped to shape. Gender is bound up with race in
Gwendolyn Brooks’s “Anniad,” discussed here by Wendy Whelan-Stewart
in a contribution that builds on Patrice Rankine’s important work on African American responses to the Odyssey (Rankine 2006). Other essays assess
the significance of Homeric nostos in works intended for broad popular
audiences rather than erudite readers of canonical literature, such as television programs and mass-market novels; still others consider the meaning of homecoming for modern Greek writers, with their investment in a
location that is at once privileged, as the original goal of Odyssean striving, and marginalized, cast in the shadow as the western tradition moved
on to Rome and beyond.
We have arranged these essays, with their multiple points of connection, according to one of several possible trains of thought that run through
them; we start from the possibility of gender inversion suggested by the
2. Martindale asserts the value of modern receptions (“imitations, translations, and so forth”)
for a better understanding of ancient texts as his “weak thesis” in Redeeming the Text (1993, 7). His
“strong” thesis, that our current interpretations of ancient works are irrevocably determined by
the chain of receptions that precede us, is more controversial, but will also find support among
contributors to this volume.
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simile in Odyssey 23, with two essays on nostos stories that test that possibility, presenting cases in which the returning warrior is actually a woman.
First, Jie Guo surveys multiple versions of the Chinese legend of Mulan, a
woman who goes to war in place of her father. Guo shows how, in versions
from the Imperial period, nostos, with its crucial passage from the public
to the private sphere, serves to reinstate traditional gender roles. Mulan is
disguised as a man throughout her adventures and her ostensible masculinity is dramatized when she returns as a man; when she reaches the private
space of her bedroom, however, she reassumes her identity as a woman.
Mulan’s status as simultaneously a woman and a warrior who ventures into
the wider world cannot be acknowledged: a version in which Mulan’s disguise fails necessarily ends in her suicide. But with the coming of women’s
travel as a hallmark of modernity in China, the possibilities of narrative
expand to encompass accounts of Mulan-like women who leave home and
return openly as women.
Corinne Pache looks at a pointedly gender-reversed rewriting of the
Odyssey in a recent American play, Melissa Gibson’s Current Nobody (2007),
which features a war photographer Pen, who goes off leaving behind her
husband Od and daughter Tel. Even in contemporary America, however,
gender reversal yields equivocal results. The characters experience disorientation rather than emancipation, and their departures from traditional
roles threaten to make them “nobodies”—a condition that is only partly
mitigated by Od’s use of a toy loom to weave a tapestry that could symbolize their new version of family life.
The next group of papers continues the emphasis on Penelope-like
figures, but now in Penelope’s traditional role of waiting wife. Clemence
Schultze examines the figure of the waiting wife in two novels by the nineteenth-century British author Charlotte Yonge, in which the Odyssey narrative serves as an analogue for journeys of Christian spirituality. In her
historical novel of the Middle Ages, The Dove in the Eagle’s Nest, Yonge
portrays a wife, Christina, who succeeds so well in preserving her home
and raising her son on her own that her returning husband finds himself
unnecessary and cedes authority to his son. In a novel set in Yonge’s own
period, however, expanded prospects for women (as opposed to the challenges imposed by war on traditional wives like Penelope and Christina)
offer spiritual dangers as well as opportunities; for the novel’s several female
protagonists, a satisfactory outcome requires both regained faith and a
return to a more traditional female role.
Victoria Reuter’s essay concerns more direct reconsiderations of Penelope’s Odyssean role as faithful waiting wife, since she discusses two of the
many twentieth-century poets who have been moved to fill in the gaps

6
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in Homer’s text by imagining Penelope’s unspoken thoughts, Yannis Ritsos and Gail Holst-Warhaft. In their reconstructions of Penelope’s interior
journey, these poets summon up feelings that may diminish her eagerness
to welcome Odysseus home—shock and fear at the sight of her wayworn
husband, diffuse desires of her own—and raise the question of whether
Odysseus’ homecoming should be read as a straightforwardly happy ending.
The two essays that follow also focus on representations of female subjectivity as a lens on the domestic repercussions of war, in particular the
First World War. Sheila Murnaghan discusses Rebecca West’s novella The
Return of the Soldier, one of the first literary responses to the war and one
of the first treatments of the effects of shell shock. There the returning
soldier suffers from amnesia, so that it falls to the women who welcome
him back to make sense of his experience—among them his wife, whom
he no longer recognizes, and his cousin, who narrates the story. As the
narrator confronts the sources of her cousin’s amnesia, it becomes clear
that the conditions of his home are as pathological as those of the battlefield. His serene, luxurious country house is founded on the same forces
of economic competition and exploitation that fuel the war; the novella
fittingly concludes by making the soldier’s return to his identity as master
of that house the prelude to his return to the front.
Leah Culligan Flack compares two major modernist novels, both published in 1922, that also make strategic use of women’s perspectives, Virginia Woolf ’s Jacob’s Room and James Joyce’s Ulysses. Both works combine
multiple voices to construct a picture of their war-torn cultures but end
with a definitive female expression. Woolf concludes her account of a
young soldier fighting in the Dardanelles neither with his return nor with
his death but with a quiet elegy in the unanswered, mournful, anguished
voice of his mother. Joyce confronts the militarism of the Odysseus legend
by eliminating it from his retelling. He reinvents Odysseus as a peaceloving man, Leopold Bloom, for whom it is possible to imagine a homecoming that is not contaminated by violence, and he locates Bloom’s
homecoming in the accepting thoughts of Bloom’s wife, Molly, a modern
Penelope whose interior monologue culminates in a hopeful, life-affirming, ecstatic “Yes.”
The next group of essays shifts the focus to the New World, addressing
the problem of return in the context of American society’s responses to its
own martial history, including the Civil War, the Second World War, and
the Korean War. Wendy Whelan-Stewart examines Gwendolyn Brooks’s
“Anniad,” a female-centered epic that portrays the struggles of an African
American couple through the wife’s efforts to welcome her husband back
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from World War II. In this case, the returning soldier reenters an abusive,
racist society that belittles him despite his service, and he turns to drink and
adultery to recover his sense of worth. His wife must draw on Penelopean
qualities of patience and loyalty to stand by her husband and help him bear
his powerlessness and ruin.
Jonathan Burgess’s essay also concerns a story of failed nostos in an
American setting, Charles Frazier’s 1997 novel Cold Mountain, set during
the Civil War. Frazier’s hero Inman is a deserter from the Confederate
army who makes his way back to his beloved, Ada, only to be caught and
killed by the Home Guard. Burgess’s analysis goes beyond this obvious
contrast with the Odyssey to show how both Odysseus and Inman arrive at
their destinations only after traveling through a range of socio-economic
settings—and even then look ahead to further journeys—with the result
that the value of those destinations is thrown into question. Barbara Weiden Boyd treats ambiguous homecoming in another American context,
through an analysis of the popular television series Mad Men, set in Madison Avenue of the 1960s. As the protagonist Don Draper returns from
Korea, he relies on Odyssean traits of deception and reserve to make a
place for himself in a society marked by changing conventions and new
opportunities, yet never seems fully at home.
A final group of four papers explores in other contexts the destabilizing
of home that figures prominently in both Cold Mountain and Mad Men,
where the American landscape, whether of the mid-nineteenth or the midtwentieth century, is riven by competing values and undergoing reconstruction. Alex Purves traces the simple yet resonant theme of sleeping
outside in W. G. Sebald’s The Emigrants (1992), a novel constructed from
the Jewish experience of displacement in the first part of the twentieth
century. For Sebald’s exiles, the choice to sleep near, but not in, their supposed homes expresses a pervasive tension between the desire to return and
an inability, or even unwillingness, to do so. Purves suggestively identifies a
similar uncertainty about where to sleep in Homer’s Penelope and Laertes,
the characters who never leave Ithaca but whose sense of their place is disrupted in Odysseus’ absence.
Similar issues of displacement and ambivalence surface in Efrossini
Spentzou’s study of two Modernist Greek poets writing from the 1930s
through the 1960s, George Seferis and Yannis Ritsos. Seferis constructs versions of a traveler’s return that are hampered by the effects of time, but
also by the exile’s conflicted mentality, in which memory is distorted by
nostalgia and regret coexists with a cherishing of isolation and a preference
for the quest over the arrival. Writing at a later stage of Greek Modernism,
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Ritsos evokes more affirmative scenes of homecoming, but grounds them in
a mundane, earthy vision of twentieth-century Greek village life that refuses
the mythic grandeur of a Homeric legacy.
In one of the most recent Odyssey retellings, Zachary Mason’s The Lost
Books of the Odyssey (which appeared first in 2007 and in a revised version
in 2010), the treachery of memory is a recurrent obstacle to return—a
condition accentuated by the novel’s construction as a series of forty-four
or forty-six versions of Homer’s variously remembered text. In her discussion of Mason’s work, Zina Giannopoulou shows how this mode of
reconceiving the Odyssey deprives the concepts of home and identity of
any stable meaning and instead privileges other Odyssean values, such as
flexibility, resourcefulness, and the ability to generate fictions.
Finally, we end with Carol Dougherty’s discussion of Marilynne Robinson’s 1980 novel Housekeeping, where the elusiveness of home, stressed by
Sebald, Seferis, and Mason, coincides with the gender reversal with which
we began: Housekeeping plays out the nostos story’s perennial contrasts of
home and away, staying and leaving, through a cast of entirely female
characters—centering on Sylvie, a transient woman who returns home to
take care of her recently orphaned nieces. Dougherty argues that, without
the Odyssey’s gendered binary of husband and wife, Housekeeping creates a
space to imagine a third kind of person, one who goes and stays, one who
keeps house and home, and yet it does so in full and honest recognition
of the inherent instability, the conditions and contingencies, of its own
imagination.
These modern works, and these contemporary readings of them, would
seem to reveal a gulf between ancient myth and modern reality. Nostos as
achieved by Odysseus and Penelope is seen over and over again to be illusory or unattainable, and the Odyssey, with its happy ending, appears to
function as a foil for diverse statements of modern discontent, pointing up
the failure of homecoming to provide any longer a refuge from landscapes
marred by rapid social, political, and economic transformation. But as the
authors of these essays show, some more explicitly than others, modern
obstacles to nostos can often be detected in the Odyssey itself, confirming
the claim (which goes back to H. R. Jauss and is one of the foundational
principles of reception studies) that responses conditioned by the concerns
of subsequent periods release previously unnoticed features of past works.3
3. Jauss 1982. Over and against the historical contingency sometimes claimed for all readings,
see Martindale (1993, 6): “We do not merely interpret Homer by the light of our taste, since the
Homeric poems have themselves contributed to the transformation of that taste” (cf. Graziosi and
Greenwood 2007, 8).

M u r n a g h a n a n d G a r d n e r, “ Nostos”

•

9

As Victoria Reuter states with particular clarity, “Odysseus’ return is already
problematized in Homer.”
In reworking the Odyssey, the writers discussed in this volume are not
so much rejecting Homer’s narrative as rereading it in accord with tendencies that can also be found in contemporary criticism, with its pervasive
stress on loose ends, unresolved tensions, competing values, and incomplete
closure. They contribute to what John Peradotto, in his discussion of the
Odyssey in relation to twentieth-century critical approaches, has labeled a
“centrifugal” rather than a “centripetal” reading of the poem. (Other examples include Pucci [1987], Katz [1991], and Buchan [2004]). The Odyssey
invites such a reading through its own stress on the difficulty of nostos and
its presentation of Odysseus’ return as fantastic and unexpected—an exceptional outcome within a larger tradition of failed nostos stories, most prominent among them the disastrous homecoming of Agamemnon.
These essays return us to the Odyssey’s own awareness of nostos as a
longed-for but virtually unattainable goal, drawing attention to those elements within the epic that support a centrifugal reading. Many contributors, among them Jonathan Burgess, Wendy Whelan-Stewart, Victoria
Reuter, and Barbara Weiden Boyd, bring up Teiresias’ injunction that
Odysseus must take a future journey to appease Poseidon, arguably the
Odyssey’s own most explicit indication that the hero’s nostos is not really
settled or complete. In connection with Rebecca West’s use of amnesia as
a plot device, Sheila Murnaghan points out that the Odyssey also relies on
amnesia (imposed by Athena on the Suitors’ relatives) to forestall an ending in which Odysseus could avoid exile only by killing off yet more of the
Ithacan population. Many of the works discussed question the idea of
home as a space that can be cordoned off from an outside world of war
and violence, throwing into relief the way Odysseus has to turn his house
into a battle-ground in order to take it back. Tellingly, one of the relatively
few satisfying modern homecomings is found in Joyce’s Ulysses where, as
Leah Culligan Flack points out, Joyce realizes his vision by writing out the
“unUlyssean” violence of the Odyssey.
	Equally subject to skeptical revision is the Odyssey’s depiction of the
hero’s sought-for home as immune to the passage of time. Charlotte
Yonge’s story of an Odysseus figure who returns as an anachronism and
cedes power to his son realizes a possibility that lurks within the Odyssey,
which devotes considerable space to the maturing of Telemachus as a more
plausible alternative to its own actual resolution (Murnaghan [1987] 2011,
114–21). George Seferis and Zachary Mason imagine returning wanderers
who find themselves in scenes of ruin rather than of continuous flour-
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ishing. The retrospective lens of modern revision puts particular pressure
on the Odyssey’s concept of unwavering homophrosynê, the meeting of like
minds that underlies the revival of Odysseus’ and Penelope’s marriage even
after twenty years. When Alex Purves places Homer’s characters next to
Sebald’s emigrants, she finds hints of ambivalence in the uncertainty about
where to sleep betrayed by both Odysseus and Penelope. Reading between
the lines of Homer’s text, many reinterpreters of the Odyssey from Dante
and Tennyson on have seen in Odysseus a spirit of restlessness that contradicts the idea that being with Penelope is all he desires. The two poets
discussed by Victoria Reuter belong to an extensive array of modern writers
who have imagined Penelope’s inner life in ways that make sense to them,
endowing her with private thoughts and wishes distinct from Odysseus’,
even as she performs outward gestures of acceptance and remarriage.
	Retellings that elaborate on Penelope’s independent subjectivity are
often also responses to the Odyssey’s ultimately limited scope for women.
The simile of Odyssey 23 identifies nostos as the conclusion of equally significant journeys for husband and wife, but that sense of similarity is not carried through in the actual events of the plot, where the reunion is followed
by a reaffirmation of separate roles, as Odysseus sends Penelope to her room
while he sets out to put his affairs in order. Modern nostos stories as diverse
as the legend of Mulan, Charlotte Yonge’s The Clever Woman of the Family,
and Melissa Gibson’s Current Nobody, testify to the stubborn persistence
of such divisions, pointing up the status of gender equality in the Odyssey
as more notional than real. The return narrative of Gwendolyn Brooks’s
“Anniad” draws attention to the double standard that goes with the Odys
sey’s portrait of a happy marriage. Brooks’s account of a Penelope who must
exercise patience towards a straying husband foregrounds what the Odyssey
plays down by confining Odysseus’ liaisons with other women to his past
adventures.
But these modern accounts of compromised homecomings do not
only lead us back to the Odyssey’s openness with respect to its own limited, fantastical happy ending. The Odyssey also serves as a springboard for
forward-looking accounts of more recent societies with their own obstacles
to homecoming and their own conundrums around identity and belonging. The double vision produced by the Odyssey’s competing centrifugal and
centripetal narratives—and only apparently resolved there—offers a useful
starting point for writers of the modern era contemplating the slippery
relationship between self and home. A Homeric touchstone for this duplicity might be found in another moment from Book 23, one that that precedes, and impedes, the recognition of husband and wife. There Odysseus,
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conquered by time and “much enduring,” sits poised for recognition while
Penelope struggles to reconcile the careworn derelict who has stumbled into
her life with the purpose-driven hero who claims to be her husband:
There he sat, leaning against the great central column,
eyes fixed on the ground, waiting, poised for whatever words
his hardy wife might say when she caught sight of him.
A long while she sat in silence . . . numbing wonder
filled her heart as her eyes explored his face.
One moment he seemed . . . Odysseus, to the life—
the next, no, he was not the man she knew,
a huddled mass of rags was all she saw. (Od. 23.90–95, trans. Fagles)

The column (makrē kiōn) against which Odysseus leans—a material
artifact not subject to the flourishing and withering that define the human
life cycle—foregrounds the stasis of home in contrast not only to the hero’s
current decrepitude, but also the perennial instability of his identity. As
noted in a recent treatment of the Odyssey’s recognition theme, the passage
illustrates the poem’s tendency to spawn new personae, each with its own
counter-narrative, none of which is ever quite subsumed within the monolithic figure of Odysseus, returned king of Ithaca: “with the poem’s contending visions in mind, we might rephrase [Penelope’s] dilemma: which
Odysseus is she seeing?” (Van Nortwick 2009, 199).
For the modern era, loosely defined as that industrialized world emerging since the mid-nineteenth century,4 Odysseus’ chameleon-like adaptability epitomizes the problems of moving too quickly or too far over space
and time. One of the most unsettling byproducts of modernity and its
economic imperatives is the global reach of war, its insistent demand for
soldiers to fight on foreign soil. In many of the essays included here, the
Odyssey’s familiar trope of coming home in the aftermath of war is redeployed to describe unprecedented conflicts and upheavals, including wars
from which it is not possible to return unchanged, if at all. As casualties
of the First World War, Virginia Woolf ’s Jacob Flanders is one of many
combatants whose nostos is eternally deferred, and Rebecca West’s Chris
4. “Modernity” and “post-modernity” are useful, if challenging, terms. The roots of modernity
extend to the Enlightenment, though the term often describes the surge in capitalism and global
expansion associated with the industrial revolution. Also emerging in the nineteenth century as a
response to modernist ideals were various attitudes now described as “post-modern.” Cf. Eagleton’s
(1996, 201) description of the post-modern subject (a “self-divided entity without any fixed nature
or essence”) as a “kind of extended footnote to the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche.”
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Baldry one of many radically altered by shell-shock. The traumatic histories of twentieth-century Greece and Germany left many people dispossessed: exiles like George Seferis and Yannis Ritsos, or the restless emigrants
described by W. G. Sebald.
Modern returning warriors encounter homes rendered unwelcoming by civil war or by the accelerating pace of historical change: in Cold
Mountain the lurking Home Guard makes a mockery of safe homecoming; Chris Baldry’s attempts to settle in are thwarted by the redecoration
of his ancestral home, a reflection of the new wealth and conspicuous
consumption of post-Victorian Britain; Mad Men’s Don Draper makes
his uncertain reentry into postwar, mid-twentieth century America with
its changing mores and rapid social and geographic mobility. Alternatively, the soldier’s quest for nostos can point up the conditions of a society in which he was never at home to begin with. The racial contours
of twentieth-century America create, in Gwendolyn Brooks’s Tan Man,
an Odysseus-like warrior who fights on foreign soil, but who does not
have the fantastical option of assuming, then discarding a persuasive disguise on his return. Adaptability has its historically determined limits,
and Tan Man’s blackness assures that, for him, coming home means being
cut down to size. The tragedy of Tan Man’s incommensurable identities
of elevated soldier and despised civilian is replayed in gendered terms in
Mulan’s failure to extend her acknowledged identity as soldier further
than the limits of the battlefield; in both cases a “soldier-interrupted”
foregrounds the slippery contingencies that complicate how we define
ourselves.
The socially imposed checks on Tan Man’s and Mulan’s freedom to
return in the personae they envision for themselves are especially poignant
because they run counter to modern ideas of identity as an internal matter.
While the contrast can be overstated, the Homeric self is generally defined
in external terms, through a particular position in a social hierarchy and
through a set of possessions and prerogatives conferred by others. Odysseus
reclaims his identity by reactivating a communal consensus regarding his
status: he is king of Ithaca and warrior of Troy, but also husband of Penelope and father of Telemachus. Western culture’s departure from this model
and “discovery” of interiority has been variously located in time (Bruno
Snell put it as early as the Greek classical period), but modern constructions of the self no longer rely primarily on placement in a social hierarchy
(cf. Culler 1997, 155).
As seen through the lens of contemporary theorizing, the modern self
is constructed largely through discourses (conduct books, novels, television
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shows) that offer the possibility of a private self rather than one defined
solely by public recognition. Such selves are still socially dependent in so
far as they are products of shared discursive practices, whose important
role in identity formation has been emphasized by Michel Foucault, in
particular. Within this theoretical framework, the individual is shaped by
and subject to the contingencies of whatever discourse s/he encounters (we
can only articulate ourselves through such language as is available to us),
as well as by whatever qualities may be considered naturally and essentially
human, as defined in disciplines such as psychoanalysis.5 Yet, while the
power accorded to discourse in self-formation may seem overwhelming,
the historical variability and multiplicity of particular discourses also allows
for the creation of new identities, for which the figure of Odysseus, master of appropriating language and using it to advantage, provides a fitting
champion.
This Odyssean legacy of self-invention is reflected in such modern
adventurers as Charles Frazier’s Inman, who experiments with an array of
socio-economic settings as he travels, or Mad Men’s self-made ad man, Don
Draper. It can be seen as well in the free play with gender identity in works
that develop the possibilities hinted at in the simile in Odyssey 23 (who is
the questing husband and who is the stay-at-home wife?) by imagining
Penelope figures who step into Odyssean roles. In challenging assumptions
about gender, these works take on one of the most heavily theorized categories of identification in the modern period—and one most often caught
in the crossfire of debate over natural vs. constructed selves—to tell new
stories of women who define themselves by leaving home. Such reversals
have their costs: Melissa Gibson’s Pen must give up Od and Tel to photograph a war; Marilynne Robinson’s itinerant Sylvie creates a movable home
with her like-minded niece Ruth, but the two of them have to leave Ruth’s
more domesticated sister Lucille behind. These uncertain trade-offs are not
performed, however, without some hope that the unsettling of identities,
or momentary reveling in their mutability, will offer something new and
better, something worth the temporary discomfort of not quite being one’s
self or fully at home.
Such accounts of identity as malleable yet difficult to fix in a satisfactory
shape, invested in conflicting hopes and wishes, point to further theories
of the self that can be termed “post-modern.” Modernism’s turn to the past
5. In practice most psychologists, anthropologists, and cultural theorists attempt to locate
identity within a continuum, “between an extreme essentialist view, which pays absolutely no attention to the socially positioning power of discourses, and an extreme constructivist position, which
has no interest in any durable aspects of self ” (Holland et al. 1998, 27–28).
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as a means of defining itself—both in opposition to the ancient and as
an extension of it—has been frequently cited in literary studies that seek
to understand the creative impulse toward receiving and revising GrecoRoman texts (Porter 2003, 64; Martindale 2006, 6; Graziosi and Greenwood 2007, 13). Still, as the contingencies of both ancient and modern
meaning are exposed, increasing pressure has been put on the stability of
any self that would rely on reassuring divisions of past and present for its
identity. If T. S. Eliot’s vision of Modernism saw ancient myths as a way
of organizing the chaos of contemporary life (Eliot [1923] 1975; Graziosi
and Greenwood 2007, 13), the stability of those ancient myths has itself
been repeatedly shaken in the latter half of the twentieth and early twentyfirst centuries. The post-modern self is fragmented, or in Odyssean terms
“polytropic,” rendered unstable by the equal claims of multiple possibilities—a formulation that speaks to a world unsettled by its own relativism,
and no longer satisfied with “grand narratives of truth, reason, science,
progress and universal emancipation . . . ” (Eagleton 1996, 200).
	The fragmented self takes us back to Odysseus as he leans against the
column of his house and is seen through the eyes of a wavering Penelope,
who cannot yet resolve two possible life histories into a recognizable version of her absent husband. Penelope, as (possibly) authenticating wife
and herself a story-teller, is a privileged witness to Odysseus’ indeterminate status as the subject of numerous narratives. She plays this role in
many modern works, including Margaret Atwood’s recent Penelopiad,
which is touched on in several of our essays. Atwood’s Penelope not only
sees Odysseus’ disguises for what they are: (“The shambling was part of a
disguise, naturally. I would have expected no less of him” (2005, 136); she
also observes, from the perspective of the underworld, his perpetual rebirth
in new, culturally specific guises: “He’s been a French general, he’s been a
Mongolian invader, he’s been a tycoon in America, he’s been a headhunter
in Borneo. He’s been a film star, an inventor, an advertising man” (190).
Odysseus’ reincarnation as an advertising man captures something of
his Homeric role as an opportunistic producer of seductive fictions. But
as one in a long sequence of assumed identities, it also points to his inherently volatile status as the sum of multiple retellings of his story, an everchanging composite of successive versions. Mad Men’s slick but vulnerable
Don Draper, self-made man and cynical creator of consumers for a fabricated past, is just one of the latest. Here the question of Odyssean identity
takes us beyond matters of unstable personae within a given narrative to a
meta-discursive figure whose polytropic existence points to the perennial
renovation of master narratives and demands attention to readership, recep-

M u r n a g h a n a n d G a r d n e r, “ Nostos”

•

15

tion, and the plurality of perspectives these practices entail. As Zina Giannopoulou puts it in her reading of the multiple refractions of Odysseus in
The Lost Books of the Odyssey, Mason’s text, deceptively posing as a translation of an ancient text whose encrypted form has been housed in the British Museum, “celebrates reception as a practice that revamps the source text
even as it pays homage to it.”
This collection’s many testaments to nostos as a goal that is ardently
sought but never fully grasped point ahead to still unwritten wanderings,
like those of Tel, hybrid creation of her parents’ fluid gender roles in Gibson’s Current Nobody. Hers will be a new kind of story that is only possible in a world that has loosened the restricting devices of truth, authority,
and identity. In keeping with a post-modern ethics of indeterminacy, these
twenty-first century avatars of Odysseus look ahead to winnowing fans,
new roads, and unfamiliar companions—a journey inland and away from
Ithaca—but do not expect to stop there.

P ar t I


Gender Roles,
Reversed and Fragmented


Chapter 1

Mulan Comes Home from the War
The Meaning of Homecoming in Late Imperial
Chinese Literature
Jie Guo

H

ow does nostos relate to women? Does homecoming have a universal
meaning for women from different cultures? If, as shown by several
essays in this collection,1 the Odyssean nostos narrative offers us a window
into the intertwined questions of gender roles, the husband-wife dichotomy, domesticity, home, women’s travel, and the gendered concepts of stasis and change, what will we find if we ask these questions about narratives
of homecoming from other cultures, for instance, late imperial Chinese culture? In this essay, I look into the meaning of homecoming in late imperial
China and its relation, or lack thereof, to women in light of the Odyssean nostos narrative by reading various versions of the story of Mulan, the
dutiful daughter who disguises herself as a man to answer a conscription
call in place of her father. This comparative method, without making claims
of contact between pre-modern Greek and Chinese traditions regarding
the Odyssean nostos narrative or overlooking the fact that the meaning
of homecoming is often culturally specific, highlights homecoming as a
1. See, for example, Clemence Schultze’s discussion of gender roles in “Absent Fathers and
Faithful Wives,” Corinne Pache’s analysis of reversed roles of wife and husband in “‘Go Back to
Your Loom Dad,’” Sheila Murnaghan’s examination of the challenges experienced by those who
remain at home in “The Misadventure of Staying Home,” Wendy Whelan-Stewart’s exploration of
the waiting wife in Gwendolyn Brooks’s “Anniad,” and Victoria Reuter’s discussion of the question
of nostos and fidelity in relation to Gail Holst-Warhaft’s “Penelope Contemplates Infidelity.”
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gendered concept in both traditions, seeking to contribute to our understanding of nostos themes and Odyssean identities by calling attention to
comparable gender-related issues surrounding narratives about women’s
travels and adventures in the context of late imperial China, with focus on
versions of the Mulan story.
The story of Mulan constitutes an ideal venue for probing the relation
of homecoming to women because retellings of it almost always end with
her coming back home after years of fighting as a soldier in war. 2 This is
the case, for example, in the earliest extant version “Mulan shi” (Poem of
Mulan), dating back to the fourth to sixth centuries ce, the Tang poet
Wei Yuanfu’s (eighth-century) poem about Mulan, the Ming playwright
Xu Wei’s (1521–1593) zaju play Ci Mulan ti fu congjun (The Female Mulan
Joins the Army in Place of Her Father; Ci Mulan hereafter), the 1939 film
Mulan congjun (Mulan Joins the Army), the 1998 Disney animation film
Mulan, and the 2009 film Hua Mulan directed by Ma Cho Shing, just to
name a few.3
	However, even though these retellings of the Mulan story all end with
her final return, the statement “The woman soldier comes home from the
war” is hardly applicable to her case because, in almost all versions of her
story, Mulan does not come home as a woman/woman soldier, but as a
man/male soldier.4 First, the very term “woman soldier” is an oxymoron
since, in pre-modern China, conventionally only men could be soldiers.5
Second, in most versions of the story, not only does Mulan return as a man,
she also does not change back into a woman until after she is well inside
2. There are exceptions; for instance, the 1903 Peking opera version Mulan Joins the Army
ends without featuring Mulan’s return. For an English translation of this opera script, see Kwa and
Idema (2010).
3. For an English translation of “Mulan shi,” Wei Yuanfu’s poem, Xu Wei’s play, and the script
of the 1939 film, see Kwa and Idema (2010). Here I adopt Kwa and Idema’s translations of these
works’ titles.
4. There are occasional exceptions. In the 1998 Disney animation film Mulan, for example,
the protagonist comes back home as a girl; furthermore, in contrast to most versions, her female
identity is revealed not at the end of the story but midway in the film and is deliberately put on
public display in front of both the emperor and the people in the capital city of “China.” As Dong
Lan puts it, saving the emperor in front of a crowd as a woman, she “achieves success at the climax as a woman instead of a male” (2011, 181). Although Chinese surnames should precede given
names, critic Lan Dong (2011) uses the order “Lan Dong” for her English publications, including
the book I’m quoting here. I feel I should adopt the form/order that she herself uses.
5. This point is emphasized to create drama in the Disney animation version, in which women
who cross-dress as men in the army are subject to death. On the other hand, that in pre-modern
China women were usually excluded from the military does not mean there were no military women.
For detailed discussion of historical and fictional women warriors in pre-modern China, see Dong
(2011, chap. 2) and L. Edwards (1995).
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her father’s, or, in some versions, her father-in-law’s house. Furthermore,
this transformation often takes place in her old boudoir, a place where she
supposedly belongs within the household compound and where once again
she is positioned. Take, for example, “Mulan shi,” the anonymous earliest
extant version of the Mulan legend:
“Open the gate to my pavilion on the east,
Let me sit down in my old western room.
I will take off the dress I wore in battle;
I will put on the skirt I used to wear.”
Close to the window she did up her hair;
Facing the mirror she applied makeup. (Idema 2010, 2; my emphasis)

Featuring a transformation that takes place inside her boudoir after her
return, this account also meticulously depicts each step of her “changing
back” (i.e., taking off the military uniform, putting on women’s clothes,
doing up her hair, and applying makeup).
There are numerous other examples. In Xu Wei’s zaju Ci Mulan, for
instance, the transformation also takes place after Mulan is inside the house,
as the stage directions clearly indicate: “Mulan, facing her mirror, changes
back to female makeup . . . ” (Kwa 2010a, 27). Similarly, in Ouyang Yuqian’s script for the 1939 film Mulan Joins the Army, it is also in Mulan’s “old
room” where she “transformed back into a girl with flowers in her hair and
women’s clothing” (Kwa 2010b, 101).6 In short, in these texts, not only does
Mulan leave as a man, but she also returns as a man, and it is only after she
is securely placed inside the family compound, often emphatically the women’s quarters within the compound, that she changes back into a woman.
Viewed in this light, the statements “a woman soldier leaves home for war”
and “a woman soldier comes home from war” are both false in the case of
Mulan, for, as Lan Dong aptly puts it, “[w]hen Mulan is a woman, she is
not heroic; when she is a hero, she is wearing men’s clothes and appears to
be male” (2011, 181).
As a study of the gendered meaning of homecoming in late imperial
China that focuses on Mulan’s return from war, this essay cannot be an
exhaustive study of all versions of the legend of Mulan. However, I draw
upon several excellent comparative studies of various versions of the Mulan
story, for instance, the introductory piece in Shiamin Kwa and Wilt Idema’s
6. As Lan Dong points out, visual representations also often emphasize that it is inside the
domestic space that Mulan’s transformation back takes place—see Dong’s (2011, esp. 149) analysis of
Jeanne Lee’s children’s picture book.
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anthology of five versions of the legend (2010), Louise Edwards’s article
“Transformations of the Woman Warrior Hua Mulan: From Defender of
the Family to Servant of the State” (2010), and Lan Dong’s recent book
Mulan’s Legend and Legacy in China and the United States (2011). While
acknowledging that certain aspects of the Mulan story remain more or less
the same in its numerous reiterations,7 all three studies call attention to
variations that appear in the story’s transhistorical, cross-cultural and/or
translingual history. For instance, Kwa and Idema hold that “[d]ifferent
versions emphasize different motives [behind Mulan’s decision to join the
army]” (2010, xi). On the basis of a survey of a wide assortment of versions of the story, Edwards argues that while twentieth-century renditions
of the story tend to portray Mulan as faithful to the state, earlier versions
are often marked by opposition to, and even resentment of, the central
state (2010, 177). Unlike most scholars of the Mulan tale, Dong deliberately extends her scope to include its retellings in the United States, placing
emphasis on not just historical contextualization but also cross-cultural and
cross-lingual perspectives.
With regard to the question of homecoming, which is not the focus
of the studies by Kwa, Idema, Edwards, and Dong, this paper draws upon
the large and increasingly sophisticated scholarship on women’s mobility
in Ming-Qing China that has emerged over the course of the past two
decades. Calling our attention to the rich body of late imperial women’s
travel writing (in both poetry and prose), scholars such as Grace Fong,
Joan Judge, Dorothy Ko, and Susan Mann all point out that despite the
dominant ideology that while men could embrace the outer world, i.e.,
wai (literally “outer” or “outside”) freely, women belonged to the nei (literally “inner” or “inside,” meaning the domestic sphere), in actual practice
women did travel, and some even traveled extensively.8 Furthermore, Mann
points out that some members of the elite classes, both male and female,
even “worried about the psychological and emotional cost of [women’s]
cloistering” (2005, 57), and espoused the idea that travel served as a positive
force in women’s life by broadening their minds (57–58).
7. For instance, Kwa and Idema note that a basic structure remains constant in various versions: “a girl becomes a man out of necessity, fulfills the task that required her to change, changes
back once the goal is accomplished, and seeks to return to her former life” (2010, xii); for L. Edwards,
the question of “gender ambiguity remains central to the story’s audience appeal” (2010, 179); like
Kwa and Idema, Dong also highlights the constancy of the basic structure, observing, “Mulan’s tale,
despite its journey across time, geography, and cultures, continues to be about a young woman’s successful transgression” (2011, 1).
8. For late imperial Chinese women’s mobility, see, for example, Fong (2008, esp. chap. 3),
Judge (2005), Ko (1994), and Mann (1997).
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In sum, despite the common belief that women’s proper sphere was the
inner quarters of the household, women in late imperial China were not
completely invisible in the outside world. This, however, does not mean
that they could leave home for any purpose and travel in any fashion they
liked. As Mann shows, actual arrangements of women’s movement in the
outer world had to be made in strict observance of precepts governing
women’s behavior (2005, 55–63). Mann points out that a woman had to
have a legitimate purpose in order to leave home. As she notes, “the most
pervasive, respectable, and vaunted travel for women was travel for family
duty,” for instance, to accompany one’s husband to his official post or to
“[bring] her husband’s body home for burial” (55).9 As to the manner in
which women traveled, it is noteworthy that they seldom traveled alone
but almost always in the company of male kin (Fong 2008, 86; Mann 2005,
55). Clearly, home-leaving in late imperial China was a gendered activity.
Women’s home-leaving differed from men’s with respect to purpose, means
of transportation, and companionship. Mann pictures typical late imperial
upper-class women’s travel as follows:
When traveling abroad, except for short distances, upper-class women
mounted sedan chairs carried by porters and sat behind drawn curtains
so they could not be seen from the street. Travel on foot was discouraged,
not only by pain and inconvenience, but by danger, since kidnapping was
a constant threat. Reputations might suffer, too, if women were seen in
public without proper chaperones. (Mann 1997, 57)

In a sense, for women who did physically leave the inner quarters, the ideal
travel arrangements still sought to establish their (maximum) seclusion from
the outer world, even when they were already away from the inner sphere
and in the outer world, and such arrangements often in effect create a kind
of mobile domesticity. It seems that in late imperial China a woman who
traveled properly, despite venturing outside the physical domestic sphere,
never actually left “home,” which was portable.
Thus, what makes Mulan’s home-leaving a problem to represent for
late imperial authors is not so much her home-leaving per se as the manner in which she ventures into the outer world and behaves when she is
there. First, Mulan leaves home to fight in a war, which conventionally is
not a legitimate reason for women’s home-leaving. Second, she leaves home
alone and stays outside extensively and on her own. If, in the cases that
9. Both Mann (2005) and Fong (2008, 91–103) offer close examinations of a widow’s journey
to take her husband’s corpse to his ancestral home for burial.
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Fong, Ko, and Mann study, the typical traveling woman always finds herself in the company of her male kin, whose very presence created a mobile
domestic sphere, Mulan’s aloneness no doubt poses a problem for authors
who strive to render her adventure in a positive light. Indeed, not only does
Mulan venture outside without the company of her male kin, she also has
to live among men who are not related to her, and engage with them on
a daily basis. Third, if older, married women enjoyed more mobility than
young, unmarried women,10 the fact that Mulan is an unmarried young
woman makes it much more difficult for authors to construct her adventure as “virtuous,” to borrow Mann’s term.
Viewed in this light, it is imperative that Mulan leave home and returns
as a man: her metamorphosis is a convenient and necessary device for late
imperial authors in their attempt to render her deeds as justifiable and even
virtuous, for it allows these authors to tame the transgressive energies surrounding her home-leaving with relative ease. Thus the timing of Mulan’s
masquerade (i.e., when exactly she dons or takes off men’s clothes) offers us
a useful window into the gendered meaning of not only home-leaving but
also homecoming, a question that has remained surprisingly understudied
in the field of late imperial Chinese culture.11
I focus on late imperial representations of Mulan here. First, whereas the
earliest extant version of the Mulan tale dates back to the fourth to sixth
century, it was not until the late imperial period, i.e., the Ming (1368–1644)
and the Qing (1644–1911), the last two dynasties in China’s long history,
that Mulan renditions really began to proliferate (Kwa and Idema 2010,
xiii and xvii).12 Second, since it raises the larger question of the changes in
the perception of women’s mobility over time, a focus on the late imperial
period offers a good point of comparison to probe the new relevance of
homecoming to women in modern China, a point I shall examine briefly in
the final part of the paper.
In the following, I first look into the meaning of homecoming, and
then turn to narratives that, unlike many others, end with Mulan’s suicide.
10. Mann points out, “Some mature married women even traveled alone and write about it,
although we must consider such cases exceptional” (1997, 57). Moreover, the practice of guining
(return to visit one’s natal home) sometimes also granted more physical freedom to married women,
who “might travel alone, or with a child or two, to visit their natal families” (Mann 2005, 61).
11. Of course, cross-dressing serves other purposes. For instance, as Kwa and Idema point out,
cross-dressing occasions costume changing on the stage, which has tremendous “titillating entertainment value . . . and . . . potential for visual comedy” (2010, xviii).
12. According to Kwa and Idema (2010, xvii), this rekindled interest in the Mulan story can be
attributed to the popularity of the Ming author Xu Wei’s play Ci Mulan, the first treatment of the
Mulan after “Mulan shi” and Wei Yuanfu’s poem.

G u o, “ M u l a n C o m e s H o m e f r o m t h e Wa r ”

•

25

I hold that her suicide, which is often elevated to the status of martyrdom,
is surrounded by considerable ambiguity, which allow multiple interpretations of the meaning of her deeds, including her home-leaving and homecoming. My discussion is based on Ming-Qing representations of Mulan
in a variety of genres: the Ming playwright Xu Wei’s Ci Mulan, the Qing
author Chu Renhuo’s (fl. 17th century) novel Sui Tang yanyi (An Unofficial History of Sui and Tang Dynasties), and biographies from Qing local
gazetteers, with the aim of understanding the relevance, or lack thereof, of
the concept of homecoming to women. In addition to texts that specifically
feature the Mulan tale, I also read short stories by the late Ming author Feng
Menglong (1574–1645), seeking to show that anxiety over women’s mobility
is commonly found in Ming-Qing fiction, not limited to “extreme” cases
such as Mulan’s military adventure.

The Meaning of Huanxiang
In her influential article “Theorizing Woman: Funü, Guojia, Jiating (Chinese Woman, Chinese State, Chinese Family),” Tani Barlow claims that
“[i]n late imperial Chinese discourses funü [literally, woman] signified
female family members” (1994, 255). Reading the Qing scholar Chen
Hongmou’s (1696–1771) writing about women (fu), Barlow holds that
late imperial women were largely defined in relation to family (jia) and
kinship: “[In Chen’s writing,] the fu is a person of rank within the differential kinship sublineage group, jia . . . [and Chen’s] text’s very specificity concerning fu forecloses a general category of ‘generic woman,’ a
category that would incorporate fu (woman of rank), nü [daughter], fu
(wife), funü (female kinfolk), xiannü [virtuous unmarried female], and
all poor women of no rank” (255). Barlow thus concludes, “The subjects
Chen’s passage addresses are ‘women’ . . . [only] because they enact protocols specific to their subject positions. Funü acts as a frame of differential jia relations, not as a transcendent category” (256). Based on this
conclusion, Barlow argues against the existence of the category of woman
prior to these discourses, contending that “the exchange of actual women in
patrilineal, patrilocal Chinese kinship produced not the sign ‘woman’, but a
profusion of signs with one thing in common: though they all accommodated
‘real’ women, none could be reduced to a prediscursive category Woman” (257;
Barlow’s emphasis).
Barlow’s critique of the late imperial lexicon used to indicate various forms of female subjectivity offers insights into the discursive process
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through which women “came into being.” Importantly, by pointing out
that this process took place in inseparable relation to, indeed, within,
the jia (Barlow 1994, 259), she highlights the intricate and indissoluble
links between (female) subjectification and family in late imperial China.
Viewed in this light, the ties between women and their jia were never
merely about their (purported) bodily confinement within the domestic
sphere,13 but were discursively (pre)determined. Indeed, Barlow, who is
radically dismissive of the role of the body in the production of the category of women, seems to be suggesting that what “being a woman” meant
in late imperial China was encoded before a woman was born, a point
reminiscent of Judith Butler’s position on the formation of the (female)
subject in Gender Trouble.14
The story of Mulan lends support to Barlow’s theory. That Mulan has
to become a man in order to be able to venture alone outside the domestic sphere suggests that for women, a public career was not only unfeasible but also unimaginable, for, to use Barlow’s words, women could only
“enact protocols specific to their subject positions” (1994, 256). Maxine
Hong Kingston’s twentieth-century rendition of the Mulan story, which
has a pre-modern setting, highlights this point. While in most versions
Mulan ventures out as a man, in Kingston’s version, she first leaves home
as a very young girl to become a disciple to two immortals in the mountains. After fifteen years of rigorous training she returns home. Unable to
understand why and how Mulan left home, her fellow villagers come up
with various theories: “Some of the people are saying the Eight Sages took
you away to teach you magic. . . . They say they changed you into a bird,
and you flew to them. . . . Some say you went to the city and became a
prostitute . . .” (Kingston 1989, 33–34). For these villagers, a young single
woman’s home-leaving is thinkable only under two conditions: either she
becomes a fallen woman—indeed, home-leaving itself already constitutes
degradation—or her leaving is made possible through magic. Kingston’s
Mulan story echoes a commonly held belief, i.e., that pre-modern Chinese
women normally did not leave home; or, normal women did not leave
home.
Furthermore, in many versions, Mulan’s smooth transformation back
into a woman requires that she remain absolutely unchanged during her

13. As Dorothy Ko (1994, esp. intro. and chap. 3) points out, in reality, the doctrine of separate
spheres, i.e., men as associated with outside and women, inside, was often negotiable.
14. See particularly J. Butler (1999, pt. 1, “Subjects of Sex/Gender/Desire”).
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adventure outside.15 We see this clearly in the Ming playwright Xu Wei’s
Ci Mulan, which, according to Kwa and Idema, may be credited with the
rediscovery and dramatic increase in popularity of the Mulan legend. In
this play, the happy ending, i.e., Mulan at her own wedding, relies fundamentally on her (miraculous) success at remaining totally unaffected
by the war, specifically her success at remaining a virgin.16 In fact, before
Mulan’s departure, her mother, a realistic voice throughout the play, utters
her anxiety over the possibility that Mulan might be physically violated
in war, to which Mulan replies, “Don’t worry, Mother! I will return to
you still as a guinü’er” (Xu 2002, 339). In her translation of the play, by
rendering “guinü’er” (literally “boudoir daughter”) as “virgin” (2010a, 18),
Shiamin Kwa well captures the tremendous importance attached to women’s virginity/chastity in late imperial China.17 Moreover, the word guinü’er
also underscores a woman’s status as an unmarried daughter. Thus, here
Mulan is promising her mother that she will return not merely as a virgin, but also to the role a daughter, which she has been playing within the
household, or, to borrow Barlow’s way of putting it, to a subject position
she has been occupying within the jia relations. That is to say, in order
to make the ending a happy one, which largely depends on Mulan moving smoothly to next phase of her life, as a wife (Barlow might say, to the
subject position of a wife, in the jia system), she has to return, after twelve
years of fighting in war, to exactly who she was before her departure.
Mulan miraculously achieves this goal: “ . . . I return to you as before, a
little box of dogwood bud in spring winds” (Kwa 2010a, 27; my emphasis),
says Mulan to her mother upon her return, hinting at her intact virginity.18 Her diction here is intriguing: while “yijiu” (as before) (Xu 2002, 342)
stresses the thoroughness of her changing back, “doukou” (dogwood bud)
not only implies her physical purity19 but also subtly underscores her young
age.20 By portraying herself as a young virgin daughter, Mulan in effect
erases the twelve years of living as a man and warrior away from home. As
15. This parallels the stasis expected of Penelope as she attempts to maintain control over Ithaca
in the absence of her husband in the Odyssey (though Penelope’s stasis is not challenged by the additional complication of a journey).
16. See note 12.
17. For an in-depth discussion of the late imperial discourse of chastity, see Theiss (2004, esp.
pt. 3, “Mapping Chastity across Boundaries of Body, Mind, and Space”).
18. Indeed, her war experience is astonishingly easy–as she brags: “[My] successes [during the
war] did not cost me a drop of sweat” (Kwa 2010a, 25).
19. See Kwa and Idema (2010, 27 n. 33).
20. In fact, the expression “doukou nianhua” (literally, “dogwood-bud age”) often refers to girls
in their adolescence.
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Kwa and Wilt Idema astutely put it, “Mulan uses expedient means to carry
out a task and, having succeeded, seems to return to exactly who she was
when she began” (2010, xix).
Mulan’s return constitutes a stark contrast to men’s homecoming as
typically depicted in numerous late imperial texts. Take, for example,
the late Ming author Feng Menglong’s short story “Yutangchun luonan
fengfu” (Yutangchun’s Misfortune and Her Reunion with Her Husband),
which features a man’s “glorious homecoming” (yijin huanxiang, which
literally means “coming back home dressed in brocade clothes”): after passing the highest level of the Civil Service Examination, the male protagonist Wang comes back home, not only as a newly appointed official, but
also with a bride. In contrast to Mulan’s case, where the emphasis is on
her remaining completely unchanged even after a long period of absence
from home, Wang’s success is measured by how much he has changed, or
how much he has advanced socially, politically, and economically during
his years outside. In fact, featuring as it does his transformation from a
spoiled, credulous, irresponsible, and good-for-nothing boy into a successful exam candidate, capable official, dutiful son, and loving husband who
is able to avenge, save, and marry the woman he loves, his is a story about
change. For Mulan, youth matters as a significant factor determining her
marriageability; for Wang, passage of time means the possibility of personal growth and economic and political empowerment, which enhances
his value as a man eligible for marriage and qualified to establish his own
household. In short, in contrast to the case of Mulan, change in the case
of Wang is readily acknowledged, highlighted, and celebrated.21
Ci Mulan itself actually features a “glorious return” similar to the one
in Feng’s story: a Mr. Wang, also a successful exam candidate and newly
appointed official, returns to his home village to “[visit] his parents with the
title ‘collator of the Imperial Library’” (Kwa 2010a, 26), and seeks to marry
Mulan. Interestingly, his is not the only case of “glorious return” in the play.
Earlier in the story, the emperor promotes Mulan, who is still in disguise as
a man, for her heroic deeds in war:
His Majesty commands: . . . Hua Hu [i.e., Mulan] shall be the secretarial
court officer in the Imperial Secretariat. Bearing in mind his many years
of laboring in military service, We order that he return home posthaste to
rest for three months, then await the new appointment. He will be given
official cap and girdle [as signs of honor]. (Kwa 2010a, 24)
21. These different expectations for Mulan and Wang are reminiscent of those for Penelope and
Odysseus in the Odyssey, which, like Ci Mulan, is also marked by a conspicuous gender asymmetry.
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Commanded by the emperor, Mulan’s homecoming, or huanxiang (literally, “returning to the native place/village/town”), bears special glory and,
in a normal situation, should be an event publicly celebrated. In the play,
however, this huanxiang, granted to “Hua Hu” rather than Mulan, is surreptitiously turned into a family event that involves mainly the Hua family
members. The only outsiders present, the two fellow soldiers who escorted
Mulan home, are there to fulfill two functions: first, claiming “[we] lived
with you for a dozen years, and none of us knew [you were a woman]
at all” (Kwa 2010a, 28), they serve to voice amazement at the success of
Mulan’s masquerade; second, presented as spontaneously and thus genuinely uttered, these words, showing the men’s absolute ignorance of Mulan’s
true identity, also serve as strong testimony to her chastity, affirming that
she really has remained “as before.” Ending the story conveniently with
Mulan’s wedding, the play never mentions whether the emperor really gives
“Hua Hu” a new appointment. The discrepancy between Mulan’s and her
husband’s respective homecomings well illustrates the gendered applicability of huanxiang. Indeed, if “xiang,” which means not just “home,” but
“native place,” is itself a gendered concept inseparably linked to Confucian
patriarchy and patrilineal and patrilocal practice, then “huanxiang,” “return
to the native place,” by definition is applicable only to men.
The wedding at the end of the play suggests an imminent home-leaving
for Mulan, who will leave her father’s jia for her husband’s/father-in-law’s.
In her study of women’s relations with their natal families, Ellen R. Judd
writes, “According to the classic structural-functionalist model, the norm
for Chinese women who married following the major form of marriage
and left their natal homes as adults was a definitive rupture with their natal
families” (1989, 525). In this sense, if the wedding represents a threshold
through which Mulan instantly turns from a nü (daughter), a “temporary
and marginal” (Judd 1989, 525) member of her natal home, into a fu (wife),
an integral member of her father-in-law’s family, then she never actually
leaves home, for as soon as she steps out of her father’s house, it ceases to be
her home.
On the other hand, the actual trip to her new home is not necessarily
Mulan’s last time on the road. As quite a few scholars have pointed out, in
practice, married daughters did from time to time visit their natal families.22
22. For instance, in her 2009 article, “‘How Can a Daughter Glorify the Family Name?’ Filiality
and Women’s Rights in the Late Qing,” Hu Ying argues that although theoretically a daughter had
a “weaker ritual, legal, and physical position in her natal family” (235), in practice, some married
daughters might exhibit strong filial piety toward their natal families. For a study of practices of
women’s post-marital dual residence and the maintaining of their strong ties with their natal families,
see Judd (1989).
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However, that there was a specific term “guining” 23 to refer to this kind
of “homecoming” suggests that it was perceived as radically different from
huanxiang: whereas huanxiang designates a return to where one “naturally,”
permanently and rightfully belonged, guining referred to a visit to where
one once had provisionally belonged; and, importantly, huanxiang was
applicable exclusively to men, while guining applied to women.
Obviously, Mulan’s return after twelve years of fighting in the war is
not guining; at the same time, although she returns as a man, neither does
the idea of huanxiang apply to her, since the body performing the return
is still perceived to be that of a woman. Holding that gender is just “a
profusion of relational, bound, unequal dyads, each signifying difference
and positioning difference analogically,” Barlow suggests by quoting Teresa
de Lauretis that it was never “a property of bodies or something originally
existent in human beings,” but always “‘the set of effects produced in bodies, behaviors, and social relations’ through deployment of ‘complex political technolog[ies]’” (1994, 259). These remarks also speak forcefully to the
gendered nature of huanxiang, whose meaning does not depend on who
exactly does the return, but has been predetermined as a male thing to do.
With her miraculously successful cross-dressing, Mulan returns as a
man. However, her true (or “concealed” or biological?) gender as a woman,
or, the fact that she is the actual doer of this huanxiang, still haunts the
story. The happy ending of Ci Mulan consists not so much in Mulan’s safe
return or her wedding per se as in her highly transgressive actions posing
no real threat to Confucian patriarchal prescriptions for women and in
her being safely contained inside the household and in her assigned position as a wife (or as a daughter in other versions) at the end.24 Ironically,
this in itself implies that her actions are potentially dangerous, that she is
potentially uncontainable, and that her body has the potential to matter.25
This irony denaturalizes the meaning of huanxiang. As a play whose
performance specifically “takes advantage of costume change, including a
scene of Mulan unwinding her foot bandages as part of her transformation into a man” (Kwa and Idema 2010, xvii), Ci Mulan constantly reminds
the spectator what is concealed underneath Mulan’s male appearance. Even
23. Grace Fong (2008, 184 n. 75) points out that the earliest appearance of this word can be
traced to the Shi jing (The Book of Songs), which includes songs that date as early as 1000 bce.
24. As Judith Zeitlin points out, late imperial tales of female cross-dressing almost always end
with the cross-dressers returning back to “normal”—see Zeitlin’s (1993) discussion in the chapter
“Dislocations in Gender,” esp. 118.
25. In Ci Mulan, her mother’s expressed anxiety about the possibility of Mulan being physically
violated in war illustrates the materiality—thus vulnerability—of the body, although this possibility
does not turn into reality in the play.
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though what is underneath, or imagined to be underneath, is not necessarily
“truer” than appearance,26 it suggests possibilities other than appearance.27
In a sense, we can say that these possibilities include that of a woman leaving home for war as well as that of a woman soldier coming home from war;
or, in short, the possibility of a woman’s huanxiang.

Mulan the Martyr: The Ambiguity of Her Suicide
While most retellings of the Mulan story have an apparently happy ending,
which often consists of her final return and sometimes her wedding, several
versions end with her suicide. Listing Mulan under the category of “Martyred Women” (lienü), the Guangxu (r. 1875–1908) edition of the Bozhou
zhi (Bozhou Gazetteer) portrays Mulan as a woman of the Sui dynasty
(581–618) who enlists herself in place of her father.28 After twelve years of
military service, Mulan declines the promotion granted to her due to her
military feats,
and requested to return to visit [her] parents (xingqin). [The emperor, who
did not know that she was a woman,] therefore ordered military officers
to escort [her] home. [Upon arrival, Mulan] took off [her] military uniform and put on women’s clothes. People who accompanied [her] back
were greatly shocked (da jinghai) [when seeing her]. The officers returned
to report this to the emperor, who ordered Mulan to return to [become
an imperial concubine] in the palace. [Mulan] replied: “By tradition an
official (chen) cannot serve the emperor (jun) sexually.” She [thus] committed suicide to reject the emperor’s order. At once shocked and moved
[by Mulan’s suicide], the emperor [posthumously] promoted Mulan to the
rank of general, granting her the title “Filial Martyr” (Xiao Lie). People in
her native place built a shrine for her, making annual offerings to her on
26. In this play, even bound feet, which had been “transformed into a natural and immutable
proof of true femininity” (J. Zeitlin 1993, 125; Zeitlin’s emphasis) in late imperial China, can be
effortlessly unbound and turned into “natural” feet. This comic detail not only creates humor, but
also wittingly or unwittingly highlights the elasticity of the body, the seemingly stable “thing” underneath clothes.
27. These possibilities constitute the subversive power of drag that Judith Butler discusses in
Gender Trouble (1999, 174–80).
28. That Mulan is not included in the Qianlong (r. 1735–1796) edition of the Bozhou Gazetteer
indicates the entry in the Guangxu version was a latter-day addition. For a survey of local gazetteers
that include the Mulan story, see Huang and Li (1992, esp. chap. 2). See also Dong (2011, 86–92) for
a discussion of portrayals of Mulan in pre-modern local histories.

32

•

Pa r t I . C h a p t e r 1

the eighth day of the fourth month, which was said to be her birthday.
(Bozhou zhi 1985, 1725)

The term “lie” (martyr/martyrdom) is often used to refer to persons who
commit the most radical act (e.g., self-mutilation or suicide) in order to
maintain moral integrity. An extreme move, Mulan’s suicide qualifies her to
be entered into the local gazetteer under the category of “martyred women”
(lienü).29 Her posthumous title “Martyr with Filial Piety” (Xiao Lie), and
the establishment of a shrine dedicated to her, attest to both state and local
recognition of her qualification as at once a xiaonü (literally, “daughter with
filial piety”)30 and a lienü (martyred woman), two of the most important
categories of virtuous women in pre-modern China.31
Of particular interest to the present study is the invocation of the
discourses of xiao (filial piety) and lie (martyrdom) to lend legitimacy to
Mulan’s home-leaving. It seems unequivocal that filial piety constitutes a
morally acceptable reason for her to leave home.32 Compared with her xiao,
Mulan’s lie has an ambiguous status. Her suicide, which supposedly shows
her “lie” or “ganglie” (morally staunch and unyielding character), demonstrates a determination not to be removed from the domestic sphere after
the accomplishment of her filial deed. However, the emperor’s pursuit of
her sexual service has been triggered by her self-exposure to the gaze of outsiders, and this makes her home-leaving morally dubious, confirming the
precariousness of the outside world for women and ultimately making her
to blame for her death. The officers who escort Mulan home function differently here than in Xu Wei’s Ci Mulan. “[G]reatly shocked” (da jinghai)
by the exposure of Mulan’s true identity, they represent at once the normal gaze that Mulan’s transgressive act readily shocks and the non-kin male
gaze,33 which threatens the chastity of any woman exposed to it. In this
sense, despite various parties’ (i.e., the state’s and the locals’) commenda29. The Bozhou Gazetteer includes quite a few cases of chaste women’s suicides under this rubric.
30. In the field of China studies, the Confucian term xiao is conventionally translated as “filial
piety,” and xiaonü/zi as “filial daughter/son.”
31. For a detailed introduction to the discourses of women’s chastity in late imperial China, see
Lu (2008) and Theiss (2004).
32. Filial piety does not play the same role in all versions of the Mulan legend. Susan Mann
correctly points out that in Mulan shi, the earliest extant version of the Mulan story, “there is no
mention of filial piety” (2000, 846). Louise Edwards holds that whereas filiality toward her family is
crucial in late imperial representations of Mulan, in the twentieth century, “[f ]ilial piety, the cornerstone of lineage loyalty, is gradually absorbed into a state-centric morality where the performance of
the former can best be realized through service to the state and where rituals of filial piety dovetail
with state service” (2010, 194).
33. Or the extension of the gaze of the emperor, who to Mulan is also a non-kin male.
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tion of Mulan’s home-leaving as out of filial piety to her aging father, such
an act is still perceived as potentially perilous in both physical and moral
terms. Thus, Mulan the transgressor holds responsibility for her own suicide, which is her punishment as well as a means to contain the transgressive energies of her deeds.
This explains the ambiguous attitude with which various parties treat
Mulan’s suicide. While both the state and the local authorities laud Mulan’s
death as an act of “martyrdom,” they do not probe into the motivation
of Mulan’s suicide. What exactly drives Mulan to kill herself? What does
Mulan’s claim that “By tradition an official (chen, which can also be translated as “subject”) cannot serve the emperor (jun) sexually” mean? By labeling herself as a chen, a masculine term conventionally used to refer to a
subject serving a ruler (as an official), is Mulan insisting on a status that she
has achieved through her military service but as a woman is forbidden to
lay claim to? If so, then it seems that her suicide, with which she “rejects the
emperor’s order,” can be seen as a radical gesture of refusal to be returned
to the role of a woman and commoner. If this is the case, her suicide,
rather than a drastic attempt to stay within her assigned gender role, constitutes a defiant act, which is no less transgressive than her leaving home
to masquerade as a soldier. Ironically, the discourse of “martyrdom,” which
is conveniently adopted by state and local authorities to render Mulan as
an exemplary woman who does not hesitate to sacrifice her life in order to
stay in her proper place, obscures the transgressive potential of her suicide.
Extraordinary as she is commonly perceived to be, Mulan is not exempt
from the strictures that women generally face; nor does her home-leaving
generate any less anxiety for society or for herself.
A comparison between this account of Mulan’s suicide and Feng Menglong’s short story “Zhao Taizu qianli song Jingniang” (The First Emperor
Zhao Travels for Ten Thousand Li to Escort Jingniang Home), which
features a common woman’s travel and her suicide following her return,
reveals striking similarities between the two cases. Clearly, Mulan’s elevation to the legendary status does not free her from the moral requirements
that common women in late imperial China had to observe, a point we
also see in the Qing author Chu Renhuo’s version of the Mulan story,
which also ends with Mulan’s suicide (see below).
In Feng’s story, Jingniang, a beautiful unmarried young woman who
manages to return home after an eventful journey outside, ends up killing
herself. Although the story is set shortly before the founding of the Song
dynasty (960–1279), Jingniang’s travel may be said to be of the kind very
common in the Ming-Qing period: she travels for religious reasons (to
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redeem a vow made to the Buddha) and is accompanied by her male kin
(her father). Still, even though her travel has an acceptable purpose and
is properly supervised by a male member of her family, it is rendered as a
dangerous and morally liable endeavor. On their way to the temple, Jingniang and her father run into two bandits, who, upon “seeing Jingniang’s
beauty” (jian Jingjiang yanse) (Feng 1995b, 302), kidnap her and even compete against each other in order to marry her. By venturing into the outer
world and exposing herself to the gaze of outsiders, Jingniang jeopardizes
not only her life, but also her chastity, the loss of which, even if under
coercion, would morally disgrace not just herself, but, importantly, her
family.
	Even after being rescued by Zhao, Jingniang faces the predicament that
she cannot return home alone. She laments, “My hometown is a thousand li from here, how can I, a woman on her own, travel all the way
back?” (Feng 1995b, 302). In fact, in this story, the heroism of the protagonist Zhao Kuangyin, who later is to become the first emperor of the Song
dynasty, lies not only in saving Jingjiang’s life and eradicating her kidnappers, but also in escorting her home without the slightest intention of taking advantage of her sexually—an accomplishment that is treated as more
laudable than single-handedly wiping out all the bandits.
When Zhao Kuanyin offers to escort Jingniang back to her native place,
Zhao’s uncle expresses his concern:
“Ever since ancient times, it has not been acceptable for men and women
to share a sitting mat or eat from the same bowl. Although it is with good
intention and a sense of righteousness that you offer to escort this lady
[back to her native place] a thousand li away, how would people know
that? A young man and a young woman traveling together will surely rouse
suspicion and stir up gossip. Don’t you see that such a good deed may in
the end tarnish your heroic reputation for the rest of your life?” (Feng
1995b, 303)

Determined to help Jingniang out, however, Zhao comes up with a set of
arrangements. First, he proposes that he become Jingniang’s sworn brother;
second, he suggests that Jingnian “should only dress plainly” in order not to
attract unwanted attention; and third, he offers his own horse to Jingniang,
claiming that Jingniang as a woman (nüliu zhi bei ) (304) must not travel
on foot but should “rely on some means of transportation.”34 Clearly a
34. It is worth noting that horse-back riding, which was “much favored by Chinese women as
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seasoned man, Zhao understands the constraints a female traveler faces,
and his preparations aim not only to make it physically possible for Jingniang to travel, but to make the arrangements morally acceptable.
Specifically, all three suggestions he makes have as their aim the creation of a kind of temporary, portable domesticity: while sworn siblinghood
enables Zhao to accompany Jingninag as her male kin, a prerequisite for
women’s travel, the other two measures aim to reduce Jingniang’s physical
travail and exposure to the outside world to the minimum. In other words,
whereas Mulan’s cross-dressing ensures her leaving home as a man, Zhao’s
arrangements, enshrouding his protégé with make-shift domesticity, enable
her to stay at “home” even when she is away from home. Thus, despite
apparent differences in these two cases in terms of the manner in which the
women travel, they have something in common: neither espouses the idea
that a woman can venture outside as a woman without compromising her
respectability.
Despite such cautious travel arrangements, suspicion arises immediately
upon Jingniang’s return. In fact, her family does not expect her homecoming. Her brother Zhao Wen claims, “My sister was abducted by bandits.
How is it possible for them to send her back? She can’t be my sister—[this
woman] must be someone who looks like her . . .” (Feng 1995b, 314). For
Jingniang’s family, a young woman has no chance to survive abduction.
Even if she does so miraculously, as is the case here, her reputation will
be permanently stained. In short, a woman’s adventure is unimaginable;
once she embarks upon an unconventional journey, she is deemed lost or,
at least, damaged. More important, the reputation of the whole family is
at stake. “It was the misfortune of our whole family that my sister was
abducted by thugs,” laments Zhao Wen (314). Thus, rather than an occasion
of happiness, Jingniang’s miraculous return is one of disbelief, anxiety, and
suspicion.
What further aggravates the matter is that Jingniang travels back in the
company of a man not related to the family: despite Zhao Kuangyin’s seemingly impeccable arrangement, sworn kinship is seen as specious. Having
been told how Jingniang was able to come back home, Zhao Wen voices
his suspicion to his father: “Now she returns with this florid-faced man
[i.e., Zhao Kuangyin]. . . . This man must be having an affair with my
sister; otherwise why would he journey a thousand li to escort her back?”
(Feng 1995b, 314). He then expresses his anxiety about Jingniang’s prospects
late as the Tang period” (Mann 1997, 57), is not necessarily the ideal means of transportation but is
the best under the circumstances in the story.
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of getting married in the future: “After all those things my sister has experienced, who would still marry her?” (314). Thus he proposes, “Why don’t
we marry her to that man? [Not only would Jingniang find a husband,] we
could also prevent any gossip; in this way we can solve two problems at a
single stroke” (314). Although the narrator depicts Zhao Wen as petty, gossipy, distrustful, and apparently unconcerned about his sister’s feelings, his
expressed anxiety points to the popular perceptions of women’s travel as
perilous, and of any woman who stays alone outside her home without the
company of her real male kin as morally suspicious and unchaste.
Jingniang eventually commits suicide. In the poem she composes
before her death, she claims that her suicide is meant to make known to
the world Zhao Kuangyin’s and her own “pure reputation” (qingming, literally “pure name”) (Feng 1995b, 316). It was not uncommon for women
in the Ming-Qing period to resort to suicide as a means to demonstrate
and/or prove their purity, and those who did so often earned themselves a
spot in the “martyred women” category in local gazetteers and sometimes
even a shrine.35 In the present case, a shrine is indeed established later to
commemorate Jingniang, who also receives from Zhao Kuangyin, now the
emperor of the Song, the posthumous title of “Lady of Chastity and Righteousness” (zhen yi).
Nonetheless, Jingniang’s suicide is crucial in the story not because the
narrative seeks to emphasize her virtue, but because the major goal of the
story, as clearly indicated in the prologue, is to highlight the Song founding emperor Zhao’s moral integrity, which is embodied in his sexual abstinence.36 Thus, the discourse of women’s martyrdom conveniently lends
itself to emphasizing Jingniang’s virtue, with the ultimate goal to portray
Zhao as a hero of great self-restraint.
Similar to the case with Mulan, however, Jingniang’s suicide is surrounded by ambiguity. In some versions of her story, Mulan falls for a man;
however, few versions depict her as a woman who would aggressively pursue
a man.37 In stark contrast, Jingniang not only frankly reveals to Zhao her
feelings for him (312–13), but also uses every opportunity to flirt with Zhao
and entice him with her sensuous body on the long journey to her hometown. She even goes so far as to propose a marriage with Zhao (313), an act
35. Again, see Theiss (2004) and Lu (2008).
36. In fact, the narrator claims in the prologue of the story that although the Song seemed
militarily weak compared with the glorious Han and Tang dynasties, it surpasses them in one aspect: Song emperors, unlike those of the Han and Tang, were never lustful (Feng 1995b, 298).
37. For instance, in Ma’s 2009 Film Mulan, Mulan falls for her fellow soldier Wen Tai; their
mutual feelings for each other, however, have to be sacrificed for the political cause of maintaining
peace with the rival regime of Rouran.
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of utter indiscretion in late imperial Chinese society, where conventionally
a woman’s marriage should be arranged by her parents.
Whereas the Bozhou zhi account does not give the reader access to
Mulan’s mind, in Feng’s story Jingniang reflects before making the decision
to die:
I was unfortunate to have encountered the bandits, but was fortunate
enough to be rescued by a hero. I thought I could depend on him for
the rest of my life, but not only was I rejected, I have also put myself in a
position of suspicion. Now even my own parents, brother, and sister-inlaw do not believe [that I’m chaste,] not to mention other people. Not
only can I not repay my savior, despite my good intentions, I also have
even endangered his reputation. I’m truly guilty. I should have died in the
Temple of Pure Oil [i.e., the Daoist temple where she was imprisoned by
her abductors]. If so, there wouldn’t be all these rumors. But now it’s too
late to regret. I’ll have to die anyway; so why not use death to demonstrate my
chastity? (Feng 1995b, 315; my emphasis)

Jingniang’s suicide is caused by complex motives: she is extremely disappointed with Zhao’s rejection of her frankly expressed feelings; she clearly
knows that her prospects of getting married in the future are slim; she feels
guilty about her savior’s tarnished reputation. Importantly, as her thoughts
reveal, she kills herself not for the sake of chastity per se, but for the sake of
demonstrating her chastity. Paradoxically, suicide becomes the only means
for her to exert agency, a situation not uncommon in cases of women’s suicide in late imperial China (see discussion below).
The Qing author Chu Renhuo’s novel Sui Tang yanyi features a version
of Mulan’s story in which she also kills herself after returning from war.
Set during the chaotic years of the Sui-Tang transition, Mulan has a nonHan background: while her mother is Chinese, her father is said to be of
Tuoba origin, and the ruler that Mulan serves as a cross-dressing soldier
is the khan of Tujue. In this version, the motive behind Mulan’s suicide is
similar to the one featured in the Bozhou zhi. Having exposed her identity during a battle, Mulan is sought after by her ruler immediately after
her return; requesting permission to make an offering to her father’s grave,
Mulan kills herself in front of the grave. Ostensibly, Mulan’s death is an act
of defiance against the Tujue khan.38 However, her decision to die in front
38. L. Edwards interprets Mulan’s suicide in Sui Tang yanyi as demonstrating “her supreme
loyalty to her father over the state” (2010, 187).
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of her father’s grave suggests that the reasons behind her suicide are more
complex.
In contrast to many other versions of the Mulan story, in Chu Renhuo’s version, when Mulan comes back from the war, there is no longer a
home for her to return to, for her father has long been dead and her widowed mother has remarried. Importantly, her father’s death is presented as
directly resulting from Mulan’s home-leaving. Even though it is out of her
love for her elderly father that Mulan makes the decision to join the army
in his place, he himself is strongly against this idea. When the neighbors,
upon learning about Mulan’s audacious behavior, blame Mulan’s parents
for allowing their daughter to risk not only her life but also her chastity,
her father falls ill due to excessive worry and a keen sense of shame, and
dies before long, while her mother, with a young son and daughter to raise,
has no alternative but to remarry (Chu 2009, 402). Instead of being an act
of filial piety, here Mulan’s home-leaving is presented as the very cause of
the demise of the patriarch as well as his whole household; moreover, it
can also be said to have caused her mother’s loss of chastity (as a result of
her forced remarriage). Understood in this light, Mulan’s suicide in front
of her father’s grave is driven by a sense of guilt and thus is no less an act
of defiance against the Khan than self-punishment.
In her study of the cult of chastity in eighteenth-century China, Janet
Theiss offers an astute analysis of the role of suicide in Qing women’s
responses to men’s insults, humiliations, and assaults, which threatened their
chastity.39 She notes that “the burden of proof of a woman’s virtue always
lay with her or her family, [and at the same time] the routine unorthodoxies of everyday life made verification of her chaste character, intent, and
actions extremely tricky and made her vulnerable to slanders and rumors
about improprieties” (Theiss 2004, 198). Under such circumstances, suicide
became the most powerful, in many cases the only, means for women to
demonstrate their moral integrity, to dispel rumors and suspicions, and, in
numerous cases, to avenge themselves since in the court “a woman’s suicide
was all too often taken by adjudicating magistrates as proof of her chaste
intent” and her violator was likely to be severely punished upon her suicide
(198).
We see a similar “logic of female suicide” (Theiss 2004, 192) in the cases
of Jingniang and Mulan. In both cases, no matter how justifiable the purpose of these women’s home-leaving is and no matter whether they actually lose their chastity or not during their sojourn outside, society views
39. See Theiss (2004, esp. chap. 9, “The Logic of Female Suicide”).
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them with suspicion. Moreover, at stake is not merely these women’s own
reputation, but also their families’ or that of anyone involved (e.g., Zhao
Kuangyin). “Martyrdom” for these women, therefore, turns out to be the
“best” and often the only way to demonstrate their “pure names” as well as
to save the reputation of their families and loved ones. Their suicides also
serve the purposes of other parties. In the case of Jingniang, the reputation
of being chaste that she earns at the cost of her life ultimately proves the
first Song emperor’s impeccable morality. In all three cases, whatever the
woman’s real motivation for suicide, the ambiguity surrounding her “martyrdom” is made use of by both state and local authorities in promoting
the cult of women’s chastity.40 Last but not least, for authors of these texts,
these women’s “martyrdom” constitutes a handy device that enabled them
to represent (potentially) transgressive acts within permissible boundaries.

By Way of Conclusion: Modern Mulans’ Homecoming
In a biographical sketch he did of Kang Aide (Ida Kahn, 1873–1930), a
Chinese woman raised and trained as a doctor in America before returning
to China, the late Qing and early Republican scholar Liang Qichao (1873–
1929) portrays Kang as an unprecedentedly accomplished woman. Liang
attributes Kang’s accomplishment to her years spent abroad, and argues that
had she not gone to the United States, she would have been just like all
other Chinese women, whom Liang sees as ordinary (changnü) (Liang 1970,
119–20). Contending that Liang’s portrayal of the traveling Kang Aide is
overly politicized, critic Hu Ying writes:
No longer sequestered in the traditional image of the Chinese woman,
the adopted girl child [i.e., Kang] not only eventually acquires medical
education, the image of modern science par excellence, she simply gets
around—the model for the modern Chinese woman. Above all, what
Liang Qichao achieves in his oft-quoted biography is to hitch the case
of Kang Aide onto the nationalist reform agenda with which his name is
instantly associated. The traditional ideology of domesticity is stood on
its head, while traveling is no longer an occasional occurrence facilitated
by special situations. . . . The image of the traveling woman is invested
with nationalist significance, her mobility politically legitimized. The
40. For detailed discussion of the state’s role in the development of the cult of women’s chastity
in Qing China, see Theiss (2004, esp. pt. 4 and epilogue).
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traveling woman becomes a veritable symbol highlighting the problems
with “the Chinese culture,” as she is charged with no less than the crucial
task of reforming Chinese womanhood for the sake of national salvation.
(1997, 84)

Hu Ying’s own reading of several women-authored accounts of their travels
around the same period highlights clear discrepancies between the image
of the traditional woman traveler and that of the traveling woman in the
late Qing, which was witnessing the advent of the modern. While for the
traditional woman traveler, “the nei means physical comfort, the security of
one’s social status, the identity of one’s gender, and ultimately, the power of
representability in language” (88), for the late Qing woman traveler, “‘traveling’ . . . becomes a mode of living” and “does not lead to the loss of
morality, of femininity, or of Chineseness” (92). The image of the latter
is not completely novel, however, and Hu Ying historicizes the late Qing
figure of the female traveler by placing her between her predecessor and
successor: “The re-configuration of the late Qing traveling woman perches
precariously on the familiar but waning figure of the woman of the inner
chambers and the emergent figure of the New Woman” (93).
In short, around the turn of the twentieth century, when women began
to venture outside the domestic sphere more frequently and widely, the
meaning of home-leaving and home-coming regarding women began to
change. This change is well captured by the contrast between the homecomings of two women warriors, Mulan and the narrator’s mother, Brave
Orchid, in Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior.
Set in a vaguely pre-modern period, Kingston’s version of the Mulan
tale, like almost all other versions, features Mulan coming home as a man.
As a war hero she is publicly welcomed, but she only displays herself as a
man in the public parade. She reaches home in men’s military uniform,
and her husband has to explain to their young son so that he finally realizes
“that the shiny general was his mother” (Kingston 1989, 45). Changing back
into her own clothes, Mulan kneels down in front of her parents-in-law,
saying, “Now my public duties are finished . . . I will stay with you, doing
farmwork and housework, and giving you more sons” (45). In Kingston’s
vision, “traditional” China is firmly marked by the “men-belonging-to-thepublic, women-belonging-at-home” dichotomy, to which the subtle timing
of Mulan’s transformation attests.
	Kingston uses this purportedly deep-rooted dichotomy to contrast the
drastically changed meaning of nostos for modern women warriors. Brave
Orchid, the twentieth-century Mulan who has been away to attend a school

G u o, “ M u l a n C o m e s H o m e f r o m t h e Wa r ”

•

41

of midwifery, comes back home not only as a woman but is publicly welcomed as a woman:
After two years of study . . . my mother returned to her home village a
doctor. She was welcomed with garlands and cymbals. . . . My mother wore
a silk robe and western shoes with big heels, and she rode home carried in a
sedan chair. She had gone away ordinary and come back miraculous, like
the ancient magicians who came down from the mountains. (Kingston
1989, 76; my emphasis)

Not only is Brave Orchid not hiding her identity as a woman, but wearing
“a silk robe and western shoes with big heels,” she appears in public with
deliberately accentuated femininity. When she practices medicine, Brave
Orchid is “never dressed less elegantly than when she stepped out of the
sedan chair” (77). Having “gone away ordinary and come back miraculous,”
she returns conspicuously transformed, emphatically exhibiting her change
to the public, which, as in the case with Kang Aide, acknowledges and celebrates that change.
To sum up, if huanxiang in the pre-modern period pertained only to
men, around the late Qing and early Republican era it began to relate
meaningfully to women, as can be seen in the cases of Kang Aide and Brave
Orchid. In the late imperial retellings of the Mulan story, Mulan’s return
is celebrated only if it can be proved that she has remained absolutely
unchanged during her years outside, as if she had never left home; and if
there is any suspicion that she has returned affected by the sojourn outside, suicide often remains her only means to demonstrate her constancy
or moral integrity as well as her unchanged and unchangeable status as a
chaste woman. In sharp contrast, the modern Mulans envisioned by Liao
Qichao and Kingston serve as role models for women precisely because
they return changed and empowered by their sojourns outside (often by
way of education) and can use their newly acquired skills to serve society
and, ultimately, the nation. The modern Mulan changes in ways that not
only pertain to herself, but signal the liberation of women in general, a
necessary and inevitable step in China’s modernization and emergence as
a nation.41 In this sense, her homecoming is envisioned as a “yijin huan
xiang,” which was unimaginable and unachievable for the late imperial
traveling woman.
41. For discussion of the movement of women’s liberation and nationalism in modern China,
see Ko (1994, “Introduction”), Wang (1999), and Hershatter (1999).
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	Reality, however, proved to be more complex than these somewhat
idealistic visualizations. In the essays she wrote during her days as an army
soldier42 and in her autobiography Yige nübing de zizhuan (The Autobiography of a Woman Soldier, 1936), Xie Bingying (1906–2000) records
the difficulties she encountered as a woman soldier in the 1920s. One
of the first female students enrolled at the Central Military Academy of
Politics, Xie participated in the Northern Expedition, a military campaign
launched by the Nationalist Party (Kuomingtan) in 1926 targeting the
Beiyang warlords that were ruling China at that time. In her autobiographical writings, Xie shows a keen awareness of the novelty of her identity as woman soldier. Seeing this opportunity as an invaluable means of
self-fulfillment, she embraced it with both enthusiasm and disbelief: “It
was unbelievable that Chinese women, who had been oppressed by old
traditions for thousands of years, could someday become soldiers . . . ”
(Xie 2010b, 89).
Despite her enthusiasm, however, Xie soon realized that the career of
a woman soldier was not easy. First of all, although they had their hair
cut and wore the same uniforms as men, women soldiers were still often
recognized and singled out as a novel spectacle. In fact, treating women
soldiers as “strange creatures of the new age” (Xie 2010a, 11), common
people looked at them with unconcealed curiosity, sympathy, incomprehension, contempt, and/or hostility.43 Moreover, unlike most Mulan tales,
in which the heroine almost always is able to overcome physical travail
with relative ease and comes back home unscathed, Xie’s autobiographical writings portray in great detail numerous physical challenges that she
and her fellow women soldiers encountered.44 At the end of the military
campaign, these women soldiers had changed so much physically that it
was impossible for them to conceal their identity when they had to return
home in disguise: “Our hair had been cut very short. . . . No matter
how skillfully we applied makeup, people would still recognize at a single
glance that we were soldiers who had handled guns. Our suntanned skin
and the calluses developed on our right hand due to holding our guns
would reveal our identity to anyone” (Xie 2010b, 101).45
42. These essays were published as a collection entitled Congjun riji (Diaries of a Soldier) in 1928
by the Shanghai publisher Chunchao shuju.
43. See, for instance, Xie (2010a, 11–13).
44. In particular, she records how a friend of hers was unable to catch up with others because
her feet were once bound (Xie 2010a, 23).
45. In Xie’s case, her military career had greatly affected her health: unlike Xu Wei’s Mulan, who
returns to her parents exactly “as before, a little box of dogwood bud in spring winds,” Xie returned
with a severe foot problem caused by long-distance marches she had during the military campaign;
see Xie (2010b, 113).
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Unlike Kang Aide and Brave Orchid, whose homecoming is celebrated
and seen as marking the beginning of a promising career of a new woman
in a new age, Xie returned home only to face a serious setback, an arranged
marriage that she did not want. Although her parents were happy that
their daughter came back alive from the war, they also adamantly insisted
that she get married without delay. Unlike numerous late imperial Mulans
who obediently and happily accept all wedding arrangements, Xie rebelled
fiercely and was locked up by her family. It would take her four attempts,
three before the wedding and one after, before she finally managed to
escape, first to Changsha, the capital city of her home province, and later
to other cities, to pursue what eventually turned out to be an adventurous
career as a soldier and writer.46
Obviously, if home-leaving and homecoming in late imperial China
were gendered activities, their meanings did not change overnight. During the transitional period of late Qing and the early Republican era,
there emerged a politicized discourse that encouraged women’s mobility
and even linked it to the lofty cause of nation-building. However, while
homecoming began to pertain to women meaningfully, and women’s “yijin
huaxiang” was no longer unthinkable, women sometimes still had to face
doubt, scorn, and/or attempts to “tame” them upon their return, no matter
how many heroic deeds they might have accomplished during their sojourn
outside. To a considerable extent, while significant changes had taken place
by this time, the meaning of nostos with regard to Chinese women still
remained contested.47

46. See Xie (2010b, esp. 103–40) and Cheng (2010, 1).
47. An early version of the essay was presented at the 13th Annual Comparative Literature Conference at the University of South Carolina in March 2011, and I thank my discussant Greg Forter
and my audience for their critique and comments. Two anonymous readers of the essay offered
helpful comments and suggestions. I am also grateful to Hunter Gardner and Sheila Murnaghan for
their meticulous editorial work.


Chapter 2

“Go Back to Your Loom Dad”
Weaving Nostos in the Twenty-First Century
Corinne Pache

F

or centuries writers and artists have adapted and transformed Homer’s
Odyssey in endlessly inventive and surprising ways. Yet the disposition
of genders in the poem is seldom altered from its ancient pattern: a man
leaves, a woman stays at home and waits until he returns.1 In her 2007
play, Current Nobody, Melissa Gibson departs from this conventional fidelity to the ancient narrative by rewriting the Odyssey as a twenty-first century family story with a wandering wife and a husband who is left behind.2
In Gibson’s playful tragicomedy, Pen, a female war photographer, leaves
her husband, Od, and daughter Tel in order to report on a distant war.
Because the story of Odysseus and Penelope is so familiar, Gibson’s reversal stresses the ways in which gender interacts with plot. Like the Odys
sey, Current Nobody explores the notions of memory and identity that are
central to homecoming (or nostos in ancient Greek), but Gibson’s gender
1. For a wide-ranging study of the reception of the Odyssey, see Hall (2008). On the reception of Homer in the twentieth century, see Graziosi and Greenwood (2007). Margaret Atwood’s
recent Penelopiad (2005) gives a central role to Penelope’s perspective, but the protagonists keep
their traditional roles. Walsh’s Penelope (2010), in an interesting twist, focuses on the suitors’
perspective, but again, the nostos narrative remains unchanged. For a fully female Odyssey in the
film Volver, directed by Pedro Almodóvar, see Pache (2010 and 2013).
2. Current Nobody premiered at the Wooly Mammoth Theater Company, Washington, DC,
October 29–November 25, 2007. In this essay, all quotations are from a 2007 draft provided by
Gibson’s agent at Creative Artists Agency.
44
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reversals have the effect of unweaving gendered expectations conditioned
by the Homeric source text and its receptions.
In the following pages, I analyze different aspects of homecoming
explored in the play and the connection between the source poem and
Gibson’s twenty-first century rewriting, focusing more particularly on the
relationship between identity and nostos, the power of memory and stories—ancient and modern—to shape human lives, and the link between
homecoming and home. Gibson’s Od and Pen find themselves “off the
map,” to use Pen’s words, with respect to the unconventionality of the roles
they play, and both husband and wife face the threat of losing their gender
identities and becoming “Nobody.” Like their ancient counterparts, Od
and Pen fulfill their homecoming, but homecoming and home are rewritten
as a locus of ambivalence and anxiety.
Before examining the ways in which the gender reversal affects the
nostos theme, I will summarize the main episodes of the play. The first
half of the play focuses on what happens during the twenty years of Pen’s
absence. Od tries to raise his daughter, but is never completely present,
obsessed as he is with what he hopes will be his wife’s imminent return.
After ten years, Od and Tel learn—through a phone call from Pen—that
she is finally coming home, but as Od puts it, “the cellular reception in
Troy is abominable,” and the conversation is cut short. A group of three
female documentary film makers, Jo, Joe, and Sue, arrive at Od’s home
to document the reunion between husband and wife; they also proceed
to woo Od during the wait, which lasts another ten years. Just after she
turns twenty, Tel is convinced by Bill the Doorman to leave Ithaka and go
in search of her mother. In the second half of the play, the focus shifts to
Pen, who arrives on Skheria and holds a press conference (with accompanying slide show) in which she attempts to explain—“Epic story short,”
as she says—what happened to her between her departure from Troy and
her recent arrival among the Phaiakians. Pen describes her stays with Kirk,
who transformed some of her colleagues into pigs, and the “half man half
god” Cal. Pen’s account of her relationships with Kirk and Cal is challenged by journalists who have heard of her adventures from other sources.
Moments after the end of the press conference and Pen’s departure, Tel
arrives on Skheria. The scene switches back to Ithaca, where Pen is reunited
with Bill the Doorman who tells her where she is. Bill disguises Pen as
a “down-on-his-luck-old-man from Crete.” A little later Tel returns, also
in disguise. There follows a reunion scene between mother and daughter.
Od sets up a contest for his suitors, who are subsequently slaughtered by
Pen. Husband and wife are reunited after Pen describes the olive tree bed,
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and the play ends with a conversation between Od and Tel, who is herself
about to leave for an extended journey.
While the character names of Gibson’s play are comically abbreviated
versions of the names of the principal characters in the Odyssey, Current
Nobody also evokes the Homeric poem by echoing its language, themes,
imagery, and plot: absence and adventure; a focus on food, which is developed once the suitors ensconce themselves in Od’s house, devouring countless cupcakes; disguise, recognition and reunion; the contest of the bow;
the trick of the bed; reunion between husband and wife; and the slaughter
of the suitors. Missing are the other heroes and heroines of the ancient
poem: Menelaos and Helen, Alkinoos and Nausikaa (though Nestor and
Diomedes are briefly mentioned as having made it back); and also missing
are the gods (with the exception of Bill’s occasional Athene-like interventions). As opposed to the Odysseus-centric Odyssey, Gibson devotes equal
time to husband and wife. The tone of Current Nobody is comic and witty,
though the questions it explores remain as earnest and profound as in the
source poem.
	How does the shift in gender roles affect the nostos narrative? In the
Odyssey, the hero’s nostos is a narrative of identity regained through mêtis
(“cunning”) leading to recognition and reunion with his like-minded wife.
Both Odysseus and Penelope can be understood as undergoing different
forms of nostos: for Odysseus, the journey is both physical and psychological, as he makes his way home from war, while Penelope’s nostos is stationary and psychological as she waits for her husband, denying the suitors’
advances and maintaining control over the house. Odysseus’ own narrative
of his wanderings in Odyssey 9–12 plays a crucial role in articulating the
main concerns of the poem—heroism, hospitality, and civilization—and
each adventure provides Odysseus with opportunities to practice skills necessary to his physical and psychological homecoming. Penelope at home
faces different challenges that require similar skills: caution, cleverness,
endurance, and the ability to hide her feelings. Husband and wife share
the same goal, reunion, and exhibit the like-mindedness that Odysseus
describes as the basis of a good marriage (homophroneonte, 6.183). Both
Odysseus and Penelope thus become the agents of their own narrative:
Odysseus, by telling his own story, and Penelope by using weaving (and
unweaving) as a way of delaying resolution.3
In her essay, “What Was Penelope Unweaving?” the literary scholar
Carolyn Heilbrun argues that Penelope is the first woman who must “live
3. For more on the “double return” in the Odyssey, see Murnaghan (1987a, 45–46).
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her life without a story to guide her: no woman before has been in this
position.”4 For Heilbrun, there is one quintessential male narrative, the
quest, which allows for all kinds of stories, while women are usually confined to the marriage or erotic plot. In the marriage plot, women “only wait
to be desired, to be wed, to be forgotten.”5 Odysseus’ adventures are typical
of the quest plot, but Penelope’s story does not quite fit either the quest or
marriage plot, and she attempts to resolve the narrative impasse she faces
by weaving and unweaving, both as a way of delaying and controlling the
narrative. Through the trick of unraveling her work at night, Penelope thus
creates a new kind of story, which centers on her choice to remain faithful, her long wait, and her clever manipulation of the suitors. Yet Odyssey
23 can also be read as a reenactment of Odysseus and Penelope’s marriage.6
After separation, a long-delayed reunion, and a magically lengthened second wedding night, Penelope, once again, disappears from the narrative, as
if to prove Heilbrun’s point, even against her own argument, that women
never escape the marriage plot.
While Current Nobody—with a few omissions—follows the plot of the
Odyssey in a straightforward way, the gender reversal of the main characters
takes the narrative to strange places. Pen and Od, a career woman and a
stay-at-home dad, are familiar twenty-first century archetypes, but mapping their characters onto the plot of the Odyssey exposes the limitations of
their own gendered expectations. Od and Pen in effect exchange plots, and
subsequently both characters find themselves “off the map,” to use Pen’s
metaphor about her journey:
You have No idea what it’s like
Off the map
Off the map is literally that
...
Off the map it’s impossible to retain one’s identity
There is no Me off the map there is only the map and Me not on it

The confusion and loss of identity incurred “off the map” are painful to
both protagonists, but also offer an enticing path to Pen, who is keen, as
4. See Heilbrun (1990, 107). Many scholars have focused on the role of Penelope in the
Odyssey, see, e.g., Murnaghan (1987a, esp. 118–47), Katz (1991), F. I. Zeitlin (1996b), Felson-Rubin
(1997), and Clayton (2004). For Penelope’s “myth-making” in the Odyssey, see Levaniouk (2011).
5. See Heilbrun (1990, 108).
6. Some scholars, starting with the Alexandrians, have argued that the poem should end with
the reunion of Odysseus and Penelope at Odyssey 23.296. See Russo, Fernandez-Galiano and Heubeck (1992) ad 23.297 for a good summary of the question and bibliography.
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Od says, “to see things first-hand.” In addition, Pen’s description evokes her
adventures in terms of the tradition of Odysseus’ wanderings, which also
take place “off the map” and threaten the identity of the hero.
Pen’s identity, like that of Odysseus, is threatened during her long journey, and reformed in the process of telling her own story. In the tenth year
of her absence, Pen makes her way to Skheria, where, like Odysseus in the
Odyssey, she tells her past adventures. The journalists attending her press
conference compliment her, echoing the Homeric poem:
Has anyone ever told you
“You have a grace upon your words, and there is sound sense within them,
and expertly, as a singer would do, you have told the story of the dismal
sorrows befallen yourself and all of the Argives.”7

In the Odyssey (11.366–69), these words are spoken by Alkinoos to praise
Odysseus’ skill at telling a story that is as entertaining as it is convincing.
Pen’s account of her adventures, in contrast, is filled with an ambivalence
that makes us doubt the truth of her words even before her version is challenged by the journalists:
Okay
where to um
start Epic story
short I was stuck with this man this
half man half god Cal It was
complicated because first Cal rescued me from the ocean as blue as cold
lips and then Cal
held me prisoner for seven years straight
I mean he cared for me Cal cared for me and I cared for Cal
in my way but as I said
caring for one’s captor is complex
I was miserable but well-fed
Utterly pampered and unspeakably glum
I’m not saying there weren’t pockets of fun
We had some laughs but mostly I sat on the beach and cried
...
but Do Not
read too much into any of this
7.	Here and throughout I use Richmond Lattimore’s translation of the Odyssey (1967), the same
translation used by Gibson when she quotes from the poem.
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Cal and I were just friends
We read the constellations together
We played a lot of chess
His ratatouille was amazing but
We were Just Friends
and That’s
What I’ve Been Up To

Pen is fond of the paradoxical formulation “Epic story short.” But epic is by
definition long, and while Pen tells the story succinctly, she omits crucial
details and calls attention to the missing parts of her narrative by stressing
the complexity of her relationship with her captor. The ambivalence displayed by Pen towards Cal finds its source in the Odyssey, where a half-line
points to Odysseus’ own ambivalence towards his captor: the poet tells us
that “the nymph was no longer pleasing to him,” thereby hinting at a prior
state of affection between Calypso and her captive (5.153).8 Yet when the
poet shifts his focus to Odysseus on Calypso’s island, the hero yearns for
his home and family, and later to his Phaiakian hosts, Odysseus identifies
himself as a man who was held captive by a goddess for seven years and
refused both her offer of marriage and her gift of immortality.
By telling the story of his own adventures, Odysseus shapes the narrative of his nostos. Each adventure threatens Odysseus’ homecoming in different ways, but the hero, in his own telling, never entirely forgets his goal
to find his wife and home. Odysseus is delayed by seductive goddesses, but
both the narrator’s and Odysseus’ accounts agree in depicting Odysseus’
longing for home and Penelope. What provides Odysseus with a strong
sense of his identity as a hero who chooses his mortal wife and home over
divine partners and immortality becomes, in Gibson’s play, a tale of confusion and ambivalence. The journalists at Pen’s press conference challenge
her account by claiming that they have heard of her adventures from other
sources and producing photographs of her stay with Cal and a memoir
written by Kirk that contradict her story. While Odysseus was praised by
Alkinoos for his skill at story-telling, Pen is immediately confronted—ironically, as we shall see, through the very medium she claims to be superior to
all others, photography—by evidence of the contradictions in her story. In
the Odyssey, Alkinoos uses a criterion for story-telling that fuses aesthetics
and truth: Odysseus’ story is beautiful and therefore convincing. In Cur
rent Nobody, the journalists are not interested in Pen’s skills as a story-teller.
8. Gibson is perhaps also alluding to Robert Lowell’s nickname, a shortened form of Caliban
and Caligula (Hamilton 1982, 20).
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Rather they want to uncover the truth, and they challenge Pen’s words with
both words and images produced by others.
Whereas the Odyssey is self-conscious about the power of words and
presents the narrative of Odysseus as authoritative, Current Nobody highlights the power of images and a multiplicity of perspectives. Throughout
the play, Od is surrounded with visual reminders of Pen and of the past. In
the eleventh year of his wife’s absence, Od watches an old TV interview Pen
gave just before leaving, in which she talks about capturing war on film.
During the interview, Pen concedes that she can “frame the truth,” but
that she does not, despite the pun on her name, “write the landscape.” Pen
makes repeated claims for the superiority of images over words and for her
own dedication to truth:
I am a person who longs to get to the truth of the matter
And the truth is
as the cliché accurately goes
the truth is The Camera Doesn’t Lie

The truth offered by the camera indeed adds another perspective on Pen’s
character. In an old home movie played by Od, Pen reveals herself as an
impatient mother who tries to teach her infant daughter how to swim by
dropping her in a deeper part of the pool “expecting her to swim back to
her.” In the next scene, a water-drenched Tel plays in the shallow part of
the pool while Pen sunbathes nearby. Later still, Tel and Od play in the
pool together, and then take a nap, while a hand—presumably Pen’s—
comes in the frame with a sprig of fern, tickling the neck of sleeping Od.
While Od and Tel laugh and nap together, Pen is either alone or impatient
with her daughter. We see Tel either with her father or her mother, but
husband and wife are never depicted together. On the one hand, either
Od or Pen must be doing the filming, but their lack of togetherness also
points to the separateness of their experiences. Unlike Odysseus and Penelope whose like-mindedness allows for reunion and reconnection, Od and
Pen—“The Camera Doesn’t Lie”—are never quite in synch.
After the three documentary filmmakers who vie for Od’s attention move into his apartment, the focus shifts from the contemplation of
images to their production. Sue, Jo and Joe install big brother-style cameras
throughout the apartment so that for the last ten years of Pen’s absence,
Od and Tel’s lives are lived on camera. Some of the events of the play take
place backstage and are seen only on a screen. At a particularly emotional
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moment when Od and Tel realize that Pen will not actually be coming back
home in the eleventh year, Tel becomes extremely upset and begs her father
not to leave her. The scene is emotionally wrenching, but the filmmakers
are not satisfied with reality and ask Tel to go out and walk into the room
again for the camera.
The production of multiple visual versions of the same event makes
an overmastering narrative impossible. Similarly, because Od and Pen lack
a strong sense of self, and because they find themselves in situations for
which they are not prepared, at many crucial turning points of the play,
husband and wife also face the threat of losing their identities and becoming “Nobody.” Towards the beginning of the play, Od turns on the TV to
hear a disembodied voice say “Nobody is my name. My father and mother
call me Nobody, as do all the others who are my companions” (9.366–67).
This famous line from the Cyclops episode, which defines Odysseus in the
Odyssey in terms of his cunning, becomes the basis for the sense of nonidentity shared by all the main characters of the modern play.
In Odyssey 9, Odysseus tells the Cyclops Polyphemos that his name is
Nobody. This act of deception later allows for his escape when Polyphemos
in distress shouts to the other Cyclopes that “Nobody” is killing him,
which leads them to conclude that he needs no help. In Greek, one phrase
for “nobody” (mê tis) sounds exactly like the word for “cunning” (mêtis),
and the encounter with the Cyclops defines Odysseus as a guileful hero.
In Current Nobody, Pen tells of her own encounter with the Cyclops, to
whom she also introduces herself as Nobody, but her declaration is made
not in a moment of brilliant forethought as in the Odyssey, but during a
time of drunken grief and self-indulgent shame. Pen starts considering her
past actions: “all the things that had seemed imperative in the moment and
immoral in retrospect.” For Pen, nostos is a journey towards a re-evaluation
of her actions, a journey that inescapably leads to regret. There is no cunning here, only Pen’s remorse. There is no craftiness in the blinding of the
Cyclops either: he drunkenly falls “face first into [Pen’s] wine glass and
[stabs] himself in his greeny-bluey-browny-orangy eye.” Pen collapses and
curls up inside a blanket, which, the next morning, she discovers is actually one of the Cyclops’ sheep, so that she can make an impromptu escape
from the cave. When the Cyclops realizes Pen has gotten away:
He screamed out to his Cyclopes neighbors
I’VE BEEN SCREWED OVER BY NOBODY

and they paid little attention because who among us
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after looking into our hearts
who among us can argue with the fact that we are
responsible for our own particular fates I mean
We’ve All Been Screwed Over By Nobody you know

Pen understands the Cyclops’ complaint as a universal axiom, a sentiment
echoed by Od, who waits and waits for “Nobody” to come home. Gibson
also plays on the theme of Pen as Nobody, as the wife and mother whose
absence becomes the core of her husband and daughter’s lives. Throughout
the play, Od is all too aware that “Nobody’s out there” and that if he were
to commit adultery with one of his suitors, “nobody would know” and
“NOBODY ALWAYS WINS.”
Od and Pen are both conscious of the ancient plot in the background of
their lives, which gives both of them a sense that they will find each other
again. When she is reproached for having barely mentioned her husband
during her press conference after a twenty-year absence, Pen responds: “My
husband and I share one of the greatest loves of all time / Look it up.” But
Pen’s observation makes the contrast between the ancient and modern couple all the more palpable. Penelope’s role is circumscribed in the Odyssey by
her gender, but the like-mindedness between husband and wife makes her
role central to Odysseus’ successful nostos. Pen and Od will find each other
again, but the connection between the two spouses is tenuous and their
minds are never entirely in harmony.
In the Odyssey, a key component of a successful nostos is the restoration of the protagonists’ identities as husband and wife in the context of
their home. Gibson’s play offers a meditation on the relationship between
gender and domestic space that draws upon and departs from the Odyssey.
Like the Odyssey, Current Nobody starts at home, and most of the play takes
place inside the apartment of Od and Pen, a modern version of Odysseus’
Ithacan palace described in the opening stage directions:
(The bedroom of a large Tribeca-esque apartment. The design is modern,
the amount of stuff minimal. The room is dominated by a large bed whose
up left post consists of a live olive tree [as filtered through a modern
aesthetic]. A similarly modern crib is situated nearby. A man cradles a
baby, rocking it to sleep. The man is called Od, the baby, Tel. Od places
Tel in the crib.)

Od lives in an idealized New York apartment, large and mostly empty. In
ancient Greek, the word oikos refers to both the physical house and the
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notional home. Odysseus’ house thus embodies the hero’s wealth and status, but it is also a home for husband and wife, a place of memories and
a symbol of the stability and endurance of their marriage. Penelope’s status as wife of Odysseus is thus directly linked to her presence inside the
house.9 Like Odysseus’ palace at the beginning of the Odyssey, Od’s house is
defined by absence. The only permanent additions made to the décor during the play are the marks inscribed on the wall by Od to tally the days of
Pen’s absence. Gibson plays upon the notion of the “homemade” by having father and daughter attempting to transform their living space into a
home for Pen’s return. In the tenth year, hoping for Pen’s imminent return,
they hang “a very homemade ‘Welcome Home’ sign” and bake “a plate of
very home-made looking cupcakes.” But when the doorbell rings and Od
and Tel run to the door, they find not Pen, but three unknown women
equipped with cameras who will transform the apartment into a film set.
The “Welcome Home” sign and homemade cupcakes thus highlight Pen’s
absence and the instability of the notion of “home” and the “homemade.”
In Current Nobody, house and home remain distinct, and, despite Od’s and
Tel’s efforts, their Tribecaesque apartment never becomes a home.
When we first encounter him, Od looks like the ideal modern dad,
ready to nurture his baby daughter and take over the domestic space. Yet
his name alerts us to the oddity of his circumstances and his first words, as
positive as they are, soon alert us to his discomfort with the situation:
Okay
This is good This is good I’m doing
good I feel good
...
She’s Never Not Come Back and
it’s just for one or two weeks
tops
This is good

Pen has only been gone for a few hours, but already Od vacillates between
hope and fear. From the beginning, Od is ambivalent about being left
behind. He insists on how “good” and “great” everything is, but evidently
more to reassure himself than to describe the reality of his situation. He also
insists on how proud he is to have a wife who has “places to go people to
9. On the relationship between Penelope’s marriage and her “remembering” the house of Odysseus, see Mueller (2007, 345–51).
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shoot in thirty-five millimeter / wars to cover wars to capture and no one
captures atrocity like Pen,” but he would clearly have preferred her not to
have left.
Od is uncomfortable with his role as main nurturer. He is full of uncertainties about all the “daddy daughter stuff” he promises baby Tel he will
do with her. Od is also a profoundly distracted father; thinking constantly
about Pen’s absence, his memories of their marriage before her departure,
and what he hopes will be her imminent return: his focus is always on the
past or the future. He counts days, weeks, and years, yet he keeps forgetting the present. While he carefully keeps track of the time, marking Pen’s
absence very precisely by marking each day she’s gone with a permanent
marker, he regularly forgets his daughter’s birthdays.
One scene depicts the passing of ten years, with Od becoming increasingly distressed over Pen’s absence. Tel grows up offstage, where she plays
the piano, “her playing evolving, eventually, into a recognizable and ultimately accomplished version of the tune Chopsticks”:
What is that adagio
Forte
Crescendo
Whatever it is it sounds
Good

While Od had promised Pen he would teach her how to play the piano, she
seems to acquire mastery of the instrument on her own and her father is
taken by surprise at the evolution of her playing, just as he is by the passing
of time. Od expresses his disbelief at the impending ten-year mark of Pen’s
absence by counting in increasingly small increments:
It’s Just For Nine and Fifteen Sixteenth Years Tops Thanks Bill It’s Just
for Nine and Thirty-One Thirty-Second Years Tops Thanks Bill It’s just
for Nine and Sixty-Three Sixty-Fourth Years Tops Thanks Bill It’s just for
Nine and One Hundred and Twenty-Seven One Hundred and TwentyEighth Years Tops Thanks Bill IT’S JUST FOR TEN YEARS TOPS

Fixated on the passing of time, Od himself is stuck in place. He never leaves
the apartment, and depends on the doorman of his building, Bill, for everyday needs. When he runs out of frozen breast milk for his daughter Tel, he
asks Bill to go buy baby formula. Od takes care of his daughter’s immediate
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needs, such as food and shelter, but otherwise lets Tel fend for herself. Bill
also starts to spontaneously deliver “hot rocks” early in Pen’s absence, which
Od puts in his bed to warm the spot where his wife should be sleeping. Od
has no job and no interest other than waiting for his wife.
When Tel turns sixteen—another birthday forgotten by Od—she gives
him a gift of a toy loom kit. Od’s loom is a small object described in the
stage notes as “one of those cross things kids craft at camp out of two sticks
and colored yarn wrapped around them in a diamond shape—the finished
product could have vampire-fighting connotations.” The diamond-shaped
object is in fact what is known as “god’s eye,” or Ojo de Dios, an object
originally associated with the Huichol Indians from Mexico. Traditionally,
a god’s eye is cherished as a talisman of health and longevity started at the
birth of a child and added to as the child grows to maturity. In the United
States, the creation of such “god’s eyes” has been adopted as an easy craft
project for children, sometimes interpreted within a Christian framework,
where the object becomes associated with the intercessory power of prayer.
Od waits another four years before he assembles the toy loom, which he
does in the middle of the night while watching the old home movie of Pen
and the infant Tel.
In the twentieth year of Pen’s absence, when Tel skillfully plays a “bluesy”
version of “Chopsticks” to perfection, instead of congratulating her, Od
asks her to stop:
I’m begging you Tel
stop playing that tune
It was your mother’s and my song and
it’s breaking my heart

The scene is modeled on the famous episode in Odyssey 1 when Penelope
comes down from her bedroom to ask the singer Phemios not to sing of
the mournful returns (lugroi nostoi) of the Achaeans, a topic too painful for
her because it reminds her of Odysseus. Telemachos defends the singer, and
abruptly sends his mother away:
Go therefore back in the house, and take up your own work,
the loom and the distaff, and see to it that your handmaidens
ply their work also; but the men must see to discussion,
all men, but I most of all. For mine is the power in this household.
(Hom. Od. 1.356–59)
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While weaving is one way for women in ancient epic to tell their stories
(or control the narrative), it is also women’s work that keeps them physically isolated from the masculine realm. Telemachos contrasts weaving to
speech (muthos), and in this particular context, also to the song just sung by
Phemios about the mournful returns of the Achaeans. Later in the narrative, in Book 21, Telemachos makes the same demand, with one alteration.
Here, he contrasts women’s work with the violence of battle symbolized
by the bow (toxon). In both cases, speaking and the bow have quite a lot
to do with Penelope’s own circumstances, yet men prevent her from participating in the discussions that define her present or from witnessing the
contest that will determine her future. Telemachos’ rebuke of his mother
in Odyssey 1 is also a clear sign of his having reached adulthood. He now
claims to have the power (kratos) in the household, implicitly leaving his
own mother powerless.
In Gibson’s version, Phemios’ sorrowful tales of homecoming have been
transformed into a gimmicky nineteenth-century waltz. Yet “Chopsticks,”
in its maddeningly repetitive melody, also evokes the nostos pattern: the
piece starts with the pianist’s hands playing two neighboring notes (usually
with the index fingers from both hands), then separating to play notes that
are farther and farther apart, and eventually returning to the starting point.
When Od asks her daughter to stop playing his and Pen’s song, Tel reacts
in a newly assertive manner that echoes Telemachos’ words in the Odyssey:
Tel: Go Back To Your Loom Dad
Od: I should go back to my room
Tel: Your loom your Llloom
Od: The threads keep getting tangled
Tel: I have faith in you dad you’ll
work it out

If we interpret the exchange between Tel and Od by the light of the Odys
sey, when Tel gives him a toy loom, Od the stay-at-home dad becomes a
weaver. Yet the loom no longer stands in as a symbol of gender roles. As
Tel understands very well, Od’s “loom” is not to be equated with his room,
and Od’s weaving is not meant to limit his independence. Tel herself has
become a singer of sorts—she is the one who plays the painful song—and
her reaction clearly signals her coming of age, but, although she admonishes
her father to go back to his loom, she does not explicitly claim the power
of the household for herself.
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Tel has no interest in ruling the house or making decisions for Od, but
rather she wants her father to take charge of his life. The toy loom thus
becomes a path to independence. It distracts Od from his sufferings and
gives him the means to regain control over his narrative, to integrate his
memories with the present, and to begin to map his future beyond the constraints of the ancient plot that has so far guided his life. The god’s eye is
often associated with the welfare of children, and its use in Current Nobody
points to another reversal. Pen and Od are childlike in the pursuit of their
desires, while Tel, the actual child, turns out to be the nurturer, literally
feeding her father while he pines for his wife. Pen and Od are both absent
and removed parents, but their remoteness and ambivalence towards the
roles they find themselves playing contribute to Tel’s independence. Abandoned by her mother and neglected by her father, Tel finds her own way
in the world, and when she tells Od that she has faith he will figure out
how to disentangle the threads, Tel signals her newly found self-sufficiency.
Now that his daughter has reached adulthood, it’s time for Od to grow up.
Another way in which Gibson radically changes the nostos narrative is
in her handling of the reunion scenes between Pen, her daughter, and her
husband. Like Odysseus, Pen delays her homecoming by making herself
known first to a faithful servant (in this case, Bill the Doorman) and putting on a disguise before interacting with her daughter and husband. When
Pen first meets Tel, they are both wearing the disguises given to them by
Bill, and it is Bill too who brings about recognition by ordering them both
to take their disguises off “on the count of three.” Gibson highlights the
connection between mother and daughter by having them simultaneously
react in the same way to Bill’s request and asking in unison: “What disguise?” “But Bill how do we know he can be trusted?” After they remove
their disguises, both women are silent for a moment, until Tel recognizes
her mother:
Oh it’s
You
Daughter of Laertes
Wife of Od
Pen
Mom

The reunion is difficult—both mother and daughter are all too aware that
they do not know one another and that Pen’s long absence has created a

58

•

Pa r t I . C h a p t e r 2

void in her daughter’s life, yet the two women also exhibit the kind of
like-mindedness that is missing from Pen’s and Od’s relationship.10 Another
departure from the Homeric poem is Pen’s insistence on her guilt and her
resulting quest for the forgiveness she craves and asks for from her daughter,
husband, and even Bill the Doorman.
Pen tries to explain herself:
I’m one of those people who longs for adventure when I’m at home and
who longs for home when I’m away I
was born under that star
That never-happy-where-you-are star

Tel’s reaction is telling:
This isn’t a reunion
It’s a meeting and it’s nice to meet you but
you’re a stranger to me mom

By contrast with Odysseus’ and Telemachos’ joyfully tearful reunion in the
Odyssey, Tel’s and Pen’s meeting is awkward, and both mother and daughter
find it hard to connect with one another.
The final reunion between Pen and Od, as in the Odyssey, centers on
the trick of the bed. And again, as in the Odyssey, the returning heroine at
first hides her identity from her stay-at-home spouse. Pen is disguised as a
man when Od first sees her in the apartment, but he seems unaware of her
cross-dressing and asks her if she is Jo, Joe, or Susie. So Od sees, at least
partly, through her disguise and realizes that she is a woman. Pen’s failed
cross-dressing thus mirrors her failed attempt to lead a life going against
traditional gender expectations.
In a scene that closely follows Odyssey 19, Pen lies to Od, telling him (as
she had told Tel before they recognized each other) that she is a Cretan who
has recently seen Pen alive. Od is skeptical, but at once decides to have a
contest with the bow:
Whoever can perform that dying art is the one I’ll leave home for

During the contest, the filmmaker-suitors are puzzled by Pen’s identity:
“Who is the down-on-his-luck-old-man from Crete?” they wonder when
10. A similarly awkward reunion between a mother and daughter can be found in Thomas
Pynchon’s Vineland; see Rando (2014) on the parallels with the Odyssey.
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Pen asks to string the bow. They object to Pen’s attempt to take part in the
contest, but Od counters, “Fuck yes / be our guest,” just before he goes to
take a nap. After Pen successfully strings the bow, Bill the Doorman proleptically describes the “systematic slaughter of all the indie-docu filmmakers.” Pen at first reacts with horror and gives a long speech rejecting Bill’s
“barbaric prescription,” but suddenly changes her mind and coldly shoots
the three documentary filmmakers. The slaughter of the suitors, already
shocking in the Odyssey for its one-sidedness and brutality, is made even
more shocking because of Pen’s inexplicable transformation from professional observer of violence to killer. Like the suitors of the Odyssey, the
filmmakers were warned early on by Bill, when he quoted through the
intercom the words of Halitherses about the imminent return of Odysseus
and the ensuing death and destruction.11 And like the suitors in the Odys
sey, the women misunderstand the warning: “Oh it’s not important / It’s a
portent.” The women’s crimes include trying to seduce the lonely Od and
eating the cupcakes meant for Pen’s return. Unlike their ancient counterparts, however, they do not transgress against either the gods or the laws
of modern hospitality. Perhaps their greatest crime is to trust too much in
the kind of truth offered by images over that offered by words, a misguided
faith that aligns perfectly with Pen’s insistence upon the truthful nature of
photography.
Od’s and Pen’s reunion also follows the outline of the Homeric narrative, but husband and wife never achieve the like-mindedness of their
Homeric precursors. Just before Od tricks Pen into talking about the bed
she made out of a living tree, Gibson borrows a line from the Odyssey,
“you are so strange,” Lattimore’s rendition of the Greek vocative form of
the word daimonios (“heavenly sent,” “divine”) used once each by Odysseus and Penelope (23.166 and 174). In Greek, the word daimon can be used
to address a god whose identity is uncertain, and its use by Odysseus and
Penelope emphasizes the epiphanic nature of their reunion. Od and Pen, by
contrast, keep repeating this line to each other five times each, highlighting
the strangeness of their situation, and their status as strangers to each other.
In their last exchange, Pen and Od consider the past and its consequences:
Pen: So what have you been up to while I’ve been gone
(After a moment, Od produces the loom and yarn camp creation.)
(PAUSE.)
11. Gibson uses the passage from Odyssey 2.161–67, substituting “Pen” for “Odysseus.”
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Od: Was it fun
Pen: Parts of it were fun
Do you forgive me
Od: Part of me forgives you

While husband and wife also recognize each other through the secret sign of
the marriage bed, the fixity of the bed no longer symbolizes the stability of
marriage as it does in the Odyssey. The reunion is awkward and the connection between Od and Tel is tenuous. To Pen’s question about what he did
while she was gone, Od could answer in many different ways. The truth is
that he raised a daughter and stayed loyal to his wife despite the temptation
offered by his suitors. But instead of telling Pen the story of the past twenty
years, he holds up the toy loom, a symbol of his attempt to find meaning
in his fractured existence.
Pen’s reunion with her husband centers on her sense of remorse and
guilt and longing for forgiveness. While the reversal of gender roles is just
as radical for Od, he seems better able to adapt to his changed position.
Unaware of the traditional form and function of the Ojo de Dios, Od’s
fashioning of the talisman demonstrates his and his family’s need for protection and for a new kind of nostos narrative that will form a road map for
the uncharted territory explored within the play. With the tiny toy loom
given to him by his daughter, Od creates a new tradition that finds its
source in Penelope’s incomplete tapestry in the Odyssey. Gibson’s radical
reversal of the homecoming narrative thus highlights the ways in which
nostos must always remain an incomplete tapestry woven and unwoven by
both the absent one and the waiting partner.
The threads of Od’s tiny tapestry find their sources in Homeric epic.
In the Iliad, Helen weaves the events of the Trojan war on a tapestry, while
in the Odyssey, Penelope cannot bear to finish her tapestry because it also
symbolizes a funeral shroud for her husband, and its completion would
mean his death and her agreement to marry one of her suitors. Although
weaving is women’s work that keeps women physically isolated from the
realm of men, it is also one way for women to tell their story (or control
the narrative of their lives, as in Penelope’s case). The Homeric poem thus
already plays upon the reversal of gender roles that occurs when a wife is
left in charge of the household and kingdom. In the Odyssey, Odysseus and
Penelope are often compared to members of the opposite sex in a series of
similes that both distinguishes them from one another and draws out their
shared qualities. One such “reverse simile” equates Penelope with a good
king; another compares the joy she feels at embracing her husband with
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that of a shipwrecked sailor finally seeing land; elsewhere Odysseus weeps
like a woman, an enslaved captive, whose city has been seized and her husband killed. These comparisons, as Foley has described them, “suggest both
a sense of identity between people in different social and sexual roles and a
loss of stability, an inversion of the normal.”12 While these reverse similes
underline the tension between traditional gender roles and those enforced
by the unusual situations in which Odysseus and Penelope find themselves,
Foley shows how these inversions of the normative order ultimately help
recreate and reinforce the traditional roles and spheres of activity assigned
to husband and wife in the narrative.
Current Nobody makes the gender reversal literal and uses it to challenge
traditional gender roles, but in the end it leaves us with more questions
than answers. The protagonists are not confined by gender roles in the same
way as their Homeric precursors were, but they are, in a way that is perhaps
unique to modernity, unable to see beyond their most immediate desires,
and, as Pen herself confesses to Tel, she does not know what she wants.
Both Od and Pen are always adrift, unsure, and passive. Instead of expanding the horizon of possibility, their relative freedom seems to limit them.
They are also not as free from assumptions about gender as they think
themselves to be. In the notionally egalitarian twenty-first century, Od and
Pen see themselves as liberated, but both remain limited by their own and
societal assumptions about gender roles. Although Pen goes off to war and
leaves the weaving to her husband, she never fully escapes the confines of
the expectations placed upon her gender. Her narrative authority is questioned by the journalists, and her nostos is a story of remorse and longing.
Pen’s confusion is particularly striking when she attempts to explain her
departure to her daughter:
I mean I’m not one of those children
I mean I’m not one of those people who wanted to have children but
didn’t want to have to raise them Well
I am a little bit like that I guess or I was until I met you

Pen concludes that “Parenting is a complicated mathematical equation / to
which there is no known solution,” but when she wrongly describes herself
as “one of those children,” she draws attention to the fact that she has in
fact done very little parenting. Both the home movies watched by Od showing her as a detached mother and her decision to leave her infant daughter
12. See Foley ([1978] 2009, 190).
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behind to pursue her career attest to her lack of enthusiasm for traditional
motherhood.
On the surface, Pen makes bold choices, but upon closer look, hero
and heroine simply exchange roles. The spouse who goes on a long journey is unfaithful, while the one who stays at home nurtures their child and
holds himself to higher standards of fidelity. The double standard that permits, albeit with disapprobation, to one partner what is strictly forbidden
the other, may no longer hinge upon gender per se, but upon the circumstances in which men and women find themselves. While still on Skheria,
Pen defends herself against the journalists’ accusations of unfaithfulness:
Look I mean I’m no different from the next guy okay

It is as if life’s choices, rather than sex, determine gender roles.
In the Odyssey, by contrast, both spouses are confined by gendered
expectations. Odysseus makes a decision to return to his wife and home,
while Penelope chooses to wait and be faithful to her husband. The outcome of Odysseus and Penelope’s choices are as conservative as can be, but
compared to Od and Pen, they seem radical in their resolve, and the plot of
the Odyssey is the culmination of their like-mindedness and desire for homecoming.13 Gibson attempts to create a new story by switching the genders
of the ancient epic, but the switch only stresses the difficulty of enacting
truly new narratives. Pen may have more choices available to her than to
Penelope, but she is torn between different stereotypes that lead her to live
a splintered life. The old marriage and quest plots still dominate the lives
of Od and Pen, and homecoming, instead of the realization of their desire,
becomes a locus of ambivalence and regret.
Beneath Gibson’s witty take on the Odyssey thus lies a very modern
variety of despair. Yet, while Pen’s absence and ambivalent attitude toward
motherhood make her a problematic role model as a parent, she has something else to offer to her daughter, and by extension, to us:
Tel: I wish that just once you’d been able to read me a story
(SLIGHT PAUSE.)

Pen: I’ve got a story for you
13.	Heilbrun (1990, 107) observes how easy it is, in the face of Penelope’s apparently conservative choice to get married and remain faithful, to lose sight of how radical a character she is. On
Penelope’s fidelity, see also F. I. Zeitlin (1996b).
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Gibson suggests here the process through which the quest and marriage
plots are in fact being rewritten. Pen’s own homecoming is a disappointment, but her failure is the first and necessary step toward upending the
expectations that hindered her on her journey and creating the possibility
for new stories.
The last scene, which shows Tel emerging from her room carrying a
“giant backpack,” offers a glimmer of hope:
Od: Where are you going
Tel: I’m not sure
Od: When will you be back
Tel: I’m not sure
Od: Will you be back
Tel: Eventually
I think
Od: Well
I’m not going to let you go
on an empty stomach Tel
Stay here while I fix you a
sandwich

Od’s last words in the play are caring and he finally seems comfortable
in his role of nurturer. The stage directions describe him going into the
kitchen and returning with a wrapped sandwich. The play ends with Tel
walking out of the apartment “onto the streets of Ithaka.” Like Pen before
her, Tel yearns to leave; yet Tel is free from her mother’s well-defined sense
of mission, and this lack of certainty about her own future is, for Tel,
liberating. Tel, whose very name encapsulates the notion of an end (telos)
and of speaking (“tell”), thus represents a new beginning and perhaps a
new kind of story. She becomes the most current Nobody, a contemporary
Odysseus who, having escaped the traps that ensnared both Pen and Od,
will—so we are given to hope—finally weave a newer, better nostos.14

14. I want to thank the organizers and participants of the Nostos conference for their stimulating
comments and questions, and, for their insightful comments on an early version of this paper, Justin
Isenhart, Tom Jenkins, Tim O’Sullivan, and David Rando.


Chapter 3

Absent Fathers and Faithful Wives
Penelope-Figures in the Novels of Charlotte Yonge
Clemence Schultze

P

ropounding his theory that the Odyssey was written by a woman,
Samuel Butler said:
I doubt whether any writer in the whole range of literature . . . has succeeded in drawing a full length, life-sized, serious portrait of a member
of the sex opposite to the writer’s own. . . . A woman if she attempts an
Epic is almost compelled to have a man for her central figure, but she will
minimise him, and will maximise his wife and daughters, drawing them
with subtler hand. ([1897] 1922, 106, 114)

Whether the composition of epic was still feasible was contested in the
nineteenth century; arguably, the novel was epic’s successor (Jenkyns 2006,
316–19). Butler reverses this relationship, and reads the Odyssey as a kind
of novel, taking the importance of female characters and the insight into
their psychology to demonstrate that a woman was its author. He emphasizes the prominence of home and the minutiae of women’s doings, and the
scant consideration accorded to masculine concerns and male self-esteem.
Tongue-in-cheek (Hall 2008, 126–27), he adduces both goddesses and
women in proof of this—above all, Penelope and Nausicaa, both of whom
are significant players within their respective domestic contexts.
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As a writer of realist novels, Charlotte Yonge (1892, 303) concurred
(without irony) with Butler regarding the impossibility of women authors
convincingly portraying male heroes from the inside. The numerous male
characters in her novels are generally depicted in domestic settings, among
female company, and as seen or imagined by women; many of these men
manifest traits more usually associated with the feminine. Traditional gender roles, while largely upheld, do not go unquestioned; and the contested
responsibilities of mothers and other female family members in the formation of boys often form an important part of the story. The home itself
constitutes a locus both of nurturing protection and of probable conflict;
it can be object of yearning or place of confinement. These novels have
domesticity at their core but the concerns of the wider world necessarily
impinge: women’s lives are affected by male presence and absence; men
must negotiate a range of behaviors, reconciling as far as possible the
sterner requirements imposed by external challenge with the “soft” deportment appropriate to home.
The theme of nostos expresses most sharply these complex tensions
between home and abroad, between permanence and change—for, like
the returning hero, the home and its inhabitants are themselves subject to
change. In the project of depicting women’s lives in relation to men’s, the
novelist can invoke the prototype of Penelope, husbandless wife obliged to
exercise authority both on behalf of and over a male child. Necessarily the
woman’s part is “maximized” in such a case, even though the story could
not exist without the absent male “central figure.” As elsewhere in Yonge’s
work, a mythological instance imbues a domestic tale with the greater
authority derived from the primacy of classics in education and culture;
it also functions as a kind of allegory whereby to address issues charged
with spiritual significance. The realist narrative (whether contemporary or
historical) serves both distraction and disclosure, while the classical model
forms one of the concealing layers which veil the religious message.
The deployment of the nostos trope will here be examined with regard
to Yonge’s historical novel The Dove in the Eagle’s Nest, adducing more
briefly the contemporary-set The Clever Woman of the Family by way of
comparison. Both novels were published in the 1860s, and deal with issues
(much canvassed during that and the previous decade) of men’s versus
women’s role and authority, and of masculine formation within families.
While both include actual returning warriors and also growing boys and
youths, women take the foremost place. But whereas the historical novel
allows faithful mirroring of an Odyssean nostos on both plot level and alle-
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gorical plane, the contemporary one reflects the multiplicity of concerns
to be addressed in a more complex society. In the former, the comparison
of the returnee with Odysseus is made explicit; in the latter, a range of
associations are implicit, with the Odyssey present in the text rather than
functioning as a model.
Yonge’s context and approach will first be outlined, then three themes
in these multi-faceted novels considered: place and home; the authority and
influence of women (particularly mothers); and marital fidelity in relation
to faith.

Charlotte Yonge
Charlotte Yonge (1823–1901) spent her life in her birthplace of Otterbourne, a village near Winchester. Author of more than a hundred books
for adults and children—chiefly novels, biographies, and popular histories—and for decades active in journalism, she was chiefly known for her
1853 best-seller The Heir of Redclyffe. This and her linked family novels were
widely read and seriously reviewed; her historical tales were also popular
for several generations. Quiet though Yonge’s circumstances were, contacts throughout an extensive network of friends and family engaged in
the range of professions open to the middle classes and gentry kept her
informed about the issues of the day (Dennis 1992, 10–17; Walton 2010,
16, 117–19). Moreover, the soldier’s life in reality was a significant factor
in Yonge’s own experience. Her father and brother both pursued military
callings, though both careers ended prematurely. Her father served with
distinction during the Napoleonic War and seemed set for success, but
resigned in order to marry; her brother’s Crimean War service ended under
a cloud (Walton 2010, 51–70). Yonge herself had a considerable interest in
military history and biography. But even more pervasive in her works is the
metaphor of the Church Militant: all Christians are soldiers under orders,
bound to fight until the final coming home. With regard to this concept
of the Christian warrior, almost every one of Yonge’s characters, male and
female, is portrayed in terms of struggle, transformation, and return.
Yonge’s attitude to life and literature was founded upon her religious
faith—a committed high Anglicanism, greatly influenced by her friendship with the Reverend John Keble, luminary of the Oxford Movement
(also known as Tractarianism). His formative impact upon her outlook she
described as second only to that of her father (Dennis 1992, 33–42). She
regarded her writings as “a sort of instrument for popularizing Church [of
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England] views.”1 But, in contrast to the open fervor of Evangelicalism,
she adheres to the doctrine of Reserve, crucial to Tractarian theology and
aesthetics. Reserve enjoins that religious matters must not be spoken of
over-freely, since approach to the sacred requires discipline and sacrifice: it
is both irreverent and harmful explicitly to discuss doctrine or overtly to
express religious emotion (Nockles 1994, 198–200; Colón 2010, 221–28).
In Yonge’s novels this entails sparing mention of holy names and of sacraments, and infrequent quotation from Scripture: the few instances which
occur thus hold special significance. Furthermore, Yonge’s work is pervaded
by allusions and situations that need to be interpreted typologically (Budge
2007, 125–46), and such interpretation extends to the minute details of
common daily life depicted in these realist texts. As Colón puts it, “Yonge
shows the aptness of realism for the practice and teaching of reserve”
(2010, 228). Moreover, in part precisely because of the restraint imposed by
Reserve, the books avoid preachiness and overt moralizing—undoubtedly
a great factor in their readability. Another is the nuanced fashion in which
Yonge handles matters of moral choice and consequences: unlike many
writers of novels intended to edify, she does not present decisions as easy,
nor outcomes as necessarily happy.
Classical culture and history were highly important in Yonge’s formation (Schultze 2007). While the Bible and Christian doctrine were paramount, the classics formed the basis of education and the touchstone of
culture: boys of her class and period took this for granted; and many girls
aspired to be admitted to these arcana. Yonge herself, educated entirely
at home, studied Latin and Greek; her journalism and books frequently
address what girls should learn. Classical mythology forms part of this
from the outset, progressing from simple retellings for small children to
the reading of Greek tragedies. When Yonge observes, apropos Homer, that
he “seldom fails to interest and delight much younger than some would
suppose” (1876, 48), she is probably alluding to the Odyssey. Moreover,
in several fictional works Yonge employs mythological subjects in order
to address spiritual struggle typologically. My Young Alcides recounts the
toils and redemptive death of a contemporary Hercules, a Type of Christ
(Schultze 1999). Love and Life recasts the tale of Psyche and Cupid into the
eighteenth century to show the heroine developing through faith to true
love—an allegory of the soul’s progress.
Yonge was certainly aware of the philosophical tradition of allegorizing pagan deities, pre-Christian in its origins, adopted by the early Church
1. http://www.yongeletters.com/3231/to-the-very-reverend-george-david-boyle, footnote 1.
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Fathers, persisting through the Middle Ages and Renaissance (Rahner 1963,
3–45; Chadwick 1966, 10–22, 38–41; W. B. Stanford 1968, 123–27, 156–58,
186–87, 193–94, 281–82). Odysseus’ travels and travails were particularly
apt for such interpretation: he represented wisdom, while Penelope (symbolizing chastity) could also be allegorized as standing for the active life
(Brumble 1998, 264, 331–33). In the nineteenth century this tradition continued in the work of Charles Lamb, and of the Tractarian poet Isaac Williams (Williams 1849, 125–48; Turner 1981, 157–59). For many, including
Yonge’s mentor Keble, the authority of a (unitary) Homer paralleled that
of the Bible (Turner 1981, 141–50). Classical myths foreshadowed Christian
truths (Keble [1827] 1866, 80–82), and Greek thinkers were the precursors of
Christian revelation (Jenkyns 1980, 67–73). As Boitani observes, “typologically, [Ulysses] is already ‘everyman’” (1994, 25).

The Dove in the Eagle’s Nest
Yonge’s deployment of the Penelope theme in The Dove in the Eagle’s Nest
(1866) is not as systematic as in My Young Alcides and Love and Life, where
almost every plot incident is modelled upon the relevant myth. Nevertheless, there is a manifest situational resemblance between the novel’s heroine and Penelope, and, towards the end of the book, an explicit parallel is
drawn. In addition, the ordeals of both the absent father and the present
mother can be regarded typologically as representing spiritual journeys.
The story portrays a lone mother as an authority figure who must
stand against the mores of her narrow world in order to raise her sons to
manhood in the truest sense, encompassing both physical attainment and
moral virtues. Christina, reft from a secure city home, is brought to a German baronial castle in the fifteenth century, a time of great social change.
Believed by all (including herself ) to be a widow, she brings up twin boys
in adverse physical and familial conditions. Consistency in her task and
mutual love between mother and sons enable her to steer them and their
tiny realm through various perils, though one son dies in battle against the
clan’s hereditary enemy. The husband deemed lost returns after eighteen
years, physically broken by service as a galley slave but transformed from a
thoughtless man of war to a penitent pilgrim.
“It is not a child’s story, but its dénouement is not a marriage,” wrote
Yonge to her publisher.2 She undertook considerable research into the poli2. http://www.yongeletters.com/1994/to-alexander-macmillan-28.
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tics and culture of Germany in the late mediaeval period to ensure the
authenticity of the setting. Various features suggest that from the outset she
was setting up possibilities for a multi-level reading. The name Christina
recalls those of the two protagonists of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (Christian
and Christiana).3 An alternative title for the book, canvassed before serialization, was The Debatable Ford, also suggesting travel in contested places,
and vaguely Arthurian in its overtones.4

Place and Home: “Dovecote” and Eagle’s Rock
All returns must engage with the specificity of place. Yonge’s opening
depiction of a prosperous burger household in the imperial free city of
Ulm, and in particular of the workshop where Christina’s uncle pursues
his craft of wood-carving, establishes the place as one where life’s activity is directed not merely to security and comfort but beyond: to nature,
and to the spiritual world. Yet no element is inappropriate to the portrayal
of a German household of 1472. The very first paragraph gives a glimpse
through the window of the cathedral spire, still under construction: man’s
handiwork seen against nature’s “intensely blue sky of early autumn.” Later,
a carving is described:
The eastern end of the apartment was adorned with an exquisite small
group carved in oak, representing the carpenter’s shop at Nazareth, with
the Holy Child instructed by Joseph in the use of tools, and the Mother
sitting with her book, “pondering these things in her heart.” All around
were blocks of wood and carvings in varying states of progress—some
scarcely shaped out, and others in perfect completion. (Yonge [1866]
1890, 2)5

This is in effect a mise en abîme of a novel in which motherhood is a prime
concern. Typologically speaking, the Ulm workshop is human life, where
individuals are at work, and have reached different stages of development
and training, while the artwork—also of a workshop—expresses the perfect
3. Yonge manifests throughout a concern for appropriate names: Eberhard = boar-firm, but
in its Anglicized form Everard suggesting “ever-firm” (1884, 337–38); Friedmund = peace-protector
(294–95); Kunigunde = bold-war (423); Ermentrude = maiden of the nation (327–28); Kasimir =
command of peace (442).
4. http://www.yongeletters.com/2013/alexander-macmillan-to-charlotte-mary-yonge-20.
5. That an illustration of this scene by W. J. Hennessey appears as the title page vignette of the
post-1880 uniform editions emphasizes its crucial role in the novel.
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Life. Even Christ, in his human aspect, needed to learn; Mary the mother
ponders mysteries as yet not fully understood. Moreover, the fact of explicit
quotation from Luke 2:19 marks the significance of this ekphrasis, given
the restraint which Reserve imposed upon scriptural allusions. A similar
instance occurs when Christina’s uncle recalls a carving done for an oratory of “a cross-marked lamb going forth from its fold among the howling wolves” (Yonge [1866] 1890, 13). He paraphrases Luke 10:3 as “ut agnus
inter lupos”: the occasion is Christina’s departure for the dreaded locality
of Adlerstein.
There could be no greater contrast than that between the Ulm household and Adlerstein, a free but impoverished minor barony, its castle
perched on an inaccessible peak (the Eagle’s Rock). Reached only after an
arduous journey, Adlerstein is a place on the margins of society where a
sordid existence is maintained by predation upon travellers and ruthless
exaction from the local peasantry. Any suggestion that a ruinous castle
might possesses some attractive trappings of romance or the “Gothick” is
resolutely quashed by Yonge’s unsqueamish depiction of the universal filth
and squalor. When, in the middle of a harsh winter, the baroness motherin-law finally dies, screaming “‘Let a priest approach me at his peril!,’”
Yonge does not balk at the practical consequences:
The corpse of Kunigunde, preserved—we must say the word—salted, was
placed in a coffin. . . . (Yonge [1866] 1890, 128)

In choosing a society involved in conflicted historical change—mentioned
both in letters6 and in the book’s introduction (Yonge [1866] 1890, vii)—
Yonge is influenced by the approach of Sir Walter Scott, an author she
much admired (De Gruchy 2008). The dirt and ignorance which prevail at
the castle stand both for an outmoded social order and for the almost heathen state in which the inhabitants exist. Christina’s cleansing and teaching by example are gradually transformative of Adlerstein’s physical and its
moral structure: as is usual with Yonge, this is far from easy: effort, trial and
faith are required.7
This, then, is Christina’s place of exile. A dove among eagles, she has
6. http://www.yongeletters.com/1994/to-alexander-macmillan-28.
7. The protagonist of Grisly Grisell (1893), whose patient endurance and domestic “arts of
peace” have a wider civilizing impact upon her community, much resembles Christina: this novel is
also set in wild regions during the fifteenth century. R. Mitchell (2011) here identifies a “feminized”
history of private progress in culture and civilization, promulgated by Yonge (among other writers,
not all of whom were women) as complement to the Tory Romantic “Church and King” historiography of England to which she adhered.
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been brought here by exigent paternal authority (her father is a Lanzknecht
in the service of the baron) in order to nurse the old baron’s sickly daughter. By compassionate care and her own example, she leads this scion of
a virtually pagan family to an understanding of the Christian life. But
when the girl dies, the growing affection Christina feels for young baron
Eberhard makes her reluctant to leave. A secret marriage ensues, but this is
only revealed in extremis, so that Christina has for some months to endure
contempt, as supposedly Eberhard’s mistress. He and his father are (presumed) killed in a skirmish with their neighboring hereditary enemies;
a messenger reports his dying avowal of his marriage. Since Christina is
now carrying the heir, the old baroness is forced to recognize her. Twins
Eberhard and Friedmund (Ebbo and Friedel) are born; which means that
sixteen years elapse before Christina sees Ulm again. When she revisits her
uncle and aunt, they and the place are little altered; the change is in Christina herself and, yet more, in her circumstances. The chapter of return is
titled “Back to the Dovecote”; the next, “The Eaglets in the City.”
For the other aspect of Adlerstein is its wild freedom and proximity
to nature. On her first arrival, Christina feels “there was something in the
exhilaration and elasticity of the mountain air that gave her an entirely
new sensation of enjoyment and life, and seemed to brace her limbs and
spirits for whatever might be before her . . .” (Yonge [1866] 1890, 24). The
twins can climb like chamois upon their native mountains, even reaching
the eagles’ eyrie. They take models from nature and apply to them the skills
of art, for Christina, taught by her uncle, encourages them to carve:
Rude as was their work, the constant observation and choice of subjects
were an unsuspected training and softening. It was not in vain that they
lived in the glorious mountain fastness, and saw the sun descend in his
majesty, dyeing the masses of rock with purple and crimson. . . . And,
when the snow melted and the buds returned, the ivy spray, the smiling
saxifrage, the purple gentian bell, the feathery rowan leaf, the symmetrical
lady’s mantle, were hailed and loved first as models, then for themselves.
(109)

Nevertheless, city life complements castle and the free outdoors, and Friedel
at first yearns to experience the novelty and stimulus of Ulm. But on his
return, while “his minstrel dreams had derived fresh vigour from contact
with the active world” (185), he does not pine for the city. This hints at the
balance and completeness of a life which combines active with reflective or
contemplative qualities—an admired pattern in Yonge’s circle. And Adler-
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stein too undergoes change towards civilization and even prosperity, both
from Christina’s early efforts, and later when she receives a dowry from
her uncle. So the former place of Christina’s exile has become home, while
the home to which her husband returns from his exile is one transformed
beyond recognition (see below, under Faith, Fidelity, and Marriage). This
transformation is expressed via art, for “shields alternately of eagles and
doves” (261) adorn Friedel’s tomb.

Women’s Influence:
Motherhood and the Formation of Masculinity
Motherhood is depicted as central to Christina’s active life. The birth of the
twins ensures merely that Christina survives at Adlerstein but gives her no
authority there: the castle is ruled by the dowager baroness Kunigunde. To
stand by her own principles against this appalling mother-in-law requires
Christina’s courage and faith. This is exemplified when the twins are mere
babies: a kinsman from the estranged senior branch of the family arrives,
expecting to take over the domain. Though Sir Kasimir resigns all claim
when he learns of the new-born heirs, Kunigunde prepares the oubliette
for him. Christina suspects this, and hands the newly christened babies
to Sir Kasimir, asking him to take them downstairs and show them to
the people. Kunigunde hastily rescinds the order for the oubliette (Yonge
[1866] 1890, 96–98).
This is evidently a twist on the story of Palamedes placing baby Telemachus in front of Odysseus’ plough, in order to reveal that his madness is
merely feigned.8 Christina has to endanger her own sons in order to save an
innocent life and thwart the vengeful spirit of Kunigunde, shown as almost
insane in her arrogant and unrealistic assertion of dynastic independence.
Circumstances (loss of husband and son) have given Kunigunde the power
which she abuses; Christina, by contrast, never wields authority in her own
right, being subservient at first to her mother-in-law, and later acting only
as guardian for her elder son, the baron. And for the remaining sixteen years
of the older woman’s life, Christina has continually to assert her own values
and faith against the grandmother who undermines her influence, attempting to inculcate in the children haughty pride and “foul cruelty” (Yonge
[1866] 1890, 104; cf. 110). Christina later rejects repeated offers of marriage
8. The story goes back to the Cypria; see Philostratus, Heroicus 33.4; Apollodorus, Epitome 3.7;
and Hyginus, Fabulae 95.2.
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from that same Sir Kasimir: here, then, is a very watered-down version of
the Suitors motif, for social norms enjoin remarriage upon a young widow
in need of a protector, and this suitor is in every respect an eligible one.
Christina refuses him because she wishes to remain faithful to the husband
whom she will meet beyond the grave, and “not to have set any [man]
before [his] sons” (176). In the medieval setting, the choices and dilemmas
derived from the classical model can be presented with greater forcefulness
than Yonge would allow as appropriate in a realist contemporary narrative.
In epic, or within a historical setting, a child’s life can be in genuine peril
of destruction; a woman without the protection of a husband risks attack
upon her person or property; but to import such straightforwardly physical
dangers into a contemporary setting would place a novel into the genre of
the sensational or the Gothic. Penelope’s story here forms a model not only
for Christina’s general situation, but provides specific incidents which demonstrate that her faith and her marital fidelity are being tested to the limit.
As a sole parent, Christina’s influence with her sons remains paramount. That courage is not incompatible with restraint, and that mercy
is not weakness, is this mother’s teaching. In the absence of satisfactory
male role models at the Eagle’s Rock, Christina forms the boys through her
very few religious and historical books, and by tales of knights, heroes, and
Minnesingers. Manliness is expressed in conventional terms of appearance
and physique. Both twins are physically brave and adept, but their temperaments differ in that Friedel is more sensitive and peaceable, whereas Ebbo
is more inclined to think of his honor and what is due to his position. The
twin, double, or alter ego motif—very familiar in Romantic and Victorian
authors, notably Wilkie Collins—is exploited by Yonge in several works,
normally in a nuanced fashion that disdains black-and-white contrasts.
While the attentive reader will recognize that Friedel’s fully formed nature
indicates that he is too good to live, and that Ebbo’s character requires
more chastening and discipline, the contrast between the two brothers is
one of degree rather than of essence. Both accept the quasi-paternal blessing of Christina’s uncle, but Friedel does so more spontaneously (Yonge
[1866] 1890, 138). Offered knighthood by the avaricious Kaiser Friedrich
IV (who is eager for the knights’ fees), both undertake it in the spirit of
old-style chivalry rather than of current fashion, but Friedel alone regards
the prospect with “sacred awe” (167). Both strive for the welfare of their
peasantry and for reconciliation with their hereditary enemy: Friedel is the
more persevering and peaceable (Yonge 185, 193–94). Friedel is also the one
who, catching up a hint at their father’s possible survival, is determined to
seek him out, whereas Ebbo is skeptical (202–5, 207–8).
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After Friedel’s death in combat (a defensive battle in which Ebbo is also
nearly killed), his example accompanies Ebbo life-long. The differing ways
in which the twins’ natures will express themselves is pointed up even before
their birth by a dream Christina has as she waits in vain hope for her husband’s return from battle. She dreams of the burning needfire wheel of the
Midsummer festival night of her secret marriage:
sparks [had] darted from it, one rising and gleaming high in air till it shone
like a star, another pursuing a fitful and irregular, but still bright course
amid the dry grass on the hillside . . . minding her of the words of the
Allhallow-tide legend: “Fulgebunt justi et tanquam scintillae in arundinete
discurrent.” (Yonge [1866] 1890, 78–79)

Christina, in praying for her sons’ future welfare, more than once recalls
this as a good omen (Yonge [1866] 1890, 117; cf. 167, 222). Yonge validates
this by employing the scriptural text.9 And so indeed it proves at the book’s
close, a retrospect in the year 1531. Ebbo refers to his brother as his “guidingstar,” while the mother asserts that Ebbo’s own “spark of light [has] ever
shone and drawn its trail of brightness in the gloom, even though the way
was long, and seemed uncertain” (290–91). This is a clear symbol of a life of
faithful exertion, and an indication that both sons bred by this mother are
to be accounted “righteous.” Christina’s own achievement is summed up in
the text from Proverbs 31:28 placed on her tomb: “Her children shall rise up
and call her blessed” (293).

Faith, Fidelity, and Marriage
Christina is a Penelope figure, whose marriage of absence is the center of
the story. In almost every respect, Yonge strips the circumstances of any
trappings of romance. Baron Eberhard is an uncouth, even boorish, young
man, whose best qualities are affection for his sick sister and a wondering
protective respect for Christina. Wooed in secret and married in haste by a
friar more interested in selling indulgences, she is treated as a mistress, and
only recognized as wife once she is (apparently) widowed. But while on the
historical plane Yonge emphasizes that medieval marriages were matters of
family contract, it is nevertheless essential on a typological level that the
9. The words (“the righteous shall shine, and run to and fro like sparks among the stubble”)
form part of the passage proper to All Saints’ Day (Wisdom of Solomon 3.1–9), which begins: “But
the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God.”
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heroine should faithfully love her husband: marriage is a sacrament, and a
faithful marriage is the expression of the soul’s love for Christ. This is most
clearly revealed in the effect of the exchange of vows:
But each mutual vow was a strange relief to her long-tossed and divided
mind, and it was rest indeed to let her affection have its will, and own him
indeed as a protector to be loved instead of shunned . . . she felt for the
moment, poor little thing, as if she could never be frightened again. (Yonge
[1866] 1890, 67–68)

After eighteen years of separation the elder Eberhard returns to find the
castle thriving and beautified, with a bridge and a road to facilitate travelers, a physical change that typologically expresses its good relations with
neighbors and adherence to the rule of law. A church is being built outside the castle; a chapel has already been established within it. The old
baron can recognize no aspect of the new Adlerstein, until he sees his wife
“‘Unchanged! . . . thou alone art the same!’” She identifies him at once,
despite the great physical alteration wrought by years as a galley-slave of
the Moors: “‘[H]ow could I not be sure? I know him! I feel it!’” (266). The
language articulates an encounter between the faithful and the object of
faith.
	Eberhard’s own character (given his long absence) is scarcely delineated:
the uncouth young baron returns as an aged penitent, broken in body and
humbled in disposition. Whilst his physical journeying has been extensive
but pointless (being under the compulsion of servitude) his spiritual progress has brought him from indifference to Christian belief. Significantly,
that conviction was tested by inducements from his captors to gain freedom
through conversion to Islam, but loyalty to Christina and the transformative effect of her faith made him refuse. He had been slightly swayed by the
decency of the Muslims he encountered—
but when they told me women had no souls at all, no more than a horse
or dog, I knew it was but an empty dream of a religion; for did I not
know that my little Ermentrude [his dead sister] and thou, Stine, had
finer, clearer, wiser souls than ever a man I had known? (Yonge [1866]
1890, 270–71)

For Eberhard, homecoming is both restoration and bewilderment: “he
had . . . fallen asleep in one age of the world, and wakened in another”
(Yonge [1866] 1890, 277) and cannot cope with the new world’s require-
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ments. Characteristically for Yonge, resolutions are not idealized into happy
endings of unalloyed joy: it is acknowledged that difficulties may remain
and that differing perspectives may scarcely be reconcilable. The underlying
Odyssean model is made plain in just such an encounter of views. Young
Ebbo fears that it will be hard to yield up his enlightened rule to this father,
so much a revenant from the past:
he felt that all he was doing was but provisional, and that it would be his
duty to resign all that he had planned, and partly executed, to this incompetent, ignorant rule . . . no reflection or self-reproach could make it otherwise than a bitter pill to any Telemachus to have to resign to one so unlike
Ulysses in all but the length of his wanderings,—one, also, who seemed
only half to like, and not at all to comprehend, his Telemachus. (278)

“Incompetent” and “ignorant” are hard words for Yonge, an inveterate
upholder of parental authority (Storr 1965), to ascribe from son to father.
But the elder Eberhard proves an Odysseus purged and tamed by his sufferings. He retains his old outlook enough to wonder at a world where
personal revenge is subject to the rule of law, but he has lost any impulse
to exert power of the old or the new type. He renounces any worldly role
at Adlerstein, describing himself as “‘good for nothing now but to save my
soul’” (Yonge [1866] 1890, 280).
Western culture has available two main paradigms of homecoming:
that of Odysseus, and that of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32), between
which a simplified distinction may be drawn. The Odyssey emphasizes
the difficulties in the situation: the changes undergone by all those concerned, the problems of recognition, and the ordeals to be passed before
re-integration is achieved. The parable, by contrast, makes paramount the
unconditional welcome of love—while still acknowledging (in the person of the prodigal) the possibility of damage and degradation endured,
and (in the person of the brother who stayed behind) the limitations of
human acceptance. It is apparent that Christina’s instant recognition and
heart-whole welcome is psychologically closer to that story than to Penelope’s gradual reconciliation with Odysseus; so is the elder Eberhard’s ready
acknowledgment that his own journeying is done. The reaction of Ebbo,
on the other hand, to some degree resembles that of the prodigal’s brother;
but his invocation of Telemachus fulfils the requirements of Reserve by
putting the classical prototype foremost.
Duty informed by love and guided by faith is in this novel Yonge’s
answer to the question of a woman’s authority; and that masculine force-
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fulness needs to be tempered by compassion. But duty is easier to identify
where roles are strictly defined and options limited—especially with the distancing of more than three centuries. What, then, of Yonge’s treatment of
authority and masculinity in her own contemporary context; and can there
be a return to the home of faith, when choices have become more numerous and roles problematized?

The Clever Woman of the Family
The Clever Woman of the Family (1865) is one of Yonge’s most studied works
today, for it deals explicitly with “the Woman question,” a major concern
in the 1860s (Sturrock 1995, 48–73; Wheatley 1996; Yonge [1865] 2001,
12–26; Schaffer 2009). In it, Yonge returns similar answers as in Dove to the
questions of women’s authority—but with more nuance and less closure,
given the greater complexity of choices available to contemporary women.
The novel is set very precisely in the early 1860s, some three or four
years after the Indian Rebellion of 1857 (Yonge [1865] 2001, 109, 112). Rachel
Curtis, an over-confident but sincerely well-meaning amateur philanthropist, is taught humility and respect for others whom she has previously
despised. This “clever woman” is contrasted with her gentle cousin Fanny
Temple, a young widow bringing up a large family; and with disabled
Ermine Williams, a writer. Ermine’s long-lost fiancé Colin Keith returns
from military service abroad, as does another younger soldier, Alick Keith.
Although Rachel misunderstands or misjudges all of them to some extent;
they respect her enough to stand by her when she is duped by a plausible
con man who defrauds her private charity. This man’s trial and conviction
resolve various problems, meaning that Ermine can now marry her fiancé;
and Alick’s nurturing support brings Rachel to love and marry him. Three
women and two men thus divide the Penelope and Odysseus roles in this
novel: Fanny, Ermine, and Rachel; Colin and Alick.10 This of itself entails
that the plot of the Odyssey is not as closely paralleled as in Dove: rather,
The Clever Woman of the Family may be read through the lens of the Odyssey.
10. Christian names in this book are less obviously linked to themes than in Dove: Frances
means “free,” but Yonge notes that “Fanny” became in the eighteenth century “almost a proverb for
prettiness and simplicity” (1884, 299); Ermine denotes “lordly” (147); the Scots Colin derives from
“dove” (261), while Alick is an Alexander, “helper of men” (83–84), and Rachel’s supportive sister is
called Grace (196). The heroine’s own name actually means “ewe,” but Yonge recalls (14) that “Dante
made l’antica Rachele, with her beautiful eyes, the type of heavenly contemplation [Purg. 27.104; Inf.
2.102] ever gazing at the mirror that reflected heavenly glory”: this could fit her at the conclusion, as
does her future husband’s service for her.
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Thus the principal players express aspects of the Penelope—Odysseus relationship: faithful, patient love; lone women’s exercise of authority; and the
problematic return to a home which itself has undergone change. Viewed
typologically, the chief female character undergoes a nostos to a childhood
home of faith.

Place and Home: Resort and Village
The setting is the fictional town of Avonmouth, a seaside watering-place,
above which the Curtises’ home “perche[s] on a beautiful promontory.”
From here the family “look down from their crag . . . with pity and contempt for the ruined loneliness of the pebbly beach” (Yonge [1865] 2001,
41). Established on their squirearchal estate for at least two hundred years,
the Curtises scarcely mix with the transient population of the resort. This
represents the confrontation of tradition, manifesting itself as protective
security and exclusiveness on the part of widowed Mrs Curtis, against the
modern values with which Rachel wants to engage. At twenty-five, she feels
more than ready to embark upon works of social reform which will take
her out into a wider sphere. Avonmouth expresses various aspects, good
and ill, of contemporary life. The small-scale lace workshops employ child
labor; the neighborhood offers little or nothing by way of intellectual stimulation or exchange of ideas; the very church is disappointing, for it is
in the care of an “underbred” perpetual curate (59). Ideas from the wider
world are mediated via newspapers and periodicals (23). Scarcely surprising, then, that Rachel is pleased to find a personable visitor, calling himself
Mauleverer, who allows her to understand that he is a clergyman undergoing spiritual difficulties (211, 225–29). Their first meeting is a parodic take
on the myth of Andromeda (208, with Simmons’s commentary ad loc.):
there is even some joking that the determined spinster Rachel is acquiring
a suitor (208–9; 217, with allusions to Tennyson’s poem of a mystery wooer,
“The Lord of Burleigh”). Permitted to sketch in the grounds, Mauleverer
later proposes to sell his pictures, and a commercial element accordingly
obtrudes upon the Curtises’ privacy (222–23). Rachel expounds her plans
for reform of the sweated labor of the lace-making system, and he readily promotes them, but proves to be a fraudulent impostor. Motifs in his
exposure invoke the “sensation” fiction so popular at exactly this period
(Wagner 2010b, 311–14). Avonmouth further expresses the modern world as
a place of change, exchange, and interchange by receiving other, less peril-
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ous, incomers: Ermine and Alison Williams, sisters financially ruined by
their brother’s misconduct of the family business; Fanny Temple, Rachel’s
cousin, who returns as a widow to bring up her seven children; and the
Keith cousins, soldiers returning home from the Empire. Both of them
find wives there: Colin Keith’s recovery of his long-lost fiancée is construed
as homecoming; and Alick Keith discovers Rachel as a person of sincerity
and integrity:
“He said there was a girl there [at Avonmouth] of a strong spirit, independent and thorough-going, and thinking for herself. He said, ‘to be sure,
she generally thinks wrong, but there’s a candour and simplicity about
her that make her wildest blunders better than parrot commonplace,’ and
he thought your reality might impress his sister.” (Yonge [1865] 2001, 484)

In marked contrast to commonplace Avonmouth, site of most of the action,
is the village of Bishopsworthy, where Rachel, on honeymoon with Alick,
undergoes her final phase of training. The chapter is headed by an epigraph
from the Tractarian Rev. Isaac Williams’ poem The Baptistery: “Around the
very place doth brood / A calm and holy quietude.” Village, park, church,
and rectory are peaceful but never dull, filled with tranquil activity: it is
an idealized but not an unrealistic depiction (much resembling Yonge’s
accounts of congenial households in real life). Here Rachel recovers from
a nervous breakdown thanks to the thoughtful care of her husband and of
his uncle the Rector, blind Mr Clare. (The character is undoubtedly modeled in part upon John Keble.) Unlike Avonmouth and its superficialities,
Bishopsworthy constitutes a place of stability; unlike the Curtis household
with its repressive values, Bishopsworthy offers the possibility of spiritual
growth (see below, under Faith, Marriage, and Female—Male Relationships).
In contrast, however, to the locations in Dove, neither place in the modern
world offers a long-term home. Rachel must leave them both for a life with
her husband in a “marching regiment” (413), but Bishopsworthy (a place of
faith, pointing to what lies beyond) has not merely calmed her but strengthened her for life within the Church Militant.

Women’s Influence in and beyond the Family
Influence is attributed to women in this novel in diverse but limited forms;
and influence that extends beyond the range of family is presented as
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unusual, and as a responsibility to be undertaken with due gravity. The
employment of the term “authority” in this novel is virtually confined to
the parent—child context.
Fanny Temple, who has returned to her childhood home upon her
sudden widowhood, has a large family to bring up. Married very young
indeed to an aged general, she was treated almost as a child by her husband
and her late mother; she makes a young and attractive widow. She most
resembles the supposed widow Christina, and like her exerts quiet and loving influence over her six unruly sons. Undoubtedly the most conventional
of the three women, Fanny is loyal to the memory of her late husband,
and considers that raising her children as he would wish is her trust and
duty, in which Providence will support her (Yonge [1865] 2001, 60). Rachel
clashes with her over issues such as whether or not the boys’ natural “pugnacity” should be repressed (146) yet cannot exercise discipline when she
tries to teach the boys herself (which she had believed was her “mission”
coming to her doorstep) and ends by acquiescing in their having a professional governess (62–77). Their mother, on the other hand, both plays
energetically with them (65–66, 219–20) and disciplines them appropriately (62–63, 73–77). Fanny conforms most closely to the Victorian ideal
of “the Angel in the House”: Yonge, while making clear her limitations—a
certain naïvete and a lack of self-reliance—treats her sympathetically, and
endorses her as a figure of gently exercised maternal authority.
The situation of Ermine Williams—patiently waiting for a fiancé presumed dead or one who at any rate may never return to her—equates most
closely to that of Penelope. She appears to be set aside from the world by
poverty, disability, and (apparent) family disgrace: she is thus triply disadvantaged compared to wealthy, healthy, and socially acceptable Rachel.
Yet she exerts influence through her articles, which enable her to engage,
though at one remove, with the wider world, and render her partly selfsupporting:
“The editor . . . asked me to write letters on things in general, and when I
said I saw the world through a key-hole, he answered that a circumscribed
view gained in distinctness. Most kind and helpful he has been, and what
began between sport and need to say out one’s mind has come to be a
resource for which we are very thankful.” (Yonge [1865] 2001, 121)

Crucially, while Ermine has a “mind” and opinions to express, she uses the
pseudonym “The Invalid” to avoid any personal publicity (175). Rachel,
who much admires these writings though for some time unaware they are
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by her friend, yearns “to have as much influence over people’s minds as that
Invalid . . . and by earnest effort I know I shall attain it” (105). But “earnest
effort” is not enough, especially when the seeker lacks both insight and
experience.
	Rachel’s judgment is most gravely at fault in regard to practical philanthropy, where the gap between intention and performance is widest. She
yearns for real work outside the home, has high ambitions and ideals, and
claims authority at least over herself, yet her creator is fairly relentless—
even satirical—in revealing her incapacity to write, work, plan, or make
decisions. She founds a home intended to provide alternative training for
the young girls who would otherwise be apprenticed to the lace-making
trade, but she fails properly to investigate its supposed “matron.” The outcome of this is that one of her protegées dies of diphtheria. This brings
Rachel to the realization of her share in the blame for the girl’s death and
of her own inability to participate in any future hope. She is completely
unable to recall a biblical passage requested by the dying child (“the verse
about the tears”), and it is the doctor who supplies it.11 This strongly but
discreetly marks Rachel’s despair. Worse follows:
Even the words of hope and prayer . . . seemed to her a strange tongue,
inefficient to reach the misery of this untimely mortal agony, this work of
neglect and cruelty—and she the cause. (Yonge [1865] 2001, 357)

The language of salvation is no longer comprehensible to her; she can perceive only the mortal suffering. Subsequently Rachel herself succumbs to
the disease, and her physical recovery is followed by a complete nervous
breakdown. Rachel only fully recovers both health and faith, and subsequently finds her sphere of influence, as a consequence of marriage. As a
mother and a regimental officer’s wife (where part of her role will be as an
amateur social worker) Rachel will achieve proper usefulness. Yonge thus
largely rejects Rachel’s practice of autonomy while retaining at least some
sympathy for her aspirations.
Two of these three women have (in right of motherhood: Fanny) or
arrogate to themselves (Rachel) the role of training boys or men. But negotiation amongst a range of masculinities, both for men and for the female
family members who were to raise and support them, was a precarious issue
in the Victorian period. Girls and women (fed, like their men folk, on tales
11. Quoted as “The Lord God shall wipe off tears from all eyes,” it is a slight adaptation of
Revelation 7:17 or 21:4 (Yonge [1865] 2001, 357).
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which celebrated duty and courage) were supposed to help shape sons and
brothers into men able and willing, if required, to fight for their country
(Walton 2010, 24–27). This entailed channelling “pugnacity” into “heroism” while being kept ignorant of much of what was involved. An idealized
notion of medieval knighthood was reshaped into a form of chivalry applicable to modern life. (And even if actual military service was not required,
much the same applied, mutatis mutandis, to various other types of “manly”
struggle and performance in the professional or business world.)
	Rachel, believing Alick to be a military idler, lectures him about true
heroism (“that which veritably has the god-like stamp”: Yonge [1865] 2001,
147), and describes how a soldier died in hurling away a live bomb from a
hospital tent. The irony of the scene lies in the fact that this was Alick’s own
deed—and that Rachel has garbled its outcome, for in saving others he did
not sacrifice his life.12 Another noteworthy feature of this exchange is the
dandyism which Yonge attributes to Alick: he lazily and amusedly accepts
Rachel’s version without bothering to correct her or claim credit. His actual
assessment (voiced later, after Rachel has learned the truth about his action)
is that this was not heroism, since
“it is the discipline and constant duty that make the soldier, and are far
more really valuable than exceptional doings.” (284)

“Discipline” and “duty” can, after all, be applied in any sphere of life or
activity, by men and women alike: Yonge has in mind here the Christian
soldier, member of the Church Militant, and (in the words of Keble’s hymn)
“the trivial round, the common task” of daily life, just as much as unusual
and outstanding behavior.

Faith, Marriage, and Female–Male Relationships
Marital fidelity beyond death is portrayed as the ideal both for women and
for men. Fanny Temple, wooed by two inappropriate suitors (which makes
for some gentle comedy: Yonge [1865] 2001, 247–48, 257–62) is hurt and
indignant at such “an insult to her husband and . . . attack on the freedom
of all her sons” (247). The Reverend Mr Clare is a widower, having lost his
12.	Rachel’s high conception of heroism seems to modern eyes at odds with the way she takes
for granted that “war [is] the great purifier and ennobler of nations”—even with her caveat “when
it is for a good and great cause” (Yonge [1865] 2001, 146).
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wife and baby after a brief marriage (443). But lifelong commitment does
not necessarily depend upon marriage. Ermine Williams and Colin Keith,
not permitted to consider even a long-term engagement on grounds of
youth and poverty, and then parted by the accident which rendered Ermine
a cripple, remain faithful to each other over a period of twelve years of
separation without any communication (134–35). Their marriage is further
delayed throughout the novel because Ermine at first will not hold Colin
to any engagement, given her disabled state; and further refuses to marry
until the suspicion of embezzlement has been lifted from her brother. In
their various ways all those characters whose religious faith is secure find
faithful love to be one expression of it: marriage is thus again a Type of the
soul’s fidelity.
	Rachel, on the other hand, is eager to embrace a future of spinsterhood, and has to be educated towards (and for) marriage. Only in her case
does Yonge portray an encounter with a new person that leads to wooing
and wedlock. These phases are closely linked to Rachel’s physical and psychological recovery and the reawakening of her faith. The process entails
a reappraisal of gender roles: that women can be intellectual and men can
be nurturing. It is striking how feminized are the chief male characters
in this book, their masculinity partaking of aspects related to home and
nurture. All have suffered injury and/or illness, and have been the objects
of care; they become considerate and perceptive carers for the women
(Wheatley 1996, 902).
Well before the crisis of Lovedy’s death, the unsettled nature of Rachel’s
religious beliefs is indicated when for the first time in her life she has the
opportunity to engage in discussion with an able man:
Colonel Keith’s tone was different. He was argumentative where his young
cousin [Alick] was sarcastic. He was reading some of the books over which
Rachel had strained her capacities without finding any one with whom to
discuss them, since all her friends regarded them as poisonous; and even
Ermine Williams, without being shaken in her steadfast trust, was so
haunted and distressed in her lonely and unvaried life by the echo of these
shocks to the faith of others, that absolutely as a medical precaution she
abstained from dwelling on them. On the other hand Colin Keith liked to
talk and argue out his impressions, and found in Rachel the only person
with whom the subject could be safely broached, and thus she for the
first time heard the subjects fairly handled. . . . [S]he appreciated the candor that weighed each argument, distinguishing principle from prejudice,
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and religious faith from conventional construction, and in this measurement of minds she felt the strength and acuteness of powers superior to
her own. (Yonge [1865] 2001, 174)

“Never read anything that can at all unsettle your religious faith,” Yonge
advised the readers of the newly launched Monthly Packet in 1851, a time
when the magazine was targeted at girls and young women between the
ages of fifteen and twenty-five (Moruzi 2010). Rachel plainly ignores this
advice, for the mention of “shocks to the faith” indicates that these are
the very kind of books that she and Colin discuss (though actual titles are
never given: Yonge [1865] 2001, 17–18). While the two meet almost as intellectual equals, Yonge takes it for granted that a woman cannot be as able
as a superior man. But Yonge also points up Rachel’s ability to misconstrue, for at around this time (unaware of Colin and Ermine’s engagement)
she wonders whether Colin is falling in love with her—and whether she
might be liable to fall in love with him. In this as in other ways Rachel
Curtis resembles Austen’s Emma Woodhouse (Sturrock 2010). On a realist level, this self-questioning reflects contemporary notions of propriety
and assumptions about the nature of any interaction between unmarried
persons of opposite gender; on the typological, Colin Keith functions as a
guide, leading Rachel some of the way on the road back to belief.
The process of restoring Rachel’s faith is carried further at Bishopsworthy by Mr Clare, who, as a clergyman, is supremely capable of providing
guidance. But even the new, chastened Rachel is quick to pick up his initial
slighting assessment of her situation:
“I don’t know! I had no power to read or think for a long time, and now,
since I have been here, I hope it has not been hypocrisy, for going on in
your way and his has been very sweet to me, and made me feel as I used
when I was a young girl, with only an ugly dream between. I don’t like
to look at it, and yet that dream was my real life that I made for myself.”
“Dear child, I have little doubt that Alick knew it would come to this.”
“What, you and he think a woman’s doubts so vague and shallow as
to be always mastered by a husband’s influence?”
Mr Clare was embarrassed. If he had thought so he had not expected
her to make the inference. (Yonge [1865] 2001, 485)

Rachel’s language significantly implies journeying and a return to a happier
state of childlike faith, and that the intervening phase has the status of “an
ugly dream.” Mr Clare then accepts her enterprise, taking her “stumbling-
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blocks” seriously; and promises the intellectual grounding that she needs
and of which she is capable. The undertaking is presented as a shared one:
she will read to the blind man and they will together investigate in depth
controversial issues. The anticipated outcome is that Rachel’s beliefs will be
solidly established (Yonge [1865] 2001, 485–86).

Conclusion
The theme of nostos is present in both these novels, but to differing degrees.
In Dove, the Odyssean model provides a plot which is followed in broad
outline, though not in detail; and which is made explicit when Ebbo compares his father and himself to Odysseus and Telemachus. But the theme
extends beyond a straight equation of the book’s characters with those of
the epic and beyond literal travels in order to embrace wider notions of
exile and pilgrimage. To such metaphorical journeyings—which apply not
to the hero alone but to all the characters—Yonge attributes a specifically
Christian sense of a spiritual life-course, from earthly home to heavenly
Home. The centrality of the notion of home as a place of work and preparation is indicated at the outset, with the ekphrasis of the Nazareth workshop; and at the book’s conclusion, with the inscribed family tombs. The
novel—which could be received by a naive reader as a tale replete with
attractive mundanities of mediaeval life—yields up deeper meanings when
read typologically by such readers as are ready and insightful enough to
receive it. The layer of concealment added by the classical prototype further
serves the demands of Reserve. In Clever Woman, the Odyssey is present in
a more diffuse sense: it can be read into the narrative not at a plot level but
insofar as aspects of several characters resemble situations or relationships
within the epic. The novel raises issues regarding women’s authority and
fidelity similar to those in Dove, and to these Yonge offers not dissimilar
answers, while recognizing that modern society poses the problems in a
more complex form. In the person of Rachel, Yonge reworks the theme of
coming home to stand for a return to faith—a faith which has been deepened by the ordeals undergone. Thus in both works, Yonge applies homecoming in a Christian mode, while the realist elements of the setting allow
the complexities of human reactions full play and safeguard the reticence
required by Reserve.

P ar t II


War, Nostos, and Personal Identity


Chapter 4

A Penelopean Return
Desire, Recognition, and Nostos in the Poems of
Yannis Ritsos and Gail Holst-Warhaft
Victoria Reuter

I

n her collection of poems Penelope’s Confession, Gail Holst-Warhaft asks
a simple yet provocative question:
When all this becomes myth
what woman worth her lover’s
salt will wish herself
Penelope?
(2007, 38)

In the adventure story that is Homer’s Odyssey, Odysseus is a dynamic character who is constantly on the move: fighting wars, battling monsters, and
having affairs with goddesses. Penelope on the other hand has a relatively
less adventurous experience. So, why would anyone wish herself Penelope?
Although there is a long tradition of poets who appropriate the Penelope
figure, in works ranging from Modernist laments to contemporary satires,
Penelope has not always been popular. As Lillian E. Doherty has persuasively shown, writers in the nineteenth-century did not find her a compelling figure at all (2009, 182). Indeed, it was only in the latter half of the
twentieth century that classical scholarship and poetry began to take an
interest in Penelope. Edith Hall suggests that Penelope has been of little
concern until relatively recent decades partially because:
89
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no modern reader can find [Penelope] emotionally plausible. She is not
angry at being abandoned or deprived of more children, sexually frustrated, suspicious of her husband’s fidelity, satisfied at being in charge of
the household, or resentful of having to relinquish space when Odysseus
returns. She does not even complain when, on their first night together,
he says that he will leave again (23.266–87). The reader must make a guess
to “fill in” the gaps in Penelope’s psychological profile, thus giving her a
strange extra-textual status of her own. (2008, 120)

Filling in these gaps and silences is precisely what writers over the last few
decades have done.
As early as the 1920s feminist poets began to re-imagine mythical figures
in a way that diverged from the Modernists. For example, Dorothy Parker’s
“Penelope” (1928, included in Parker 1936) presents a composed yet resentful Penelope:
In the pathway of the sun,
In the footsteps of the breeze,
Where the world and sky are one,
He shall ride the silver seas,
He shall cut the glittering wave.
I shall sit at home, and rock;
Rise, to heed a neighbor’s knock;
Brew my tea, and snip my thread;
Bleach the linen for my bed.
They will call him brave.

This Penelope not only questions the notion of bravery and Odysseus’ legacy in the poem, but also the legacy and interpretation of Homer’s Odys
sey. Poems such as this one anticipate a trend of appropriating myth that
would gain momentum in the 1960s and carry on through to the present day. American feminist poetry in particular was greatly influenced by
second-wave feminism, and responding to patriarchy through the use of
myth became a veritable trope of both feminist poetry and feminist theory.
However, unlike the Modernists’ use of myth, this movement showed “no
trace of nostalgia” (Ostriker 1982, 87). In the decades that followed, this
trend of “revisionist mythmaking”1 involved using myth as a way of renegotiating with the past in order to reconstruct the future. Much of the revi1. This term is coined in Ostriker (1982, 68–90).
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sionist poetry that deals with Penelope has been interested in looking at
the text from Penelope’s perspective, and her role as a weaver plays a large
part in this. Typically, Penelope’s weaving and unweaving serves as a metaphor for the creative process or the process of self-making. Both Carolyn
Heilbrun (1990) and Peggy Kamuf (1988) theorized the use of Penelope as
an emblem for feminist poetics, and this idea is picked up again later by
Barbara Clayton in her Penelopean Poetics (2004). In taking on a mythical character, the poet is also able to address the Western tradition more
broadly. This strategy is particularly alluring to feminist poets because by
reimagining the figure of Penelope they are able to undermine the traditional notion of Penelope as the paragon of female virtue. In addition,
because Homer’s Odyssey gives very little indication of Penelope’s intentions and desires, she provides writers with a figure that can be interpreted
in varying ways.
Like other revisionist poets before them, Yannis Ritsos and Gail HolstWarhaft use myth as a way to reflect on contemporary issues and as a way
to reinterpret past narratives. While Holst-Warhaft’s use of Penelope is
more akin to the feminist style of appropriation, Ritsos’s poem, though not
un-feminist, is often read in light of the political situation in Greece in the
1960s. For both writers the use of Homeric epic and ancient Greek myth
is closely connected to their experiences with modern Greece. Ritsos was
born in Monemvasia, Greece in 1909 and was one of Greece’s most prolific poets. Because of his leftist sentiments, he was arrested and spent several years in prison camps on various Greek islands during both the Greek
Civil War and the 1967 military junta.2 Gail Holst-Warhaft is a scholar and
musician who spent several years living in Greece in the 1960s performing
rembetika music and translating Greek texts into English, but she returned
to Australia during the years of the junta. In the preface to Penelope’s
Confession Holst-Warhaft claims that her own concept of home is not a
simple one (she was born in Australia, lived in Greece, and now resides in
the United States), and this is reflected in her characterization of Penelope.
The poems by Yannis Ritsos and Gail Holst-Warhaft that are to be
discussed in this essay can be considered snapshots of this tradition that
rewrites myth in order to point out the multiple possibilities inherent in the
Homeric narrative. More specifically, this essay will examine a selection of
2.	Ritsos was imprisoned several times, first during the Greek civil war in 1948. He was subsequently sent to prison camps in 1949 and 1950 on the islands of Makronissos and Ayios Evstratos.
Later, under the colonels’ dictatorship led by Giorgos Papadopoulos in 1967, Ritsos was sent to
Yiaros, Leros, and then to Samos, where he was placed under house arrest in his wife’s family home.
Finally in 1970 he was allowed to return to his apartment in Athens.
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poems that highlight how Penelope’s desire plays a crucial role in our reading of the Odyssey. In looking at the text from Penelope’s point of view these
poets shed new light on the themes of recognition and nostos. Their reinterpretations of the myth focus on Odysseus’ return to Ithaca and suggest that
despite achieving a successful nostos, Odysseus does not necessarily enjoy a
happy homecoming. In Yannis Ritsos’s “Return II” (1964–65) the narrator
reveals some of the difficulties involved with Odysseus’ return to Ithaca:
. . . What he’d most dreamed of
seemed, now that he’d arrived,
the most alien and unknown. Was it the fault of
the length of time or the fault of knowledge
outside of time? He struck his thighs
with his two palms to make sure he had woken.
“Where am I?” is all he said.
(1991, 38)

The poem references the moment in Odyssey 13 when a sleeping Odysseus
is set ashore on Ithaca by the Phaeacians and upon waking does not recognize his home island. Ritsos’s poem points out that Odysseus’ arrival is
fraught with confusion; he is unsure of where he is and whether or not he
is dreaming. Odysseus’ first task is to realize that he is in fact home. Then,
he must get the people of Ithaca to recognize him. If these tasks are not
fulfilled then even a simple return is not possible. There is also the issue of
Odysseus’ wife, Penelope, and her reaction to his homecoming. By treating Penelope’s response to Odysseus’ return Ritsos and Holst-Warhaft add
another dimension to the problem of nostos, pointing out that recognition
is not as straightforward as it might seem.
Yannis Ritsos revisits the theme of nostos and recognition again in 1968
with his poem “Penelope’s Despair,” which presents a virtual still frame of
the recognition scene in Odyssey 23. The second section of this essay will
look at how Ritsos plays with the reader’s expectation of a traditional presentation of this recognition scene in order to create an uncanny moment
in which Penelope’s hesitation reflects her unhappiness at the idea of Odysseus’ return. It gives the reader pause to ponder: perhaps Odysseus’ return
is not what Penelope wanted after all. The next three sections will look
at the Penelope poem cycle in Gail Holst-Warhaft’s Penelope’s Confession.
The first of these sections will address how Holst-Warhaft reconfigures the
notions of desire and fidelity while the final two segments, “Penelope’s
Odyssey: Fidelity and Memory” and “Penelope’s Nostos,” will examine
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precisely how this new reading of Penelope’s desire affects our own reading of the Homeric text and introduces the possibility of a Penelopean
nostos. By looking at Odysseus’ homecoming through the eyes of Penelope,
both writers problematize the conventional notion of nostos and provide
an expanded idea of what recognition might mean for Odysseus and for
Penelope.

Recognition and Penelope’s Undecidability
As Sheila Murnaghan’s book-length study demonstrates, the concepts of
disguise and recognition are crucial to the movement of the plot of a nos
tos story (Murnaghan 1987a). Homer’s Odyssey has a series of recognition
scenes which gradually build to the scene in Book 23 when Odysseus and
Penelope are finally reunited. For the most part, Odysseus is able to use
his disguise as a Cretan beggar in order to control the timing and circumstances of how and when he reveals his identity (Alexopoulou 2009, 33).
The exception is the scene with Penelope in Book 23 when Penelope refuses
to recognize Odysseus immediately. After revealing his identity to several
other characters,3 Odysseus goes to Penelope still disguised as a beggar and
says that he is her long-lost husband. In Homer’s version, Penelope tests
the stranger with questions only Odysseus would know the answers to and
Penelope eventually embraces Odysseus, welcoming him home. However,
Penelope does not recognize him instantly. Even after she is provided with
evidence (Eurycleia, Odysseus’ nurse, claims that she has seen the scar on
his leg), Penelope persists in her disbelief. Penelope’s hesitation is not insignificant: in this moment the whole possibility of Odysseus’ nostos is put in
jeopardy.
Penelope’s hesitation at this crucial moment has been interpreted in a
number of ways. However, it is only in more recent decades that classical
scholarship has taken a closer look at her role in the epic. One of the points
that scholars generally agree on is that Penelope is key to the movement of
the epic’s plot and her character is more complex than initially assumed.
She is an especially important figure towards the end of the epic after Odysseus returns home. From Book 13 onwards when Odysseus arrives in Ithaca
the reader knows of Athena’s and Odysseus’ plan to kill the suitors and
3.	Earlier recognition scenes include Odysseus revealing his identity to Telemachus (16.187);
Argos, the dog, who is the only one to recognize Odysseus instantly (17.290); Eurycleia, Odysseus’
nurse, who recognizes him while bathing him (19.467–70); and Eumaeus and Philoetius, to whom
Odysseus reveals himself (21.205).
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to test Penelope. The reader is always privy to Odysseus’ plans. However,
Penelope’s intentions are left relatively unknown throughout the epic. Her
thoughts are kept private, and even when she does voice them, one cannot
be sure if they are sincere or if they are meant as a ruse (to trick the suitors).
It is the undecidability of Penelope’s intentions that have allowed for speculation as to when exactly “recognition” occurs for Penelope. This is a point
that is hotly debated in classical scholarship and the question itself leads
to a chain of other questions: Does Penelope recognize Odysseus at first
sight despite his disguise as a Cretan beggar? Does she only recognize him
when he reveals himself to her after the bow contest? Or is it somewhere inbetween?4 These seemingly technical questions, in actuality, greatly affect
how the narrative is interpreted. If Penelope does indeed recognize Odysseus on first sight, then she was clever in calling for the bow contest so
that Odysseus could win her back as his wife. Yet if she does not recognize
her husband, her decision to hold the bow contest can be interpreted as
her finally giving in to the suitors’ demands and that she has decided to
remarry. The goal of Odysseus’ journey is to reach his home in Ithaca and
be reunited with his wife; however, if Penelope refuses to recognize him,
his return, his nostos, ultimately fails (Murnaghan 1987b). As will be shown,
the poems by Yannis Ritsos and Gail Holst-Warhaft dramatize and explore
the complexity of this situation. They play with the undecidability of
Penelope’s character and disrupt traditional expectations that Penelope is
faithful and happy to have her husband return.

Yannis Ritsos’s Penelope: A Snapshot
In “Penelope’s Despair,” Ritsos plays with the opacity of Penelope’s thoughts
and particularly her reaction to Odysseus’ return home. The poem stages
the traditional recognition scene in Book 23 and is presented from Penelope’s point of view. As is characteristic of Ritsos, the poem goes against the
grain of the original myth and brings a subtle irony to the scene. Like those
of C. P. Cavafy, many of Ritsos’s poems bring the mythical down to the
level of the mundane or reposition the myth as seen from the perspective
of a minor character. Ritsos’s Penelope poem is dated September 21, 1968,
and appears in the collection entitled Επαναλήψεiς (Repetitions). Many of
4. For an overview of the debate about Penelope’s recognition of Odysseus, see Murnaghan
(1987a), Winkler (1990b, 129–62), Katz (1991), Doherty (1995), and Felson-Rubin (1994).
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the poems in this collection were composed between 1968 and 1969 during
his imprisonment by the dictatorship. The entire poem occurs in the space
of a moment, the moment when Odysseus reveals to Penelope that he has
returned:
It wasn’t that she didn’t recognize him in the light from
the hearth: it wasn’t
the beggar’s rags, the disguise—no. The signs were clear:
the scar on his knee, the pluck, the cunning in his eye.
Frightened,
her back against the wall, she searched for an excuse,
a little time, so she wouldn’t have to answer,
give herself away. Was it for him, then, that she’d used
up twenty years,
twenty years of waiting and dreaming, for this miserable
blood-soaked, white-bearded man? She collapsed
voiceless into a chair,
slowly studied the slaughtered suitors on the floor as
though seeing
her own desires dead there. And she said “Welcome,”
hearing her own voice sound foreign, distant. In the corner,
her loom
covered the ceiling with a trellis of shadows; and all the
birds she’d woven
with bright red thread in green foliage, now,
on this night of the return, suddenly turned ashen and
black,
flying low on the flat sky of her final enduring.
(Ritsos 1991, 91)

The string of negatives at the beginning of the poem (“It wasn’t that she
didn’t recognize him in the light from / the hearth: it wasn’t / the beggar’s
rags, the disguise—no”) address the aforementioned notion of undecidability and Ritsos presents his own answer. Ritsos’s Penelope does indeed
recognize Odysseus; however, she tries to conceal this recognition. Why?
Because, much like a reader of the Odyssey, Ritsos’s Penelope assumes that
she should be happy that Odysseus has returned, but it seems that her
actual feelings contradict this expectation. Instead of feeling joy at the safe
return of her husband and his triumph over the suitors, she thinks:
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. . . Was it for him, then, that she’d used
up twenty years, twenty years of waiting and dreaming, for this miserable
blood-soaked, white-bearded man?
(91)

Penelope is shocked when she recognizes that the bedraggled brute in front
of her is the same husband that left twenty years ago. It is at this point that
the reader realizes the poem’s title plays with traditional expectations of the
myth: it encourages the reader to assume that Penelope’s despair is caused
by the absence of Odysseus. Ritsos then disrupts this expectation by showing
that Penelope’s despair is actually caused by Odysseus’ return.
Instances of irony are subtly placed in the poem. For example, it is
Penelope who does not want to “give herself away” despite the fact that
Odysseus is the one disguised; and it is her voice that sounds foreign and
distant though he is the one that has been away. In addition, the entire
poem embodies a sense of uncanny irony. In fact, Ritsos uses the uncanny
in such a precise fashion that one feels Penelope’s goose bumps. The poem
takes the reader through the process of Penelope’s slow and horrifying realization: first, this stranger becomes familiar to her as her husband. Then,
just as she recognizes that this man in front of her is indeed Odysseus, he
becomes once again unfamiliar, a violent stranger who has slaughtered the
suitors and disrupted the household.
Although his rewriting of the scene is poignant, Penelope’s despair at
the return of Odysseus cannot be credited solely to Ritsos; there is some
indication of this despair in Homer’s text. At Odyssey 19.535–50 Penelope
recounts a dream to Odysseus while he is still disguised as a beggar. In the
dream she happily watches twenty geese feed and drink in her house until
an eagle with a crooked beak swoops down and kills them all. Penelope
weeps for the loss of her geese and then the eagle flies back and perching
near her tells Penelope that this is no dream but a premonition: the geese
are the suitors that will soon be slaughtered by the eagle, Odysseus. The
fact that Penelope weeps at the killing of the geese complicates how we
interpret Penelope’s desire in the Homeric text, suggesting that Penelope
is not simply overjoyed by Odysseus’ triumph over the suitors.5 In Ritsos’s
poem the language used to describe Penelope’s web is indicative of this
same kind of ambivalence with regards to her desire. The ceiling is covered
with “a trellis of shadows” and like the shades of the slaughtered suitors
5. For a good overview of the varying interpretations of Penelope’s dream by scholars, see Katz
(1991, 93–113).
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they hover in the corner of the room. Then, “all of the birds she’d woven”
in colorful thread suddenly turn “ashen and black.” In case the metaphor is
not clear enough, Ritsos’s description of Penelope’s web is punctuated with
a reminder of the present moment: “now, / on this night of the return,
suddenly . . . ” the colors turn to black. It is Odysseus’ homecoming that
causes Penelope’s desires to shrivel and fade.
One of the distinctive features of Ritsos’s poem is how he manipulates the readers’ expectations regarding Penelope’s desire and Odysseus’
nostos. In making Penelope his protagonist, Ritsos takes a character who
was herself characterized by undecidability and makes our reading of her
character now undecidable. In other words, his poems add to the unknowability of the Homeric text. As Peter Bien has noted, in Ritsos’s evocation
of “the minutiae of everyday life” he presents the reader with a “splendid
metaphoric capacity that aids this evocation by shocking us into strong
sensual awareness” (Bien 1983, 99). In addition to evoking Penelope’s surprise “Penelope’s Despair” also surprises the reader, as their expectation of a
traditional recognition scene is dislodged. This uncanny moment functions
precisely through shocking the reader into recognizing that the version of
the recognition scene they knew from the Odyssey may not be the only version. It makes the familiar story seem strange, and in this the reader cannot help but identify with Ritsos’s Penelope: as readers we are promised a
return (of the Homeric text) but instead of a hero, we are met with a “violent stranger,” a poem that undermines our expectations.

Holst-Warhaft’s
Penelope and the Question of Fidelity
In providing a new perspective, Ritsos’s poem also raises the issue of Penelope’s desire: she “slowly studied the slaughtered suitors on the floor as /
though seeing / her own desires dead there.” At this moment it seems
there is another recognition scene; although Penelope has been faithful
to Odysseus she comes to realize that she has been unfaithful to her own
desires. Gail Holst-Warhaft continues with this thread of Penelope’s desire
while also maintaining an air of undecidability. In Holst-Warhaft’s collection Penelope’s Confession, though Penelope does not always use direct
speech, the reader is told what she is thinking via a third-person narrator, a
technique that resembles novelistic free indirect speech. Yet Holst-Warhaft
is able to keep the tension of the Homeric epic through her manipulation
of fidelity. Even though the reader has access to what Penelope is thinking,
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one is still unsure of her faithfulness. The majority of Penelope’s Confession
comprises a poem cycle that reimagines the Odyssey from Penelope’s perspective. Individually the poems appear as snapshots of Penelope’s memories, but as they accumulate they seem to form an alternative narrative to
the Homeric text. In this way, Holst-Warhaft’s Penelope-centered poem
cycle is similar to Linda Pastan’s “On Rereading the Odyssey in Middle
Age” (1988); both writers problematize the concept of memory by having
their narrators consciously and retrospectively re-create the Odyssey.6 However, where Pastan uses “inexact recollection as a poetic mode” (Murnaghan
and Roberts 2002, 7), Holst-Warhaft presents her collection as a corrective retelling, to amend the errors, glosses, and inconsistencies of other
storytellers.7
The next two sections of this essay will track Penelope’s journey and
her nostos as we move through selected poems of Penelope’s Confession. The
discussion will begin with the main fidelity poems, “Penelope Contemplates Infidelity” and “The Recognition Scene,” and then move on to “Your
Name,” which affirms that Penelope’s fidelity is to her own memories and
desires (and her own version of the story). The next segment will look at
“The Wooden Horse” and “The Twelve Women,” which recount the events
of Odysseus’ violent return to Ithaca and which prompt Penelope to reconsider her own nostos. The discussion of Holst-Warhaft’s collection will conclude with “Homebound” and “Penelope’s Blues,” in which Penelope turns
to her self and her weaving in order to begin a new narrative. Let us now
look at the collection’s treatment of Penelope’s unfulfilled desire since it
forms a crucial link between Penelope’s nostos and her fidelity.
The question of fidelity is an undercurrent throughout Penelope’s Con
fession and is explicitly treated in “Penelope Contemplates Infidelity.” The
poem begins:
Memory has become ethereal
she thinks, sitting on the waterfront,
rain dripping from the awnings
of cafés, where tourists cluster
to eat ice-cream at tables.
She sips her ouzo slowly,
gazes at the unforgiving sea,
6. Pastan’s cycle “Rereading the Odyssey in Middle Age” in Pastan (1988). See also her later poem
“To Penelope” in Pastan (2002).
7. Louise Glück’s collection Meadowlands (1996) also uses the Odyssey to frame a narrative
that centers mostly on working through a modern couple’s marital issues. For a discussion of both
Pastan’s and Glück’s collections, see Murnaghan and Roberts (2002).
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wonders how she became
a symbol of fidelity–some
poet’s fault no doubt.
(Holst-Warhaft 2007, 30)

Against the tradition of poets who use Penelope as a symbol for womanly
virtue and fidelity, Holst-Warhaft brings Penelope down to earth. For a
moment we forget that she is the mythical Penelope, and we see her as just
a woman sitting in a café. Then Penelope addresses her own mythical status, revealing that she is tired of being a symbol of fidelity. Holst-Warhaft’s
Penelope is disillusioned, and she finds in memory not the richness of nostalgia but the flavorlessness of the present:
Penelope sips and waits.
Memory once had a bouquet;
now it needs flavoring
like the milky liquor in her glass.
To what, then is she faithful?
Memory’s distilled spirit?
(2007, 30)

This poem complicates the notion of fidelity as Holst-Warhaft’s narrator
asks herself “to what am I faithful?” The fact that this Penelope is conscious
of her own mythical reputation makes her quandary all the more palpable;
it creates a tension between what tradition dictates and what the narrator actually desires. The third stanza continues the narrative of Penelope’s
thoughts via a third-person narrator:
Yet, that old hippie with
broken sandals was the first
who dared. Last night,
pretending to drop a spoon
he bent and kissed her knee
under the paper tablecloth.
(30)

The poem’s final stanza brings Penelope back to her present surroundings:
Someone is playing a bouzouki,
singing a rebetiko song.
The stranger comes limping,
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smelling slightly of salt.
Incarnate memory takes her
by the hand, leads her
to the house. Strange how
the dog wags its tail
as if it too is tired of waiting.
(30)

Throughout the poem, a string of images presents an opposition between
the ancient and the modern. The images of the ancient include Penelope as
the symbol of fidelity, memory, the stranger, the dog wagging its tail and
then the modern: the rebetiko song, the bouzouki playing in a café, the
ouzo, the tourists eating ice cream and the paper table cloth. The poem
remains vague enough that the reader is unsure whether or not this is the
mythical Penelope and, if so, whether the stranger is Odysseus. This is left
up to interpretation. However, the detail of the dog wagging its tail provides
a hint. It could be the case that, like Penelope, the dog is tired of waiting
and is happy to welcome anyone to the house. However, a reader familiar
with the Odyssey might recall that in Book 17 Argos, Odysseus’ dog, recognizes the hero when he returns to Ithaca by wagging its tail. At this point
Odysseus is still incognito as a beggar and he is afraid the dog might give
him away. So, when he sees Argos, Odysseus stifles his urge to pet him; he
ignores the dog and walks by. Thus one could read the reference in HolstWarhaft’s poem as mirroring the scene from the Odyssey, which would indicate that this stranger from the café is indeed Odysseus. This interpretation
then raises the question: does Penelope at this point realize that the stranger
is Odysseus? And if not, can she still be considered faithful if she brings
him home?
	Holst-Warhaft answers this question two poems later in “The Recognition Scene,” which begins:
That night he knew her and she knew him,
but was he her man or did she decide
he was hers by right of abstinence.
And did he know she didn’t know
him by a puckered scar but sense
she was his by her own compliance?
(2007, 36)

Holst-Warhaft presents the reader with a reunion of sorts, but it hardly
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seems Homeric. Holst-Warhaft’s Penelope admits that she did not know
that the stranger was Odysseus when she made her decision to sleep with
him. Then, she wonders whether or not he realizes this. Although this may
seem like a radical departure from Homer’s recognition scene, many critics
argue to the contrary. Keri Elizabeth Ames addresses the notion of desire
and fidelity in the Odyssey and asks whether Penelope is “ambivalent, like
Odysseus who forgets to return home for a year or a master schemer determined to salvage her home, like the returned, disguised Odysseus?” She
then goes on to say:
Homer not only leaves both possibilities open, he crafts his poem such that
both possibilities can hold true. Neither husband nor wife are portrayed
as perfect models of fidelity, but as ordinary, flawed, confused mortals
with unusual capacities for weaving plots and schemes. (Ames 2003b, 157)

Not only do Penelope’s intentions remain opaque, but critics have gone as
far as to say that the unknowability of Penelope’s desire is critical to the
meaning and action of the epic (161–62). Thus, it could be argued that
Holst-Warhaft’s poem fleshes out the inconsistencies already inherent in the
text. Holst-Warhaft then takes this a step further and implies that even
Penelope’s desire is not necessarily conditional upon Odysseus’ return, as
the poem’s final lines indicate:
It’s late. A wind stirs the leaves.
Already she’s paid the price of knowing
another body: her body’s greed
for further knowledge. Her right to him
can never be guaranteed;
her only surety is her body’s need.
(Holst-Warhaft 2007, 36)

It is this stanza which reveals that the poem’s title “The Recognition Scene”
is more complicated than just a reference to a moment in Book 23 of Homer’s Odyssey. Holst-Warhaft does play with the idea of “knowing” in the biblical sense: “That night he knew her and she knew him,” but she also points
to a different kind of recognition scene that has nothing to do with Odysseus. This second recognition is Penelope’s alone, in which she recognizes
that, “her only surety is her body’s need.” In a less romantic, and perhaps
more modern way, Penelope realizes that the only thing she can be sure of
is the knowledge of her own body and its desires.
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Penelope’s Odyssey: Fidelity and Memory
In Holst-Warhaft’s “The Recognition Scene,” Penelope’s realization that
Odysseus’ homecoming has not fulfilled her desire is the beginning of a
journey that leads her to her own nostos. The next few poems in Penelope’s
Confession continue to follow the plot of the Odyssey and as before they are
told from Penelope’s perspective. The poems themselves represent a mnemonic journey for Penelope as she recalls the events of Odysseus’ homecoming. As the poems move forward through the narrative, both Penelope
and the reader piece together an image of a woman who is unhappy with
her own iconography, even as the wife of a hero who has a successful nostos.
Having looked at Holst-Warhaft’s recognition scene poem and concluded
that her Penelope is neither faithful to Odysseus, nor to the Homeric characterization of Penelope, one must then ask: to what is she faithful? Recall
that in “Penelope Contemplates Infidelity” the narrator asks precisely this:
“To what, then, is she faithful?” and answers it with the question: “Memory’s distilled spirit?” Later on in Penelope’s Confession Penelope seems to
grow more confident in her ability to be faithful and it becomes clearer to
the reader what precisely she is faithful to.
In “Your Name” Penelope states: “Don’t ask me to forgive you; / I won’t
be unfaithful to memory.” “Your Name” is part of a series of poems that
deal with the aftermath of Odysseus’ homecoming and the slaughter of the
suitors and maids. As these poems suggest, Penelope’s fidelity is to her own
memory of the events of Odysseus’ return and in this way the entire collection is reframed as the confession of a witness whose story was previously
smothered by other versions of the tale. “Your Name” is narrated by Penelope and is addressed to her son Telemachus (who at this stage of the epic
has reached maturity8). In the first three stanzas Penelope recalls Telemachus
as a child:
When the men taught you games
you waved your wooden sword,
laughed a boy’s laugh,
ran me through—I died
obligingly on the kitchen floor.
You called the daisies Trojans,
beheaded them one by one,
8. For a discussion of Telemachus’ age and the issues surrounding his maturation, see Heitman (2005, 50–62).
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got paid in kisses by the maids.
Even your tantrums pleased:
“His father’s son!” As if
temper were the measure
of a prince. No wonder
what I taught seemed tame.
Waiting is a dull art
compared to playing war.
(Holst-Warhaft 2007, 68)

It is not unusual among modern poets to elaborate on Penelope’s maternity, but for Holst-Warhaft there is also a connection here with fidelity and
memory. The poem is framed as Penelope’s personal memory of Telemachus as a child. She even uses direct quotations. The fact that the reader is
being presented with Penelope’s side of the story (which is in opposition to
Odysseus’) becomes more apparent as the poem continues:
Your father brought Troy
to my door and your green heart
was dazzled when Athena waved
her magic wand and he shone
like a god in the great hall.
Like all new recruits, you did
the dirty work for him.
The massacre of innocents,
outdoing him in cruelty
to prove yourself his son.
I tried to keep you true
to your name -Tele-machos,
‘far-fighting,’ glossing it
as talisman to keep you safe
from the sin of war, and failed.
Don’t ask me to forgive you.
I won’t be unfaithful to memory
or let you plead a goddess
twisted your arm. No,
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I can only love you
(68–70)

Although Penelope claims that she is faithful to memory, this statement
must be qualified: she is not faithful to the memory of the Homeric text,
but to her own. Moreover, Penelope’s insistence on faithfulness to memory
indicates that previous recollections (including Homer’s) are unfaithful. The
poem’s final stanza also reveals Penelope’s difficult moral situation. Not only
is her husband a terrifying spectacle, blood-spattered as he kills the suitors,
but her son too becomes a part of this violence. By naming her son Telemachus, Penelope has hoped to keep him away from the war and violence that
had taken her husband far from home, yet in this she fails. However, her
failure leads to further reflection. Like Odysseus’ journey back to Ithaca
(which is in actuality a series of failed attempts to return home), Penelope’s
failure is only a part of her journey.

Penelope’s Nostos
At this point in Penelope’s Confession a reader familiar with the Homeric
epic might notice that the chronology of events is jumbled. In the Odys
sey: the killing of the suitors and maids precedes the recognition scene
between Odysseus and Penelope. Holst-Warhaft’s reconfiguration of events
is significant in the framing of her collection as a Penelopean nostos. It
effectively downplays the recognition scene (the very moment that Ritsos elaborates) in order to build a narrative that takes the reader through
Penelope’s experience of return. The poems in-between “The Recognition
Scene” and “Your Name” set the stage for Penelope’s nostos. In “The Cost
of Wandering” Penelope realizes for the first time that Odysseus’ return (to
her) might not be possible:
the “man of many turns”
couldn’t make the last return
to himself, the inward spiral
that would lead him back to her.
(Holst-Warhaft 2007, 48)

As Yannis Ritsos does in “Return II,” Holst-Warhaft questions the possibility
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of recognition that is a necessary precondition for nostos, and this foreshadows Penelope’s attempt to return to her self over the next few poems.
Penelope’s nostos is not achieved without some degree of trauma. In
fact, the way Penelope’s Confession builds, it seems that the violence of
Odysseus’ own homecoming is precisely what allows Penelope to make
the final turn to her own self. Once Odysseus arrives in Ithaca he must
reclaim his kingship, which involves disposing of the suitors. Book 22 of
the Odyssey describes in lurid detail the battle between Odysseus (with help
of Telemachus) and the suitors. Once all of the suitors are killed, Odysseus brings his ever-faithful nurse Eurycleia to the hall to ask her which of
the maids have dishonored him and which are blameless. In other words,
which of the maids were unfaithful to Odysseus as the head of the household? According to the social structures of the time the maids are part of
Odysseus’ property and therefore their chastity is his concern; he can count
their transgressions with the suitors as property damage (Pomeroy 1995,
27). Eurycleia reports that out of the fifty household servants twelve were
faithless. Odysseus then orders these twelve women to be brought down to
the hall so that they can clean up after the massacre. They are instructed
to remove the bodies of those men with whom they shared several years
of company and companionship and scrub the hall clean of their blood.
Then, heaping cruelty upon cruelty Odysseus tells Telemachus to kill the
maids. Thus, in addition to Penelope’s fidelity there is also the issue of the
maids’ fidelity and the fact that the maids’ infidelities are judged punishable by death. After this point in the Odyssey there is no further mention
of the twelve hanged maids; even Penelope does not inquire about them.
However, Holst-Warhaft along with other poets (one of the most notable
being Margaret Atwood) picks up on this and questions this silence (cf.
Atwood 2005).
The poems “The Wooden Horse” and “The Twelve Women” involve
Penelope’s coming to terms with the violence of Odysseus’ homecoming
and fill in the narrative gap left by the Homeric text. “The Wooden Horse”
alludes to the night that the suitors and maids are killed and begins:
Before that night the horse
was a high-point of minstrel’s tales,
especially that part when the belly
splits and instead of entrails
the Greeks spew out
into the sleeping streets
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and take Troy by stealth,
ending the nine-year siege.
The poets don’t mention the sound
the city made as it died . . .
(Holst-Warhaft 2007, 50)

Here the night of Odysseus’ homecoming is likened to the incident of the
Trojan horse in its violence and stealth. It is also considered a “high point”
in the story’s retelling. The Penelopean narrator in this poem is aware of her
own role as a storyteller and addresses the politics involved in storytelling
(and it silences). In this way, Penelope’s fidelity to memory is also bound
up with her role as a storyteller. Throughout the collection she accuses
poets of many things, particularly their infidelity to her version of the story.
Recall her earlier accusation in “Penelope Contemplates Infidelity” when
she wonders how she became a symbol of fidelity and concludes “some
poet’s fault no doubt.” As was hinted at earlier in “Your Name,” the poet at
fault here may be Homer. Holst-Warhaft does quote directly from the Odys
sey in “Twelve Women” addressing the Homeric memory of the incident.
However, these quotations are peppered with descriptions that personalize
the event for Penelope. Most of the last two stanzas are direct quotations
from the Homeric text (translated into English by Holst-Warhaft) and are
italicized:
And as when long-winged thrushes
or doves come to roost in a clump
of bushes and find instead a snare,
the women’s necks were placed in nooses
so their death would be most miserable.
Their feet twitched for a while reminding him
of how they’d seemed to tread the air
dancing to the flute on summer nights.
(54–56)

The last line offers the reader a brief glimpse at Telemachus’s thoughts as he
strings up his childhood playmates and caregivers. In this context, the line
in “Your Name”: “Don’t ask me to forgive you. / I won’t be unfaithful to
memory” makes more sense; Penelope will not forgive and forget her son’s
participation in the murder of the suitors and the maids and neither can she
forgive “the poet(s)” for their unfaithful rendering of the events. Moreover,
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she will continue to narrate her version of the events so that they will not
be forgotten; so she can stay faithful, at least, to memory.
	Holst-Warhaft’s appropriation of the Homeric text in “Twelve Women”
highlights the ambiguity of textual fidelity more generally. Although HolstWarhaft is quoting Homer, it is in fact her own translation of Homer into
English. Moreover, Holst-Warhaft is manipulating the quotations in a way
that proves Penelope’s point and is thus, perhaps, unfaithful to Homer’s
“intention.” By playing with the notion(s) of fidelity (both sexual and textual) Holst-Warhaft not only problematizes the role of the poet, but also
that of the translator and scholar as well. In this way, both Penelope’s nostos
and the modern reader’s attempt to return to the “original” text are complicated. By quoting the Homeric text, Holst-Warhaft asks the reader to take a
backward glance as she attempts to point out the inconsistencies in the epic
that allow for her own revision.
	Returning to the recognition scene in Homer, it is now possible to read
it in such a way that Penelope seems to have her own nostos even in Homer’s
text. As the couple embraces, Homer describes the scene in detail with the
use of a reverse simile which is famously analyzed in classical scholarship.9
Penelope is likened to a shipwrecked sailor who upon seeing land is overwhelmed with joy:
Joy, warm as the joy that shipwrecked sailors feel
when they catch sight of land—Poseidon has struck
their well-rigged ship on the open sea with gale winds
and crushing walls of waves, and only a few escape, swimming,
struggling out of the frothing surf to reach the shore,
their bodies crusted with salt but buoyed up with joy
as they plant their feet on solid ground again,
spared a deadly fate. So joyous now to her
the sight of her husband, vivid in her gaze,
that her white arms, embracing his neck
would never for a moment let him go . . .
(Homer 2001, 392–93)

What most scholars find remarkable about this passage is the reversal of
expectation (characteristic of a reverse simile): Penelope is cast as the sailor
and Odysseus is the long sought-after homeland. Yet, this description would
support the idea that Penelope has had a journey of her own. This would
9. One of the most important discussions, especially with regard to gender, is Foley (1978).
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also mean that her journey comes to an end when Odysseus returns, once
she has reached “home.” However, as will be shown, this is not the case for
Holst-Warhaft’s Penelope.
Although this moment of reunion is joyous, one may be tempted to
question how much of a home it feels like for a man who has been away for
two decades, and how disruptive this change might be for a woman who has
gotten used to her autonomy. Yet, regardless of the future trials of getting to
know one another again, it would appear that at this point in the Odyssey,
it is made quite clear that Penelope recognizes Odysseus. How, then, could
one challenge the idea of a nostos when Homer’s text clearly indicates that
Odysseus returns and Penelope welcomes him? And, why do modern writers want to problematize this return?
The answer to both questions lies in the fact that Odysseus’ return is
already problematized in the Odyssey. Homer’s narrative cleverly fulfills the
reader’s desire (the couple are reunited) but only momentarily. The reader’s wish is fulfilled, but the tale does not end there. Before Odysseus and
Penelope go off to their bedchamber Odysseus mentions Tiresias’ prophesy regarding a second journey. As the ellipsis in Robert Fagles’ translation (above) suggests, Penelope will indeed have to “let him go” again. This
raises the question: will Penelope wait around again? Holst-Warhaft’s poem
“Homebound” addresses this bluntly:
Already there is talk of a new voyage—some tale of unfinished business,
a sailor left unburied. She is not deceived.
She has seen him stare at the blurred horizon
and knows this hearth can no more hold him
than he can satisfy her need for longing.
(2007, 76)

Even though the collection has presented a very different sort of Penelope
thus far, the traditional structure remains:
There is a time when modes are set;
hers is to wait, his to wander.
He dreams of a ship, she of a man
who left . . .
(76)

After their long separation “[b]oth are adept at anticipation” and Odysseus
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tells Penelope he is going for a walk and heads to the bar. The final stanza
shows Penelope’s reaction:
Impatient, she waits for him to go
and takes her seat at the loom. Now she can finish
the work she spent her nights undoing.
(76)

Her impatience goes against the grain of her traditional characterization, yet
the narrator maintains that both Odysseus and Penelope have not changed.
After twenty years they have grown so used to their “modes” of existence
that their ways of life no longer depend on each other. Thus the question
of desire that Holst-Warhaft continues from Ritsos’s poem finds its end in
Penelope’s return to her weaving; a symbolic return to herself. This is further
reiterated in the final poem of the collection, “Penelope’s Blues,” 10 which
describes Penelope return to her loom:
Into the shimmer she works
a single ship, the lone
figure in the prow a woman
hair streaming behind,
breasts bared, a touch
of carmine on the open lips
that seem to be singing
a siren’s song, the blues.
(82)

In the Odyssey, Penelope spends her days weaving a shroud for her father-inlaw Laertes. However, at the end of Penelope’s Confession Penelope returns to
her loom and weaves an image of her own journey; she weaves an image of
a woman singing a “siren’s song.” Holst-Warhaft’s comparison of Penelope
to a siren echoes, and perhaps answers Linda Pastan’s “You Are Odysseus,”
which concludes with the lines:
And I who thought to be
one of the Sirens (cast up
on strewn sheets
10. Gail Holst-Warhaft has worked extensively on the subject of music and dance in the Greek
tradition, especially on Rembetika, which has often been compared to the Blues. For more on this
see Holst-Warhaft (2006).
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at dawn)
hide my song
under my tongue—
merely Penelope after all.
(1982, 46–47)

Instead of resigning herself to being “Penelope after all,” Holst-Warhaft’s
narrator affirms that she is a siren and that her song is the blues. Interestingly Pastan’s poem was “attacked by a critic who said that she considered it
a disgrace that women were still writing about weaving” (Pastan 1989, 278).
Pastan mentions this criticism in her essay “Penelope—The Sequel: Some
Uses of Mythology in Contemporary Poetry” and continues, “But I don’t
like critics telling poets what they can or can’t write about, and I am happy
to say that I have recently written a Penelope poem whose main subject is
weaving” (1989, 278).11 Like Pastan’s, Holst-Warhaft’s Penelope poems are as
much a response to Homer as they are to the genealogy of texts that have
sprung from the epic. They are also a response to a genealogy of “expectations” of women—be they related to their fidelity, their handcraft, or their
writing.
For Holst-Warhaft, as for many of the poets who use the Penelope figure, Penelope’s (imagined) return to weaving after Odysseus’ homecoming
serves as a powerful metaphor for writers making a return to their own
voice. Because this return to weaving is a return beyond necessity (she no
longer has to weave a shroud, or postpone the suitors), it is a return to art.
If we look again at the question that Holst-Warhaft’s Penelopean narrator
poses in “Fidelity” (who would want to be Penelope?), we can see that it is
not a matter of wanting to be Penelope, but of wanting to reimagine her. In
a collection that is entitled Penelope’s Confession, the narrator challenges the
text that she narrates as well as the entire tradition of mythic rewriting. She
also questions our desires as readers (and writers) and asks why we want to
return to this myth again and again. Similarly, in “Return II” Ritsos’s Odyssean narrator asks: “Where am I?” It seems that in the tradition of rewriting
myth, although we keep returning to the same myths, we never arrive at the
same place. Moreover, the title of the poem (“Return II”) indicates that it
is a second return for the poet as much as it is for the Odyssean narrator.
In returning to the Odysseus and Penelope myth and reimagining the recognition scene from Penelope’s perspective, Yannis Ritsos and Gail Holst11. She refers here to “At the Loom,” part of a cycle entitled “Rereading the Odyssey in Middle
Age,” in Pastan (1988).
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Warhaft problematize traditional interpretations of the Odyssey. In doing
so, these revisions expand the notions of recognition and nostos beyond the
Homeric text and ask some important questions about our desire to revisit
and rewrite myth.


Chapter 5

The Misadventure of Staying Home
Thwarted Nostos in De Chirico and Rebecca West
Sheila Murnaghan

F

rom the Odyssey onwards, the long nostos tradition has at times called
attention to a paradoxical insight: the challenges and rewards of
homecoming can be experienced by those who never leave home. If being
at home means more than being physically located in a certain place, then
the dynamics of presence and absence, loss and recovery, that make up
nostos can be played out within a single setting. Something new can be
gained that makes the non-traveler somehow more “at home” than before.
Or the obstacles to a successful experience of outward journey and smooth
reintegration may not be intrusions from the outside, but internal, homegrown impediments.
My discussion draws on two twentieth-century works, a painting and a
novella, to consider the question of in-house obstacles to nostos, but I start
from the Odyssey’s own presentation of nostos without departure, which
is summed up in the celebrated simile that marks the reunion of Odysseus and Penelope. This simile is a frequent touchstone for thinking about
Odyssean nostos in terms that are especially compelling to modern readers
and writers. Already in Homer’s heroic epic, homecoming is redefined as
an experience that transcends gender, that maps onto the daily rounds of
ordinary life, and that is psychological rather than physical.
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And as he wept, he clung to his beloved wife.
Land is a welcome sight to men swimming
For their lives, after Poseidon has smashed their ship
In heavy seas. Only a few of them escape
And make it to shore. They come out
Of the grey water crusted with brine, glad
To be alive and set foot on dry land.
So welcome a sight was her husband to her. (Od. 23.232–39, trans. Lombardo; emphasis in original)

	Even on repeated rereadings, the simile is startling for the way it seems
at first to be entirely about Odysseus, constructing a mini-narrative that
recalls Odysseus’ adventures, only to be revealed at the end as the story
of Penelope, an account of experiences that happened within the narrow
compass of her house and were mostly internal. The return of Odysseus
is a return for Penelope as well because it reconfigures the house that she
has never left, turning it back into a place where she can be at home. The
assimilation of Penelope’s homebound existence to risky seafaring enforces
a reevaluation of the relationship between women’s and men’s lives, between
domestic experience and the outside world of glorious achievement. The
Odyssey here acknowledges its heroine’s importance to the success of its
story and makes Penelope a lasting emblem for the value of women’s traditional concerns and forms of expression.
At the same time, the simile assumes, and requires for its impact, a distinction between home and abroad. Penelope and Odysseus have occupied
different spaces and they have had, and will continue to have, different
roles in the maintenance of their joint good fortune. Furthermore, the simile celebrates a meeting of minds between husband and wife that privileges
his journey and return as definitive experiences for both. If the traveler’s
return spells homecoming for the one who has never left, then the home
itself harbors no obstacles that cannot be overcome by the absent owner’s
presence and repossession of what he left behind.
In accord with the pervasive ironizing of nostos in modern works, both
of my twentieth-century examples have titles formulated as “The Return
of . . . ,” yet present a doubtful vision of nostos, unsettled by blurred distinctions between male and female, and especially between home and
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abroad. In both, the character of home as a straightforward point of return
is compromised by histories and memories that prevent it from serving as
a straightforward point of departure.
My first example is a painting by the Greco-Italian painter Giorgio de
Chirico (fig. 5.1). This is a very late painting in De Chirico’s career, dating
from 1968. Entitled “The Return of Ulysses,” it provides an unexpected
account of that legendary event.1 A youthful, boyish, even somewhat girlish
Ulysses conducts his voyage in an indoor setting. He is entirely alone; this
return of Ulysses includes no Penelope and no suitors.
Throughout his career, De Chirico was obsessed with the concept of
the enigma, and critics have not been slow to find this painting enigmatic,
often responding to it with questions, as in this comment from Wieland
Schmied’s Giorgio de Chirico: The Endless Journey:
Ulysses is depicted rowing a small boat through restless waves. But these
are not the waves of the sea; they are ripples on a pond that has somehow
found its way into a living room. Has he returned home from an ocean
voyage, to relive in memory the dangers he has faced and mastered? Or
were his adventures nothing but a dream, and he has never left the home
of his yearnings? We do not know.2

Among the painting’s many elusive features are its mood or tone. It
has an air of sweetness and charm, evoking a pleasant afternoon on the
water and a welcome freedom from danger, but there are also suggestions
of claustrophobia and frustration. One possible approach involves focusing
on Ulysses’ solitude and boyishness: he seems unmarked by experience, as
if he has never been anywhere. In this respect, he is very different from an
earlier version of Ulysses painted by De Chirico in 1922, an older, more
experienced figure stranded on a seashore, evoking Odysseus as we first
meet him in the Odyssey, trapped on Calypso’s island and bent on getting
1. De Chirico painted another, closely related version of “The Return of Ulysses” in 1973, now
in a private collection. An older Ulysses, who somewhat resembles a classical statue, leans out of
the front of canoe-like vessel, with an arm reaching forward in a gesture of uncertain significance;
there too Ulysses’ back is turned on both his room and the outer world glimpsed through an open
window.
2. Schmied 2002, 111. Cf. Holzhey (2005, 88): “The traveler, one might conclude, has survived
the adventures of his journey. Or were they actually no more than the dreams of stay-at-home? Has
the home-comer ever been away?” For a discussion of this painting in relation to twentieth-century
Italian treatments of Odysseus’ homecoming as unsatisfying, see Schironi (forthcoming). For broader
treatments of De Chirico’s life and cultural context in relation to the concept of the enigma, see
Crossland (1999); Jewell (2004).

Figure 5.1 Giorgio de Chirico, “The Return of Ulysses,” Fondazione Giorgio e Isa de Chirico, © 2013 Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York/SIAE, Rome
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back to Ithaca. What De Chirico’s later, younger Ulysses does share with
his earlier, older version is the condition of being trapped, though without
the evident appearance of anguish. With his assiduous rowing, he appears
to be trying unsuccessfully to leave through the open door as much as settling happily into his cozy domestic environment with its chairs, paintings,
and chest. His posture as a rower means that he is simultaneously moving
towards (or trying to move towards) and turning his back on all the elements in his setting.
Whatever else this enigmatic painting may be hinting at, it gives strong
visual expression to the difficulty of clearly distinguishing home and away,
of differentiating the confined and constructed domestic world from the
realm of nature. The sea looks like a carpet; the open door, with its brown
oblong shadow, rectangular panels, and ornate handle, resembles the closed
cabinet; the natural landscape framed by the window mirrors the painting
on the opposite wall. If the traveler cannot achieve a meaningful nostos, his
difficulty may be caused by what his home itself contains, rather than by
what he might have experienced outside it or by alien elements that have
recently invaded.
As Schmied’s comment indicates with its references to “memory”
and “dream,” this interior scene is suggestive of psychological interiority,
through the solitude and dreamy expression of Ulysses, and through various visual signs of unseen worlds, including the half-open door, the large
secretive closed cabinet, the open window that reveals only part of an
enclosed building, the painting on the wall. Schmied connects those memories and dreams to an implied Odyssean voyage: possibly dangers relived
in memory, possibly adventures yearningly dreamt of. But various elements
of this scene, especially the window and the painting, suggest that the rower’s dreams and memories could also be seen as impediments to such a voyage, rather than reflections of it—private visions that are both idealized and
rooted in the past, which interfere with the kind of outward journey and
successful return we associate with Odysseus.
In terms of De Chirico’s biography, both the landscape and the painting evoke a personal past. The painting on the wall is a quotation of
De Chirico’s own earlier work, particularly paintings from the nineteenteens, his influential metaphysical period, in which buildings, spaces, and
objects are charged with meaning that is evident but cryptic. Fig. 5.2,
painted in 1913, is a characteristically mysterious and melancholy example,
in which the same tower occurs, also with an arcade, and with one of the
statues of Ariadne that appear in many works of this period.

Figure 5.2 Giorgio de Chirico, “Ariadne,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art, © 2013 Artists Rights Society (ARS),
New York/SIAE, Rome
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The classical elements in these paintings refer in part to De Chirico’s
earliest years, which were spent in Greece, first in Volos (the legendary
starting point of the Argonauts, whose journey, along with Odysseus’, De
Chirico took as a model for his own life’s journey) and then in Athens.
Painted scenes of classical buildings and classical statues recreate the terrain
of his childhood, as does the ostensibly real landscape glimpsed through
the open window in the “Return of Ulysses,” with its half-seen Greek temple. Positioning his rower between interior and exterior images of his own
early history, De Chirico may be signaling the inescapable pull of formative private memories and registering the effect of such memories in this
Ulysses’ solitude, inexperience, and lack of progress.
As an antitype of the Homeric Odysseus, De Chirico’s Ulysses reminds
us that nostos as delineated in the Odyssey is not a return to ultimate origins, to the hero’s childhood or even his youth, nor does it depend on the
reanimation of memories that are his alone. It is defined, in the moment
marked by that simile in Book 23, as a reunion between two people and the
reclamation of a relationship and of a physical space that have both been
constructed (or reconstructed) in adulthood. In the context of Odysseus’
homecoming, the salient feature of his house is not its association with
his childhood but the presence of his marriage bed, which he built as an
expression of his adult identity and his definitive role as Penelope’s husband. De Chirico’s Ulysses inhabits a bedroom, yet he is alone there, and
the room contains a wardrobe but no bed.
The Odyssey does include significant reminiscences of Odysseus’ life
before his marriage to Penelope, but they are milestones in his assumption of a public identity that he reasserts on his return: his naming by his
grandfather Autolycus (Od. 19.399–12), the boar fight at which he proves
his manhood and receives his scar (Od. 19.413–66), the scene in which his
father, Laertes, names the trees that Odysseus inherits (Od. 24.336–44).
Furthermore, these reminiscences are cordoned off from the central action
of Odysseus’ recognition by Penelope. The story of his naming and acquisition of the scar is told in a highly controlled flashback. Euryclea is prevented from revealing her recognition so that the scar and the memories
it carries are kept from Penelope and do not become public knowledge.
Odysseus’ recollection of acquiring the trees in his father’s orchard occurs
outside the house and in a kind of coda, after the expulsion of the suitors
and the reunion with Penelope.3
3. As Alex Purves points out in her essay in this volume, the Odyssey’s segregation of home and
farm is subtly qualified, not least by the presence of a tree at the center of the house.
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Furthermore, Penelope, on whom the success of their joint nostos so
much depends, has no existence in the poem outside her marriage to Odysseus. The only hint of her former life comes in Athena’s impersonation
of her sister in order to appear to Penelope as a dream in Book 4, where
Penelope herself notes that her sister never comes to Ithaca because she lives
far away (Od. 4.810–11).4 The Greek mythological tradition is not devoid of
stories about Penelope’s earlier life, although the evidence for them is scanty
and comes from late sources. We cannot be sure that any of them would
have been known to Homer and so cannot claim that he has suppressed
them (though scholars have plausibly argued that he deliberately avoids
accounts of Penelope’s life after her marriage, also known from later sources,
in which she is unfaithful). But it is instructive to see what one of Homer’s
modern retellers accomplishes by bringing in what Homer does not.
Margaret Atwood’s 2005 Penelopiad draws on several versions of the
Odysseus story other than the Odyssey, taken in particular from the continuous narrative constructed by Robert Graves out of widely scattered
ancient sources in his quirky but influential compendium, The Greek
Myths.5 Graves weaves into his account of the Odysseus myth a brief summary of traditions preserved by commentators interested in Penelope’s
name and its possible meaning:
Odysseus married Penelope, daughter of Icarius and the naiad Periboea . . . Penelope, formerly named Arneia, or Arnacia, had been flung
into the sea by Nauplius at her father’s order; but a flock of purple-striped
ducks buoyed her up, fed her, and towed her ashore. Impressed by this
prodigy, Icarius and Periboea relented, and Arneia won the new name of
Penelope, which means ‘duck.’ (1955, vol. 2, 279)

Atwood reconceives these bits of antiquarian lore as traumatic experiences that shape Penelope’s personality, playfully closing the conceptual
gap between classical mythography and contemporary psychology. Penelope
claims not to remember the episode of being thrown in the sea, which she
has been told about by servants, but still considers it formative: “It is to
this episode—or rather to my knowledge of it—that I attribute my reserve,
4. In fact, Athena has appropriated this figure in order to guide Penelope’s thoughts in ways
that prepare for her unwitting cooperation with Odysseus (Murnaghan 1995, 68–69).
5. “Robert Graves’s The Greek Myths (Penguin) was crucial. The information about Penelope’s
ancestry, her family relations—Helen of Troy was her cousin—and much else, including the stories
about her infidelity are to be found there” (Atwood 2005, 197). On Graves’s view of all ancient
sources, from whatever period, as equally valid “information,” see Murnaghan (2009, 84).
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as well as my mistrust of other people’s intentions” (Atwood 2005, 9). The
experience leaves her with a nickname that her nasty cousin Helen uses to
demean her: “‘I think Odysseus would make a very suitable husband for
our little duckie,’ she said. ‘she likes the quiet life, and she’ll certainly have
that if he takes her to Ithaca . . . ’” (33). Atwood also develops the tradition
that Penelope’s mother was a sea nymph into a portrait of an uncaring, irresponsible parent: “My mother, like all Naiads, was beautiful, but chilly at
heart. . . . She was elusive. When I was little I often tried to throw my arms
around her, but she had a habit of sliding away” (10–11). Penelope sums up
the legacy of her childhood this way:
You can see by what I’ve told you that I was a child who learned early
the virtues—if such they are—of self-sufficiency. I could see that I would
have to look out for myself in the world. I could hardly count on family
support. (11)

Turning snippets of ancient myth into consequential childhood traumas, Atwood grounds the sardonic, detached perspective of Penelope’s narrative (delivered from the underworld) in Penelope’s earliest experiences.
She constructs a version of the heroine who comes to her marriage with
qualities of wariness and independence that keep her aloof and unillusioned
despite her responsiveness to Odysseus’ charms. As Penelope recalls her
long-awaited reunion with Odysseus, Atwood replaces the Odyssey’s portrait
of a wholehearted meeting of the minds with an account of mutual deception and reserve.
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.
But we did.
Or so we told each other. (173)

If nostos is to be equated with a reclaimed marriage, the earlier memories of the participants may be as threatening to it as subsequent developments involving separation and incommensurate experience. This point
is succinctly expressed by Louise Glück in her poem cycle Meadowlands,
a late twentieth-century reworking of the Odyssey that develops Homer’s
portrait of Penelope as agent, poet, and independent thinker. Glück uses
the Odyssey as a foil to a modern marriage that is falling apart for many
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reasons, among them the aloofness of the wife, a poet who finally cares
more about realizing her poetic vocation than preserving her marriage and
who views her husband with a clear-eyed detachment like that of Atwood’s
Penelope. The poem in the cycle that is entitled “Nostos” ends not with the
reunion of husband and wife but with the speaker’s private return to childhood, the only site of authentic experience. “We look at the world once, in
childhood. / The rest is memory” (Murnaghan and Roberts 2002, 3).
Glück’s observation offers one way of understanding De Chirico’s pointedly modern Ulysses, a solitary figure enclosed in a private world characterized by childhood memories and a personal artistic vision, for whom
no one seems to be waiting, and who seems not to be going anywhere. In
this respect, Joyce’s version of Ulysses’ return in Ulysses (discussed in this
volume by Leah Culligan Flack) is much closer than De Chirico’s to
Homer’s own. Identifying the nostos of his homebound couple with Molly
Bloom’s return in memory to the moment when she decided to marry Leopold, Joyce affirms the Odyssey’s conception of homecoming as the recovery
of an identity that begins with marriage.
My second example is an early twentieth-century narrative that also
locates the obstacles to homecoming at home rather than abroad, Rebecca
West’s novella The Return of the Soldier. West’s narrative is grounded in the
details of a particular English scenario and she engages—obliquely, but far
more explicitly than De Chirico—with the pressures of twentieth-century
history, including war and the aftereffects of battle trauma. But there too
troubled nostos is summed up in a static image of repeated, ineffectual,
youthful rowing.
Before I started, I went to the pond on the hill’s edge . . . a place where
autumn lives half the year, for . . . the pond is fringed with yellow bracken
and tinged bramble, and the water flows amber over last year’s leaves.
Through this brown gloom, Chris was taking the skiff, standing in the
stern and using his oar like a gondolier. He had come down here after
breakfast, driven from the house by the strangeness of all but the outer
walls, and discontented with the ground because everywhere but this wet
intractable spot bore the marks of Kitty’s genius. After lunch there had
been another attempt to settle down, but, with a grim glare at a knot of
late Christmas roses bright in a copse that fifteen years ago had been dark,
he went back to the russet-eaved boat-house and this play with the skiff. It
was a boy’s sport, and it was dreadful to see him turn a middle-aged face
as he brought the boat inshore. (R. West [1918] 1998, 43)
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The Return of the Soldier, first published in 1918, is one of the earliest literary responses to the First World War; it was written during 1916 and 1917
and its events take place during 1916, before the war is over or its outcome
can be foreseen. Nonetheless, like De Chirico’s painting (and like Virginia
Woolf ’s 1922 novella Jacob’s Room, discussed in this volume by Leah Culligan Flack), The Return of the Soldier has a domestic focus and draws on
the symbolic potential of domestic spaces, especially bedrooms, and their
changing or unchanging arrangements. The story is told from the point of
view of a woman waiting at home; the narrator introduces herself with the
observation that “like most Englishwomen of my time I was wishing for
the return of a soldier” (R. West [1918] 1998, 5). None of the action takes
place at the front; events there figure in the narrative only to the extent
that they have been seen by the narrator in newsreels and have invaded her
dreams.
West does not allude explicitly to the Odyssey, but her novella takes key
elements of the Odyssey’s nostos-story—the returning soldier, the waiting
wife, the great house, and the seductive alternative of timeless love in an
island setting—and rearranges them in the context of a war that is still
ongoing. The soldier at the center of this story, Chris Baldry, has returned
from the front, not as a triumphant victor, but as an invalid. His wounds
are not physical, but in a way that gained new attention in the context of
the First World War, psychological. He suffers from shell-shock and, as a
consequence, amnesia.
Chris Baldry has forgotten everything that has happened to him for the
last fifteen years, since 1901, including his marriage to Kitty and their joint
improvements to his house, Baldry Court, those “marks of Kitty’s genius”
that bewilder him and that make his house strange in “all but the outer
walls.” Unable to pick up the threads of the life he left behind for the front,
he reverts to aimless rowing in the one corner of his estate that seems familiar. For the narrator, his passionately devoted cousin Jenny, who lives with
Kitty at Baldry Court, this produces the disturbing incongruity between
his boyish pursuit and his middle-aged face.
At this point in the story, Jenny is setting out on an errand to bring
another woman to Baldry Court, Margaret Gray, the woman with whom
Chris was in love in 1901, the time to which he has in his own mind
returned. Margaret was then living with her father, the keeper of an inn on
Monkey Island, an island in the river Thames. As a very young man, Chris
was a frequent visitor to Monkey Island, and in that idyllic setting he and
Margaret fell in love, but then parted because of a trivial quarrel. While
Chris has prospered in the meantime, Margaret has fallen into a dingy,
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straightened existence, with a feckless working-class husband. Jenny and
Kitty honor Chris’s request to have Margaret brought to Baldry Court, but
assume that he will be horrified when he sees her as the cheaply dressed,
diffident, work-worn, middle-aged woman she has become. But they are
wrong; Chris finds comfort in Margaret’s loving company, and she starts
coming to spend every afternoon with him. Kitty meanwhile is busily consulting doctors with the hope of curing Chris’s amnesia, turning finally to
an unconventional psychiatrist, Dr. Anderson.
Dr. Anderson’s diagnosis is that Chris’s “unconscious self is refusing to
let him resume his relations with his normal life,” and he confronts Kitty
with the unwelcome news that Chris “has forgotten his life here because
he is discontented with it.” Kitty finds this hard to fathom, and when Dr.
Anderson wonders what suppressed wish has caused Chris’s amnesia, she
shoots back, “he wished for nothing. He was fond of us, and he had a lot of
money” (R. West [1918] 1998, 79–80). It is Margaret who discovers and ultimately delivers the remedy. She realizes that Chris can be dislodged from
the past only by a really powerful intervening memory, the memory of his
and Kitty’s son, who has died at the age of two. The book ends with Chris’s
return to present reality, marked, in its final words, by Kitty’s expression
of relief. “I heard her suck her breath with satisfaction. ‘He’s cured!’ she
whispered slowly. ‘He’s cured!’” (90).
	Here, as in the Odyssey, the soldier’s return to his house and wife is
impeded by a kind of detention—in this case cognitive rather than physical—in an alternative setting that involves a lovely woman and an idyllic
island. As in De Chirico’s painting, that compelling alternative is linked
to memories of an idealized earlier stage of life associated with the classical past. The inn on Monkey’s Island where Chris meets Margaret started
out as a Duke’s folly, possessing “a grace and silliness that belonged to the
eighteenth century,” and includes a small Greek temple. Chris has avoided
coming to the temple with Margaret because of its sordid associations as
the scene of the Duke’s assignations, but those associations fall away on the
crucial evening when he discovers and declares his timeless love for Margaret (in a reminiscence to Jenny, which she recapitulates).
But tonight there was nothing anywhere but beauty. He lifted her in his
arms and carried her within the columns and made her stand in a niche
above the altar. A strong stream of moonlight rushed upon her there: by
its light he could not tell if her hair was white as silver or yellow as gold,
and again he was filled with exultation because he knew that it would
not have mattered if it had been white. His love was changeless. Lift-
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ing her down from the niche he told her so. And as he spoke her warm
body melted to nothingness in his arms. The columns that had stood so
hard and black against the quivering tide of moonlight and starlight tottered and dissolved. He was lying in a hateful world where barbed-wire
entanglements showed impish knots against a livid sky full of booming
noise and splashes of fire and wails for water, and the stretcher bearers
were hurting his back unbearably. (R. West [1918] 1998, 41–42)6

The end of this passage is the only account we get of Chris’s experiences at
the front, and marks this moment of desire ennobled by classical associations as the last experience that Chris can bear to remember, the only part
of his past to which he can bear to return.
The home of Chris’s adulthood, to which he is returned by his disability,
represents another kind of ideal. It has been furnished by Kitty with perfect
taste at great expense, expense justified in Jenny’s mind because the house
is intended as a refuge for Chris. “I was sure that we were spared from the
reproach of luxury because we had made a fine place for Chris,” she comments at the beginning of her story: “Here we had made happiness inevitable for him” (R. West [1918] 1998, 6). Jenny is mistaken about that, as she
herself comes to see, and as the psychiatrist Dr. Anderson uncomfortably
points out.
Baldry Court does not provide the spiritual alternative to the battlefield
that would make it a fitting goal of nostos. That alternative is provided by
Margaret, both as Chris remembers her on Monkey Island, and in the present time of the narrative. Jenny sees this when Chris first reencounters Margaret and, contrary to Jenny’s expectations, is not repelled by her vulgarity.
“How her near presence had been known by Chris I do not understand, but
there he was, running across the lawn as night after night I had seen him in
my dreams running across No Man’s Land” (R. West [1918] 1998, 59).
Nor is Baldry Court, as it turns out, entirely cut off from the risky
foreign adventures of the wider world. We learn this when Jenny figures
out that the silly quarrel that drove Chris and Margaret apart occurred
at a time when Chris was, in any case, obliged to go away. His financier
father had found his fortune threatened and had summoned Chris to his
aid. “That night he talked till late with his father and in the morning he
had started for Mexico, to keep the mines going through the revolution, to
keep the firm’s head above water and Baldry Court sleek and hospitable,
6. On the affinity between Chris’s nostalgic vision, especially its combination of classical and
pastoral elements, and the aesthetics of Georgian poets such as Rupert Brooke, see Cohen (2002,
76–79).
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to keep everything bright and splendid save only his youth . . . ” (R. West
[1918] 1998, 53). Chris’s embarkation for Mexico coincides with his separation from Margaret and his entrance into an adult male identity defined by
financial and familial obligation. Jenny observes that “at his father’s death,
he had been obliged to take over a business that was weighted by the needs
of a mob of female relatives who were all useless either in the old way with
antimacassars or in the new way with golf clubs” (8).7 While nostos is compromised in the Odyssey by an obligatory future journey, here an earlier, but
equally unwelcome journey impedes Chris’s return, the journey to Mexico
that has led to his marriage to Kitty and the renovation of Baldry Court.
	Kitty’s stylish interior decorating involves some classicizing touches,
but they have a different valence from the temple on Monkey Island, as
can be seen in Jenny’s description of “the latest acquisition of Kitty’s decorative genius, a figurine of a white naked nymph.” This has none of the
“grace and silliness” of the classical temple on Monkey Island, but is a
“coolly conceived” emblem of luxury and passionless femininity, which
Jenny imagines to reflect “Chris’ conception of women” (R. West [1918]
1998, 56–57). But Jenny is forced to revise her understanding of “Chris’
conception of women” as she observes his happiness with Margaret. We see
this in the scene in which, as in the first passage quoted above, she goes
out of the house, this time to summon Chris and Margaret to meet with
the psychiatrist, and she finds Chris sleeping on the ground with Margaret
sitting beside him.
They had taken the mackintosh rug out of the dinghy and spread it on
this little space of clear grass. . . . She had run her dreadful hands over
the rug so that it lay quite smooth and comfortable under him when at
last he felt drowsy and turned on his side to sleep. He lay there in the
confiding relaxation of a sleeping child, his hands unclenched and his
head thrown back so that the bare throat showed defenselessly. . . . What
[women] desire is greatness such as this which had given sleep to the
beloved. I had known that he was having bad nights in Baldry Court,
in that new room with the jade-green painted walls and the lapis lazuli
fireplace, which he had found with surprise to be his instead of the
remembered little room with the fishing rods. (69)

Jenny’s comparison of Chris to a sleeping child points to the strange
duality of his relationship to Margaret, who is in his eyes the unaltered
7. On West’s exposure of the role of women in constructing and enforcing a deadly, constricting ideal of masculinity, see Norton (2000, 8–13).
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beloved of his youth but has become, due to the passage of time and his
own regression and dependency, more like his mother. Chris’s return to his
time with Margaret is also a return to childhood, the stage of life that was
then just ending. Jenny repeatedly identifies Margaret as a maternal figure,
even at one point associating her with the Virgin Mary (R. West [1918] 1998,
83).8 She has an obvious stake in doing so, given her own unrequited passion for Chris, since it allows her to write the erotic element out of Chris’s
attachment to Margaret. Memories of Chris’s childhood are gratifying to
Jenny because they return her to the time when she and Chris were companions and she had not yet been displaced by Kitty (and before that, as she
now realizes, by Margaret).
	Readers of Alex Purves’s paper in this volume will recognize the Odyssean resonance of Chris’s ability to sleep on the ground near his house but
not in his bedroom—a clear signal of alienation from what is supposed
to be his home. In this failed nostos, the returning warrior cannot find
a longed-for haven in his bedroom. The alterations that have been made
there since his youth are ostentatious expressions of a shallow marriage,
very different from the renovations carried out by Odysseus in his own
house as he constructs an everlasting bed for himself and Penelope (and,
of course, the success of the Odyssey’s plot hinges on the fact that Penelope
has herself made no alterations).9 The fashionable improvements to Baldry
Court disturb Chris’s peace, preventing him from achieving the restorative,
protected sleep in his own bed that is one sign of Odysseus’ nostos.10
For all its surface beauty and serenity, Baldry Court is, in the end, no
safer than the battlefield. Secured by the exploitation of Mexican mines and
the skillful management of a threatened revolution, Chris’s home is also
contaminated by violence and inhumanity. West’s plot is constructed in
such a way as to point up the equivalence of home and away, since Chris’s
return to his forgotten identity as master of Baldry Court also entails his
return, once cured of amnesia, to the front. As a result, the title The Return
of the Soldier takes on a second, more sinister meaning.
8. On Jenny’s emotional investment in Margaret as a maternal figure, see Stetz (1987); Cohen
(2002, 80).
9. By contrast, in Charlotte Yonge’s The Dove in the Eagle’s Nest, discussed in this volume by
Clemence Schultze, the Odysseus figure welcomes the civilizing improvements to his home made by
the Penelope figure during his absence.
10. Chris’s ability to sleep is transferred to Jenny as well, as during this period she finally sleeps
soundly herself, undisturbed by dreams of the front (R. West [1918] 1998, 71). Jenny’s sleep, coinciding with Chris’s happy reunion with Margaret, marks a brief experience of nostos for her; in her
needy attachment to Chris and Baldry Court, she is aptly described as “homesick for somewhere she
has never physically left but where she is never securely at home” (Cohen 2002, 71).
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This consequence of Chris’s psychological return is emphasized at the
novella’s conclusion. Jenny stands at a window, watching for Chris, to
whom Margaret has taken the tokens of his dead child that will bring him
back to the present. Margaret has decided to do this only with difficulty.
She is moved by respect for the truth and for the reality of Chris’s marriage to Kitty, who suffers terribly from his condition, but she is also aware
that it means depriving Chris of the happiness that he has with her. It is
as if Calypso were forced to make the decision that Odysseus makes at the
beginning of his story in the Odyssey—that she and all that she offers must
be left behind.
The terms of Odysseus’ choice are echoed in Jenny’s thoughts, which
closely parallel Margaret’s deliberations: “Why did [Kitty’s] tears reveal to
me what I had learned long ago, but had forgotten in my frenzied love, that
there is a draught we must drink or not be fully human?” (R. West [1918]
1998, 87).11 There is even a hint of another mythical goddess with a mortal
lover—Eos with Tithonus12—in Jenny’s recognition of what would happen
if Chris were allowed to remain in his protective amnesiac state: “ . . . if
we left him in his magic circle there would come a time when his delusion
turned to senile idiocy; when his joy at the sight of Margaret disgusted the
flesh, because his smiling mouth was slack with age” (88). However, while
Chris is brought back to the present out of the same respect for the mortal
condition that causes Odysseus to leave Calypso, his destination is not a
home in which he can live out the rest of his life with a like-minded wife,
but the front with its grinding hardships and likely death.
From her window, Jenny watches Chris turning his back on Margaret
and walking across the lawn:
He was looking up under his brows at the overarching house as though it
were a hated place to which, against all his hopes, business had forced him
to return . . . he walked, not loose-limbed like a boy, as he had done that
very afternoon, but with the soldier’s hard tread upon the heel. It occurred
to me that, bad as we were, we were not yet the worst circumstances of his
11. Jenny’s thoughts about what it would mean for Chris to remain as he is evoke the annihilation and virtual death that Odysseus would experience if he stayed with Calypso: “There was a
finality about his happiness which usually belongs only to loss and calamity; he was to be as happy
as a ring cast into the sea is lost, as a man whose coffin has lain for centuries beneath the sod is dead”
(R. West [1918] 1998, 86–87). Chris’s repeated journeys by ferry to Monkey Island to see Margaret
also recall the classical passage to the underworld in Charon’s boat.
12. Calypso compares herself to Eos, but as the lover of Orion rather than Tithonus at Od.
5.121–22. For an account of Eos and Tithonus in a similar context, see Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite
218–38.
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return. When we had lifted the yoke of our embraces from his shoulders
he would go back to that flooded trench in Flanders. . . . (R. West [1918]
1998, 90)

As Jenny watches Chris approaching, Kitty asks her how he looks, and
Jenny replies “Every inch a soldier.” This inspires Kitty’s gratified response,
“he’s cured.”
By organizing her plot around amnesia, West brings contemporary reality into her fiction, reflecting the new awareness of battle trauma that arose
during the First World War—manifested most famously in the work of the
pioneering psychologist W. H. R. Rivers at Craiglockart Military Hospital
in Scotland (an early predecessor of Jonathan Shay and others working in
this area now, whose patients included Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves,
and Wilfred Owen). But she also uses the newly emergent psychoanalytic
concept of repression to replace the battlefield as the source of trauma with
earlier experiences. In his quest for those experiences, Dr. Anderson wants
to go back to Chris’s childhood, interpreting his consuming need for Margaret as compensation for the deficiencies of an old and competitive father
and a subtly rejecting mother—employing an approach that was revolutionary then but is now so familiar that Margaret Atwood can use it playfully to reconstruct the childhood roots of Penelope’s reserve.13 The plot
of The Return of the Soldier privileges two other prewar traumas, Chris’s
separation from Margaret and the death of his son (and with it the loss of
a meaningful future at Baldry Court).14
Drawing on an understanding of battle trauma as a catalyst for earlier disturbances, West uses amnesia as a narrative device with which to
13. The relationship between The Return of the Soldier and psychoanalysis is complicated by
West’s later declaration that the book has nothing to do with psychoanalysis (R. West 1982). But
Dr. Anderson’s search for Chris’s suppressed wish and proposal of a talking cure (“I’ll do it by talking to him. Getting him to tell his dreams” [West (1918) 1998, 80]) are clearly indebted to Freud.
Several critics have noted that the alternative cure intuited by Margaret corresponds to more recent
theories of trauma and its effective treatment. See Pinkerton (2008); Pividori (2010). Concern
over shell shock, with its battlefield onset, promoted the acceptance of Freud’s views in England,
lessening resistance to a theory that traced neurosis to sexual conflicts. Psychoanalysis was less
threatening as a treatment for battle trauma than as a theory that “the question of libido infiltrates
almost every aspect of our social and political existence”—a point that is insisted upon equally by
Freud and by West (Varney 2000, 263–67). On the “psychoanalytic logic” of the novel’s refusal of
“a theory of trauma that remains enclosed within the context of war neurosis,” see Kavka (1988,
158–60) and, especially in relation to Freud’s theory of the death drive, Bonikowski (2005).
14. In the opening scene, set in the boy’s bedroom, Kitty makes it clear that there will be no
more children, although Chris has not faced this: “I wish Chris wouldn’t have it kept as a nursery
when there’s no chance–” (R. West [1918] 1998, 4). There’s an obvious contrast here with the Odyssey,
where Odysseus’ nostos involves the affirmation of Telemachus as Odysseus’ worthy heir.
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construct a fable of her times, pinpointing a moment that is significant in
her hero’s biography, but also in her nation’s history, as the turning point
after which all else is better forgotten. Chris’s amnesia allows her to bypass
the immediate horrors of the battlefield as the subject of her narrative.
Instead, she tells the story of the war as she herself knew it, substituting
the experiences of those at home for the soldier’s blanked-out experiences
of the war. By denying the battlefield as the ultimate source and objective of the soldier’s amnesia, she highlights the underlying pathologies of
the society that was fighting this drawn-out, voracious, seemingly endless
war. Her plot throws into relief the deterioration of English society since
1901, the date of Chris’s separation from Margaret, but also the end of the
Victorian era, with the death of Queen Victoria, and the beginning of the
new century—a deterioration characterized by new wealth, conspicuous
consumption, and heightened social stratification, embodied in the contrast between Chris’s two women, opulent, decorative Kitty and careworn,
shabby Margaret.
Chris’s life with Kitty is not the solid marriage of two minds that Odysseus and Penelope recreate, but a soulless, superficial existence in a house
that gives a false impression of tradition, stability, and self-sufficiency. 15
Kitty, for all her sincere attachment to Chris, is more like the lethal wife
Clytemnestra of Agamemnon’s failed nostos than like Penelope; invested in
her identity as Chris’s acknowledged wife, she requires the “cure” that sends
him back to war. Margaret has in the meantime also journeyed away from
Monkey Island, into a taxing working-class existence that accentuates the
class difference that was temporarily elided in her youthful romance with
Chris. But both the parasitical wife and the self-sacrificing maternal figure
are, in their different ways, complicit in the war to which they conspire to
make Chris return (Cohen 2002, 81).
The plot device of amnesia allows West to segment Chris’s life history
in a way that lumps together the rough, deadly foreign terrain of the battlefield and his comfortable peacetime adult life in England. The traumatized
soldier’s compulsion to forget the horrors of war is refigured as a compulsion to forget the horrors of home. Chris is unable to escape his home,
even when going off to war, although he has tried to do so. A complicating
detail of the plot reveals that he had wanted to forget his home even before
he left for the front. The news of his disabled condition is slow to reach
Baldry Court because he had failed to register his home address with the
15. On Baldry Court as a site of “suspect continuity,” implicated in the forces of modernity by
which it appears to have been invaded from the outside, see Cohen (2002, 62, 75).
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War Office, a fact that Dr. Anderson seizes on to support his diagnosis that
“Chris has forgotten his life here because he is discontented with it” (R.
West [1918] 1998, 80).
In the end, Jenny decides that Chris’s condition has the effect of clarifying rather than obscuring the truth:
it became plain that if madness means liability to wild error about the
world, Chris was not mad. It was our peculiar shame that he had rejected
us when he had attained to something saner than sanity. His very loss of
memory was a triumph over the limitations of language which prevent the
mass of men from making explicit statements about their spiritual relationships. (R. West [1918] 1998, 65)

Chris’s amnesia is a sort of double for Louise Glück’s designation of life
after childhood as mere memory (“the rest is memory”). Both condemn
as unreliable or inauthentic the stage of life and set of activities—entrance
into adult responsibilities and the formation of a household centered on
marriage—that in the Odyssey is both the indispensible precondition and
the cherished goal of the hero’s successful nostos.
As the essays in this volume repeatedly demonstrate, the modern world’s
tales of uncertain nostos take us back to the Odyssey and to the difficulties
and qualifications that its happy ending has to play down, such as the future
journey prophesied for Odysseus. Rebecca West’s use of amnesia to initiate
the plot of her novella, and to critique her society for glossing over the true
costs of its gracious self-image, prompts a closer look at Homer’s use of
amnesia to close down the plot of the Odyssey.
Odysseus’ successful return from the Trojan War entails an extraordinary amount of collateral damage, even if the poem tries to present this
as unavoidable and justified, beginning with its opening lines, in which
the narrator nervously exonerates Odysseus for the loss of his companions,
and its introductory divine council, in which Penelope’s suitors are equated
with the villainous Aegisthus. Odysseus returns to Ithaca without any of
the men who followed him to Troy, and recovers his home by eliminating
their stay-at-home counterparts, Penelope’s suitors, an entire generation of
young men from Ithaca and its surroundings. In the highly competitive
Homeric world, achievement and success are measured in preeminence
over others, expressed in part by exclusive possession of a large and magnificent house. To recover his home, Odysseus must eliminate rivals who
are not the distant, foreign enemies of Troy, but his own people.
After Odysseus’ return is seemingly complete and news of the suitors’
defeat becomes known, the surviving Ithacans gather. Eupeithes, the father
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of one of the leading suitors, spells out the extent of Odysseus’ assault on
his fellow-citizens:
My friends, it is truly monstrous—What this man has done to our city.
First, he sailed off with many of our finest men
And lost the ships and every man aboard.
Now he has come back and killed many others,
By far the best of the Cephallenians.
We must act now, before he runs off to Pylos
Or takes refuge with the Epean lords of Elis.
We will be disgraced forever if we don’t avenge
Our sons’ and brothers’ deaths. . . . (Od. 24.426–35, trans. Lombardo)

As Eupeithes’ words show, the violent nature of Odysseus’ homecoming makes it inherently untenable. The disgruntled Ithacans are acting to
forestall what they assume is his inevitable next step, flight to the mainland
to escape their vengeance. Other ancient versions of the Odysseus myth
include this element of exile as a consequence of the suitors’ slaughter,
which makes Odysseus’ homecoming effectively self-cancelling, ruled out
by the means through which he achieves it.16 In the Odyssey, however, divine
backing allows Odysseus to stay where he is, and amnesia is the mechanism
by which this is brought about.
In an interchange with Athena about whether the battle between Odysseus and the Ithacans should end in ongoing strife or in amity, Zeus declares
that Odysseus will be able to keep his place as king of Ithaca.
Now that Odysseus has paid the suitors back,
Let all parties swear a solemn oath,
That he will be king of Ithaca all of his days.
We, for our part, will have them forget (eklêsin theômen)
The killing of their sons and brothers. (Od. 24.482–85, trans. Lombardo)

This amnesia on the part of the suitors’ relatives makes possible an amnesty
imposed by Athena, as Odysseus and his supporters move aggressively
against them. Describing that aggression, the poet makes clear what is at
stake.
16. Cf. Apollodorus, Epitome 7.40 and Plutarch, Quaestiones graecae 14, in which Odysseus’
exile is the outcome of arbitration to resolve his conflict with the suitors’ relatives. For fuller discussion of the many alternative versions of Odysseus’ homecoming in antiquity, see Jonathan Burgess’s
essay in this volume.
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They would have killed
Every last man—not one would have gone home—(kai ethêkan anostous)
Had not Athena, daughter of the Storm Cloud,
Given voice to a cry that stopped them all cold. . . . (Od. 24.528–30,
trans. Lombardo)

As a necessary consequence of his homecoming, Odysseus must foreclose
the homecoming of his opponents, making them a-nostos, “without nostos.”
Like The Return of the Soldier, the Odyssey ends with the warrior who
has come home going out again to war, resuming the violent struggle on
which the maintenance of a conspicuously elegant house, with its extensive
estate and desirable mistress, depends. But convenient, divinely imposed
forgetfulness on the part of others allows Odysseus to change course and
settle back into a secure, timeless, and satisfying peacetime life at home. He
achieves the happy ending that Chris Baldry can only long for as he fends
off through amnesia the knowledge of what he has instead. In the end, successful nostos depends on selective memory that maintains a sharp distinction between the comforts of home and the brutal hazards of the wider
world.17

17. My thanks to Jane Gordon for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay.


Chapter 6

1922’s “UnUlyssean” Ulysses
Modernist Visions and Revisions of the
Homeric Nostos
Leah Culligan Flack

I

n an essay entitled “On Not Knowing Greek,” Virginia Woolf argued,
“it is to the Greeks we turn when we are sick of the vagueness, of the
confusion, of the Christianity and its consolations, of our own age,” an age
she had earlier identified as a “season of failures and fragments” (Woolf
2002, 38).1 In 1922, the watershed year of high modernist writing, which
Michael North (2001) has dubbed the “scene of the modern,” both Woolf
and James Joyce turned to the Greeks and to Homer.2 Rather than basking
in the ideals of the classical past, both polemically appropriated the nos
tos narrative from the Homeric tradition to make it relevant to a modern
world traumatized by war. Joyce’s 1922 Ulysses envisions a peaceful Irish
1. Woolf identified the modern age as a “season of failures and fragments” in “Mr. Bennett and
Mrs. Brown” (1984, 211).
2. In his survey of the “Ulysses theme,” W. B. Stanford argues that the twentieth century is the
richest moment in Ulysses’ wanderings through literary history; he reaches this conclusion from the
compelling modern figures of Odysseus in Ulysses and Kazantzakis’s The Odyssey: A Modern Sequel
(1938) that restore the ancient epic’s complex portrait of Odysseus after centuries of adaptations
had transformed Homer’s polytropic voyager into a series of flat types (W. B. Stanford 1954, 80).
Edith Hall and Piero Boitani have followed the wanderings of Odysseus throughout literary history.
Hall (2008) focuses on centuries of reception of the Odyssey, with a particular focus on postcolonial
readings, and Boitani (1994) takes a thematic approach to treat the reception of the Odysseus myth
throughout literary history. See also Barbara Graziosi and Emily Greenwood’s edited volume, Homer
in the Twentieth Century: Between World Literature and the Western Canon (2007), and David Adams’s
Colonial Odysseys: Empire and Epic in the Modernist Novel (2003).
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homecoming for its modern, cosmopolitan Odysseus, Leopold Bloom, and
in so doing scrutinizes and rejects the Homeric violence Joyce once designated as “unUlyssean” (Budgen 1972, 262). Woolf ’s 1922 experimental war
elegy Jacob’s Room incisively analyzes her British culture’s fascination with
ancient Greece and its desire to apply Greek solutions to modern political,
social, and moral problems; however, the narrator of Jacob’s Room insists,
in no uncertain terms, “their solution is no help to us” (Woolf 1990, 145).
Although Woolf and Joyce both engaged the Homeric tradition in
their writing, neither apprehended the Homeric epics as part of a classical past to which the modernist writer might flee from the confusion of
the age. As the Great War ended and Europe lurched toward an uneasy
peace, Joyce and Woolf were developing their unique modernist aesthetics
in live, polemical, and productive dialogue with the Homeric tradition for
two main reasons. First, this tradition was important to Joyce and Woolf
as artists—the Homeric epics fueled their creative imaginations when they
were young, and they both voraciously read and studied Homer during
the incipient stages of their literary careers. They continued to read, study,
and wrestle with the Homeric epics as they evolved as artists, and this
dynamic process of reading, understanding, and ultimately appropriating and responding to Homer undergirded their creative efforts as they
were working out new literary forms in Ulysses and Jacob’s Room. Second,
both novels scrutinize their national cultures whose worship of the classical Greek ideals of heroism and homecoming unconsciously perpetuated
modern violence; challenging these Homeric ideals enabled the social critique of masculine violence and self-sacrifice central to both Ulysses and
Jacob’s Room. In their focus on their home front cultures, both novels reject
these masculine ideals and drive toward a definitive female expression—
Joyce’s novel culminates in his modern Penelope’s hopeful, life-affirming,
ecstatic “Yes,” and Woolf ’s ends by constructing an elegy in the unanswered, mournful, anguished voice of a mother who has lost her son in the
war. Reading these novels in dialogue with their social contexts and with
the Homeric tradition, I will show the ways that these culminating female
voices emerged as the product of dynamic readings of Homer that exposed
the limitations of masculine heroic narratives and in so doing expanded
the boundaries of the Greek literary tradition so important to Woolf and
Joyce as artists. By exploring the emergence of these core high modernist texts of 1922 from productive readings of Homer, I will argue that the
Homeric epics served as a vital interlocutor enabling both the experimental formal innovations of Ulysses and Jacob’s Room and the critiques of the
apotheosis of martial, physical, imaginative, and symbolic violence essential to both novels.
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Joyce’s “unUlyssean” Ulysses:
Homer, Heroism, Homecoming
On October 14, 1921, Joyce wrote from Paris to his aunt Josephine Murray in Dublin, “If you want to read Ulysses, you had better first get or
borrow from the library a translation in prose of the Odyssey of Homer”
(Joyce 1975, 286). With this imperative, he directed one of his first readers to the Odyssey for guidance in reading Ulysses, though he left open
what kind of role the Odyssey might play in clarifying his sprawling novel.
Before the 1922 publication of Ulysses after its partial serial publication in
the Little Review in 1918–1920—readers and critics began the process of
trying to determine the nature of the relationship between Joyce’s novel
and Homer’s epic. T. S. Eliot proposed the “mythic method” to explain
Joyce’s reliance on Homer as “simply a way of controlling, of ordering,
of giving a shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history” (Eliot 1923, 483). Eliot’s
description of Joyce’s method echoes Woolf ’s observation that many of
her contemporaries turned to the classical world for solace and, in this
case, order and control. However, Joyce didn’t fully accept Eliot’s description of his mythic method and suggested a different term, “two-plane,”
which is more open-ended, less systematic, and less precise than Eliot’s
more marketable term, which immediately gained purchase among Joyce’s
readers (Joyce 1975, 297).3 In what follows, I depart from the critical tradition inaugurated by Eliot of viewing the Odyssey primarily as a source
of order for Ulysses. I am interested in the ways Joyce read his emerging
project and the Odyssey in living, changing relation to one another. Over
the course of his work on Ulysses, Joyce’s reading of Homer changed—
thereby undermining the extent to which the Odyssey might have served
as a stable, static source of order for Ulysses—as his own project made him
see Homer with new eyes. To reanimate this dynamic engagement with
Homer that gave rise to Ulysses, I will consider the ways that Joyce’s shifting readings of two of Homer’s central concepts—the nature of Odysseus’ heroism and his nostos—undergirded the unfolding project of Ulysses
and its culmination in the ecstatic female voice of his modern Penelope,
Molly Bloom.
3. In the years since, significant critical attention has been devoted to analyzing Joyce’s Homeric allusions in Ulysses and to debating the relation between the ancient and modern texts, with
some critics contending that Joyce in earnest appropriated Homeric characters, situations, and
themes to achieve a variety of results, and others arguing that Ulysses is clearly an attack on Homer’s
epic authority and cultural power as a trope signifying a Western literary tradition Joyce challenged
and dismantled. This issue has received significant attention elsewhere. See Gilbert (1955), Seidel
(1976), Schork (1998), and Ames (2003a); Ames gives a full bibliography.
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From his youth, Joyce both admired Homer’s story of homecoming
and recognized its dynamic historicity, that it had traveled multiple paths
of transmission from the ancient to the modern worlds. Joyce was first
ensnared by the abridged, children’s version of the Odyssey by Charles
Lamb when he was twelve years old, and he later read several other translations in English and Italian that supported the attempts to study Homer’s Greek evident in the research notes he kept while composing Ulysses.4
While working on Ulysses, Joyce read the Victorian Butcher and Lang
prose translation of the Odyssey (1872), Samuel Butler’s The Authoress of the
Odyssey (1892), Walter Leaf ’s Troy: A Homeric Geography (1912), and Victor
Bérard’s Les Phéniciens et l’Odyssée (1902). Butler’s thesis, that a woman living in Sicily authored the Odyssey, provided support, however speculative,
to Joyce’s eventual discovery in Ulysses of the importance of the female
voice in his modern epic. Bérard’s work, a study of the Semitic origins
of the Odyssey that argues that the Odyssey served as an encoded map for
Phoenician sailors, provided the imaginative basis for Joyce’s meticulous
mapping of Odysseus’ travels onto Dublin on June 16, 1904.5 The Odys
sey and the recent critical tradition on Homer Joyce read easily accommodated the vision of cultural hybridity Joyce used to counter the Irish
Revivalists, with their ideals of authentic Irishness and Irish racial purity,
as he worked out a new model of heroism and homecoming for Ulysses.6
Bérard’s study bolstered Joyce’s project of reaching beyond the shores of
the Irish cultural tradition at a moment of rising Irish nationalism in
Ireland’s struggle for independence to produce a new culturally hybrid
Odyssey realized in, for one thing, Leopold Bloom, a modern Irish-Hungarian-Greek-Jewish-Catholic Odysseus. By basing Odysseus’ heroism,
in part, on his knowledge of many peoples and cultural traditions, the
Odyssey served Joyce’s cosmopolitan sensibilities, and the Homeric scholarship Joyce used further inspired his project of imagining the possibilities
afforded when “jewgreek is greekjew. Extremes meet” (Joyce 1992, 504).
In transposing the Homeric journey and character to twentieth-century
Dublin, Joyce read the Odyssey in living, changing relation with his emerging project in a way that transformed his understanding of both. Joyce long
4. Joyce’s reading process can be reconstructed from Richard Ellmann’s biography and from
notes that have been preserved and are held at the SUNY Buffalo library and the National Library
of Ireland. Facsimiles of much of this material are available. See Joyce (1978, 1989), Herring (1977),
and Schork (1998).
5. For a comprehensive study of Joyce’s application of Bérard’s geographical principles, see
Seidel (1976).
6. On the relation between Joyce’s writing and Irish Revivalism, see Platt (1998).
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considered himself a “commentator” on Homer, viewed Odysseus as the
most “well-rounded” man in literary history, admired Odysseus as a “war
dodger” and a “gentleman,” and was especially interested in the Odyssey as
a post-war narrative conveying that “the history of Ulysses did not come to
an end when the Trojan war was over” (Budgen 1972, 220 and 18). He told
his friend, the artist Frank Budgen, that he read Odysseus as “a complete
man—a good man. At any rate, that is what I intend he shall be” (Budgen
1972, 17). The slaughter of the suitors—Odysseus’ major act of violence in
the Odyssey—seemed to Joyce “unUlyssean,” suggesting that he envisioned
an ideal Odysseus on whom Homer’s Odyssey did not have the last word
(Budgen 1972, 262).7 To make the polytropic, aggressive Odysseus into
a pacifist everyman, Joyce changed the Odyssey to correct what he found
unUlyssean in it. Homeric violence—what Budgen called the “slaughter
problem”—posed ultimately productive challenges in adaptation to Joyce
as he was conceptualizing Ulysses (Budgen 1972, 262).
Although he wrote parts of the end of Ulysses before writing the middle
episodes, Joyce’s letters and notes suggest that he didn’t begin his novel
with these adaptation problems already fully worked out; the bloodshed
that defines Odysseus’ nostos lingered in his mind as he wrote.
The first time his narrative might have intersected with Odysseus’ violence—Odysseus’ beastly attack on the Cicones—he omitted it altogether
from Ulysses.8 Homer’s Cyclops story pushed Joyce to confront the Odyssey’s
violence and in so doing to hone his text’s stance on violence. The Odyssey
foregrounds Odysseus’ verbal and physical aggression in his encounter with
Polyphemus—Odysseus’ cunning “no man” pseudonym and the fiery stake
he uses to blind the Cyclops embody characteristics not easily translated
to Leopold Bloom.9 Joyce ended up preserving the consistency of Bloom’s
character, first, by translating the Odyssey’s aggression to the episode’s style,
7. Also see Ames (2004).
8. Lynn Childress (1996, 80) argues that Joyce did not adapt the story of the Cicones because
“a picture of heroic (and aggressive) Bloom would not be keeping with the character Joyce sought to
create.”
9. W. B. Stanford (1954, 10–16 and 76–77) and others have suggested that Odysseus’ confrontation with Polyphemus is hardly befitting an epic hero, approximates more closely the common
folktale of the Wily Lad defeating the cannibalistic giant, and recalls Odysseus’ Autolycan lineage.
The Odyssey’s generic hybridity leads Pietro Pucci (1998, 145) to characterize it as a “half and half
epic poem, a perverse epic poem, a bastard epic poem,” calling our attention to the fact that Joyce’s
modernist polytropic epic novel may actually find in the Odyssey a distant model for the kind of
generic variation underlying its own exhibition of styles and forms, particularly in “Cyclops,” which
vacillates between the noman narrator’s Dublin vernacular and the overblown styles of heroic discourse. Also see Page (1955, 1–20). For a broader discussion of the competing ideologies of folktale
and myth in the Odyssey, see Peradotto (1990).
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via an irreverent, anonymous first-person narrator who embodies Odysseus’ subversive, aggressive cunning. This narrator, an unnamed sponger
who makes a startling appearance in the episode’s opening lines, signified
an important break from the overarching stylistic imperatives of the novel’s earlier episodes, which were based mostly in the use of free indirect
discourse and interior monologue. As such, Joyce’s task of translating the
Odyssey may have bolstered his own formal experiments in the late episodes.
Moreover, violence is the episode’s major thematic concern, as it performs
an incisive cultural analysis of the violent underpinnings of both the Irish
nationalist movement and the English imperial power.
Throughout “Cyclops,” Bloom is evaluated and even parodied according
to standards of the heroic set by both Homer and the Irish Revivalists and
comes up short in such a way that ultimately scrutinizes their shared glorification of masculine violence. In the presence of a group of Irish nationalists
at Barney Kiernan’s pub presided over by a nameless Citizen, Bloom tries
meekly and fails to voice a persuasive pacifist position. After John Wyse
Nolan tells Bloom to “Stand up to [injustice] with force like men,” the narrator gleefully notes the distance between Bloom and forceful men:
That’s an almanac picture for you. Mark for a softnosed bullet. Old lardyface standing up to the business end of a gun. Gob, he’d adorn a sweepingbrush, so he would, if he only had a nurse’s apron on him. And then
he collapses all of a sudden, twisting around all the opposite, as limp as a
wet rag.
—But it’s no use, says [Bloom]. Force, hatred, history, all that. That’s not
life for men and women, insult and hatred. And everybody knows that it’s
the very opposite of that that is really life.
—What? says Alf.
—Love, says Bloom. I mean the opposite of hatred. I must go now, says he
to John Wyse. Just round to the court a moment to see if Martin is there.
If he comes by just say I’ll be back in a second. Just a moment.
Who’s hindering you? And off he pops like greased lightning. (Joyce 1992,
333)

Mocking his Christ-like pacifism, Nolan and the narrator emasculate Bloom,
consigning him to a feminized role as one who cannot “stand up . . . with
force like men” and who would “adorn a sweeping brush . . . if he only had
a nurse’s apron on him.”10 The narrator thus paints an “almanac picture”—
10.	Reizbaum analyzes the gendering of the conflict in the pub. Bloom, Reizbaum argues, “is
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a picture “immortalized” on a calendar—that ironically prefigures Bloom’s
eventual apotheosis in Molly Bloom’s thoughts (Gifford and Seidman 1988,
364). By creating an absurd portrait of Bloom “standing up to the business
end of a gun,” the narrator highlights the pacifism that is a central feature
of Bloom as a modern hero more Ulyssean, in Joyce’s view, than Odysseus.
This scene, like much of “Cyclops,” exposes the conflicts over the heroic
central to Joyce’s project. Bloom earnestly voices several of Ulysses’ central
tenets by promoting “life” and “love” over “force, hatred,” and “history,”
a “nightmare from which” Stephen Dedalus is “trying to awake” (Joyce
1992, 34). However, he lacks the force to argue for these values and can
only define love in opposition to hatred in a way that renders this position nearly unintelligible.11 At the episode’s climax, when Bloom taunts the
Citizen by saying, “Christ was a jew like me,” the Citizen chases Bloom
out of the pub and threatens, ironically, to “crucify him” (Joyce 1992, 342);
Joyce denies the Citizen the intended seriousness of his act by transforming
Polyphemus’ boulder and the curse he calls down via Poseidon on Odysseus into a mere biscuit-tin, which the Citizen impotently hurls at Bloom
as he flees. By exploiting the comic gap opened between the Homeric and
Christian precedents and his quotidian equivalent, Joyce affirms the prosaic, peaceful model of heroism in Ulysses, even though Bloom, the everyman, cannot himself persuasively proclaim it. Joyce’s engagement with and
brilliant redeployment of the Odyssey’s violence supports not only one of
the novel’s most formally inventive episodes but also its most extended
analysis of the intellectual, psychological, and emotional underpinnings of
modern political, social, physical, and imaginative violence.
	Having worked out a serendipitous solution for Homeric violence in
his Cyclops episode’s reflections on the heroic, Joyce continued to grapple with the problem of Odysseus’ violent nostos toward which his own
project was heading. In 1921, Joyce wrote to Harriet Weaver, “The Ithaca
episode . . . is in reality the end as Penelope has no beginning, middle,
or end” (Ellmann 1975, 172–73). In “Ithaca” and “Penelope,” Joyce generated two alternative modes for registering Bloom’s nostos: the “mathematical catechism” of “Ithaca,” a series of questions and answers, and the voice
of Molly Bloom in “Penelope.” Both critically revise the Homeric nostos in
the necessary outsider, against which the national and sexual authenticity of the men in the pub can
be measured and verified” (1999, 174).
11. In the 1986 edition of Ulysses, Hans Walter Gabler restored lines to “Scylla and Charybdis”
not included in any earlier version which he suspected had been inadvertently dropped by typists. In
these lines, Stephen thinks to himself, “Love, yes. Word known to all men,” thereby providing Joyce
scholars with a solution to the question Stephen “eagerly” asks his mother in “Circe”: “Tell me the
word, mother, if you know now. The word known to all men” (Joyce 1992, 581).
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very different ways. “Ithaca,” with its obsessive attention to detail, parodies
the teleological drive for coherence and knowledge underwriting the nostos
story as well as parodying, as Karen Lawrence (1981, 203) observes, closure
itself. The dozens of pages of questions and answers include various catalogues of the contents of the Blooms’ home as well as a tally of Bloom’s
expenditures for the day. The at times absurd exhaustiveness of information populating “Ithaca” undermines the very notion of mimetic disclosure
as a means for achieving resolution, coherence, closure, and homecoming.
For example, its final question about Bloom—“Where?”—is answered by
a large period, the end of the episode. This punctuation mark ironizes the
issue that a nostos narrative must, by definition, obsess over—the end point
of the hero’s journey, his arrival at his destination. Through its meticulous, humorous attention to specific detail, the end of “Ithaca” underscores
Bloom’s textuality, that his location is not where the narrative would have
it, in his Dublin bed next to Molly, but in the book Ulysses. This self-conscious moment of nostos—when the text conveys an awareness of its own
medium of expression—expands beyond the limits of the traditional heroic
journey to include the journey of the text itself, through multiple styles and
movements, to a full stop.
The period that ends “Ithaca” gives way to the period that ends Ulysses,
the menstrual period of Molly Bloom in “Penelope.” Molly’s menstrual
blood replaces the blood of the suitors through which Homer authors
Odysseus’ return; through Molly, Joyce discovered a way to swap violence
for fecundity via the unmediated female voice that we hear for the first time
in the novel. Over the course of writing Ulysses, Joyce had come to discover
that the solution to the “slaughter” problem was not to be found in Bloom
or in Odysseus. While Joyce was finishing “Circe,” a two-hundred-page
closet drama that concludes the adventures section of the novel, he began
to see Bloom and Odysseus both in a new light. He wrote to Budgen,
“At first I had not thought of the slaughter of the suitors as in Ulysses’
character. Now I see it can be there too. I am going to leave the last word
with Molly Bloom—the final episode Penelope being written through her
thoughts and body Poldy being then asleep” (letter dated 10 December
1920; Joyce 1975, 274). More than two months later, while writing “Ithaca”
and after finishing “Penelope,” Joyce noted, “The last word (human, all
too human) is left to Penelope. This is the indispensable countersign to
Bloom’s passport to eternity” (28 February 1921; Joyce 1975, 279). Molly
Bloom’s voice rushes in to author and to authorize Bloom’s nostos and to
provide a “countersign”—which, in legal terms, implies a second signature that validates the authenticity of the first on a passport—to Bloom’s
entrance to eternity, to a kind of literary immortality that does not depend,
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as is the case in the tradition of heroic Irish martyrdom, on his death or, as
is the case in the Odyssey, on anyone else’s death. The eight long sentences
of Molly’s monologue, then, validate Bloom’s distinctive brand of heroism
and the project of Ulysses in writing, against a violent tradition, a peaceful
“passport to eternity” for its hero.
To end his novel, Joyce translates the Homeric nostos into a psychological event: as Bloom sleeps, Molly recalls her day—including her tryst with
Blazes Boylan—and, in the end, she remembers her first sexual encounter
with Bloom and chooses him. Joyce renders Bloom’s psychological victory
over the suitor—of which Bloom remains unaware—in the orgasmic culmination of Molly’s monologue, the affirmative and affirming, “Yes I said
yes I will Yes” (Joyce 1992, 783). Reading Ulysses and the Odyssey in dialogue, Joyce’s revision of Homer’s violence emphasizes the brutal nature of
the Odyssean nostos. Although it is a critical commonplace to read Ulysses
in terms of the Odyssey, reversing the critical lens to read the Odyssey in
terms of Ulysses through this ecstatic, resonant female voice defamiliarizes and foregrounds the naturalized violence upon which the foundational
narrative of nostos in the Western tradition depends. At the very least, reading these narratives in the kind of live relation Joyce imagined as he wrote
exposes the ways that a critical dialogue between the two texts opened both
up to one another in a way that was essential to the development and outcome of Ulysses. Although Joyce retained the concept of the nostos for his
own project, he critically revised it to accommodate his vision of modern
heroism. Joyce’s engaged, dynamic reading of the Odyssey and Ulysses in
dialogue over the course of writing Ulysses led him to Penelope, to Molly,
and to the female voice as the locus of affirmation and authority, a discovery his fellow modernist Woolf would also make, in very different terms,
in 1922.

“The point however is that we have been brought up
in an illusion”: Woolf’s Jacob’s Room
In 1915, the HMS Agamemnon sailed with the British naval fleet to the Battle of Gallipoli, one of the costliest battles of the Great War, which was
fought on the same lands adventurer-archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann
had identified nearly half a century earlier as Troy, thereby giving modern
soldiers a reason, however suspect, given Schliemann’s excavation methods,
to believe that they were sailing in the wake of Achilles.12 In the aftermath
12. For more on the cultural contexts of the Great War in relation to classical writing, see
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of a war that left more than eight million dead across Europe, Woolf turned
her critical eye to the Greek obsessions that led modern British citizens to
invest modern wars with classical significance and that led her to sum up
post-war life as tragic, as a “strip of pavement over an abyss” (Woolf 1980,
72–73). The same year Ulysses entered the European literary scene, Woolf
published Jacob’s Room, which in radically deconstructing the nostos narrative performs a wide-ranging cultural critique of a British Greek-obsessed
society that raised its young boys to be slaughtered in the trenches of the
Great War. In what follows, I will contextualize Woolf ’s interrogation of
the illusions fostered in the British cultural imagination nurtured by its
appropriation of the classical Greek tradition and will argue that the formal
innovations of Jacob’s Room collaborate to construct an aesthetic structure
based on the soldier’s absence rather than his return.13
Whereas Joyce retained the conceptual framework of the nostos narrative even as he revised it to write a novel that ultimately affirms its hero
and its vision of everyday life, Woolf, I will show, radically dismantled the
framework altogether and wrote, against a masculine tradition grounded in
violence, an anti-nostos story grounded in the perceptions of women that
refuses any such affirmation.
Woolf ’s fascination with the cultural tradition of ancient Greece is well
known and has been meticulously documented in recent years.14 Her study
of Greek was private and idiosyncratic rather than formal and systematic,
and this study spanned the course of her entire career, from her first lesson in 1897 through her 1941 death. As Rowena Fowler (1999, 218) notes,
Woolf ’s study of Greek was a “precondition of her intellectual and creative
life, of her self-respect as a woman and of her fulfillment as a writer.” Theodore Koulouris takes this observation further by arguing that the major
features of Woolf ’s influential literary corpus—“her experimental writing,
her feminism, her elegiac overtones”—emerge from her engagement with
Greek literature and culture; taken in this light, Woolf ’s Greek notebooks,
which contain her notes on a range of Greek authors, may be seen as one
laboratory in which she developed her own unique modernist aesthetic in
dialogue with Homer, Plato, Euripides, and others (Koulouris 2011, 17). In
“On Not Knowing Greek,” Woolf painted a portrait of an ancient Greece
Gregory (1997) and Vandiver (2010).
13. For a comprehensive reading of the intersecting aesthetic and sociocultural dimensions of
Jacob’s Room and Woolf ’s oeuvre, see Froula (2007).
14. Most recently, Theodore Koulouris (2011) has analyzed the aesthetics of loss that emerged
from Woolf ’s engagement with Greek culture; he also provides a full bibliography. Also see Fowler
(1999).
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that was both intimately accessible and forever elusive to modern readers. Against an English cultural milieu in which Greek was understood by
academics at Cambridge and Oxford to signify a kind of cultural currency
to be mastered by young men as an essential component of their indoctrination into English manhood, Woolf concluded that Greek domestic life,
character, and culture were fundamentally more mysterious and elusive
than male scholars driven by a desire for mastery might acknowledge. Three
years earlier, Jacob’s Room had excavated the cultural relationship between
England’s fascination with ancient Greece, its desire for domination, and its
propensity for violence. Jacob’s Room foregrounds the seductions of Greek
solutions to modern problems but ultimately insists on refusing them—this
refusal was critical to Woolf ’s aesthetic development.
Jacob’s Room was a turning point in Woolf ’s career—in this novel, she
had, for the first time, “found out how to begin (at 40) to say something
in [her] own voice” (Woolf 1980, 186). The novel employs an innovative,
elliptical narrative style that would later flower in Mrs. Dalloway’s use of
shifting interior monologues and stream of consciousness to depict Jacob
Flanders. Jacob Flanders’s name resonates with one of the most famous
Great War poems, the 1915 poem commemorating the war dead by John
McCrae, “In Flanders Fields,” which aligns him with a generation that
died in the Great War. As has been widely noted in critical readings of the
novel, Jacob serves less as a conventional protagonist through which Woolf
organizes her novel and more as a palpable absence, a void that the novel
circles. The novel sometimes presents Jacobs clearly through the eyes of the
novel’s female characters, including an embodied but anonymous female
narrator who occasionally intervenes, but it more often renders him nearly
incoherent and invisible, as it catches glimpses of him from his early boyhood through his study at Cambridge, his romantic quest to Greece and
Italy, and finally his death in the war, which occurs outside of the novel’s
narrative frame. Jacob’s Room is in many ways both an anti-nostos narrative
and an anti-Bildungsroman—though it engages with traditions that follow
a young boy through maturity and through his war experiences, it uses
Jacob’s absence, its narrative style, and finally, the elegiac voice of Jacob’s
mother that supplies the novel’s final, haunting note to depict the emptiness of these traditions in an English culture decimated by war.
Late in the novel, Woolf ’s narrator articulates one of the novel’s central
premises, that “merely to see the flash and thrust of limbs engaged in the
conduct of daily life is better than the old pageant of armies drawn out
in battle array on the plain” (Woolf 1990, 159). To perform her analysis of
the social, moral, and imaginative forces that perpetuate war, Woolf rejects
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a tradition that glorifies “the old pageant of armies” underwriting human
history from Homer to the twentieth century and locates her war story not
in the trenches but in a range of English domestic spaces, including most
prominently the novel’s titular space. The narrator first projects these hidden forces driving English culture to its own destruction onto Jacob’s room,
which the narrator first describes as basking in the “light of Cambridge”
at the epicenter of English masculine cultural power. Jacob’s books offer a
glimpse into the cultural contexts that shaped his character and that challenged Woolf to discover her own artistic voice:
On his table lay an essay entitled “Does History Consist of the Biographies
of Great Men?” His books include: “Lives of the Duke of Wellington,
for example; Spinoza; the works of Dickens; the Faery Queen; a Greek
dictionary with petals of poppies pressed in silk between the pages; all the
Elizabethans. . . . Then there were photographs from the Greeks, and a
mezzotint from Sir Joshua—all very English. . . . Listless is the air in an
empty room, just swelling the curtain; the flowers in the jar shift. One
fibre in the wicker arm-chair creaks, though no one sits there. (Woolf
1990, 33)

By associating Jacob’s Greek dictionary with “the petals of poppies” that
ironically invoke the poppies that sprang up over the buried war dead in
Flanders fields, Woolf implicates what she later calls the “Greek myth” in
the British imagination in the devastation of modern wars. From the time
his mother handed him over, after the death of his father, to Mr. Floyd to
learn Latin as a young child, Jacob’s indoctrination into English manhood
depended on his acquisition of classical languages, as Jacob’s culture concludes that “nothing is more English” than Greek.
This culture, the contents of Jacob’s room suggest, depends on a notion
of history centered on the “biographies of great men.” This masculinist, elitist, and, as the novel suggests, tragic vision of culture suggested by Jacob’s
room mobilizes Woolf not only to critique it but also in so doing to develop
an alternative narrative logic and structure to write against “the biographies
of great men,” using the “flash and thrust of limbs engaged in the conduct
of daily life” and Jacob’s absence as her materials. Woolf counters a narrative tradition based in concepts of nostos—that can only be fulfilled with
the return of the soldier, with his presence—by making palpable from the
start the void opened up by Jacob’s absence in a room filled, in addition to
the relics of his culture, with mere “listless air,” a swelling curtain, shifting
flowers, and creaking arm-chair. Taking warrior narratives based in heroism
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and return as a counterpoint, Woolf constructs a narrative immersed in
everyday life that denies not only the heroics of classical narratives but also
the constrictive narrative logic of an epic tradition that offers one of two
endings for men: a heroic battlefield death resulting in the glorification of
the fallen or the return of the soldier. To write a narrative of the daily lives
of ordinary men and women, Woolf ’s novel departs from the traditional
narrative structures handed down from the epic tradition and the tradition
of the Bildungsroman by, in the first place, withholding a coherent image of
Jacob. In place of a totalizing vision of her protagonist, Woolf shows flashes
of him from the perspectives of the various women who see him over the
course of his life. To express character in Jacob’s Room, Woolf embraced the
vitality of the novel and expanded its boundaries to tell a war story through
and largely about women.
Perhaps the most important female character in Jacob’s Room is its female
narrator, who critically frames Jacob’s burgeoning interest in Greek culture
as opposed to the novel’s own commitment to everyday life. By the lights of
Cambridge, the narrator notes, “Aristophanes and Shakespeare were cited.
Modern life was repudiated” (Woolf 1990, 64). Jacob’s flight from modern
life to the shores of the classical and Renaissance past is precisely part of the
modern life Woolf foregrounds in a novel that insists on maintaining its
focus on the contemporary moment and that thereby refuses to be seduced
by Jacob’s brand of cultural nostalgia. She notes, “A strange thing—when
you come to think of it—this love of Greek . . . Jacob knew no more Greek
than served him to stumble through a play. Of ancient history he knew
nothing. However, as he tramped into London it seemed to him that they
were making the flagstones ring on the road to the Acropolis” (70–71). The
narrator’s evaluation of Jacob underscores that he, like so many young men
indoctrinated intro English masculinity at Cambridge and Oxford, patterns his self-apprehension according to a Greek template he little understands. Via her narrator, Woolf emphasizes the limits of the cultural logic
that shapes Jacob, who when he ponders the “problems of civilization”
turns to thinking that they “were solved, of course, so very remarkably
by the ancient Greeks.” Responding to Jacob’s nostalgia for ancient Greek
solutions, the narrator insists, as already noted, that “their solution is no
help to us” (145).
As much as Jacob’s Room emphasizes that classical learning is coded male
and that women are “vouched for by the theology, mathematics, Latin, and
Greek of their husbands,” it also turns its critical gaze to English women
as an essential vehicle for the Greek obsession in the English imagination
(Woolf 1990, 27). It is, the narrator notes, “the governesses who start the
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Greek myth,” who in praising young boys according to ideals of beauty
designated as Greek nurture the modern “Greek spirit” animating English
culture. “The point is,” the narrator concludes, “that we have been brought
up in an illusion” (133). Woolf consistently frames this illusion as shared
by England’s men and women alike as she performs a cultural analysis that
locates the origins of war in the home front in the opening decades of
the twentieth century. Just as Jacob fashions himself according to his own
Greek illusions, the women who surround him also view him according to
a Greek standard. Florinda tells him that he is like a statue in the British
Museum (74), which resonates with the scene when Clara Durrant and Mr.
Bowley reach the Wellington Monument, the Statue of Achilles in Hyde
Park, erected by the women of England in devotion to Wellington’s military achievements as an expression of the “Greek spirit” of his age (163).
These scenes complicate a vision of history as the “biographies of great
men” by revealing the multiform ways women compose the biographies of
great men as warriors who die a heroic death in battle or who live to return.
In refusing to compose another such biography, Woolf extends her critical
gaze to include men at the center of this version of history and the women
who unconsciously worship them to death.
Woolf ’s meditations on the women eager to erect a monument to Jacob
from the moment of his birth culminate in the musings of Fanny Elmer,
the artist’s model who pines for Jacob when he travels to Greece. To worship Jacob in his absence, Fanny goes to see the Elgin Marbles at the British Museum:
Sustained entirely upon picture post cards for the past two months, Fanny’s idea of Jacob was more statuesque, noble, and eyeless than ever. To
reinforce her vision she had taken to visiting the British Museum, where,
keeping her eyes downcast until she was alongside the battered Ulysses,
she opened them and got a fresh shock of Jacob’s presence, enough to last
her half a day. But this was wearing thin. And she wrote now—poems,
letters that were never posted, saw his face in advertisements on hoardings, and would cross the road to let the barrel-organ turn his musings to
rhapsody. (Woolf 1990, 167)

Fanny transmutes Jacob into a “battered Ulysses,” a vision that evokes rhapsody and exultation. In this moment, Woolf reveals the underpinnings of
a culture that raises Jacob to be a static symbol of Greek endurance who
mirrors the ideals of the women who unconsciously worship him to death.
Woolf extends her cultural critique beyond unearthing the logic of the
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women who rhapsodically deliver Jacob to the trenches. This cultural analysis informs perhaps the even more radical interrogation evident in the shape
of a new narrative form that showed Woolf stretching, for the first time, to
write in her own voice outside the limits of the narrative structures handed
down to her from the Western literary tradition. To do so, Woolf rejects
adding another battered Ulysses to the growing body of war stories spanning the ancient and modern worlds.
Woolf ’s war story is, in the end, neither a modern Iliad nor an Odyssey
but rather critically engages both to produce, in an experimental narrative form, a prosaic, elegiac analysis of an English culture in ruins. Both
the war—which is only mentioned elliptically—and Jacob’s death are kept
outside of the narrative frame, which maintains an unremitting focus on
domestic spaces at the home front. In place of a moving battlefield scene
that would invite mourning in an epic register or a moment of homecoming, healing, and recovery, Woolf crafts an indeterminate ending that
conveys the tragedy of Jacob’s loss without sentimentalizing and thereby
trivializing it. The novel returns to Jacob’s room, where Jacob’s friend
Bonamy marvels to Jacob’s mother that Jacob “left everything just as it
was. . . . Nothing arranged. . . . What did he expect? Did he think he
would come back?” (Woolf 1990, 173). Bonamy’s questions remain unanswered and conjure the social and cultural contexts that indeed shaped
Jacob’s expectation that he was a Ulysses heading toward inevitable return.
The novel recasts its earlier imagery—the “listless” air and the chair that
“creaks, though no one sits there”—to intensify a prosaic aesthetics of
absence that registers both Jacob’s failure to achieve nostos and his culture’s
faltering illusions.
In place of erecting new illusions or a new foundation for her war-torn
culture, Woolf ends her novel in Jacob’s room with the unanswered voices
of Bonamy and Jacob’s mother:
“Jacob! Jacob!” cried Bonamy, standing by the window. The leaves sank
down again.
“Such confusion everywhere!” exclaimed Betty Flanders, bursting open the
bedroom door.
Bonamy turned away from the window.
“What am I to do with these, Mr. Bonamy?”
She held out a pair of Jacob’s old shoes. (Woolf 1990, 173)

The holograph draft of the novel shows that Woolf originally considered
ending her novel in a more sentimental register—the draft continues with

148

•

Pa r t I I . C h a p t e r 6

two more sentences: “They both laughed. The room waved behind her
tears” (Woolf 2010, 275). This alternate ending, in modern Iliadic fashion
perhaps, employs the tears of the grieving mother to convey the outcome
of Jacob’s death. Woolf struck these lines, and the end result of this revision is to foreground the old shoes as a metonymic token of both Jacob’s
absence and Woolf ’s commitment to telling a war story grounded in the
“conduct of daily life.” Woolf leaves Betty Flanders’s question emphatically,
even painfully and resoundingly open. In this indeterminate, resonant ending, Woolf inverts the nostos narrative and revises the epic trope of the wailing, grieving mother to produce a muted, prosaic elegy that speaks to the
“confusion everywhere” without turning to the Greeks to flee what Woolf
notes was the “vagueness” and the “confusion” of her era. Woolf refuses
the nostos narrative Joyce revised from Homer and she rejects the affirmation Joyce articulated through his Molly Bloom. For Woolf ’s project, the
female voice sounds an unrelenting anguish for a generation of soldiers
who, against expectations shaped by their Greek-obsessed martial culture,
did not return.


In 1936, literary and cultural critic Walter Benjamin reflected on the demise
of the epic tradition, the rise of the novel, and the cataclysmic violence
of modern history and concluded, “the art of storytelling is coming to an
end.” Benjamin continues, “It is as if something that seemed inalienable to
us, the securest among our possessions, were taken from us: the ability to
exchange experiences” (1968, 83–84). Analyzing the traumatizing impact of
unprecedented international violence, chemical and technological weapons,
and trench warfare on the “tiny, fragile human body,” Benjamin located
the silencing of European post-war culture in the return of the soldier,
asking, “Was it not noticeable at the end of the war that men returned
from the battleﬁeld grown silent—not richer, but poorer in communicable
experience?” (83–84). Whereas, Benjamin suggests, the return of the soldier
had earlier in human history fueled human expression and the sharing of
experiences, the Great War silenced its traumatized soldiers and threatened
to silence their decimated homefront societies, leaving a culture in ruins.
Responding to these ruins was indeed a central, defining task for modernist writers cut adrift in the wake of war. They approached this daunting
charge with varying degrees of ambition and optimism. T. S. Eliot at the
conclusion of his 1922 poem, The Waste Land, voices a fragile hope at a time
of despair by writing, “These fragments I have shored against my ruins”
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([1922] 2001, 20). Eliot ends his poem with an open prayer for peace with
the words “shantih shantih shantih” (Sanskrit, which Eliot translates as, “the
peace which passeth understanding”), though his poem, like much modernist writing, leaves open whether a culture whose legacy has been reduced to
fragments might escape ruin.
At a moment of cultural silencing, modernist writers Woolf and Joyce
took on the urgent aesthetic and sociopolitical project of registering,
responding to, and ultimately resisting silence in the wake of war. The war
unleashed their creative energies as they asked, in different ways, in the
absence of the kind of unifying storytelling tradition Benjamin laments,
what the task of the storyteller might be at this turbulent moment in
European history. Productive, polemical dialogues with the Homeric tradition mobilized both writers. To speak against the silencing of their cultures and against the annihilation of the literary tradition, Joyce and Woolf
resounded a voice that had long been silenced in the Western literary tradition and in its narratives of return: the voice of the domestic space and
the voice of the woman. The female voices Joyce and Woolf constructed
in active dialogue with Homer continue to resound in our own war-torn
decades, as contemporary writers like Margaret Atwood, Rosanna Warren,
Mary Zimmerman, and Louise Glück, and others in novels, plays, and lyric
poems continue what was also a modernist project of exploring the possibilities for the female voices often silenced within the epic tradition. Taken
together, Joyce’s Molly Bloom and Woolf ’s Betty Flanders voice the ecstasy
and despair of post-war Europe and reveal the complex ways that domestic
spaces and an unconscious worship of the literary past might either nurture or refuse modern violence. Their bold revisions of ancient, enduring
literary models refuse the heroics of the past and re-imagine the nostos for
a world persistently ravaged by war. To this end, both writers proclaim and
even celebrate the value of the everyday lives of ordinary men and women,
including the pacifist everyman who returns to his unfaithful wife and the
mother who grieves for the soldier who never returns.

P ar t III


Nostos and the New World


Chapter 7

Penelope in Bronzeville
The Theme of Nostos in Gwendolyn Brooks’s
“The Anniad”
Wendy Whelan-Stewart

W

hen Gwendolyn Brooks wrote, published, and received the Pulitzer Prize for Annie Allen, a book-length collection about a young
black woman’s coming of age in Bronzeville during and after America’s
involvement with the Second World War, she inhabited several marginalized positions. As a black woman writing about a black husband and wife
in a segregated America, she had to persuade, perhaps unconsciously, a
larger white, mostly male audience to find interest in her work and this
couple’s story. As a woman writing about a man’s experiences in World War
II from her position on the home front, the peripheral space surrounding a
war event, she was psychically and physically removed from Europe by the
Atlantic and from battlefields in particular. Moreover, Brooks was not an
eye-witness to the trauma of the battle grounds, and her body and psyche
did not experience the abuses of warfare as male soldiers’ bodies and minds
did. Brooks’s evocation and adaptation of the Odyssey, so far unrecognized
by scholars, certainly helped to lend some weight to her multi-marginalized position. At the center of Annie Allen, both figuratively and literally,
is “The Anniad,” a 301-line poem with a title that appropriates the gravitas
of epic and resituates it around the perspective of the feminine, and by
implication, the domestic, without excluding or marginalizing the points
of view or experiences of men.
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As scholars and Brooks herself have already pointed out, “The Anniad”’s
classically inflected suffix imbues Annie and Tan Man’s seemingly mundane
experiences with a classical, near-archetypal heroism and transforms World
War II, the event that interrupts Annie and Tan Man’s honeymoon year,
into the Trojan War. Rather than recalling the Aeneid, however, Brooks
calls on the narrative of Odysseus’ long sojourn and eventual return to
Penelope and frames Annie’s anticipation of her husband’s homecoming
as Penelope’s. However, Annie’s patient wait for Tan Man—even after he
returns home—challenges the duration and agony of Penelope’s wait. As
the feminine root of the title indicates, though “The Anniad” recalls the
battle of Troy, it also studies and comments on the disruptions of modern warfare within marriage. The stresses brought on by both the war and
America’s treatment of returning black soldiers help to dissolve Annie’s
marriage to Tan Man. Thus Brooks critiques a culture that exists beyond
the domestic sphere, and she even evokes the North American landscape to
expose its failure as the ultimate destination for any returning black soldier.
The grand effect is a damning criticism of America’s institutional disenfranchisement of black men and women from the American dream through a
reinterpretation of Odysseus’ return to Ithaca as Tan Man’s failed nostos.
Gwendolyn Brooks’s engagement with classical Greek literature, which
seemed necessary for the education of a poet, black or white, began at
early adolescence. From age eleven, writing seriously meant studying and
imitating a variety of literary traditions, particularly the ancient classics
of the white European tradition and the more modern African American
tradition begun by Paul Laurence Dunbar. Noting her daughter’s talent,
Brooks’s mother announced to a precocious Gwendolyn that she would be
“the lady Paul Laurence Dunbar,” a poet whose work occasionally alluded
to and evoked classical mythology (Brooks 1972, 56).1 Dunbar’s example as
a poet who both documented the African American experience with folk
ballads and vernacular language and called upon neoclassical poetic conventions stayed with Brooks, who was still holding on to her “complete
Paul Laurence Dunbar” at the time she was writing her autobiography,
Report from Part One (1972, 56).
The other tradition Brooks continued to draw from in her poetry, from
the “integrationist period” of the forties, fifties, and sixties to the “separatist period” of the 1970s Black Arts Movement, was Western, “white
white white,” and stemmed from classical sources (Brooks 1996, 12). She
emblematized this tradition in her childhood reminiscences of the Harvard
1. See, for instance, Dunbar’s “Dreams.”
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Classics, a collection that Brooks’s parents owned and proudly displayed
in a bookcase of rich mahogany. Though Brooks disparaged the books she
found there as racially exclusionary—“Nine Greek Dramas. Adam Smith’s
‘Wealth of Nations.’ Emerson’s ‘Essays and English Traits.’ Locke, Hume.
Darwin’s ‘Origin of Species.’ Franklin, Woolman, Penn . . . I inherited these
white treasures”—she also betrayed an unabated attraction to the literature.
Referring to the Classics’s pages as “transports,” Brooks tells us how they
held her “spellbound” and gilded her world: “I shall never forget . . . over
and over selecting this and that dark green, gold-lettered volume for spellbound study. Oh those miracles” (12). After her parents’ deaths, Brooks
kept these magical, venerable books, along with their elegant and imposing
prop, in the most intimate of spaces (her bedroom) until the end of her
life. This suggests that though Brooks identified Greek and Roman works
(the classics) with an exclusionary white, Western tradition (the Harvardapproved Classics), she also found Greek literature personally, intimately
connected to her despite its racialized context.
Brooks’s life in Chicago also fostered her dynamic attraction to (and
subsequent distrust of ) Western classical literature. Before she would publish Annie Allen (1949) and its classically inspired “The Anniad,” Brooks was
developing a “poetic maturity” at the same time as Chicago was experiencing “a literary renaissance of black writers” in the 1930s and 40s (Bolden
1999, 2). As a result of both occupational vacancies left by whites fighting
in World War I and a ruined economy in the South, black families and
individuals migrated north to Chicago’s steel mills and packing plants (2).
Along with them came a rich literary scene fostered by Langston Hughes,
James Weldon Johnson, Zora Neale Hurston, Alain Locke, and Richard
Wright, who was responsible for establishing a physical and figurative space
for “Black intelligentsia,” or the South Side Writers’ Group (3–4). Brooks
not only encountered the effects of this literary flowering, but also lived
within its fabric as it spread to area libraries and churches. At one such
church, Brooks (then sixteen years old) and her mother met James Weldon
Johnson, with whom Brooks had previously corresponded and whom she
later credited with encouraging her to read modern poets and indirectly
introducing her to T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, two modernists readily associated with the classical tradition (Brooks 1972, 173). Brooks—again guided
by her mother—met Hughes at a public reading, where he read some samples of her work she had brought and then praised and encouraged her talent (174).
These iconic writers of the Chicago Renaissance were examples of those
African American writers who, Patrice Rankine (2006, 3) notes, “have
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always been interested in the classics and have at times used them to master their own American experience.” Both Hughes and Johnson had a “liberal classical” education, or a thorough exposure to both the major works
of the Western canon and ancient classical literatures and languages. For
Hughes, the African American tradition and the classical tradition merged
in his experience with his Latin teacher, who was the daughter of the nineteenth-century African American social realist Charles Chesnutt (Ronnick
2005, 5). Similarly, Johnson (1933, 92–93) writes in his autobiography that
he so greatly valued his instruction in Greek and Latin at Atlanta University that he engaged a tutor, a West Indies immigrant, to speed him in his
progress. As a critic of African American poetry, James Weldon Johnson
continued to reference the tradition of Ancient Greek poetry and drama
as standards for literary excellence in the Western and European tradition
and analogues for a then unattained African American tradition.2 Other
writers maturing alongside Brooks in Chicago, such as Margaret Walker,
also came from households where classical languages were a valued aspect
of their education.3
	Even though opportunities to acquire a classical education in secondary
schools were beginning to wane by the early twenties and “the most sustained African American engagement with classics” was coming to a pinch,
Gwendolyn Brooks participated in this movement (Cook and Tatum 2010,
3). By 1934, one year after officially meeting Johnson, Brooks had begun
to read and translate Latin at Englewood high school—and with the eye
of a developing poet. In Brooks’s writing journal, she included not merely
a prose translation of over half of the third book of Virgil’s Aeneid, but
another in rhyming verse (Kent 1990, 29). In an original poem, Brooks
addresses Virgil in iambic pentameter, accusing his work of being frustratingly difficult: “every word seems but a set of signs” (Kent 1990, 31). At the
same time that she acknowledges Virgil as a literary master who both challenges and irritates her, she also indicates that her struggle is worthwhile.
Creatively translating four hundred-plus lines of Virgil shows the seriousness with which she sought an apprenticeship under one of the great figureheads of the classical tradition.
The Chicago writing community fostered its newer members, like
Brooks, but it was also denigrated by surrounding communities as “the
2. See Johnson’s “Some New Books of Poetry and Their Makers” (1995).
3. According to Patrice Rankine (2006, 18), African American men and women who were
writing before Alain Locke’s The New Negro and its suspicion of Eurocentric Greek and Roman
myth “had accepted the classics rather naturally (even with the consistent strand of a black centeredness from the very beginning of African American letters).”
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black belt.” When Poetry editor Inez Stark, a white woman, offered a creative writing seminar to a group of black writers that included Brooks in
1941, she certainly helped a younger generation of Chicago writers shape
their poetry and criticism, but she also brought Brooks in contact with
a national white engine that circulated and validated American poetry—
along with all the racism that attended it. At the same time that Starks
introduced each student to Poetry (they all received a subscription to the
journal and opportunities to submit their work to its prizes) they also were
made keenly aware of whites’ attitudes toward Stark’s project with black
students. As Brooks (1972, 65) tells the story, Stark’s peers feared for her life
and her person and denied that black students could benefit intellectually
from such a course. According to Starks’s colleagues, poetry was an art associated with the cultural inheritance and biological lineage of white Westerners. Brooks parodies their objections in a way that recalls Thomas Jefferson’s
attitude to Phillis Wheatley, an eighteenth-century American black poet
renowned for her poetic skill and knowledge of Latin and Greek.4
	Racism would continue to impact Brooks eight years later when Annie
Allen was itself selected by five Pulitzer Prize judges as remarkable in its
aesthetic quality and its supposed disinterest in airing racial “grievances or
racial criticism.” This racism was subtler, since it acknowledged that a black
woman could write well and receive accolades but only if her poetry was
not political and did not overtly critique white ideologies.
Annie Allen’s classical bent was not lost on the Pulitzer Prize judges,
and it was certainly one of the qualities they found distinguishing. In fact,
they noted the skill and craft of the ballads and sonnets that comprised
the three sections, The Childhood, The Girlhood, and The Womanhood,
but they found “The Anniad,” a long poem in the center of Annie Allen,
to be the grand denouement of the smaller pieces—probably because of
its allusion to the epic tradition. Moreover, “The Anniad” was remarkable because “its title parodies ‘The Aeneid,’” demonstrates an “intellectual
sweep,” captures a “common experience,” and combines “the tragic and the
tragicomic” (Fischer and Fischer 2009, 153). All of these ideas seem byproducts of Brooks’s use of classical allusion. Further proof that the judges were
swayed by the universality (here privileged over marginality) associated
with classicism is demonstrated in their list of books also worthy of recognition. They listed Muriel Rukeyser’s Orpheus and Elegies along with Hyam
4. Jefferson’s words from Notes on the State of Virginia are infamous: “Among the blacks is
misery enough, God knows, but no poetry. . . . Their love is ardent, but it kindles the senses only,
not the imagination. Religion indeed has produced a Phyllis Whately [sic], but it could not produce
a poet” (1964, 14).
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Plutzik’s Aspects of Proteus. So it was through the use of classicism that
Brooks appeared, to the judges, to make “the poetry of her own race, of her
own experiences” emblematic of “common experience” (Fischer and Fischer
2009, 153).
	Race and a white, classical education (in both its broadest—Western—
and narrowest—Greek and Roman—sense) are central to Annie’s story,
and it is not difficult to connect Brooks’s beguilement by the canon to
Annie’s. Brooks frequently portrays her childhood self as spellbound and
draws a link between the literature she read and the dangerous expectations
she developed. In Report from Part One, she writes that she “[d]reamed
a lot. As a little girl I dreamed freely, often on the top step of the back
porch—morning, noon, sunset, deep twilight . . . I loved the gold worlds
I saw in the sky. Gods and little girls, angels and heroes and future lovers
labored there, in misty glory or sharp grandeur” (Brooks 1972, 55). She
even isolated herself in her bedroom, “writing, reading, reflecting . . . [and]
always mooning over some little boy or other” (57). In her imagination,
Brooks’s “little boy” would become Annie’s knight seeking to win her in
“The Anniad,” a poem in which Brooks satirizes her own childhood literary development. Its opening lines catch a young, gifted, and naïve Annie
dreaming of a knight in her bedroom. When she looks in the mirror and
sees the incongruity of her dreams—the rosy cheeks of a (white) maiden—
and her reality—“unembroidered brown . . . black and boisterous hair,”
she suppresses “all that anger down” (lines 31, 34, 35). The implication is
that books such as The Harvard Classics, which defined and legitimated the
Western canon of great works, did violence in teaching Brooks and Annie
that they were aesthetically undesirable, unless they could effectively appropriate white conventions.
As “The Anniad” progresses, Annie does not learn from her early childhood experiences with the Western canon, and as she grows into a woman,
she again loses herself in a romanticized belief that ancient classical writers will reorient, foster, and nurture her. Willfully blinding herself to her
husband’s unhappiness and his adultery, she dresses her reality in more palatable tones. Imagining herself above the concerns of the material and positioned in the higher philosophical realm of Platonic idealism, she “sends
down flirting bijouterie” and cries “take such rubies as ye list” (lines 197,
193). She seeks to keep company with “Plato, Aeschylus, / Seneca and Mimnermus, / Pliny, Dionysius . . . ,” but they “lean and laugh at one who
looks / to find kisses pressed in books” (lines 204–10). Susan Stewart views
these writers “as experts on the very themes of idealization, tragedy, aging,
and history that are structuring Annie’s destiny” and “gods looking down

W h e l a n - S t e w a r t , “ Pe n e l o p e i n B r o n ze v i l l e ”

•

159

on the pathetic struggles of human combatants” (2002, 313–14). Again,
Annie’s attempt to identify with classicism earns not just the white Western canon’s mockery but the non-white narrator’s as well. This mockery
underscores Annie’s gendered and racial difference, for the narrator implies
that these writers have nothing to say to Annie about her bleak existence
in Bronzeville as a mother of small children and the wife of an impoverished, dissatisfied veteran. Moreover, their reassertion of their elevated position and subsequent mockery reestablishes Annie’s “place” or class position.
Their attitudes interestingly and provocatively recall Brooks’s decision to
name the long poem “The Anniad”: “It was my little pompous pleasure to
raise her to a height that she probably did not have, and I thought of the
Iliad and said, I’ll call this “The Anniad” (Gayles 2003, 46). The connection
between Brooks’s redeployment of classical learning and Plato’s and Seneca’s
jeering reminds us of the dueling attraction and repulsion Brooks felt for
the classical tradition. For a black woman desiring mobility, it simultaneously seemed to promise temporary transcendence from one’s “place,” yet
solidly reaffirmed it.
Gwendolyn Brooks’s relationship to both the near and distant events of
World War II and her determination to write about them from the perspective of Bronzeville citizens reveal a woman pushing against the boundaries
separating the civilian life of Chicago’s South Side and the Second World
War in Europe. These two separate spheres were certainly gendered, but
Brooks sought admission to and authority over both. She acquired most
of her information for “Gay Chaps at the Bar” (a poetic sequence about
black soldiers’ experiences enlisting for and returning from the war) from
personal letters sent to her from the battlefield: “I wrote it because of a letter I got from a soldier who included that phrase in what he was telling me;
and then I said, there are other things to say about what’s going on at the
front and all, and I’ll write more poems, some of them based on the stuff
of letters that I was getting from several soldiers . . . ” (Brooks 1972, 156).
These soldiers likely included her brother (to whom she dedicated “Gay
Chaps at the Bar”) and her friend Edward Bland (to whom she dedicated
the entire book of Annie Allen). Through these letters, Brooks was able
to directly access those details about war that eluded her. Thus the missives served as a perforation or a loop-hole in the barrier between American
suburb and European Theater. Conversely, Brooks’s letters to her friend,
the literary critic Edward Bland, are also valuable in showing the material
distance between women and men during an all-encompassing war. Brooks
and Bland’s letter exchange began in the States but continued overseas after
Bland, a sergeant in the army, was sent from New York to Germany (Wald
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2002, 267). Brooks’s last letter to Bland reveals the limits of her access to the
battlefield and to Bland; it “was returned, [and] marked ‘deceased’” (Kent
1990, 65). No other communication attended the letter—neither the cause
of death, the nature of the death, nor the nature of the “dangerous mission”
for which he had volunteered (65). It is a one-way line of communication
and effectively closes the gaps Brooks and Bland had made with the letters
across the Atlantic.
	Even in her war poetry, Brooks seems conscious of her role as female
outsider. Gender consistently marks the limits of her gaze, and she consistently perforates those limits by calling upon the soldiers’ letters that not
only inform her but also include her in the war event. In “Gay Chaps at
the Bar” she uses the letters she received from Lt. William Couch as a way
of launching her own war poem with authority. The title of the sonnet
sequence comes from a line in Couch’s letter: “ . . . and guys I knew in the
states, young officers, return from the front crying and trembling. Gay chaps
at the bar in Los Angeles, Chicago, New York . . .” (Brooks 2006, 22). As
Susan Schweik (1991, 123–24) points out, Brooks’s narrators are soldiers,
and thus form a collection of male voices speaking about their war experiences and their disinclination to rejoin the community of outsiders (many
of whom are women). Though women assume the positions of unfavorable
distraction or impertinent onlooker in this sequence, again, as Schweik has
shown, Brooks does not entirely leave out women’s subjectivity in telling
this war poem.5 In “my dreams, my works, must wait till after hell” (the
third sonnet of the sequence), Brooks surprisingly merges the masculine
subject with the feminine. A soldier hopes, once he returns home “on such
legs as are left me, in such heart / As I can manage,” that he can one day
make himself whole with those joys once available to him (Brooks 2006,
lines 11–12). His dreams are described in kitchen metaphors: “I hold my
honey and I store my bread / in little jars and cabinets of my will. / I label
clearly, and each latch and lid / I bid, Be firm till I return from hell” (lines
1–4). The emotional and linguistic control that Schweik says defines male
poetry after World War II is here made concrete through domestic imagery.
The images of the tight spring sealing the canned goods and the careful act
of labeling and storing these goods trouble the barriers war poetry traditionally erects between masculine and feminine war experiences, the domestic
and the distant, the soldier and the homemaker. Brooks’s sonnet allows—
perhaps forces—women into the soldier’s subjectivity and brings the battle
into the home. Her merger and disruption of the traditionally gendered
5. On female subjectivity in “Gay Chaps,” see Schweik (1991, 126–39).
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material space of the American kitchen and the interior landscape of postwar trauma occurs again in “The Anniad.”
In creating “The Anniad” and collapsing gendered boundaries, Brooks
draws on her work in “Gay Chaps at a Bar.” Yet, there is an added element:
Brooks studies her own ability to recreate a war story in “The Anniad,”
though she (along with Annie) dwells on the margins of Troy/World War
II. In one sense, Annie represents Brooks, and the character has many of
Brooks’s characteristics. As Ann Folwell Stanford (1995) has pointed out,
Annie is a black female artist who intuits her own circumscribed position
with respect to literature and attempts to gild her bleak world with myth,
poetry, and epic romance. Her fanciful recreations of events (her courtship
with Tan Man, his supposed experience overseas, and her marriage to him)
are marked by the conventions of literary romanticism.6 Just as Brooks’s
text is marked by evidence of her peripheral status—consider the quotes
from soldiers’ letters, the dedications to soldiers, and the subtitles like
“leaves from a loose-leaf war diary” (Brooks 1949a, 30)—so too is Annie’s
gaze limited, though it is narrower and domestically oriented. Feeling it is
not her business to know what lies beyond the home, she reconciles herself
to her husband’s departure for war so soon after their marriage by condescending to this other interest: “skirmishes can do. / Then he will come
back to you” (lines 97–98). Annie equates war with another, though less
satisfying, mistress and plays the role of Penelope, the generous and proud
queen. War is figured in terms of the domestic; it is a momentary fling and
distraction from the origin that is the home. Annie is further ignorant of
her husband’s shellshock and civic impotence once he returns from war.
She does not acknowledge his philandering and carousing on American
soil, which constitute multiple departures from the home and which are
prefigured as “skirmishes.”
While Annie’s gaze is spatially limited, Brooks’s gaze is not. To gain
perspective, Annie turns to classical Greco-Roman authors whose texts are
divorced from her present reality. Brooks, however, does not. She grounds
her narrative in the details of first-hand reports. It is her authorial eye that
sweeps back and forth across continents and delves within and out of individual psyches. While Annie’s eye is trained on her inner fantasies, Brooks’s
eye follows Tan Man to training (“where he makes the rifles cough”), to
deportation (“to know / the hunched hells across the sea”), and to the
chemical warfare of the battlefield (“retch and wheeling and cold shout,
/ suffocation, with a green / moist sweet breath . . .”) (lines 87, 90–91,
6. Stanford’s exact term is “romantic idealism” (1995, 284–97).
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117–19). In fact, Brooks’s godlike scope of the war surpasses even Helen’s as
she stands on the ramparts over Troy in the Iliad, for “The Anniad” details
the physical and mental realities of soldiers and soldiers’ wives. Brooks has
insight into Tan Man’s feelings—she alone notes his surprise at returning
home from war to hear “the eerie stutter” of rifles in the home, to feel the
loss of his power as he resumes his second-class citizenship in white America (line 104). In order to gain this wider view—note that we have no sense
of where exactly Tan Man is stationed—Brooks creates Annie as a straw
figure. By limiting Annie’s view, Brooks makes her own gaze seem not only
greater, but omniscient and omnipresent. With a godlike sense of time and
space (gained by the letters Brooks received from kin and friends), Brooks’s
voice acquires a godly doom and alone announces the sudden, but certain
approach of war; Tan Man’s conscription, trauma, and death; and Annie’s
diminishing future.
Brooks does more than appropriate the all-encompassing gaze associated with Homeric epic. She gently alludes to the motifs, characters,
and events of the Odyssey, the one ancient and classical epic at work in
“The Anniad” that scholars have not yet earnestly explored. 7 Ann Folwell Stanford (1995) uses the word play between “Anniad” and Aeneid to
launch a brief comparison of Aeneas’ refusal of Dido and the love plot to
Annie’s enthrallment with romanticized love. As a result, Aeneas succeeds
in founding a new civilization while Annie fails in achieving fulfillment
in marriage. Finding connections between Brooks and Homer as well as
Virgil, Matthew Bolton (2010, 60) loosely associates the Odyssey, Iliad,
and Aeneid with “The Anniad” to address Brooks’s difference from epic:
“the wrath of Achilles is an epic subject, the journey of Odysseus is an
epic subject, but ‘sweet and chocolate’ [Annie] is not.” He continues to
suggest that the only connections between Homer and Brooks lie in the
narrative’s focus on a hero and, again, in the title’s overt word play, but
there is more overlap than the superficial one that he proposes. Bolton is
right to fix Annie as the epic hero of the 301-line poem, but as a young
woman raised on Western ideals in Bronzeville, she is destined to play a
more marginalized role, or the supporting role of wife. Therefore, Annie
moves from her position as questing Odysseus—she is a star born auspiciously at the beginning of Annie Allen to a birthright worthy of a grand
narrative—to the role of housebound Penelope, the patient and loyal wife,
at the conclusion of “The Anniad.”8
7. Like Brooks, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man merely suggests the Odyssey as a “hidden model,”
and according to William Cook and James Tatum (2010, 162), Ellison goes as far as to “cover his
Odyssean tracks” by obfuscating the amount of classical influence working in his novel.
8. Lesley Wheeler importantly but briefly notes that Annie is “a version of abandoned Penelope
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“The Anniad” overtly alludes to the Odyssey when it introduces a young
couple, Annie and “a man of tan,” whose early marriage is interrupted by
an all-encompassing war and whose reunion is long delayed. Brooks deliberately uses vocabulary associated with Homer to associate World War II
with Troy, “Tan Man” with Odysseus, and Annie with Penelope: “Doomer,
though, crescendo-comes / Prophesying hecatombs” (lines 78–79). Referencing “hecatombs” allows Brooks to elide Tan Man’s and Odysseus’
experiences with war.9 The word recalls the many scenes that emblematize
Odysseus’ longing for home and his piety, and at once it evokes the arc of
his epic journey from home, to war, to sea and strange lands, and finally to
home again. It first recalls the many offerings Eurycleia remembers Odysseus
performing in the hope that Zeus would allow him to raise his son, Telemachus (Od. 19.364–69). The word is used again when Odysseus begrudgingly
tells Calypso he would have made offerings to Zeus had he access to cities
and not merely the sweeping expanses of the sea (5.99–102). It also reminds
readers of the hecatombs Telemachus instructs Penelope to offer Zeus so
that the suitors’ damages might be mitigated, all the while knowing his
father approaches the hall. Finally, it evokes the instability of Odysseus’
return, since he tells Penelope that he must journey once again from Ithaca
to a faraway land where oars are confused for winnowing fans in order to
offer hecatombs to appease Poseidon and the other gods (23.273–81). So,
too, does this speak of Tan Man’s and Annie’s epic: Tan Man is himself
taken from a young family, conscripted, and sent to know the “hunched
hells across the sea” (line 91). Once war ends, he “hies him[self ] home,” but
rather than battling Annie’s suitors, he battles his own emasculation in a
racist America.
Just as the Odyssey’s narrator periodically recounts Odysseus’ experiences
at Troy (for instance, in Menelaus’ war stories told to Telemachus) and
narrates Penelope’s misfortunes at home, so too does the narrator of “The
Anniad” record Tan Man’s then Annie’s experiences. In fact, after the invocation and after the gods’ conversation, the Odyssey opens on a domestic
scene at Ithaca, and for the most part closes this way, as well, when Penelope and Odysseus reunite in the bed he built and talk intimately throughout the night. Brooks also chooses this pattern but augments the domestic
aspects by opening with Annie’s and Tan Man’s marriage and Annie’s homemaking and closing their story with Annie and Tan Man’s reunion in the
bedroom. Finally, the nostalgia that drives Odysseus and the episodic plot
or Dido” in a poem that “treats war and loss . . . from a woman’s perspective” (2002, 101).
9. These nearly missed allusions by black writers to classical works are what Emily Greenwood
(2011, 377–78) calls “frail connections.” They disallow classical references from dominating over
other allusions to African traditions.
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of the Odyssey also serves as the keynote of “The Anniad.”10 The “compound
of Greek nostos, ‘home-coming,’ and algos, ‘pain,’” nostalgia—the dominant
emotion of both “The Anniad” and Annie Allen—unites the characters of
“The Anniad” as much as it unites the long poem with the other sections of
the book (Rankine 2006, 44).
The trope of the sojourning hero initially falls to Annie—the poem is,
after all, titled “The Anniad”—whose quest early on is one of becoming a
woman and an artist in the context of Bronzeville’s pinched offerings. As
Annie engages and marries Tan Man in the first fifty lines of “The Anniad,”
she relinquishes her agency and mobility to him when she symbolically
crowns and deifies him: “the godhead glitters now / cavalierly on his brow”
(lines 44–45). Tan Man’s “metamorphosis” parodies Athena’s many transformations of Odysseus, who is alternately made to look younger or older and
more or less handsome as the situation requires. Tan Man certainly takes
on the soldierly aspects of Odysseus, who after fighting a long and difficult
war wishes for nothing more than to return home intact, but as the poem
progresses, he further takes on Odysseus’ less palatable characteristics.11 The
sirens Odysseus encounters on his sea-tossed journey are encountered in
America as Tan Man turns from Annie’s middle-class attitudes and seeks “a
gorgeous and gold shriek” (line 144), “a maple banshee” (line 148), “a sleek
slit-eyed gypsy moan” (line 149).
The promises tied to Odysseus’ nostos never materialize for Tan Man
in “The Anniad,” and Brooks satirizes the expectation of re-union, especially as it operates in an American context. Re-union, broken into its Latin
parts, best articulates Western expectations regarding homecoming. “Re-”
connotes “return” or “back again,” while “unio” adds the element of wholeness or oneness. Together the two parts impart a sense of that which has
been newly sutured or properly restored. Brooks’s Annie, playing the role
of patient Penelope, is never able to physically remain in the same space
with Tan Man for very long, nor does she attain her long-delayed and longdesired emotional link with him. In fact, quite the contrary is true. Their
meetings enact a cycle of renewed separation. He comes home, but not
as the ardent man who left, for the “rummage of desire / [he] tosses to
her lap entire” (lines 102–3). He frequently leaves Annie and the children
10. Patrice Rankine notes that Odysseus continues to attract writers and readers because of
his “nostalgia,” “acquisitiveness,” “learning from experiences, and his relationship to antagonists”
(2006, 44).
11. It is quite possible to continue to read Annie as an Odyssean figure. Rankine (2006, 49)
reminds us that “the hero comes to his [or her] identity through opposition,” and Annie, a figure
beset by racial discrimination and civic disenfranchisement, enacts Odysseus’ heroism in moving on.
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for bars and assignations with lighter-skinned women, enacting multiple
separations. This cycle happens not only in the Greek space, but also in an
American space, which should offer limitless potential and progress. Tan
Man, attracted to the promise of reinventing himself as a soldier overseas,
then as a hero-turned-lover to a variety of women, thwarts any real reunion
with Annie.
	Reunion in Brooks’s “The Anniad” is especially complicated between
Annie and Tan Man, who as a black American soldier returning home as
a second-class citizen experiences several layers of impotence. Immediately
confronting the married pair is Tan Man’s very real sexual impotence within
his marriage:
Less than ruggedly he kindles
Pallors into broken fire.
Hies him home, the bumps and brindles
Of his rummage of desire
Tosses to her lap entire. (lines 99–103)

In the same stanza, Tan Man’s rush from the battlefront to the home is
coupled with his inability to fully restore himself to life. Even within the
same sentence, his hurried, desired return home merges with a paradoxical
detachment from Annie. Rather than a suturing together of their marital
harmony and of the pieces of Tan Man’s mind, body, and spirit, there is
only an unraveling. This sexual insecurity may result when Tan Man confronts the incongruity of his actual vulnerability during war with Annie’s
expectations of him as “an all-powerful paladin” (Walters 2007, 78). Tan
Man’s sexual impotence coincides with a social one, and the transition from
military to civilian life means a loss in “power” for Tan Man: “With his helmet’s final doff / Soldier lifts his power off. / Soldier bare and chilly then /
Wants his power back again” (lines 127–30). What exactly Tan Man has lost
must be inferred. Removing his helmet means removing an arsenal of weapons and a government-sanctioned authority to protect his life and the lives
of his comrades. Yet this power was temporary, and as Tracy Walters (2007,
78) notes, leaves him as soon as he steps onto white America’s soil. His
“[h]ometown hums with stoppages” (line 120). While “stoppages” primarily connotes “cessations,” it is the secondary meaning—“obstacles”—that
is at work here. Tan Man meets only obstacles to asserting the agency and
authority he thought he had garnered from military service. Negotiating
civilian life in a racist society becomes a “white and greater chess” (line 123),
which Walters understands as a metaphor for white patriarchy in America.
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In short, an American nostos for Tan Man means awakening to all of the
layers of his fragmentation and smallness.12 He is as “little as a sand, / Little
as an inch of song” (lines 107–8). Turning from Annie, who represents blind
faith in the American dream and middle-class domesticity, Tan Man begins
an adulterous affair to recover his stature. His inability to embrace Annie in
the home upon his immediate return signals that homelessness has replaced
the dream of nostos.13
Tan Man’s return from Eastern warfare to Western domicile calls upon
the myth of American progress. Both the language and the myth of the
frontier are buried in “The Anniad” from its beginning to its final stanzas.
When readers first encounter Annie, she is day-dreaming of “Pretty tatters
blue and red, / Buxom berries beyond rot, / Western clouds and quarterstars” (lines 9–11). The western clouds and the abundant, unpicked berries are common American images meant to symbolize the grandness of
one’s dreams and the potential of their fruition. In “Maxie Allen,” Annie
certainly dreams large—in her mother’s eyes—by refusing to settle for
the blessings of a “throat enabling her to eat / Her Quaker Oats and
Cream-of-Wheat / . . . for ear to hear the haven’t any” (lines 5–8). Annie
wants more than is allotted to her as a disenfranchised black child, but
can only guess at what is available. Her far-seeing eye parallels the auspices of her birth. In the first poem of Annie Allen, “the birth in a narrow
room,” Annie’s birth is detailed as miraculous because of her innate expectation of attaining her desires: “Weeps out of western country something
new. / Blurred and stupendous” (lines 1–2). Though her vision is blurred,
her infant eyes wink like stars as she takes in simultaneously her humble
birthplace and grand birthright. Born in the western country, she senses
her entitlement to “liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” though she is
hedged in by her family’s low socio-economic position. At this point she
seems destined to play the role of an American Odysseus or Aeneas rather
than a Penelope.
Ultimately, the myth of the feminized west, Annie’s gender, and the
prevailing gender expectations preclude Annie’s assuming the role of Odysseus. The first stanzas of “The Anniad” may cast Annie as her own resource,
12. According to Emily Greenwood (2011, 372–78), the vulnerable and incapable “hero” is a
recurring motif in African American literature.
13. My use of “homelessness” derives from Justine McConnell’s (2013) work on South African writer Njabulo Ndebele and his refiguring of Odyssean themes in The Cry of Winnie Mandela.
Removed from their lands by whites during apartheid, South African black families were forced
to exchange the material idea of home for one rooted in the immaterial sense of community. The
South African “homelessness” or rootlessness parallels black Americans’ movement to and within the
segregated South Side, or Bronzeville, which grew exponentially at the time Brooks was writing and
whose borders were rigidly enforced by whites to the north, south, and west.
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but they also forewarn readers about the threat of having such wealth. To
men, Annie’s body is a land ripe for the taking. “Think of ripe and rompabout, / all her harvest buttoned in,” writes Brooks, and then think of “the
paladin / Prosperous and ocean-eyed / Who shall rub her secrets out . . . ”
(18–20). Before Annie can plumb her own depths and realize her potential, her gifts will be arrogated by a lover who will benefit from her generous adoration. Annie, moreover, will give herself to him as America “gave
itself ” to John Smith (and as Penelope gives herself over body and soul to
Odysseus, even during his absence). Brooks anticipates Annette Kolodny’s
thesis in The Lay of the Land that early writers’ efforts to feminize America’s
landscape and natural resources led to masculinized acts of exploitation.
Like European settlers arriving in New Canaan, Tan Man easily satisfies
his desires to harvest Annie’s virginity, enjoy her indulgence and her sense
of his exceptionalism, and rule over her: he “eats the green by easy stages,
/ Nibbles at the root beneath / With intimidating teeth” (38–40). In “my
own sweet good,” Annie, too, acknowledges her “own sweet good” and little worries about the “great-lipped girls” Tan Man engages, for she believes
he is destined to reach her and it little matters the route he takes (line 11).
Although much has been made of Tan Man as a paladin, Brooks (through
Annie) also casts him as an Odyssean figure, “a gold half-god” winding his
way “roundabout” amid sirens, goddesses, and princesses to Annie (lines 3,
7). Unfortunately, it is Annie who delivers her resources to a confused but
ready Tan Man and crowns him King so that his “godhead glitters now”
(“The Anniad,” line 20). She replays this script as she sends her OdysseanTan Man to a great war requiring his services and expects a similar “roundabout” journey home to “her own sweet good.” Of course, she gives herself
over to waiting for and waiting on Tan Man, an ironic contrast to themes
evoked by the name “The Anniad,” which conjures expectations of grandness, activity, and progress.
That Brooks assigns Annie the role of Penelope in “The Anniad” is
significant. While Annie has none of Penelope’s cleverness or guardedness, she does possess her artistic inclination, her deep sorrow at estrangement from her husband, her patience and loyalty. Lillian Doherty (2009)
notes that when women writers in the second half of the twentieth century
chose to re-envision Penelope in poetry, they particularly responded to
her weaving as a form of women’s artistry. This interest in her role as artist coincided with interests in deploying “her art to preserve her fidelity”
and investigating the conflict or interplay between “woman’s role as artist
and her other roles” (Doherty 2009, 182). While Annie is representative of
the late 1940s, she, too, is an artist, and her work documents the effects of
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World War II on her new marriage and her fidelity to her husband.14 In
the “Appendix to the Anniad,” Brooks presents a sample of Annie’s formal,
yet experimental work with “Leaves from a Loose-Leaf Diary.”15 The title
indicates the private and humble nature of Annie’s work—any dime store
would have sold such a cheap notebook, and we do not get a sense that
anyone has read or will read Annie’s poems. Addressing her mother in the
third section of “Leaves . . . ,” called “the sonnet-ballad,” Annie’s narrator
records her sorrow and marital devotion, as in some of the other poems
where Penelope is the speaker discussed by Doherty: “They took my lover’s
tallness off to war. / Left me lamenting. Now I cannot guess / What I can
use an empty heart-cup for” (lines 2–4). Moreover, this narrator actively
contrasts her fidelity with her husband’s, which she believes will be challenged and forgivably compromised:
Some day the war will end, but, oh, I knew
When he went walking grandly out that door
That my sweet love would have to be untrue.
Would have to be untrue. Would have to court
Coquettish death, whose impudent and strange
Possessive arms and beauty (of a sort)
Can make a hard man hesitate—and change. (lines 6–12)

Annie’s narrator recalls Annie’s own words that “skirmishes can do. / Then
he will come back to you” (lines 97–98). By contrasting a husband’s change
in affective orientation, which she codes as marital infidelity, with her own
steadfast loyalty, she firmly establishes her superhuman constancy. It is not
surprising, then, that Annie continues to understand Tan Man’s actual
sexual affairs as a continuation of what she romantically views as war’s
seduction.
What is noticeably different about Brooks’s Penelope-figure is that she is
not tempted by suitors or irate over a husband’s promiscuity. This is Annie’s
key difference, and her response to Tan Man’s continual departures (or infidelities) has everything to do with black women’s multilayered oppression
as objects of racism and sexism. Lillian Doherty keenly reminds readers
that the writers invoking Penelope’s voice or perspective generally have been
white middle-class women. Even Annie-as-artist writes about her frustration
14. Other Penelopes of color stand in contrast to Annie as grieved and loyal spouse, a position
both culturally and historically inflected. The Penelopes of The Cry of Winnie Mandela resist the
role of “undying fidelity,” as Justine McConnell (2013) shows.
15. For more on Annie as a developing poet, see A. F. Stanford (1995).
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with white modes of living when she wishes her husband were not at war
but here in Bronzeville. In the second section of “Leaves . . .” she writes, “we
two are worshipers of life, / Being young, being masters of the long-legged
stride, / . . . We never did learn how / To find white in the Bible” (lines
4–7). These lines illustrate not merely the companionship Annie finds with
Tan Man, but the partner she has in forming a life that counters whites’
expectations of black men and women in their place: “We want nights / Of
vague adventure, lips lax wet and warm, / Bees in the stomach, sweat across
the brow. Now” (lines 7–9).
In an interview with Ida Lewis (1971), Brooks more clearly outlined
the role she thought women should play when confronted by the demands
and programs of the women’s movement and the Black Arts movement of
the sixties and seventies.16 In response to Lewis’s question whether black
women should take on the “responsibility to be independent, to redefine
her role in life,” Brooks replied in the affirmative, but cautioned women
against sacrificing racial solidarity to the women’s movement: “women’s lib
is not for black women for the time being, because black men need their
women beside them” (64).17 By 1983, Brooks’s critique of black women’s
feminism included a warning for black women writers in her interview
with Claudia Tate, who brought up the changes in black women’s writing.18 Acknowledging that women writing about “intimate male-female
encounters” are probably tackling legitimate problems in their work,
Brooks insists that these personal grievances “must be worked out in the
family. At no time must we allow whites, males or females, to convince
us that we should split” (110). Brooks offers “good poetry” as a salve for
the problems between black men and women and once more argues that
“women are not going to be winners on account of leaving their black men
and going to white men, to themselves, or to nobody” (110). Implied is the
message that racism is the largest, most oppressive force at work in black
women’s lives, and white men and women would not work to alleviate it.
Black men, however, would.
It is with this background information in mind that we can understand
how Brooks is appropriating Penelope to speak about race. For Brooks,
Penelope’s most important features are not her recriminations of Odysseus
16. Lewis’s interview with Brooks can be found in Gayles (2003).
17. I do not mean to portray Brooks as staunchly antifeminist, sacrificing women like Annie
to the uplift of oppressive husbands. In the same interview, Brooks narrates her response to a young
man who took issue with her qualifying remark “for the time being.” She replied that if men did
not soon learn to treat black women with dignity, then they might collectively turn to the women’s
movement.
18 For Tate’s interview, see Gayles (2003).
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or an assertion of her distance from him in favor of her search for autonomy
and mobility, but her extreme patience and loyalty. Once Annie comes to
terms with the reality of her broken marriage after Tan Man’s return from
war, she “frees her lover. Drops her hands” (line 223). The small power that
Annie has over Tan Man—an instance of his fidelity and the legitimacy of
her desires and needs—she sacrifices so he can obtain some level of freedom
after war. In short, they will bear Tan Man’s ruin together. For the rest of
the poem, “shorn and taciturn she stands,” never reproaching Tan Man or
uttering complaint, offense, or hurt (line 224). If there is a layer of criticism in the narrator’s exposition, there is also a note of understanding and
sympathy, one we imagine Annie shares: “Hence from scenic bacchanal, /
Preshrunk and droll prodigal! / Smallness that you had to spend / spent”
(lines 239–42). Annie understands, and yearns to help mitigate, the “smallness” Tan Man feels since he has returned home to white America.
Tan Man, who has been figuratively crowned by Annie, is not fully
imbued with Odysseus’ mobility and agency, nor can he come close to
being so in post-war America. Opportunities for leadership by black officers in the American military forces were uncommon because white officials believed blacks incapable of possessing the quality.19 Even as a soldier,
Tan Man’s inability to transfer his autonomy and authority from the war
field to the hometown or even his inability to overcome the emasculating paranoia of shellshock underscores his powerlessness. His shock, however, at returning to an America unchanged by the lesson of Nazism, race
superiority, and genocide is keenest. If Tan Man, like “other black soldiers . . . viewed their military service in terms of the opportunities it
presented” (McGuire 1983, xiv) and even saw war “as a catalyst for a better
day” in dismantling racial hierarchies, then his disillusionment might stem
also from belief in the American myth of progress. According to Bernard
Nalty, blacks felt World War II, like no other American war, would fully
dismantle their disenfranchisement and “the promised land [would be] no
mirage” (McGuire 1983, xiv). If Tan Man, like many of his real-life black
counterparts, saw Europeans—even Germans—as more respectful of black
soldiers, then he would have questioned not just his social condition in
19.	Henry Stimpson, secretary of war in 1944, rejected proposals that trained black regiments be
allowed to serve on the battlefront with their white counterparts. Instead he ordered these soldiers
to perform menial labor and domestic roles overseas. He harbored deep-seated, racist ideas about
skin color and leadership that were likely common to many more whites: “We have got to use the
colored race to help us in this fight, and we have got to officer it with white men in my opinion. . . .
[I]t is better to do that than to have them massacred under incompetent colored officers” (qtd. in
McGuire 1983, 230).
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America but the American ideology behind the fight against fascism and
even the American “democratic” impulse.20 Tan Man’s familiarity with both
the Odyssean and the American frontier myths sets him up as ready tool
for white government’s agendas and for his own personal failure. Upon
Tan Man’s return home, the “promised land” is nowhere to be found in the
stark Bronzeville of “The Anniad,” unlike Ithaca for Odysseus.
In the final moments of “The Anniad,” the best that can be achieved
lies in the long awaited reunion between Odysseus-Tan Man and PenelopeAnnie. In the Odyssey, a reunited Penelope and Odysseus lament their age
and the time lost to them. When Tan Man “comes home” at the conclusion
of the long poem, Annie at twenty-four is prematurely aged and Tan Man
is worn to the bone, as the saying goes. Once a figuratively and literally
emaciated Tan Man decides to finally “pack compunction and go home”
(line 249), Annie gracefully receives him in her bed in the late hours of the
night: “Skeleton, settle, down in bed, / Slide a bone beneath Her head, /
Kiss Her eyes so rash and red” (lines 250–52). At this point, the largeness of
Annie’s grace and understanding brings her a mythic status, as the capitalized personal pronouns indicate. Annie reciprocates her returned Odysseus’
kisses with one of her own:
Pursing lips for new good-byeing
Now she folds his rust and cough
In the pity old and staunch.
She remarks his feathers off;
Feathers for such tipsy flying
As this scarcely may re-launch
That is dolesome and is dying. (lines 253–59)

The new good-byeing is a final one—Tan Man is dying. The feathers Annie
soothes are those ruffled and damaged by Tan Man’s confrontation with war
and his disillusionment with white America. They also figure as symbols for
his Icarus-inspired journey and his hope for individual and collective racial
uplift. Brooks’s use of “re-launch” here is noteworthy, for Annie’s final act
is to sacrifice her reunion with Tan Man in order to prepare him for one
more departure, one more journey. She will send him to death with as much
recuperated masculinity as she can repair in him.
20. Philip McGuire (1983, 228) captures African American soldiers’ criticism of American racism during World War II in a quote from John Wright, a soldier stationed in Germany and formerly
in countries surrounding the Mediterranean: “And even here in Germany, the people are not as bad
as we are told. The majority of the people here admire a colored man so it seems to me.”
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Writing from a small dwelling in Bronzeville, Brooks effectively enters
the privileged position of the Homeric bard and imbues the supposed lowliness of her characters and their surroundings with the grandness of the
Odyssey. In appropriating the Homeric eye, she extends the reach of her
gaze by closing the distance between classical Greece and America and
between war and home fronts. By reorienting the story of Troy from the
perspective of Annie, a wife, Brooks insists that women understand the
complex socio-political narratives (like black soldiers’ failure to achieve
equality after their involvement in World War II) obscured by more
romanticized narratives sanctioning war, and that woman interrogate their
complicity in circulating such nostalgia. She resists focusing entirely on the
war and devotes equal attention to the failed nostos—the demythologized
and empty return of soldiers to women and country. She refuses to believe
in the resolution associated with nostos and instead emphasizes the delay of
Odysseus and his repeated departures from Penelope in Tan Man’s extramarital affairs and avoidance of Annie. Finally, Brooks appropriates the
figure of Penelope with a racial difference. For Brooks, Penelope’s greatest
virtue is her commitment to a wandering, philandering Odysseus, who has
been abused by his nation.


Chapter 8

Ambiguous Homecomings
Cold Mountain and the Odyssey
Jonathan Burgess

C

harles Frazier’s Cold Mountain is loosely modeled on the Odyssey;
indeed, the Homeric epic is read by Ada as she waits at home for the
return of Inman from the Civil War.1 This study does not, however, explore
the novel’s reception of the Odyssey so much as comparatively interpret the
nature of home and homecoming in the two travel tales. Foundational for
this analysis will be a survey of the various livelihoods portrayed in the two
works. In the course of journeying, travelers inevitably confront different
socio-economic systems. They are necessarily forced to redefine their own
home, which itself may be in a state of flux while they are away.2 It is the
ambiguity of home for the returning travelers of the novel and epic that is
my primary concern. Cold Mountain is more open to this ambiguity than

1. Cf. E. A. McDermott (2004); Vandiver (2004). Chitwood (2004) and E. A. McDermott
(2010) explore the novel’s further employment of Classical literature. Inman carries a bedraggled
copy of Bartram’s Travels on his journey, and so there is a balanced pair of iconic travel stories
within the novel. The standard work on reception of the Odyssey (or Odysseus the mythological
character) is W. B. Stanford (1954); Hall (2008) is more up-to-date in its theoretical orientations
and range of media (Cold Mountain is discussed briefly at 138, 180). See also Graziosi and Greenwood (2007) and surveys of “reception” for all time periods in The Homer Encyclopedia (Finkelberg
2011). General surveys of the reception of antiquity: Hardwick (2003); Leonard (2009); Kallendorf
(2010); Hardwick and Stray (2011).
2. See Slatkin (2005, 317–20) on how travel by both Odysseus and Telemachus challenges the
epic’s ideology of home.
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the Odyssey, which ultimately portrays Odysseus successfully re-establishing
the home of his past. But the Homeric epic hints at the consequential instability of Ithaca, as we can perceive more clearly by considering other Odyssean traditions of antiquity. The Telegony of the Epic Cycle is particularly
pertinent, for the indeterminacy of home in this epic is comparable to that
of Cold Mountain.3

Livelihoods
Every home is situated within a socio-economic context, and both the
Odyssey and Cold Mountain are fundamentally tales of travel through various economic systems towards a socio-economic setting identified as home.
Aristotle’s analysis of various livelihoods in Politics Book 1 (1256a–b) provides an illustrative starting point for analysis of Odysseus’ and Inman’s
engagement with different socio-economic models. Outside of exchange of
goods, Aristotle sees three essential means of acquiring sustenance: hunting, herding, and agriculture. No livelihood is obviously favored in this discussion, though an aristocratic bias against mercantilism exists in the larger
context of the Politics.4 But cultural judgment about the relative merit of
economic livelihoods, which were often arranged in notional stages of
chronological development, was common in antiquity. Whether human
progress should be viewed with regret or pride was a matter of dispute.5
For example, the Hesiodic Ages of Man (Works and Days 106–201)
traces an ethical decline from a Golden Age to the contemporaneous Iron
Age. Enjoyment of what is spontaneously produced in the Golden Age
is by necessity replaced by the herding and farming practiced in the Iron
Age. Hard work and a modicum of human technology thereby provide an
approximation of the Golden Age, which is regarded with some envy and
perhaps a touch of ethical suspicion by Hesiod. But the bard is decidedly
3. Cf. Vandiver (2004), who portrays Cold Mountain as “anti-Homeric” in the tragedy of its
ending. My analysis aims to show how Cold Mountain enacts the “anti-homecomings” already present in the Odyssey and more explicitly portrayed in the Telegony.
4. Differently Lovejoy and Boas (1935, 180); Shaw (1982/83, 17–20). Pastoralists are deemed
“the least working” (argotatoi), it is true, but as resource producers like farmers they work a “living
farm,” georgian zosan (cf. Ibn Khaldoun, Muqaddimah 5.2 on extraction of goods from plants and
animals). Later in the Politics (1318b) pastoralists and farmers are linked as ideal for democracy. Pastoralism and brigandage are joined as one example of mixed livelihood, yet brigandage is here only
a type of resource acquisition, with no ethical judgment applied. See further Meikle (1995, 46–48);
Swanson and Corbin (2009, 28–33).
5. See Lovejoy and Boas (1935) for a convenient survey of primitivist and progressivist theories.
On Greek progressivism, see also Finley (1974, 46–48). E. A. McDermott (2010) explores the ancient
basis for images of ethical devolution in Cold Mountain.
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pessimistic about human progress; in economic terms, he takes a dim view
of travel away from a local agricultural center for the purpose of profit by
trade (618–94). He provides advice on sailing for trade anyway, though
he confesses his sole experience with travel consists of a brief trip to a
bardic contest on Euboea by way of Aulis. The harbor at which the Greek
ships prepared to sail to Troy would seem here to be a symbolic intersection between the modest scope of Hesiodic poetics and the larger scope of
heroic narrative.6 More generally the passage suggests that mercantilism
and warfare are the twin evils of mobility. In the Hesiodic analysis, then,
agriculture is favored as an admirably ethical livelihood situated somewhere
in the middle of a spectrum of economic livelihoods, ranging from simple
gathering to extended mercantilism. Distinct types of agrarian ideology
also appear to be favored in the two works under comparison, the Odyssey
and Cold Mountain. Such valuation of livelihood is developed or confirmed
after prolonged travel that allows experimentation with different socioeconomic systems.

Wandering Economies
Odysseus’ journey explores livelihood as much as it explores space.7 At a
literal level, Odysseus is a warrior returning home as the commander of a
fleet. The distinction between soldier and pirate is not a strong one in the
Homeric world, however. Polyphemus openly wonders if Odysseus and his
companions are raiders (9.254–55), a question typically asked of travelers
in the Odyssey, and Odysseus revealingly adopts the persona of a pirate in
one of his lying tales (14.245ff.). Polyphemus also wonders if Odysseus is a
mercantile trader, a question raised scornfully by Euryalus the Phaeacian
(8.159–64). Odysseus denies it heatedly, for as an aristocrat he engages in
the practice of gift exchange. This excludes the motivation of profit, as in
the manner of Phoenicians who are repeatedly referenced in the poem.
But Odysseus’ repeated insistence on his aristocratic credentials paradoxically evokes a variety of livelihoods, sometimes with suggestive ambiguity
about the hero’s status. It is not surprising, then, that postcolonial criticism
has found the musing of Odysseus about the potential settlement of “Goat
6. See Nagy (1990, 77–78); Rosen (1990). There is no need, however, to see an allusion to
Homeric epic, in which Aulis is just a small tangent within Book 2 of the Iliad (303ff.); the larger
tradition of the Trojan war that led to the Epic Cycle (see Burgess 2001) is Hesiod’s referent.
7. For the Odyssey’s socio-economic concerns; cf. Finley (1954); Vidal-Naquet (1995); Rose
(1992, 92–97); von Reden (1995, 58–78); Tandy (1997); Thalmann (1998); Dougherty (2001). For its
spatial aspects, cf. A. Edwards (1993); Murnaghan (2006); Purves (2006; 2010, 65–96).
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Island” significant (9.116–41).8 Odysseus is no colonist, but he does go out
of his way to emphasize the potential settlement of the island. Similarly,
his adopted personas of raider (in the lying tales) or beggar (in disguise)
bespeak of less genteel aspects of his polytropic nature. Even Odysseus’ aristocratic practice of collecting gifts, often from hosts who could never expect
to receive reciprocation, has been judged to be mystified profiteering.9 It
seems revealing when a disguised Odysseus claims that “Odysseus” is prolonging his travels in order to collect more guest gifts (19.272–73, 282–84).
If Odysseus imaginatively play-acts various livelihoods, the proem of
the Odyssey suggests that the hero who “learned of the cities and mindset
of many men” (1.3) is also a curious observer of different cultures. What
forms of livelihood does he observe? Resource production and acquisition
(as in the Aristotelian analysis) are often represented in the wanderings.
One form of resource production is pastoralism.10 The daughters of Helios
on Thrinacia tend cattle (12.131–36), if to no apparent purpose—though
the companions of Odysseus make the mistake of treating the immortal
herd as a pastoral resource.11 The Laestrygonians are more active pastoralists, judging from the continuous herding that occurs in the perpetual light
of Telepylus (10.82–86). Odysseus notes, with surprising enthusiasm for an
aristocrat, that a sleepless herdsman could make double wages by shepherding round the clock.
Polyphemus, as Theocritus later realized (Id. 6, 11), is an iconic pastoralist, even if he has unusual tastes in protein acquisition. Odysseus
observes the herding and cheese-milking skills of Polyphemus with interest
(9.183–86, 218–23, 237–49), and in the end he is pleased to take the livestock
with him in his escape (469–70). But Cyclopean economy on the whole is
thought deplorable by the hero. The lack of ships in Cyclopean culture,
Odysseus notes pointedly, precludes not only colonization of Goat Island
but also mercantile trade with other lands (9.125–29). Nature automatically provides for the Cyclopes (107–11), which is reminiscent of the Hesiodic Golden Age. The Homeric hero is not impressed, however; he seems
genuinely shocked by the lack of agriculture. Agriculture is also seemingly
absent in many of the lands that Odysseus visits.12 No farmland is descried
8. Austin and Vidal-Naquet (1977, 39, 202); Hoegberg (1989, 1–32); Hall (1989, 47–50; 2008,
75–80, 89–100); Torgovnick (1991, 23–29); Rose (1992, 134–39); Dougherty (2001); Rinon (2007);
Steinrück (2008, 15–17, 36–37, 133–37).
9. Cf. von Reden (1995, 58–76); Dougherty (2001, 117–21).
10.	Homeric epic contains elements prototypical of the later genre of pastoral poetry; see
Gutzwiller (1991, 23–44).
11. See Steinrück (2008, 61–65) for the theme of cattle that links the companions and the suitors, and now Bakker 2013 for an exploration of the theme of meat consumption in the Odyssey.
12. See Vidal-Naquet (1995, 39–46). That Odysseus meets nobody “strictly human” between
the Lotus-Eaters and Calypso (39) is exaggerated, even with the qualification. The Cyclopes are re-
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in Telepylus (10.98), and the Lotus-eaters are apparently uninterested in
sown crops—like the Cyclopes, they gather what the earth automatically
offers. Circe and Calypso subsist on ambrosia, though we might wonder
how they provide human food for their mortal guests (5.196–97; 10.316).
The resource acquisition implied by the gathering of natural produce
by the Cyclopes and Lotus-eaters is also present elsewhere in the wanderings. The Laestrygonians are said by Odysseus to spear the Greeks like
fish (10.124), and Circe describes the monstrous Scylla fishing (12.95–97)
for sea creatures, or for more exotic flesh should a boat happen to sail by.
The Greeks themselves display hunting skills in their wandering, as when
Odysseus slays a stag on Circe’s island (10.156ff.), or the Greeks hunt wild
goats on “Goat Island” with great success (9.154ff.). Less happily they are
reduced by starvation to fishing and catching birds on Thrinacia (12.330–
32), before their ill-fated pastoralist experience there.
So Odysseus experiences a range of socio-economic systems in the
course of his travel, whether by imagination, enactment, or observation.
The hero in his wanderings is thus a kind of tourist of human livelihoods.
These include foraging, hunting/fishing, and pastoralism. Agriculture and
mercantilism are not emphasized, but occasionally lurk in the background.
The exclusive practice of pastoralism by the Cyclopes is viewed negatively
by Odysseus. On one level this socio-economic touring only confirms
Odysseus’ agrarian prejudices, but on another level it allows him to try
out different cultural personas. Though it would seem that the hero’s geographical and socio-economic wandering moves centripetally towards a
more restricted geographical and socio-economic place, the nature of his
homeland turns out to be ambiguous.

Ambiguous Ithaca
Odysseus eventually returns to an agrarian economy at Ithaca, or at least
a large-scale, slave-operated version of one. The island’s mixed economy of
agriculture and herding is well represented by the orchard of Laertes and
the pig herd of Eumaeus. Grain, wine, and livestock are specified at 13.242–
peatedly designated human (6.5; cf. 9.187, 214). See M. L. West (1966, 207–8: the Homeric Cyclopes
“are a race of shepherds dwelling in the world of men . . . Homer’s Cyclopes . . . are not gods, but uncivilized men”). That they are comparable to giants (7.205–6) or do not seem like humans (9.190–93)
does not erase the Homeric insistence on this point, nor does the divine parentage of Polyphemus
(1.71–73; on their Titanic status outside of Homer, see Mondi 1983). There is no reason to doubt the
humanity of the Lotus-eaters or the Laestrygonians, whatever their peculiarities in culinary habits
or size.
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47.13 Eumaeus boasts that Odysseus has herds not only about the outskirts
of Ithaca but even on the mainland, where foreign as well as Ithacan herdsmen tend to them (14.99ff.). This extension of Odysseus’ economic interests beyond the borders of Ithaca is interesting, for it suggests the physical
indeterminacy of his homeland. Ithaca’s status is indeed challenged from
the very moment of Odysseus’ arrival home, for he initially fails to recognize it (13.194ff.). The non-recognition of Ithaca arguably reflects its
oppression by the suitors, but the ambiguity of Ithaca would seem to go
beyond that, for even after the suitors’ death the island’s identity as a home
seems ambivalent.
The loosest thread in the Homeric weaving of Odysseus’ return is the
“inland journey” prophesized by Teiresias to Odysseus in the underworld
(11.121–31; cf. 23.267–78). Odysseus must undergo an “inland journey” with
an oar over his shoulder until it is misidentified as a winnowing-fan. There
Odysseus is to plant the oar in the ground and make sacrifice to Poseidon. The motivation for the journey seems to be appeasement of the sea
god Poseidon. But the oar has multiple significances in Book 11.14 Shortly
after Elpenor requests that an oar be his burial marker (sema, “sign”; 11.75),
Teiresias describes oars as the “wings of ships” (11.125) and then says that the
oar mistaken as a winnowing fan will be a “sign” of the end of the journey
(11.126). This “meta-oar” is very fluid in its meaning.
This ambiguity is also apparent in the oar’s socio-economic symbolism.
From an economic perspective, Odysseus carries a tool of the marine economy (fishing, trading) that is mistaken for an agricultural instrument.15 And
his planting of the oar in the ground mimics the planting of a winnowing
fan in a pile of grain after harvest.16 With the notional transformation of
an oar into a winnowing fan, a socio-economic boundary is crossed. The
land that Odysseus reaches knows nothing of oars or ships, nor of (sea) salt
for food. Though Odysseus journeys centrifugally from the Greek marine
world, he arrives at a centripetal place that is isolated, in a Hesiodic or even
Cyclopean manner, from the outside world.17
13. Odysseus compares Penelope to a just king who presides over a community rich in agricultural, pastoral, and natural resources (grains, fruit trees, livestock, and fish are specified) at Od.
19.108–14, a passage comparable to Hesiod, Works and Days 225–47.
14. Cf. Nagy (1990, 213); Dougherty (2001, 173–74); Tsagalis (2008, 75–90); Purves (2010, 70–
89).
15. Cf. Dougherty (2001, 173); Tsagalis (2008, 76); Purves (2010, 88–89).
16. As at Theocritus Id. 7.155–56; see Hansen (1977, 38–39). One is also reminded of Elpenor’s
burial marker (a sema); Teiresias in effect has Odysseus perform the marking of his own burial at an
inland place before his (apparently) on-land death at Ithaca. Cf. Nagy (1990, 214–15); Purves (2010,
83–84).
17. Cf. the narratological, colonialist, and spatial analyses of the inland journey by Peradotto
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In some ways the agrarian inland to which Odysseus travels is a doublet
of agrarian Ithaca. Potentially it is a rival of Ithaca, just as Circe, Calypso,
or Nausicaa are rivals of Penelope. In the folktale motif upon which the
Homeric “inland journey” is based, the traveler typically settles in a new
climate and culture.18 One might therefore wonder if Odysseus is traveling to a new homeland on this inland journey. But Teiresias transforms the
motif by predicting that Odysseus will return to Ithaca. So Odysseus is to
become a socio-economic tourist once again—crossing the boundaries of
livelihoods before returning home.19 But the Ithaca to which he will return
seems both like and unlike the inland place.
Teiresias tells Odysseus that in his old age death will come to him ex
halos, “from the sea” (11.134). This prediction is famously ambiguous—does
ex halos mean that Odysseus will be at a distance “from the sea” when he
dies or that death will come to Odysseus “from the sea”? In the Telegony of
the Epic Cycle, Telegonus, the hero’s son by Circe, arrives by sea and unwittingly slays his father with a spear tipped with the spine of a sting-ray (so
“from the sea”).20 The Odyssey probably has some such story in mind; in
regular Homeric usage ex halos indicates origin, not separation.21 But surely
Teiresias’ prophecy is ambiguous enough to be misunderstood, and Odysseus understands it to mean that he will die apart from the sea.
The uncertainty of Odysseus’ coming death reflects the socio-economic
instability of his Ithacan home. That Odysseus will rule amidst a prosperous people (11.135–37) is in accord with the epic’s normative ideology of
marriage, property and monarchy.22 It seems Odysseus is to preside over
(1990, 59–93); Dougherty (2001, 173–74); Purves (2010, 70–89).
18. Cf. Hansen (1977); Segal (1994, 187–94). Davies (1989, 91) compares myths such as Cadmus
finding Thebes. In the analogous Thesprotian journey in the Telegony of the Epic Cycle (see below),
Odysseus settles down and marries the Thesprotian queen before eventually returning to Ithaca
years later.
19. Odysseus tells Penelope that his inland journey will be to many cities (23.257), a phrase also
found in the proem’s description of the travels of Odysseus (1.3), Alcinous’ speculation about them
(8.574), and many of Odysseus’ lying tales (15.491–92, 16.63–64; 19.170).
20. On the lost epic Telegony, of which an ancient summary by Proclus survives, cf. Davies
(1989, 88–89); Martin (2011); West (2013, 288-315).The detail of the sting-ray is found at PseudoApollodorus Epit. 7.34–37 (and extensively elsewhere).
21. Louden (2011, 122); West (2013, 307) are understandably exasperated by the many modern
scholars who still follow Aristarchus’ strained, Homer-centric insistence that the phrase just means
“apart from the sea.” Some find the sting-ray weapon a sticking point, since Teiresias predicts a
“gentle” (ablechros) death (11.135). But a slow death by the poison of the sting-ray is probably meant
(see Burgess [1995, 234 n. 70; 2001, 153–54]). For different analyses, cf. Severyns [1928, 413]; West
2013, 307-315. I remain confident that audience suspension of disbelief makes rationalistic focus on
the real-world nature of sting-rays and poison otiose.
22. Against-the-grain readings stress the problematic nature of the extremely violent denouement; cf. Dougherty (2001, 161–76); Buchan (2004, 166–80); Burgess, forthcoming.
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a secluded agrarian economy, reminiscent of the inland country; here the
isolated island corresponds to the isolated inland. But the alternative and
apparently true meaning of the prophecy, death caused by the sea, would
quite differently emphasize Ithaca’s vulnerability to the external marine
world. Here, too, the inland country is a doublet of Ithaca. The planting
of an ship oar far inland, accompanied by offerings to Poseidon, could be
viewed as symbolically aggressive, in both cultural and economic terms.23
Ithaca as well suffers invasion from the marine world, according to Teiresias’ prophecy (in one interpretation) and the Telegony. The difference is that
now Odysseus is a native victim instead of intruding outsider.
The ambiguity of Ithaca is also discernible in traditions of Odysseus
undertaking post-return adventures.24 The Telegony is a notable example;
according to the surviving summary by Proclus, Odysseus traveled to Epirus and Thesprotia on the mainland after slaying the suitors. At Thesprotia
he marries the queen, leads the army in war, and fathers a son. It is after
Odysseus returns once again to Ithaca that he is slain by Telegonus and
his sting-ray weapon. Telegonus, like the child engendered with the Thesprotian queen, is a son left behind by Odysseus in foreign lands (Telegonus means “far-born”). Odysseus in his pre- and post-return travel thus
establishes alternative homes and families, which challenge Ithaca’s status
as “home.”
When in the Telegony Odysseus returns to Ithaca for the third time
(previously after his visit to Epirus and after his wanderings), he is unable
to protect the island or himself from an external invader. Instead of the
permanent peace artificially established by Zeus and Athena at the end of
the Odyssey, and misleadingly predicted by Teiresias, the Telegony tells of
violence on both the mainland and at Ithaca. Then the Telegony concludes
with the immortalized Telemachus and Penelope marrying Circe and
Telegonus respectively and retiring to Aeaea. The ending is often ridiculed,
but it effectively undercuts the Homeric ideology of stable and continuous rule over Ithaca by Odysseus. The home long sought by the wandering Odysseus is abandoned by his family, which itself had been previously
23. Cf. Hansen (1977) on the introduction of cult where it has not previously existed in some
versions of the tale type, and Dougherty (2001, 173–74) on the colonial nature of the “inland journey.” One might compare Columbus unfurling the Spanish flag in the New World with legalistic
and ritualistic proclamation of ownership; see Greenblatt (1991, 52–85).
24. See Malkin (1998, 120–55); Marks (2003, 2008, 2010); Tsagalis (2008, 75–90) for extensive
consideration of the many non-Homeric versions of Odysseus’ post-return travel, concisely described at Apollodorus, Epit. 7.38–40. Some portray, surprisingly from a Homeric perspective, the
infidelity of Penelope or the exile of Odysseus. For Odysseus as an exile figure already upon return
to Ithaca, see Perry (2010).
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abandoned by the hero after his return, and his original family is now
melded with one of his alternative families.
Though such non-Homeric traditions may seem bizarre to us, they
consistently display an instability of Ithaca already present in the Odyssey
itself. The marriage of Penelope to a suitor is frequently suggested as a real
possibility, notably by the shade of Agamemnon (11.441ff.) and Athena
(15.10ff.). The suitors enact a plot to assassinate Telemachus (4.660ff.;
16.363–92; cf. 20.241–42), and one predicts that a returning Odysseus
would be bested by them (2.243ff.). Such scenarios are averted in the Odys
sey, but in a sense actualized in the Telegony. And the Odyssey insists that we
hear (twice) of the inland journey predicted by Teiresias, which is essentially a vague multi-form of the mainland travel undertaken by Odysseus
in “non-Homeric” narratives like the Telegony.25
	Even beyond the prophecy of Teiresias, the Odyssey hints of post-return
instability. The non-Homeric traditions portray Odysseus as not sustaining his return, whether because he is forced into exile, abandons Ithaca,
or fails to protect it (and himself ). That these stories are plausible and
probably traditional is signaled by various passages within the Homeric
epic. Eupeithes, father of the suitor Antinoos, assumes after the slaughter
that Odysseus has fled (24.430ff.). And Odysseus twice suggests he will be
exiled (20.42–43; 23.117–22). Both times he indicates that the possibility
should be “pondered.” And ponder we should. The rather forced closure
of the epic’s ending occurs only after some rather open-ended alternatives
are bandied about.26
When Athena reproachfully points out to a sleepless Odysseus that
“your home is this one here, and your wife is this one here in your home”
(20.34–35), the remark has an ironic resonance beyond its immediate context. After pondering the “inland journey” and the Telegony, we do not share
her certainty, for their post-return adventures challenge the Odyssey’s teleological closure.

Cold Mountain Economies
Ambiguity of homecoming and home is also explored in Cold Moun
tain’s re-telling of the Odyssey. As above with the Odyssey, an initial socioeconomic perspective will provide a fundamental basis for analysis. In the
25. Cf. Malkin (1998, 122–23); Tsagalis (2008, 71).
26. On closure in the Odyssey, see Peradotto (1990, 59–93).
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American novel, as in the ancient Greek epic, an agrarian ideal is generally
upheld, though of a rather more middling sort.27 The novel’s heroine, Ada
Monroe, finds that her wealthy urban upbringing in Charleston, which
included extensive education through the indulgence of her father, ill prepares her for running a farm in wartime. Under the tutelage of Ruby, she
learns how to plant small fields and manage a few domesticated animals. In
socio-economic terms, Ada moves from urban mercantilism to small-scale
agriculture centered around a small town; in a cartographic sense, her journey moves westward from the urban seaboard to the mountainous region
of Appalachia.28
The novel’s hero, Inman, travels like Odysseus through a number of different socio-economic cultures. Like Ada, he also moves westward, deserting from a military hospital in Raleigh to travel across the lowlands and
the piedmont toward the Blue Ridge mountains. His hostility toward the
lowlands is so strong that he views its fauna, animals, and topography as
hideous and disgusting:
All this flat land. Red dirt. Mean towns. He had fought over ground like
this from the piedmont to the sea, and it seemed like nothing but the place
where all that was foul and sorry had flowed downhill and pooled in the
low spots. (Frazier 1997, 53)

As Inman continues, he expresses his attitude more rationally, in terms of
socio-economic alienation. Like many from the mountains, he blames the
war on the slave-holding plantation owners of the lowlands (“Inman looked
at the lights in the big houses at night and knew he had been fighting battles
for such men as lived in them, and it made him sick . . . ”; 205).29 In one
episode, Inman experiences the slavery system from the inside when the socalled “Yellow Man” hides him on his owner’s farm, protecting him from
the home guardsmen who support the slave-masters’ lifestyle.30
As the slave-holding plantations attest, agriculture does not necessarily represent an ideal lifestyle in Cold Mountain. We might imagine that if
Inman should visit the hierarchal, slave-based agrarian economy of Heroic
Age Ithaca, he would not be impressed. Other examples of agriculture in
27. I borrow “middling” from Morris (2000, 155–94), who employs it in distinction to aristocratic ideology.
28. On spatial and topographical aspects, cf. Inscoe (1998); Way (2004); Chang (2007). For
geographical reconstruction of Inman’s journey, see Knoke (1998).
29.	Historically there would have been socio-economic connectivity between the seaboard, the
Piedmont, and the mountains: Way (2004, 52).
30. Cf. Piacentino (2001); Bryant (2009).
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Cold Mountain also fail to meet the novel’s agrarian ideal. Junior’s lowland
farm, where Inman is drugged and betrayed to the Home Guard, is a site of
ethical crookedness. The mountain homestead of the noble Sarah, on the
other hand, is so isolated that it is vulnerable; the widow requires Inman
for protection against Union raiders. These two small agrarian homesteads
represent a polarity of connectivity—one corrupted by external money,
the other so independent it lacks communal support. The novel’s agrarian
ideal is rather the Black Cove farm of Ada and Ruby, independent yet integrated into the barter economy of the local area.31
We will return to the Black Cove farm, but let us first note the full
extent of Inman’s socio-economic touring. As his journey to Cold Mountain progresses, Inman encounters various other livelihoods. The old “Goat
Woman” who nourishes him back to health practices a mountainous pastoral lifestyle—the consequence of escaping from another deplorable example of small-scale agriculture, a husband who worked a series of wives to
death. She describes her pastoral and foraging lifestyle thusly:
a body can mainly live off goats, their milk and cheese. And their meat in
times of year when they start increasing to more than I need. I pull whatever wild green is in season. Trap birds. There’s a world of food growing
volunteer if you know where to look. (215)

Inman observes her subsistence skills with admiring interest—he himself
had been occupied with “the happy job” (13) of pastoral transhumance
as a young man. Resource acquisition is also practiced by Inman in the
course of his journey, for he must repeatedly hunt, fish, or forage for sustenance (e.g., 235–36). Like Odysseus, Inman on his journey both observes
and adopts several socio-economic cultures. Plantation owners and raiders (both Guardsmen and Union soldiers) are portrayed as morally corrupt. Small-scale agriculture, pastoralism, hunting, fishing, and foraging
are potentially acceptable—much depends on the circumstances. But he
travels towards not only Cold Mountain but Ada’s newly developed agrarian livelihood.
31. See Crawford (2003, 183–85), who quotes Frazier’s own analysis of Civil War–era Appalachians in his online “Cold Mountain Diary”: “They were members of a small, old economy,
existing in the seams between the two great incompatible powers. I don’t know a term for what
they were—perhaps a rough, redneck version of Jefferson’s agrarian ideal. They lived by farming a
little bit of their own land, and by open-range herding of cattle and hogs, by hunting and fishing,
gathering and gleaning.” In reality, Appalachian towns would have been part of a larger economic
nexus (Crawford 2003, 190; Way 2004, 51–53). On Virgilian agrarianism in the colonial south, see
Gentilcore (1993); on the Virgilian qualities of Cold Mountain, see E. A. McDermott (2010, 252–55).
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Ambiguous Cold Mountain
The definition of home and homecoming for Inman is not immediately
clear. Inman does return to Cold Mountain—or almost. He discovers that
Ada is not at home in her Black Cove farm near the town of Cold Mountain, so he proceeds to follow her up onto the slopes of Cold Mountain.
There a reunion occurs, hesitant yet ultimately intimate—comparable to
the reunion of Odysseus and Penelope.32 But before Inman can return with
Ada to her Black Cove farm, he is killed by the Home Guard.
In their brief time together, Ada and Inman talk of a happy agrarian
future, aided by Ruby’s practical agricultural skills (344). But the imagined
future of Inman and Ada is not to occur in the immediate future, for they
both agree that the farm is unsafe for a deserter until the war is over. And
so even before Inman is killed, his nostos is deferred by the contemplation
of a variety of alternatives. Inman refuses to consider re-enlisting with the
Confederate Army. Ada recognizes that hiding out from the Home Guard
in the wilderness is not safe. Other illusory choices are raised—for example, the two traveling together to Texas, the western territories, or even to
Europe—only to be rejected. Eventually they decide that Inman should
undertake his own post-return “inland journey,” a trip north to surrender to
the Federals (345–46).33
	Especially notable is one illusory choice that they contemplate “as a
last resort.” That is to pass through the Shining Rocks at the top of Cold
Mountain into an underground utopia, as portrayed in an old Cherokee
myth.34 Inman as a young man had been friends with the Cherokee named
Swimmer, when they had spent time together one summer on a mountain top in charge of livestock. Swimmer believed that the summit of Cold
Mountain reached up into the lower portions of a celestial forest heaven, a
claim that Inman initially discounts but later finds comforting on his long
journey home (16–17).35 And in his boyhood Inman had been told by an
32. Vandiver (2004, 141–43); E. A. McDermott (2004, 115–21).
33. The correspondence between Odysseus’ inland journey and Inman’s northern journey is
noted at E. A. McDermott (2004, 121). The choices considered reflect the historical situation of
Frazier’s ancestor W. P. Inman. Some of his brothers were killed in the war; others spent time in a
northern prison camp. W. P. was eventually killed by the Home Guard near, though not on, Cold
Mountain. See Peuser and Plante (2004).
34. To a classicist, “Shining Rocks” might seem reminiscent of white otherworld locations in
Greek mythology, like “White Island” (Leuke), the location of Achilles’ afterlife in cyclic myth, or
the “White Rock” (Leukas) that the souls of the suitors pass at the western edge of the earth on their
way to Hades (Od. 24.11). See Burgess (2009, 98–131).
35. Cf. Inman’s wish when traveling to leave the world, “to sprout wings and fly . . . [to] live
among the tree limbs and cliff rocks” (236).
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old Cherokee woman the story of how her Cherokee village had failed to
gain entrance through the Shining Rocks (197–98).36 In the old Cherokee
woman’s tale, the Shining Rocks are a portal to a valley of agricultural fertility within the mountain,37 safe from encroachments of settlers.
Inman tells the story to Ada when courting her; her response is puzzlement at Inman’s seeming belief in the story, which she deems “folkloric”
(198). When Inman journeys home from the war Cold Mountain arises in
his mind often. At first his thoughts turn not to the Cherokee utopia but
analogical escapes in the vicinity of the mountain. Early on in his journey
he imagined living in a cabin high up on Cold Mountain, perhaps with Ada
(65). As he nears Cold Mountain, he contemplates living as a hermit in the
wilderness of the mountain, on the model of solitary life provided by the
“Goat Woman” (220). Other characters also recognize the wild mountain
as an alternative location to live. Deserting outliers, including Ruby’s father
Stobrod, live in Cold Mountain caves “like freewill savages” (a chapter title;
226). When Ada and Ruby camp on the mountain slopes, Ada imagines
that she could comfortably live there (300). This fantasy is enacted by Ada
when she is reunited with Inman in a Cherokee “ghost town” (306) on
Cold Mountain. Like belated visitors to a bygone world, they speculate on
the lives of the family that lived in a ruined hut (332). Later they daydream
of a future in which they will display to children an arrowhead that they
discover in a living tree (337–38). Native ruins and artifacts on Cold Mountain thus inspire Inman and Ada to travel mentally, backwards to an exotic
past and forwards towards their hopeful future.38
For the Cherokee, the Shining Rocks legend differently represents a
lost chance in the past to escape the tragic future of the “Trail of Tears.”39
According to the old Cherokee woman, the stranger from Shining Rocks
predicted that “a stronger enemy” will “take your country away from you
and leave you exiles” (197). After the Cherokees failed to enter the Shining Rocks portal, “[t]heir land was taken from them, and they were driven
away into exile, except for the few who fought and hid among the crags,
36. In the novel, the Shining Rocks are a real topographical feature at top of Cold Mountain;
in the real world, Shining Rock Mountain, notable for quartz outcrops near its top, is near Cold
Mountain. Both are now part of the Shining Rock Wilderness area.
37. “ . . . an open country. A river. Rich bottomland. Broad fields of corn. A valley town, the
houses in long rows, a town house atop a pyramidal mount, people in the square-ground dancing”
(198).
38.	E. A. McDermott (2010, 248, 253) connects the native American theme with a Golden Age
of classical myth.
39. The forcible removal of Cherokee and other natives to the west in the first half of the nineteenth century is the historical background of Frazier’s second novel, Thirteen Moons.

186

•

Pa r t I I . C h a p t e r 8

living frightened and hunted like animals” (198). For Inman, this historical
exile is especially relevant, for upon his return to Cold Mountain he finds
that he also is confronted with exile, whether out west, across the sea to
Europe, or up north into enemy territory.40
For the last few days before arriving home, Inman refuses to eat, in
accordance with the initiatory fasting that the Cherokee utopia requires. He
reckons that if he is not accepted by Ada he could try to enter the portal of
the Shining Rocks (312). When Inman reunites with Ada on the slopes of
the mountain, the two toy with the idea of the Cherokee utopia as a refuge
(346). To the lovers, escape to Shining Rocks would be a tantalizing way
to leave home yet at the same time stay at home, to live at Cold Mountain
yet be removed from its socio-political surroundings, in accordance with
the wistful Cherokee legend. The home/not-home quality of Shining Rocks
vividly underscores the shimmering ambiguity of home and homecoming
in both Cold Mountain and the Odyssey.41
In the end Inman is shot dead on Cold Mountain and does not accomplish a homecoming in any manner. In fact the destination of his nostos
had been ill defined all along. He never envisions returning to his home or
family, neither of which are precisely described in the novel.42 His thoughts
have always focused rather vaguely on the environs of Cold Mountain.
Inman had never lived with Ada at her home, the Black Cove farm that
had previously been idly run by Ada Monroe’s father.43 After the death of
Reverend Monroe the farm is revived by Ada and Ruby, and the effect of
Inman’s arrival—for the farm, and for the relationship of Ada and Ruby—
is the subject of some awkward discussion (325, 335, 337). Inman and Ada
begin to imagine an agrarian/pastoral life with Ruby,44 but this would not
40. See above for the exile of Odysseus in some traditions, as at Apollodorus, Epit. 7.40.
41. An Odyssean analogue to the rock-enclosed Shining Rocks would be the Scheria of the
Phaeacians, which Poseidon intends to enclose with a mountain (564–71; cf. 13.172–78). Scheria,
which paradoxically is culturally insular yet sometimes appears to be a hub of Greek maritime
connectivity (see Burgess, 2012a, 283), is fated to become literally shut off from the outside world.
Scheria is one of many paradisiacal islands (cf. those of Circe and Calypso, with Burgess 1999) that
are potentially alternative homes for Odysseus.
42. Crawford (2003, 189, 192); “We literally know nothing of Inman’s social roots: he seems to
have no family, community, or cultural affiliations” (189).
43. Though their relationship began there, in a brief encounter in the kitchen (77–78). Alex
Purves points out to me that this scene suggests the home that the lovers could have had without the
intervention of the war (“Ada remembered thinking that she never wished to leave this place,” 78),
an inner place spatially in opposition to the outside world of travel and the mountain (a contrast
emphasized in the scene: “Then from out in the dark, over a great distance, came the high lonesome
baying of a grey wolf far off in the mountains”; 78).
44.	Ruby’s plans for the farm include cows and pigs (339); Inman is agreeable to all that but
wants to add goats (344).
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be a return home for Inman. It would be an entirely new arrangement, spatially and economically.
In some ways, Inman and Ada have values that do not align with Ruby’s.
Since Inman, Ada, and Ruby construct the agrarian ideal variously, they
have different visions of a future implementation of it.45 Inman has carpentry skills and imagines he could do good business with a portable saw
machine (343–44). Ada’s conversion to agrarianism has not erased her elite
upbringing, which included travel in Europe. Both Ada and Inman assume
that travel, or at least the enjoyment of imported goods, will be part of their
happy future (344). Ruby, who explicitly tells Ada that their matriarchal
farm does not require the addition of Inman (“we can do without him”;
325), deplores travel, and sees no need to engage in any economic system
that extends outside of one’s mountain valley (192).46
Travel is indeed a recurring topic in the work, and not just because
Inman is on a journey that evokes the travel of Odysseus. The song “Wayfaring Stranger,” which comes into Ada’s mind when she has a vision of
Inman’s return (37–38), and which Sara later sings (254), serves as a theme
song. Like Ada and Ruby, Inman muses on the broad spectrum of travel,
from exile to tourism. Sometimes Inman likens himself to a wretched and
solitary wanderer, yet travel also offers an alternative to a violent world that
seems to have failed him. He admires stirring tales of “endless travels” on
“the road” by the gypsies with whom he stays (99). The Goat Woman offers
another positive, if amusingly ironical, perspective on travel. Though she
professes to dislike staying in one place, her caravan wagon has not moved
for over two and a half decades. And though she claims that she “journeyed
all over the world,” this is only as far as Richmond and Charleston north
and south (214–15). For Inman, travel exists in tension with home.47 It is
necessary for the achievement of his homecoming, but it is also considered
an alternative to home, if establishment of a home proves impossible.
Death prevents Inman from returning to any past or future home.
Death also precludes a temporary exile, whether out west, in Europe, or
up north across enemy lines. The unlikely possibility of entering Shining
Rocks is also lost. But at his death Inman has a utopian vision that seems to
conflate an agrarian life with Ada and the utopia of Shining Rocks. As Ada
cradles his head—which a hypothetical distant observer is said to misper45. On competing agrarian visions in Cold Mountain, see Freyfogle (2007, 46–69, chap. 3, “The
Education of Ada”).
46.	E. A. McDermott (2010, 251) insightfully describes Ruby’s provincialism as Hesiodic
(though it is too strong to see intentional allusion here).
47. See Freyfogle (2007, 61) on the novel’s exploration of wanderlust vs. commitment.
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ceive as romantic—Inman imagines a utopian farm where all the seasons
seem to merge (353).48 The vision is both like and unlike the lovers’ hopes
for a Black Cove home. Whereas they imagine a farm where “[i]n autumn
the apple trees would be bright and heavy with apples” (344), in his vision
Inman sees “[a]pple trees hanging heavy with fruit” (353). But on the farm
they hope to “run their lives by the roll of the seasons,” while in the vision
seasons blend together; blossoms and ripe fruit exist at the same time on
the apple trees.49 The Shining Rocks utopia is also a land of fertility, and so
Inman’s dying vision mixes a longed-for future on the Black Cove farm with
the utopia underneath Shining Rocks.
On one level Cold Mountain is a story of failed homecoming (Vandiver
2004). For many the novel’s epilogue provides a comforting near-nostos.
Ada is pictured enjoying agrarian life in Black Cove, not with Inman, it is
true, but with the daughter that resulted from their brief reunion. Comparable is the ending of the Telegony: Odysseus is killed, yet Penelope lives on
forever at Circe’s island with her son Telemachus—and married to Odysseus’ son by Circe Telegonus. Cold Mountain’s epilogue cannot compete
with the supernatural aspects of Inman’s dying vision, or the analogue of
the Telegony’s ending, even if its portrayal of a feast beneath a pear tree is
certainly pleasant. But if the dying vision represents a Golden Age, one balanced between space and time, it is as illusory as Shining Rocks. As for the
Telegony, Penelope’s and Telemachus’ immortality on Circe’s island is certainly far removed from the known world. The epilogue of Cold Mountain
offers a more realistic alternative to homecoming, a home that is Hesiodic
in its allegiance to craft and hard work.50
Though set in the nineteenth century, Cold Mountain is attuned to
modern sensibilities.51 It contains rather implausible visions of racial harmony.52 Class equality is insisted upon by Ruby and accepted by Ada (52,
337). The quirky relationship between Inman and Ada includes a progressive gender relation (“[t]hey agreed they neither gave two hoots now as to
48. Cf. Gifford (2001–2, 94); Vandiver (2004, 126–27); E. A. McDermott (2004, 122).
49. The everlasting fertility is typical of Greek mythological paradises, notably the orchard of
Alcinous in Scheria (Od. 7.112–32).
50 See E. A. McDermott (2010) for the comparison.
51. See Crawford (2003), with Way (2004, 38): “Frazier has projected on the past what many
people want for the future.” See Hall (2008, 138, 180) for criticism of these aspects.
52. The gypsy camp visited by Inman is a traveling microcosm of racial harmony: “The Ethiopian and the Indians joined in the meal as if they were all of a color and equals . . . [a] white man said
a strange thing. He said that someday the world might be so ordered that when a man uses the term
slave it be only metaphoric” (99–100). But slavery is rather obscured in the novel, and an episode
featuring complacently loyal slaves strikes an odd note (104–5).
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how marriages were normally conducted”; 344). And environmental awareness is a strong theme through the novel.53 In this sense, Cold Mountain
displays a “pastoral” sensibility.54 By this I do not mean the livelihood of
herding, which does receive respectful attention at times in the novel.55
Rather, the novel contains the double vision characteristic of pastoral literature, whether of geography (city/country), class (elite/humble), or time
(present/past).56 Cold Mountain often wants to have it both ways: cosmopolitan education joined to practical knowledge, old-fashioned romantic
love mixed with gender equality, and social justice added to a nostalgia for
a simpler past. The plausibly detailed historicism of the Civil War tale is
imbued with late twentieth-century values. For all the attention to nature
and agrarian ideal, it seems to have an urban audience in mind—which
it certainly found as a best-seller, and as the inspiration for a movie. This
“pastoral” nature of the novel lies at the heart of its ambiguity about homecoming and home.
Penelope and Ada at home are of course essential for the ongoing construction of home—even more essential than the protagonists who travel
toward them. Penelope, though of uncertain political status, succeeds in
preserving a semblance of the Ithaca of the past through patient wiliness. In
alternative and more flexible visions of Ithaca’s parameters, as represented by
Teiresias’ prophecy and the Telegony, she survives Odysseus and his experiments with the nature of home. Eventually she joins in the creation of a
new home at Aeaea, Circe’s island.57 Ada of Cold Mountain, in partnership
with Ruby, takes the lead in establishing a home, both before Inman’s return
and after his death.
Any attempt to define home, and certainly to explain and justify the
homecoming of a return, requires contemplation. If we perceive complacent
53. Cf. Way (2004); Van Tassel (2008). Diamond and Orenstein (1990) survey the different
strands of ecofeminist theory.
54. Gifford (2001–2) compares the novel to the pastoral poetry of Theocritus in its expectation
of an urban audience. At 329 Ada compares her new lifestyle to “Arcady or the isle or Prospero.”
55. Notably in the Goat Woman episode, though Ada’s father comes off poorly for replying
“for the atmosphere” when asked why he wants sheep on his hobby farm (24). Gifford (2001–2, 94)
notes the “Et in Arcadia Ego” pastoral quality of the “tableau” of Inman’s dying moments with Ada
(353), as mistakenly interpreted by a hypothetical “observer.”
56. On the double vision of pastoral, see, e.g., Empson (1950). Broadly pastoral or post-pastoral
characteristics are explored at Marx (1964); Buell (1995); for Cold Mountain, see Gifford (2001–2);
Way (2004).
57. Cf. Murnaghan ([1986] 2009) for the limitations established for Penelope by the Odyssey;
Katz (1991) and Felson-Rubin (1994, 128–29) for hints of alternative choices for her within the Homeric epic; and Tsagalis (2008, 68–69) for the narration of these choices in non-Homeric narratives
such as the Telegony.
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support of normative values in the ancient epic, and a tendency towards
progressive sentimentality in the modern novel, both should be credited for
contemplating the discomforting ambiguity of homecoming. In my reading, the lack of clarity concerning home is intrinsic to the meaning of both
narratives. When the two travel tales are explored in tandem, they mutually
explicate the ambiguous homecomings in each other, even without consideration of influence and reception.
Cold Mountain is also comparable to the Telegony and its analogues
(though I make no claim that it was composed with knowledge of them).
The ancient Cyclic epic and the modern novel are more consonant with
each other in their portrayal of homecoming than they are with the Odys
sey. Like Cold Mountain the Telegony emphasizes something present yet
obscured in the Homeric story of homecoming, the ambiguity of home.
In a sense, Cold Mountain returns to the Odyssey what the Homeric poem
had removed from the Telegony and other non-Homeric traditions (which,
whatever their date and innovations, probably represent pre-Homeric
traditions).58 The interconnections among the three works are of course
different: the Telegony and the Odyssey cover different time periods from
within the same cycle of stories, whereas the American novel transforms
the Odyssey. But just as the hypotext and hypertext of the Odyssey and Cold
Mountain can be said to read each other, the different Odyssean stories of
the Odyssey and the Telegony comment on each other’s shared issues.59 Many
would suppose that the Telegony is the later epic and thus directly reacts to
the Homeric epic, or that the Odyssey reacts to some oral prototype of the
Telegony. This may be so, but I think their “intertextuality” occurs indirectly
through their shared variable traditions about Odysseus.60
This study has employed a comparative examination of the socio-economic foundation of two travel texts that happen to have an intertextual
relation, the Odyssey and Cold Mountain. Their portrayal of the ambiguity
of home is assisted by consideration of another ancient epic about Odysseus, the Telegony. This epic is usually assumed to be a reception of the Odys
sey, and critical scholarship has naturally focused on how Cold Mountain
58. The Telegony may be post-Homeric as a text but with pre-Homeric content; see Burgess
(2001, 153–54).
59. For “hypertext” and “hypotext,” see Genette (1997). The Telegony is normally considered
what Genette deems a “continuation,” akin to the Posthomerica by Quintus of Smyrna. For Genette
(1997, 178–79) it is allowed that the Trojan Cycle “is not indubitably or totally of the order of continuation” (the Odyssey is “in its own manner a kind of continuation of the Iliad ”).
60. In my work I have doubted Cyclic/Homeric intertextuality in terms of composition (Burgess [2001]) and reception within an oral culture (Burgess [2006, 2009, 2012b]). For theoretical
exploration of intertextuality in Classics, see Martindale and Thomas (2006).
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receives the Odyssey. But my triangulation of these texts does not depend
on which are primary and which secondary, or what direction the lines of
influence and reception proceed. In fact I do not argue for intentionalist
intertextuality on the theme of ambiguous homecoming among these three
specific texts. If Cold Mountain offers a revisionist portrayal of Odysseus’
successful homecoming, it seems to do so without recourse to the Telegony
or non-Homeric perspectives within the Odyssey. Certainly the Epic Cycle
is not on the horizon for the typical reader of the American novel. 61 But
by moving freely back and forth between Cold Mountain, the Odyssey, the
Telegony we can critically interpret the ambiguity of home in each of them.62

61. On the “horizon of expectations” of reception, see Jauss (1982); for the “implied reader” of
a text, see Iser (1974, 1978). For the difficulty of discerning a modern audience’s reception of Homer,
cf. Goldhill (2007).
62. I thank the audiences of oral versions of this paper at the “Nostos” conference in the spring
of 2011 (presented by the kind services of Tim Perry in my absence) and at the Department of
Classics at the University of Toronto in the fall of 2011. Suggestions by Hunter Gardner, Sheila
Murnaghan, and Alex Purves improved its composition. I have also benefited from Mary Beth
Hannah-Hansen sharing a paper on Cold Mountain and the Odyssey with me.


Chapter 9

“One equal temper of heroic hearts”
Nostos, Home, and Identity in the Odyssey and
Mad Men
Barbara Weiden Boyd

Part One: The Identities of Odysseus
In Canto 26 of the Inferno, Dante-pilgrim encounters Ulysses, foremost
among the false counselors condemned to punishment in hell. The characterization of Ulysses that appears in this episode has long attracted the
attention of Dante scholars,1 who note not only the exceptional awe with
which Dante-pilgrim views Ulysses but also the novelty of the hero’s depiction here: this Ulysses, unlike the Homeric Odysseus, has no interest in the
journey home, but is characterized by restlessness, a restlessness that leads
him to his death. Ulysses describes the circumstances surrounding his death
to Virgil, Dante’s guide:
When I parted from Circe, who held me more than a year . . . not fondness for a son, nor duty to an aged father, nor the love I owed Penelope . . . could conquer within me the passion I had to gain experience of
the world and of the vices and the worth of men; and I put forth on the
open deep with but one ship and with that little company which had not
deserted me. . . . (Canto 26.90–102, trans. Sinclair)
1. Mazzotta (1979, 71–106) offers an influential discussion of Ulysses in Canto 26; for a summary and analysis of more recent work, with bibliography, see Barolini (2000, 842–47).
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Upon their arrival at the Pillars of Hercules, continues Ulysses, he urged his
men to continue onward:
“O brothers,” I said, “who through a hundred thousand perils have
reached the west, to this so brief vigil of the senses that remains to us
choose not to deny experience, in the sun’s track, of the unpeopled world.
Take thought of the seed from which you spring. You were not born to
live as brutes, but to follow virtue and knowledge. . . . ” (Canto 26.112–20,
trans. Sinclair)

Sailing into the unknown, he and his men wander at sea for five days and
nights; but just as they see land at last, a violent storm rises and overturns
the ship, and Ulysses and his men drown (Canto 26.121–42).
We have, then, in Dante a Ulysses whose story ends not where Homer
leaves him, at home in Ithaca with his family and throne restored, but
only when God and nature have brought his search for knowledge to a
violent end. The novelty of Dante’s portrayal of Ulysses results at least in
part from Dante’s reliance on Latin sources, foremost among whom is of
course Virgil himself, for the details of Ulysses’ career: Dante had no access
to the Greek texts, and his version of the Greek hero looks directly to the
depiction of Ulysses in Virgil’s Aeneid as well as in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.
In the first of these, the Greek hero is identified as one of the contrivers
of the Trojan horse, the means whereby the Greeks infiltrated a defenseless city and took it (Aen. 2.259–67), and as the thief of the Palladium, the
statue of Athena that had previously guaranteed the survival of Troy (Aen.
2.163–68); in the second, Ulysses leads the embassy that unmasks the young
Achilles, hidden on Scyros, and so makes inevitable his death (Met. 13.162–
70). These cruel and deceptive deeds are singled out by Virgil, speaking
in Dante’s poem (Canto 26.58–63), as indications that Ulysses is both the
cleverest of men and the falsest of counselors; his eternal punishment, to
be burned in a double flame he shares with his comrade Diomedes, serves
as a warning to Dante-poet not to attempt to surpass others in knowledge,
and to recognize the virtue of a submissive spirit.
Conspicuously absent from Dante’s Ulysses is the nostos-urge that
drives the Homeric hero home; Dante appears not to have been aware, at
least not in detail, of the hero’s Homeric trajectory back to Ithaca and back
to the family and identity he left behind twenty years previously. Dante
nonetheless—indeed, uncannily—senses the future predicted by Teiresias
when, during Odysseus’ visit to the underworld, the Theban seer foresees
Odysseus’ post-nostos wanderings. He tells Odysseus that, after the suitors
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have been killed, he will have to leave home again and, carrying an oar,
travel until he comes to a place where humans are totally ignorant of the
sea and its products, as well as of seafaring (Od. 11.127–37):
ὁππότε κεν δή τοι ξυμβλήμενος ἄλλος ὁδίτης
φήῃ ἀθηρηλοιγὸν ἔχειν ἀνὰ φαιδίμῳ ὤμῳ,
καὶ τότε δὴ γαίῃ πήξας εὐῆρες ἐρετμόν,
ῥέξας ἱερὰ καλὰ Ποσειδάωνι ἄνακτι,
ἀρνειὸν ταῦρόν τε συῶν τ’ ἐπιβήτορα κάπρον,
οἴκαδ’ ἀποστείχειν ἔρδειν θ’ ἱερὰς ἑκατόμβας
ἀθανάτοισι θεοῖσι, τοὶ οὐρανὸν εὐρὺν ἔχουσι,
πᾶσι μάλ’ ἑξείης· θάνατος δέ τοι ἐξ ἁλὸς αὐτῷ
ἀβληχρὸς μάλα τοῖος ἐλεύσεται, ὅς κέ σε πέφνῃ
γήρᾳ ὕπο λιπαρῷ ἀρημένον· ἀμφὶ δὲ λαοὶ
ὄλβιοι ἔσσονται· τὰ δέ τοι νημερτέα εἴρω.

When another traveler, meeting you on the road, says that you have a
winnowing-fan on your shoulder, then fix the broad oar in the earth, and
make fine offerings to lord Poseidon—a ram, a bull, and a boar, mounter
of sows; then turn back homeward and perform holy hecatombs to the
immortal gods who hold broad heaven, to all of them in order. Death will
come to you yourself from the sea, of a truly easy sort, and it will slay you
overcome by sleek old age; the people around you will be prosperous. These
things I say to you are true.

Teiresias’ prediction, extending as it does beyond the horizon of the poem’s
conclusion, has over the centuries invited endless speculation2; most important for this discussion, however, is not the “solution” to Teiresias’ riddle
but its centrifugal force in an otherwise relentlessly centripetal narrative.
Returning home, it turns out, is only the proximate goal for Odysseus, and
so suggests that this poem will conclude as it began, in medias res. Teiresias’
prophecy thus anticipates Dante’s Ulysses, whose identity is inextricably
bound up in his curiosity, his desire to know—who he is and his desire for
knowledge are fundamentally reciprocal functions of his self-understanding.
Although the prophecy of Teiresias concerning Odysseus’ peaceful death
and the description Dante’s Ulysses gives of his own destruction could
hardly be more different, the two poems are united in their emphasis on
2. For a summary, see Heubeck and Hoekstra (1989) on Od. 11.121–37; for a reading that suggests the narrative significance of the prophecy, see Peradotto (1990, 59–93).
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the hero’s boundless desire to assert his identity by going beyond the limits
of what is known by other mortals.3
The centrifugal Ulysses imagined by Dante appears on first consideration, then, to be diametrically opposed to the centripetal Odysseus of
Homer, for whom the homeward journey is definitive: the Odyssey repeatedly suggests that the disintegration of identity that Odysseus suffers on his
way home can only be overcome by a successful return. Yet this centripetal
movement itself is at odds with Teiresias’ prophecy, and so invites reconsideration of Odysseus’ fate in Homer and the epic cycle. The link between
home and identity that drives so much of the Odyssey’s action is, after all,
temporary, and conditioned by the hero’s will to survive; but the same confirmation of identity that a stable home brings to Odysseus also closes off
his future, a contradiction inherent in the poem’s focus on nostos that both
Odysseus and his poet appear to acknowledge in the Odyssey’s final book.
The possibility of Dante’s Ulysses begins, then, in Homer’s poem, where
centripetal and centrifugal forces converge in the impulse to establish the
hero’s identity.

Part Two: Nostos and Nostalgia
I begin with this reflection on Dante’s Ulysses since it illustrates so effectively the dynamics of transformation and appropriation that characterize the processes of reception; it can also, I think, help us to understand
the ironies and internal tensions of a far more recent manifestation of the
nostos-theme and its link with identity, as well as with the ways in which
the Odyssey’s central concern with identity continues to shape modern discourses about the contingent self. The Odyssey functions, I suggest, as a primary intertext for the current television drama Mad Men, a series created
and produced by Matthew Weiner and aired on AMC in the United States,
and on BBC-4 in the United Kingdom.4 The series, which has received
numerous honors in the entertainment industry for everything from its
strong cast to its uncannily perfect sets and costumes, combines a “thick
description” of historically, culturally, and sociologically recognizable con3. Dante’s innovation in the depiction of Ulysses strongly influenced Tennyson, who in his
poem Ulysses (1833) imagines the hero’s valedictory to Ithaca as he leaves it for the last time “to
seek a newer world.” That poem provides the title for this essay. For the role of Tennyson’s poem in
the transmission and reinterpretation of both Homer’s Odysseus and Dante’s Ulysses, see also Hall
(2008, 78, 210–13).
4. Airing began in 2007 in the United States, in 2008 in the United Kingdom.
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text with a complex fictional narrative set in 1960s New York and centering
on a group of advertising executives whose professional and personal lives
and identities reflect and indeed help to shape an era of profound change.
Mad Men’s central character, Don Draper, takes advantage of the rapid
changes defining the era as a means to transform his identity and so to create a place for himself in the world of the present; like Odysseus, he leaves
his home to fight in a faraway war, surviving its traumas, physical and psychological, only to return years later profoundly changed by his experiences.
In the following discussion, I shall suggest that Draper, like Odysseus, is a
man whose identity is determined in the first place by the power of nostos,
the centripetal force that links home and identity. I shall return later in this
essay to consider how Draper’s character also incorporates the centrifugal
Ulysses, problematizing the very desire for self and self-knowledge that it
idealizes; but first, let us turn to Homer.
Anna Bonifazi’s recent discussion of the meaning of nostos clarifies the
connection between nostos and identity; as she puts it: “The basic concept
underlying the uses and meanings of nostos and its cognates in Homer as
well as in later poetry is the idea of escaping death and saving oneself. . . .
‘Saving oneself from any lethal danger, surviving’ is what I call the core
of the meaning.”5 The real issue for both Odysseus and Draper is the tension embedded in the closely linked ideas of return and of saving oneself:
return to (as) what? and saving what self? Heraclitus’ claim (fr. 49a D-K)
that it is impossible for a person to step into the same river twice suggests that those who survive and return from war can never really return to
themselves, at least not to any unchanging and stable identities that existed
before the war—for those identities cannot survive without the vast network of circumstances, shared knowledge, and social interaction that have
supported and sustained them; those identities are actually not fixed at all
in and of themselves, but are fragile, volatile, and uniquely susceptible to all
the changes that separation in time and space can entail. At the same time,
the strong thematic and narrative similarities that link these two characters
also bring out the very different meaning of saving oneself in the traditional
culture of Homer’s heroic age, in which κλέος (kleos, “glory”) is the one
commodity that can ensure survival even after death, and in mid-twentiethcentury America, where the democratic myth of the self-made man, the
nobody who can be someone, holds sway.
As the first season of Mad Men opens, the focus is on the fictional New
York advertising firm of Sterling Cooper. Many period details set the stage,
5. Bonifazi (2009, 506; cf. also 492–93).
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from the account executives’ idle speculation regarding the possible effect on
one of their premier clients, Lucky Strike, of recent concerns about the dangers of tobacco6 to the Nixon–Kennedy TV debates that will appear fleetingly later in the season.7 Don Draper, a mid-level advertising executive, is
a rising star in the firm, and before long will become its creative director;
his skill lies not so much in finding new accounts, nor in design and layout,
however, as in creative vision—that is, in coming up with the big idea, the
theme, the “story” that the best advertising campaigns are capable of. His
strategic brilliance is evident in a number of different advertising campaigns
that the firm develops; but his gift with words, images, and emotions is on
fullest display in the final episode from season 1, when representatives from
Eastman Kodak are shopping around a new design for a wheel-shaped slide
projector to the various advertising firms on Madison Avenue. Don presents
the Sterling Cooper pitch; in the process, he displays a gift for story-telling
that, like Odysseus’ narrative at the court of the Phaeacians (Od. 9–12),
simultaneously conceals and reveals his own identity through an intimate
yet carefully controlled presentation of his autobiography. The setting is a
conference room, with two Kodak employees and four ad executives present. Once the lights are lowered, the only sound, besides the whir and click
of the slide projector, is Don’s voiceover. I excerpt here the dialogue of the
scene in its entirety:
Eastman Kodak executive #1: “So, have you figured out a way to work
the wheel into it?”
Eastman Kodak executive #2: “We know it’s hard, because wheels
aren’t seen as exciting technology, even though they are the original.”
Draper: “Well, technology is a glittering lure, but, um, there’s the rare
occasion when the public can be engaged on the level beyond flash,
if they have a sentimental bond with the product. My first job, I was
in-house at a fur company, with this old pro copywriter, a Greek
named Teddy. . . . And Teddy told me the most important idea in
advertising is ‘new.’ It creates an itch. You simply put your product
6. The 1950s and early 1960s saw a major shift in the public perception of tobacco-smoking,
as well as the publication of a number of important studies of its physical effects. These include,
e.g., the first lawsuit against a tobacco company alleging that its product had caused a person’s lung
cancer and subsequent death, filed in June 1954 (Cooper v. R. J. Reynolds); and the publication in
1964 of “Smoking and Health: Report of the Advisory Committee to the Surgeon General of the
Public Health Service,” the first official government document to address the health concerns related
to tobacco use. See http://www.tobacco.org/resources/history/Tobacco_History20–2.html for other
relevant chronology and links to a text of the first Surgeon General’s report and its successors.
7. The first debate took place on Sept. 26, 1960. Clips can now be viewed on YouTube.
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in there, as a kind of . . . calamine lotion. He also talked about . . . a
deeper bond with the product: nostalgia. It’s delicate . . . but potent.”
Draper (makes an aside to the secretary, who turns out the lights as the slide
projector goes on): “Sweetheart.”
[Don begins the slide show, which continues as he speaks. The images, all taken
from his own domestic life, include: his two children on a seesaw, smiling;
himself and his wife sharing the same hot dog; himself pushing his son
on a swing, as they laugh; himself, eyes closed, as he puts his head on the
abdomen of his pregnant wife while she laughs; his two children making
funny faces while being pulled in a wagon; himself carrying his daughter
on his neck and shoulders, as she holds her mouth open in excitement;
himself and his daughter asleep on the couch, presumably after exhausting
play, while his son stands nearby, grinning; himself with his wife holding
a baby, sitting together on the couch and smiling; himself and his wife on
their wedding day, as he carries her, presumably over the threshold; a slide
advertising the Carousel projector; himself kissing his wife on a past New
Year’s Eve (the decorations include a crown worn by Don, on which “56”
is faintly discernible).]
Draper (continuing, as the images described above slowly move across the
screen): “Teddy told me that in Greek ‘nostalgia’ literally means the
pain from an old wound. It’s a twinge in your heart, far more powerful
than memory alone. This device isn’t a space ship; it’s a time machine.
It goes backwards, and forwards; it takes us to a place where we ache
to go again. It’s not called the Wheel: it’s called the Carousel. It lets
us travel the way a child travels: around and around, and back home
again, to a place where we know we’re loved.”
[There is a long silence following the last slide, and one of Draper’s younger
colleagues hurriedly escapes from the room in tears. The lights then go back
on, as the ad executives react in stunned silence to the moving display of
images they have just seen.]
Duck Phillips (one of Draper’s senior colleagues): “Good luck at your
next meeting.”

I want to draw particular attention to three features of Don’s presentation: first, there is his mention of his Greek colleague Teddy, an “old pro
copywriter” and, as the episode itself indicates, an important mentor for
the young Draper. The reference by Don to an etymologizing Greek mentor is an arch gesture, I suggest, hinting at the ways in which etymological play will contribute to the Homeric resonance of the plot; its explicit
operation here, as we shall see, illustrates both the freedom with which
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an Homeric idea has been appropriated for Mad Men and the traditional
impulse that underlies it. A second and closely connected point is the etymology of the word nostalgia, which Don attributes to Teddy: “remembering the pain of an old wound.” This curious etymology reflects neither the
actual meaning of the word’s component parts nor its common usage, but
reveals the word’s special relevance to Don’s identity. Nostalgia, a neologism
that first appears in the late seventeenth century,8 has its roots in the two
Greek words νόστος (nostos, “return home”) and ἄλγος (algos, “pain”). In
common usage, the compound suggests the pain of wanting to go home,
and of not being able to go home; nostalgia is essentially the pain caused
by memory, especially the memory that makes one simultaneously eager
to go back in time and aware that this is impossible. The phrase “the old
wound” is Don’s novel addition to the word’s definition, not etymologically
supported—but an evocation, I think, of the scar that Odysseus bears as
a memento of a youthful hunting-wound, and that at Odyssey 19.386–475
reveals his identity to his old nurse Eurycleia. In Don’s case, the wound—a
fatal wound—is the thing that has made his current life possible, that has
brought him to this place, at this time, as shrewd manipulator of the words
and images that define effective advertising.
Before I describe the defining wound further, however, I want to turn
to a third feature of this scene. An artful singer of tales, Don uses episodes
from his own life, as captured in the slides he displays, to create a compelling narrative of longing and loss, lovingly detailing the life events—marriage, children, the simple joys of family life—that define him. Both the
idea of the return home that is achieved not without pain, as the old Greek
said, and the fictionalization of his own life into a story with the power
to move others, in turn evoke the epic narrative of Odysseus’ return home
after the Trojan war, and of his experiences of loss, his rebirth after years
of wandering, his masterful storytelling, his reunion with wife and son—
i.e., his unceasing effort to save himself. The power of Don’s advertising
pitch is almost palpable, like the power of an Homeric bard to move his
audience to tears; indeed, one of Don’s colleagues, whose own marriage
is on the rocks, runs out of the room with tears in his eyes as a result of
Don’s sales pitch, not wanting the fellows from Kodak to see his emotional
display. Here we should recall Odysseus’ reaction to the tales of the Trojan
war sung by the Phaeacian bard Demodocus and featuring Odysseus himself; he is brought to tears twice, and twice tries to conceal his emotion, at
8. Boym (2001, 3–4); Matt (2007, 469–71) offers a useful survey of the invention and changing
definitions of nostalgia over the past four centuries.
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least in part because it would otherwise reveal much—perhaps too much—
about him (Od. 8.83–95, 521–34).
Odysseus’ instinctive urge to protect himself—to conceal his emotions—prefigures the code of conduct Don will invoke in a scene from
season 3, episode 1, when, after learning inadvertently of another colleague’s
dangerous secret—namely, that he is a closeted gay man in the profoundly
homophobic world of 1960s America—Don articulates an advertising slogan that serves simultaneously as shrewd advice: “Limit your exposure.”
Ostensibly a clever tag-line for a new advertising campaign for London
Fog raincoats, the words also offer both solace and a warning to Don’s colleague; and on yet another level they indicate how the art of concealment,
one of Odysseus’ most finely-honed talents, has allowed Don—who bears
the speaking surname Draper—to manage and control his own identity.9 In
a clever discussion of the importance of concealing identity for Odysseus,
Austin comments:
A man who is always suspicious of possible treachery, who provokes the
hostility of gods and men, and is absent from his home for twenty years
has good reason to shield his identity. But Odysseus is blessed with friends
who respect the name tabus as much as he. Those closest to him treat his
name as a treasure which must be shielded from vulgar display, protecting
the man by repressing the name.10

As we shall see, Austin’s words might also be applied, mutatis mutandis, to
Don Draper. Suppression of one’s name as a survival tactic is indeed central
to the stories of both of the characters; I therefore want to turn briefly to
the importance of names in both narratives.
It turns out that the pain of an old wound is a key to Don’s identity.
In his narrative of the returning stranger, Homer draws special attention
to the etymology of Odysseus’ name, associating it with the unusual verb
ὀδύσασθαι (odusasthai, “to hate/to be hateful,” Od. 19.407; cf. 1.62); and it
is clear from his grandfather Autolycus’ speech choosing and etymologizing
this name that our hero’s troublesome character is part of his destiny (Od.
19.405–9):
9. On the concealment of Odysseus, see Schein (1996, 22–24). An important precedent for
Don’s “draping” appears in Odyssey 14, when Odysseus, still in disguise, asks Eumaeus for a cloak to
use as a blanket; the banter between the two can be read as a metatextual comment on the “cloaking” provided by Odysseus’ disguise (as well as a covert form of recognition: see Murnaghan [1987a,
108–10]).
10. Austin (1972, 5).
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τὴν δ’ αὖτ’ Αὐτόλυκος ἀπαμείβετο φώνησέν τε·
‘γαμβρὸς ἐμὸς θυγάτηρ τε, τίθεσθ’ ὄνομ’ ὅττι κεν εἴπω·
πολλοῖσιν γὰρ ἐγώ γε ὀδυσσάμενος τόδ’ ἱκάνω,
ἀνδράσιν ἠδὲ γυναιξὶν ἀνὰ χθόνα πουλυβότειραν·
τῷ δ’ Ὀδυσεὺς ὄνομ’ ἔστω ἐπώνυμον . . . ’

Then Autolycus spoke to [his daughter] and replied:
“My son-in-law and daughter, give him the name which I will tell you:
for I come to this place hateful (odussamenos) to many,
both to men and to women, across the fertile earth;
therefore let a fitting name, Odysseus, be his. . . . ”

The play on words between the participle odussamenos and the name Odys
seus (for which Fitzgerald [Odyssey (1961)] has offered the clever translation
“odium and distrust”) is obvious, though difficult to capture in a single
rendering. As Dimock has suggested, however, the further association of
ὀδύσασθαι with ὀδύνη (odunē, “pain”) is also an important dimension
of Odysseus’ name and character, and the ideas of inflicting pain (i.e.,
understanding the word as having an active sense) and of experiencing it
(i.e., giving it a passive sense) are both logical extensions of its association
with hate.11 The loss of his companions over the years, not on every occasion but frequently precipitated by his actions, and his own brush with
death at sea in Odyssey 5 are evidence of the fact that Odysseus polutropos
has been on both sides of the inflicting of pain during the war years. In
another way, so has Don—but now I shall identify him by his real name,
Dick Whitman, for Don Draper is an assumed name that becomes his as
he inhabits it. The young Dick Whitman, we learn in a series of flashbacks,
left his grim upbringing behind and enlisted in the army in time to serve
in Korea; there, in the wake of his own fatal mistake, he took the dogtags,
and so the identity, of his dead commander, Donald Draper. The wound,
then, that defines our Draper’s identity is the wound—inflicted unintentionally by Whitman—that kills the real Don Draper in Korea, and from
which the new Don Draper emerges; in abandoning his identity as Whitman and assuming that of Draper, Don finds the only way possible to create a new identity, and to separate himself from his past. The centrifugal
movement of this event also separates Don from Odysseus, although, as
we shall see, the past will not entirely loosen its hold on Don.
11. Dimock (1956) is invaluable, albeit quirky; see also W. B. Stanford (1952), Austin (1972),
Clay (1983, 54–65), and Peradotto (1990, 94–170) for important discussions of Odysseus’ name;
and cf. Schein (1996, 22 n. 39) for more general discussions of Homeric names.
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After receiving a purple heart, Don, as he now calls himself, is sent
back stateside, entrusted with the task of delivering the casket containing
Dick Whitman’s body (that is, the body that is in fact not Dick Whitman’s
but that bears Whitman’s name as a result of Whitman’s/Draper’s identityswitching) to Whitman’s family. In a scene from season 1, episode 12, we see
the enactment of Don’s decision to inhabit his new identity by not returning
home:
Train conductor (announcing the stop): “Bunbury.”
Draper’s fellow officer: “This is us, Lieutenant.”
[Don hesitates; looking out the window, he sees several members of his fam
ily, including his young half-brother Adam, awaiting the arrival of Dick
Whitman’s body.]
Draper’s fellow officer: “Lieutenant Draper?”
Draper: “Just go; I can’t.”
Draper’s fellow officer: “OK.”
[The casket is slowly carried from the train, and a folded American flag is
given, ceremoniously, to the undertaker.]
Adam: (looking into the train and seeing Don): “There he is! I see him!”
Whitman’s stepmother’s husband: “Who?”
Adam: “Dick! He’s on the train. I see him!”
Whitman’s stepmother’s husband: “No, he’s right here” (gestures to
the casket).
Adam: “But I saw him. I saw him in the window over there—”
Whitman’s stepmother (abruptly): “Stop it. No more of that.”
[Back on the train, an attractive fellow passenger notices Draper’s reverie as
he gazes out the window, and addresses him.]
Female passenger: “It must be hard for you. Did you know him?”
Draper (pausing): “A little.”
Female passenger: “You got your whole life ahead of you. Forget that
boy in the box.” (She stands, and her tone changes from sympathetic to
flirtatious.) “Look at you. Let me buy a soldier a drink.”
[Draper starts to follow her, but looks out the window once more and catches
sight of his half-brother, now breaking loose from the stepmother’s husband
and running towards the train as it pulls out of the station. Their eyes
meet.]
Adam: “Dick!”
[Draper turns away.]
Adam: “Dick!” (sigh)
[Don follows the female passenger into the bar car; the last thing we see is his
back as he walks away.]
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The crucial nature of this scene is triggered in the first place by the conductor’s announcement of the station stop, Bunbury (spoken over a PA
system, and almost disappearing into the background): though not easily found on any physical map, Bunbury does appear as a person’s name
in Oscar Wilde’s 1894 play The Importance of Being Earnest, in which one
character reveals to another that he has invented the name Bunbury for
a nonexistent alter ego whom he uses to avoid unwelcome situations and
obligations. The name Bunbury is then used as a signal between these two
characters that allows the audience—but not the other characters in the
play—to know when either character is exploiting the confusion between
himself and his alter ego.12 The name as it is used here serves a similar purpose, alerting the audience to the shifting of Don’s identity that is about
to be made permanent while anticipating the ways in which the rest of the
characters can, even without knowing it, endorse his transformation. With
this scene, the narrative of Mad Men suggests that the equation of a physical person with his (or her) identity is, at least at times, illusory, and that
the power of convention to sustain a convincing new identity in the face of
conflicting evidence will trump any challenge. No one at the station except
for the young Adam even looks at the officer remaining on the train, and
no one gives credence to Adam’s assertion that Dick is there, and alive; the
official report of Whitman’s death and the casket before them silence any
further questions, except, that is, from the most unreliable witness of all,
a young boy.
	Homer knows and exploits the power of convention to obscure identity
when he depicts Odysseus’ arrival at the palace in Ithaca, disguised as he
is as a beggar (Od. 17): none of the suitors suspects who he is because his
disguise is so convincing, and the lies that he himself tells to explain his
sorry state are far more credible, it seems, than the truth. Only one character is not fooled by the disguise: Odysseus’ faithful old hunting dog Argos,
now long retired and so wretched that he has been relegated to a dungheap (Od. 17.290–327). Nonetheless, when his long-lost master approaches,
Argos recognizes him—and thereby Homer signals to his audience that we,
like Argos, can know the real Odysseus. Don’s half-brother Adam plays,
mutatis mutandis, the same role for Don that Argos plays for Odysseus: he
knows the truth, and so confirms for the viewer that the man who now calls
himself Don was once Dick Whitman.13 Yet there is an important difference
12. Though the idea of identity-shifting is important throughout the play, the scenes most
relevant to Bunbury appear at act 1, lines 175–260 and act 2, lines 772–91 in Raby (1995). I hope to
develop the connections between Wilde’s play and Mad Men more fully elsewhere.
13.	Edward Gottfried, Bowdoin class of 2011, suggested this identification to me in conversation; I am grateful for his shared enthusiasm.
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separating these two parallel scenes, too, that reflects the tension between
centripetal and centrifugal narrative trajectories: when Don turns his back
on his half-brother, he also turns his back on his past, and so tempts the
audience to equate that action with a decision to turn his back upon himself
and his identity. I suggest, however, that his turn away from his family and
his past is actually something much more dynamic, and much richer in significance not only for him as a character but also for the historical dimension of his nostos in the context of American history in the mid-twentieth
century. Don’s choice to turn away from, rather than to return to, his past
reframes his alienation as a provocation to create something new—a nostalgic fiction that is also a new self.14
I have already noted the aptness of Don’s new identity as Don Draper
for his ability to conceal his past as he creates his present. The name
Draper, opportunistically acquired, is fortuitous: “draping” is an ideal metaphor for the new identity in which Dick Whitman has wrapped himself.15
When the Cyclops, seeking revenge for the blinding inflicted by Odysseus
and his men in the episode recounted in Odyssey 9, asks Odysseus for his
name so that it can be properly invoked in a curse, Odysseus too assumes
a name, Οὖτις (Outis, “Nobody”)16; without his attacker’s true name, the
Cyclops is unable to call down the wrath of Poseidon on Odysseus, and
can only lament that he has been injured by Nobody. But as Odysseus
gradually discovers during his homeward journey, the loss of ties to his
past can also entail the loss of a future that the absence of kleos signifies. As he loses his companions, he loses all those who share with him a
knowledge of his past achievements and who have the ability, if they wish,
to pass that knowledge on to their descendants. Being Outis, after all,
while a useful stratagem for avoiding the Cyclops, can also become a selffulfilling prophecy; and the Odysseus who finds himself alone except for
Calypso (herself a “draper” of men, etymologically speaking17) in Odyssey
14. Cf. L. P. Hartley’s 1953 novel, The Go-Between, which features a first-person narrator who
reconstructs his past as he looks through a box of mementos; he opens with the famous line, “The
past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” The motif of a box of mementos appears
in Mad Men as well, in the box of photos and other memorabilia that Adam sends to Don before
committing suicide (season 1, episode 11). Don’s periodic examination of these items serves as a narrative trigger for several of the flashbacks in the series.
15. See also n. 9 above.
16. In Homer’s text, μή τις sometimes takes the place of Outis, when the syntax would normally
require μή (or a μή-compound) to negate a clause instead of οὐ (or an οὐ-compound): see Od.
9.405–6, 408, 410, 414, 422. There is of course a further play on words here, as Odysseus’ μῆτις (mêtis,
“shrewdness”) is one of his defining characteristics; see Clay (1983, 119–20).
17. Cf. Schein (1996, 22–24) on Calypso and the verb καλύπτειν (kaluptein, “conceal”) in the
Odyssey.
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5 is dangerously close to taking an irretraceable step into oblivion. When
Odysseus decides, therefore, to reclaim his identity by continuing his journey home, he abandons the possibility of a pseudonymous existence and,
as Bonifazi suggests, so saves himself. A complementary process of rejection and acceptance of identity, of turning back and looking forward, is
enacted in Mad Men, when the character born18 Dick Whit-man, that is,
“nothing-man,”19 takes hold of the new identity he is in the process of creating in order to save himself when he turns his gaze away from his past
and towards the new person he will become. For the modern hero, the
past is truly a foreign country, and only the “memory of an old wound”
remains.

Part Three: Journeys
Identity in isolation is, Homer suggests, a logical puzzle, experienced by
Odysseus as, in the course of his wandering, he loses his companions, his
“social network,” one by one. His encounters with Scylla, the Cyclops, and
Circe, among others, all illustrate in some way his cleverness, his astuteness,
and his will to survive; but they all also incur the loss of his comrades, until
in a great shipwreck they are all killed except him and he washes ashore on
the island of the seductive nymph Calypso. Odysseus is hardly immune to
her attractions, as his own mention of his seven-year stay with her makes
clear (Od. 7.259); but when we meet Odysseus in Odyssey 5, he is at the end
of his time with her, and is now overwhelmed by a desire to return home—
a desire for nostos.
Odysseus’ increasing isolation over the course of his journey threatens a
permanent erasure closer to that of Trimalchio’s Sibyl20 than to any immor18. Dick Whitman’s given name involves yet another “speaking” pun: the name is a sort of
in-joke, shared only by his birth-mother (who died in childbirth) and the midwife who delivers the
newborn infant to the house of his father. As Mrs. Whitman takes the infant from the midwife,
she asks the baby’s name; the midwife, aware of the curses called down by the dying mother on the
baby’s father, remembers the mother’s threat to castrate him and alludes to it in providing the child’s
name (season 3, episode 1).
19. For the etymology of whit, see Allen (2008, s.v., “a 16c word derived ultimately from an
Old English form meaning ‘a thing or creature of unknown origin,’ is commonly used in both BrE
and AmE in the phrase not a whit or no whit [= not at all, by no means]”).
20. Compare Athena’s words describing Odysseus’ situation at Od. 1.59, θανέειν ἱμείρεται
(thaneein himeiretai, “he wants to die”) with Petronius, Sat. 48.8, nam Sibyllam quidem Cumis ego
ipse oculis meis vidi in ampulla pendere, et cum illi pueri dicerent: Sibulla, τὶ θέλεις; respondebat illa:
ἀποθανεῖν θέλω (“Indeed, I myself saw with my own eyes the Sibyl at Cumae hanging in a bottle,
and when the boys said to her, ‘What do you want?,’ she responded, ‘I want to die’"; this anecdote is
used by T. S. Eliot in his epigraph to The Waste Land).]
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tality we can imagine; likewise, Don’s isolation, increasing during the second season of Mad Men, culminates with his own self-willed disappearing
act (season 2, episodes 11–12). Don joins a colleague on a business trip to
California, where they are to meet with executives in the aircraft industry;
but the business trip is quickly hijacked by a tribe of faintly fraudulent
jet-setters, who do not work for a living or otherwise occupy themselves
with anything but pleasure, and who seem to exist on nothing other than
fine food, drink, and “free love.” These Lotus-Eaters recall that strange and
ominous tribe described by Homer as people who, in the process of eating
the lotus, lose all desire to return home, or even to send a message back, all
memory of nostos gone forever (Od. 9.94–102). The most seductive member of the group is a beautiful young woman named Joy, who combines
the transformational magic of Circe with the seductive allure of the Sirens.
Don, at first all business, quickly falls under her spell; when she invites him
to join her on a trip to Palm Springs, he hesitantly accepts her invitation,
gradually casting caution to the wind:
[Don is getting a drink at the bar when Joy enters, her gaze focused on Don.
She walks toward him steadily and purposefully, knowing he is transfixed.]
Don: “Hello.”
Joy: “I think you’re happy to see me.”
[Don smiles at her, but says nothing.]
“Well, take a good look; I have to be on my way.” (She turns away, then back
again.) “Are you working?”
Don: “Yes.”
Joy: “That’s too bad. I’m going to Palm Springs. You should come with
me.”
Don: “I don’t know about that.”
Joy (comes close to Don and lowers her voice): “Why would you deny yourself something you want?”
[Joy then walks away towards a sleek white convertible, where a waiting bell
man opens the driver’s door for her. She gets in. Don watches her as she ties
her hair in a scarf, adjusts the mirror, and starts the engine. Then, slowly
but deliberately, he walks towards the car, and gets in.]
Joy: “You want to get your things?”
Don (putting on sunglasses): “No.”

They drive off, and Don leaves no word for his colleague regarding his
whereabouts. He has become invisible.
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Don stays with Joy for about a week, but the difference in their ages,
as well as the strange inertia that seems to possess Joy’s companions, makes
him restless; it is also not yet time to return home, however. Instead, he
continues on to the home of another woman in California—Anna Draper,
the widow of the man whose identity he assumed during the Korean War.
We quickly discover through a series of flashbacks (season 2, episodes 11 and
12) that he and Anna know each other well; she is one of the few people,
of course, who is in a position to realize that he cannot possibly be Don
Draper, since the real Don Draper is dead; but Whitman/Draper has been
supporting her for years in order to sustain his new identity, and so she
has never challenged his masquerade. Don now takes advantage of their
unique and secret friendship to remain invisible for a while longer, and stays
with her in homely domestic comfort. After the passage of an indeterminate
amount of time, we see Don and Anna together, much like an old married
couple; he is finishing up a minor carpentry repair, and she, sitting on the
couch in her bathrobe, playfully extends a pack of tarot cards toward him.
Like Calypso, the woman who loses Odysseus but helps him nonetheless to
find his way home, she reads his fate in the cards as she interprets a tarot
hand for him. He, meanwhile, demonstrates his own readiness to leave as
he finishes fixing a kitchen chair—a readiness for action that suggests the
raft-building that Odysseus undertakes, with Calypso’s help, as he prepares
to resume his nostos (Od. 5.228–68):
Don (looking skeptically at the tarot deck): “That’s an ink blot. You see what
you want to see.”
Anna: “You don’t have to pick them. Just put your palm on the deck.”
[Don does so, and then finishes with the chair as Anna lays out the cards.]
Don (picking up a book of poems by Frank O’Hara, Meditations in an
Emergency 21): “Did you read it?”
Anna: “I did. Reminded me of New York; and it made me worry about
you.”
Don (after a pause): “What about the cards? Should I be worried?”
Anna: “It’s all here. You’re definitely in a strange place. But here is the
sun.” (She points to a card.)
Don ( pointing to another card, with the title “Judgement” ): “That can’t be
good.”
Anna: “It is.”
21. O’Hara’s Meditations in an Emergency was published in 1957 in New York by Grove Press.
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Don: “It’s the end of the world!”
Anna: “It’s the resurrection. . . . Do you want to know what this means
or not?”
Don: “No, I don’t.” (He gazes out the window.) “I can smell the ocean.”
Anna: “This is the one.” (She points to a card depicting a woman.)
Don: “Who’s she?”
Anna (first speaking playfully, but then becoming serious): “She’s the soul of
the world. . . . She’s in a very important spot here. This is you, what
you are bringing to the reading. She says you are part of the world. Air,
water . . . every living thing is connected to you.”
Don: “It’s a nice thought.”
Anna: “It is.”
Don: “What does it mean?”
Anna: “It means . . . the only thing keeping you from being happy is the
belief that you are alone.”
Don: “What if that’s true?”
Anna: “Then you can change.”
Don: “People don’t change.”
Anna: “I think she stands for wisdom. As you live, you learn things.”
[Don quietly looks out the window.]

As the scene closes, Anna’s gentle suggestion that he reintegrate himself
back into the world, back into his family and with the people who, however contingently, know him, lingers in the air. Indeed, it sends him back
to New York—but not before Mad Men makes one final visual gesture to
the Odyssey. When Odysseus leaves Calypso, he does so with nothing but
the raft he has built for himself. He floats at sea for about three weeks, near
the end of which he almost dies in a cataclysmic storm provoked by Poseidon; but the sea goddess Leucothea takes mercy on him, and gives him an
immortal scarf, thanks to which he is safely washed ashore at Scheria, his
final stop before Ithaca (Od. 5.282–493). This episode has been interpreted
since antiquity as an allegory of rebirth, with the sea as a sort of womb
that protects him until he is ready to be born.22 The imagery of rebirth is
captured in Mad Men both visually and aurally in the final scene before
Don’s reemergence in New York. Don walks slowly down a beach towards
the water, clad only in trousers. As he enters the water and the waves rise
to meet him, he closes his eyes and stands firm; the only sound is that of
the breaking waves, until a song begins, slowly becoming louder. It is a
22. See Frame (1978, 1–20) and Schein (1996, 21–24) for the history of the scene’s interpretation.
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country spiritual, “Cup of Loneliness,” about rebirth in Christ, by George
Jones23:
I see Christian pilgrim,
soul redeemed from sin,
called out of darkness
a new life to begin . . .

The resurrection spoken of by Anna during the tarot-reading has come to
pass, and Don is now ready to return to New York and to integrate himself
back into the life he has created there.24

Part Four: In medias res
When Odysseus decides to leave Calypso and in the process to refuse her
offer of immortality, he does so with full awareness that he is choosing
death—but also thereby choosing kleos, the glory that can only come from
the eternal celebration of his achievements that he will win for himself
upon his return home. When Odysseus finally throws off the beggar’s disguise and leaps onto the threshold of his palace, confidently holding his
old bow (Od. 22.1–2), he becomes fully himself once again and claims his
old identity before all; the centripetal force that has driven him to Ithaca
from Troy is the power of tradition, making him long to be himself to
the fullest. For Odysseus, selfhood and identity are bound up together;
his name, with all of its rich polyvalence, can be no one else’s, and the
pseudonyms he opportunistically assumes during his homeward journey
are only temporary conveniences, pale approximations of the person Argos
recognizes as Odysseus.
For Don Draper, conversely, the process of becoming himself is indeed
a process that entails shedding one identity, and the name that goes with
it, and assuming another permanently—at least as permanently as anything
he can hold onto in a transitory world. For Don, disguise is identity: as
he moves from being “nothing-man” to being Draper, he enters upon a
23. The song appeared on George Jones’s album Country Church Time (Mercury Records), recorded in 1959.
24. Like the developments following Odysseus’ arrival in Ithaca in Odyssey 13, the details of the
“new life to begin” for Don lie outside the scope of this essay; yet while the paths of the two men
diverge in some ways as their subsequent lives unfold, the tensions between old and new, between
same and other, and between identity and existence that give their respective narratives the comparable shape examined here establish a pattern-sequence with enduring consequences for both men.
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new life that enables him to dwell fully in the twentieth century, a life of
self-fashioning and of turning away from the past, driven by a centrifugal imperative. To save himself, he must escape from himself and become
someone else, and so exemplify the dominant narrative of postwar America
by making something of himself, something from nothing. In its movement
away from the cyclical rhythms of Odysseus’ nostos, this narrative could
hardly be more different from Homer’s; yet in their shared concern with
the struggle of the individual to claim a place for himself in the world, the
two are remarkably similar narratives of losing and finding oneself again.
When the Odyssey ends, Odysseus’ journey ends, too, at least for a
while, though Teiresias’ prophecy, as I suggested earlier, ensures that the
story can never really come to an end so long as Odysseus remains Odysseus; he will find another narrative eventually, or invent one. So in Mad
Men, Don’s return from California is not really the end of his search to
discover how Dick Whitman and Don Draper can coexist. Don’s desire
to push his old self away and to embody his disguise is another unending
work in progress, a restless mixture of half-understood longings and fears
that feeds his unconquerable “passion to gain experience of the world and
of the vices and the worth of men” (l’ardore / . . . a divenir del mondo esperto,
/ e delli vizi umani e del valore, Dante, Inf. 26.97–99). For Don, too, new
narratives will replace the old ones; but his ability to manipulate those narratives, and to become them, allows him to participate in a tradition as old
as Homer.

P ar t IV


Post-Modern Returns to the Self


C h a p t e r 10

Sleeping Outside in Homer’s Odyssey
and W. G. Sebald’s The Emigrants
Alex Purves

W

e return every night to our beds. This is how it is for Telemachus,
who at the end of the first book of the Odyssey retires to a bedroom
whose loving description marks so clearly that this is, and always has been,
his home, and for Odysseus, who towards the end of the poem confirms
his identity by remembering his marriage bed before retiring there with
Penelope (Od. 23.181–204, 296; 1.425–44). In this essay I examine the concept of “coming home” by attempting to piece together how the bed that
we sleep in, or that we remember sleeping in, intersects with notions of
homeland, history, and self.1 Although the two texts I look at are strikingly
different (in the first place an archaic Greek epic poem, and in the second
a contemporary piece of novelistic fiction)2 they share important similarities which, especially when considered together, will illuminate what
is a central if underlying concern of both. I am referring to the practice,
engaged in by characters within both works, of sleeping outside. This activity, as I will go on to show, reads as an explicit rejection of the bedroom
1. On the tendency to revisit previous bedrooms through memory, see Bachelard (1964, 5):
“The house is not experienced from day to day only, on the thread of a narrative, or in the telling of
our own story. Through dreams, the various dwelling-places in our lives co-penetrate and retain the
treasures of former days.”
2. Sebald’s genres are notoriously difficult to classify. The Emigrants is a hybrid between a novel,
four connected short stories, and “documentary fiction.” As Sebald puts it in Campo Santo (p. 263):
“mein Medium ist die Prosa, nicht der Roman.”
213
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as well as a sign of alienation from home that runs counter to the quest to
“return” there.
W. G. Sebald’s The Emigrants, first published in German in 1993 as Die
Ausgewanderten, is a collection of four thematically interconnected stories about characters who have been separated from their homelands,3 and
whose experiences all touch on the plight of European Jews in the first half
of the twentieth century.4 Sometimes there are tiny coincidences, small railroad switches in Sebald’s text, where his characters’ journeys as emigrants
briefly run on the same tracks as Odysseus’, such as in the visiting card
left by Ambros Adelwarth in The Emigrants’ third story (fig. 10.1). But this
nod to the Odyssey by way of Ithaca, NY, is one of only a few momentary
intertexts with Homer in Sebald’s work.5 So it needs to be stated from the
outset that a straight comparison between Homer’s Odysseus and Sebald’s
emigrants would not take us very far. The circumstances and historical conditions of their separation from home are starkly different, as I will discuss
later on.
One final difference between The Emigrants and the Odyssey that will
be important for my argument is Sebald’s insertion of photographs within
his text, especially photographs of people set against landscapes. I will sug3. The four stories are consecutively titled “Dr Henry Selwyn” (about a Lithuanian Jew who
accidentally disembarked with his family in England as a child rather than staying on the boat to
America); “Paul Bereyter” (about the narrator’s German primary school teacher, barred from teaching during the Second World War because he was a quarter Jewish, but as a so-called Dreiviertelarier
or “three-quarter Aryan” also conscripted to fight for Hitler); “Ambros Adelwarth” (about the narrator’s great-uncle, a German emigrant to America in 1912 who becomes the traveling companion and
probable lover of the wealthy Cosmo Solomon); “Max Ferber” (about a Jewish German painter sent
as child in 1939 to an uncle in England. His parents are subsequently deported, fate unknown).
4. Although Odysseus’ wandering in the Odyssey is baneful and described using a passive form
of the verb πλάζω, and although he is an unwilling and reluctant traveler (Montiglio 2005), cast as
if in exile on Ogygia, for example, it is not my intention to draw a parallel between Odysseus and
any one of Sebald’s four emigrants. For one thing, Sebald’s characters move away from home (with
the exception of Paul Bereyter) while the Odyssey charts one character’s movement and (mostly)
successful integration back there. But see also Clingman (2009, 171–72) on Sebald, for whom “the
movement away is also a movement towards” (his emphasis).
5. The nod to the Odyssey is registered by the narrator after finding the visiting card (“It was
a while before I understood what he meant by Ithaca”) and also by scholars (Anderson 2003, 108;
Zilcosky 2004, 113; Sheppard 2009; cf. Zilcosky [2006, 691–93] for more possible Odyssean intertexts). But, as has been well documented, the choice of Ithaca is much more dependent on a strong
Nabokovian intertext that runs though the work (Curtin and Shrayer 2005; Kilbourn 2006; De la
Durantaye 2008) than on Homeric parallels. In addition to a brief mention of characters discussing
Homeric epic in The Rings of Saturn, p. 250 (there are also women in that work who, Penelope-like,
unpick their sewing), Sebald engages straightforwardly with the concept of an Odyssean nostos in
Vertigo (1990, Eng. trans. 1999), whose last story is entitled “Il ritorno in patria” after Monteverdi’s
opera on the homecoming of Ulysses (Zilcosky 2004, 106). But this story, too, undercuts any hope
of a seamless return to one’s homeland.
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Figure 10.1 “Have gone to Ithaca.” The Emigrants, p. 103. Images
from The Emigrants by W. G. Sebald. English translation copyright
1996 by W. G. Sebald and Michael Hulse. Originally published as Die
Ausgewanderten, copyright 1992 by W. G. Sebald, used by permission
of the Wylie Agency LLC.

gest that the position of the figures within these photographs can help to
elucidate the complex spatial and psychological attitudes of Sebald’s characters to the notion of homeland and home. Furthermore, I want to suggest
that these photographs may function in a way that is analogous to how
the spoken or sung word functions in Homeric epic. In Camera Lucida,
Barthes argues that the photograph has a deictic or indexical capacity that
“suggests the gesture of the child pointing his finger at something and saying: that, there it is, lo! but says nothing else” (Barthes [1980] 1981, 5).6 In
the same text, he also argues quite famously that the photograph represents
“the return of the dead” (9 and passim).7 I want to suggest that the photographs in The Emigrants emerge in interesting and surprising ways to bridge
the gulf between the oral poetry of Homer and the traditional form of a
6. See also (same page): “the Photograph is never anything but an antiphon of ‘Look,’ ‘See,’
‘Here it is’; it points a finger at certain vis-à-vis, and cannot escape this pure deictic language.” Burrows (forthcoming) examines what and where this “here” is in Sebald’s text and photographs.
7. Sebald uses the same language of his photographs in The Emigrants (pp. 45–46): “Again and
again, from front to back and from back to front, I leafed through the album that afternoon, and
since then I have returned to it time and again, because, looking at the pictures in it, it truly seemed
to me and still does, as if the dead were coming back, or as if we were on the point of joining them.”
See also p. 23: “and so they are ever returning to us, the dead,” discussed later in the paper.
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late twentieth-century novel (which, as I have mentioned, Sebald’s work
in some ways represents and in other way does not). In The Emigrants, the
photograph’s indexical function brings certain aspects of the narrative more
insistently forward from the past time of the story to the present moment
of reading. This calling forth of the past into the present through deictic, visualizing markers is also activated, as Bakker has shown, through the
voicing of key deictic terms within oral poetry.8 Homeric particles such as
ἆρα, for example, which serve to make the past act of narration more vivid
and present before an audience, might strangely resemble Sebald’s photographs in terms of their ability to allow the audience to visualize a moment
within a narrative through a different register of present time. I mention
this point not in order to argue it further within this paper, but to lay the
groundwork for a comparative reading that understands the photographs
as a device through which Sebaldian and Homeric poetics unexpectedly
connect.
Of the four men whose lives are narrated in The Emigrants, each has suffered some form of exile—from his nationality, his homeland, and often as
well his identity—and in each story this alienation from home is peculiarly
expressed through the act of lying down on the ground. For these characters, three of whose stories end in suicide, sleeping outside can mean a
number of different and often contradictory things, but for each it ends up
functioning as a key expression of isolation and alienation from home. As
we will see in the last story, to lie in the open air on the slopes of the Alps
with one’s father initially represents something wholly positive: a sense of
being truly at home, grounded in the Germanic concept of Heimat.9 But,
as always in The Emigrants, that sense is only presented as something that is
now irretrievably lost.
The Odyssey, for all the baneful wanderings of its hero, is never this pessimistic about the possibility of returning home. Yet why does it, too, portray
its characters so often sleeping outside? Do passages such as the one at the
end of Book 5, where Odysseus sleeps in a bed of leaves after having been
shipwrecked on Scheria (476–86), express nostalgia for his bed at home? Is
it part of the poem’s sustained yearning for return, or does it also express
something else—a pleasure in being far away, on the edge of the wilderness?

8. Bakker (1993, 15): “Epic narrative is typically presented as, in narratological terms, the de
scription of things seen, with the narrator (performer) posing as eyewitness . . . this descriptive quality
of epic is directly related to it being an oral genre, or being a matter of speech in performance.”
(Bakker’s emphasis).
9. On Sebald and Heimat, see Long (2007, 13, 23).
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[he] stopped underneath two bushes
that grew from the same place, one of shrub, and one of wild olive,
and neither the force of wet-blowing winds could penetrate these,
nor could the shining sun ever strike through with his rays, nor yet
could the rain pass all the way through them, so close together
were they grown, interlacing each other; and under these now Odysseus
entered, and with his own hands heaped him a bed to sleep on,
making it wide, since there was a great store of fallen leaves there,
enough for two men to take cover in or even three men
in the winter season, even in the very worst kind of weather.
Seeing this, long-suffering great Odysseus was happy.10

What are we to make of the contrast drawn throughout the Odyssey
between beds made in the hollows of leaves or rocks, shielded from wind
and sun (Od. 5.476–93, 11.187–94, 14.524–33, 19.439–43), and beds within
houses that are piled high with blankets and coverings? Why do we see
Penelope constantly turning and returning to her bedroom but hear that
her major ruse was to stay out of bed, unpicking her shroud each night?
Finally, as has been asked since antiquity, why does the Odyssey not end with
Odysseus and Penelope’s return to bed (“They then gladly went together
to bed, and their old ritual” οἱ μὲν ἔπειτα / ἀσπάσιοι λέκτροιο παλαιοῦ
θεσμὸν ἵκοντο, Od. 23.295–96),11 and why is their short journey there in
Book 23 interrupted by the tale of Odysseus’ future departure from home?
(Od. 23.254–62):
“But come, my wife, let us go to bed, so that at long last
we can enjoy the sweetness of slumber, sleeping together.”
Circumspect Penelope said to him in answer:
“You shall have your going to bed whenever your spirit
desires it, now that the gods have brought about your homecoming
to your own strong-founded house and to the land of your fathers.
But since the gods put this into your mind, and you understand it,
tell me what this trial is, since I think I shall hear of it
later; so it will be none the worse if I now hear of it.”

10. All translations of the Odyssey are by Lattimore (1965).
11. Two prominent Alexandrian editors (Aristarchus and Aristophanes of Byzantium) argued
that the Odyssey should end with this scene. Some modern scholars have followed suit (e.g. Page
1955, 101–36) but the theory that everything beyond Od. 23.296 is the work of a later “continuator”
is now generally out of favor (cf. Erbse 1972, 177–229).
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In an attempt to think through these questions, I will start with a reading of how the motif of sleeping outside connects with themes of absence
and return in The Emigrants. At the end of the essay, I will return to the
Odyssey in order to suggest some of the ways in which it can be read differently in light of Sebald’s forcing apart of the layers connecting self and
home, especially in the aftermath of war’s destructive effects.

The Emigrants
The first story in the Emigrants, “Dr Henry Selwyn,” is about a character
who lives in his garden, so far as the weather permits, in a flint-built hermitage, and whose habit is to lie in the grass counting each of its blades.
The narrator, who has come with his partner Clara to inquire about renting
an apartment on the property, first spots Selwyn lying on the lawn (p. 5):
In silence we gazed at this view, which drew the eye into the distance as it
fell and rose in stages, and we looked for a long time, supposing ourselves
quite alone, till we noticed a motionless figure lying in the shade cast on
the lawn by a lofty cedar in the southwest corner of the garden. It was an
old man, his head propped on his arm, and he seemed altogether absorbed
in contemplation of the patch of earth immediately before his eyes.12

As the narrator goes on to learn, Selwyn is a Lithuanian emigrant who,
bound for America as a child in 1899, accidentally disembarked en route
with his family in England.13 After excelling at school, he changed his name
from Hersch Seweryn to Henry Selwyn, afterwards for a long time concealing “the secret of [his] origins” from his new Swiss wife. As the narrator
becomes acquainted with Selwyn over the course of the story, he discovers
in him an acute homesickness that eventually results in his suicide.
	Embedded within the story of Selwyn’s outdoor existence is another
story, one told by Selwyn to the narrator of the strong friendship he formed
with an Alpine guide by the name of Johannes Naegeli when he was living in Switzerland in 1913, and with whom he went on several expeditions
through the Alps. This Naegeli goes missing in the mountains soon after
Selwyn leaves Switzerland, and even at the time of the story’s narration
12. All translations of The Emigrants are by Michael Hulse (Sebald [1992] 1996), with whom the
author worked in close consultation.
13. “Most of the emigrants, of necessity, adjusted to the situation, but some, in the teeth of all
the evidence to the contrary, persisted for a long time in the belief that they were in America” (p. 19).
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(1970) his absence is an increasing source of pain for Selwyn and no doubt
a factor in his suicide.14 Yet, some years after Selwyn’s death, the narrator
happens to come across a newspaper article concerning Naegeli when traveling through Switzerland by train (p. 23 and fig. 10.2):
In July 1986 I was in Switzerland for a few days . . . I was just laying aside a
Lausanne paper I’d bought in Zurich when my eye was caught by a report
that said the remains of the Bernese alpine guide Johannes Naegeli, missing
since summer 1914, had been released by the Oberaar glacier, seventy-two
years later. And so they are ever returning to us, the dead.

The body beneath the ice misses almost all of Germany’s impact on twentieth-century Europe (Naegeli disappears at the start of the First World War
and is released a few years before the dismantling of the Berlin Wall) and its
emergence from the glacier is described here, in the story’s single optimistic note, as a kind of “return.”15 This return, like Barthes’ statement about
the photograph, picks up on a motif that runs through The Emigrants’ first
story of images and memories unexpectedly and forcefully “returning”16
and serves an acute reminder of Selwyn’s own inability to return home.
The suicide of Selwyn, a man who slept outside but eventually shot himself with a hunting rifle whilst sitting on his bed, finds its counterpart in the
suicide of the second story, “Paul Bereyter,” who, as we learn at the start,
“had lain himself down in front of a train” (p. 27).17 Paul dies just outside
the small German village where he was born and where he was ostracized
14. Upon hearing of his disappearance, Selwyn enters into a severe depression. As he tells the
narrator, “it was if I was buried under snow and ice” (p. 15). See further Horstkotte (2008, 61); Jacobs
(2004).
15. Jacobs (2004, 915) suggests a second translation of the original German (So also kehren sie
wieder, die Toten): “Thus they turn back, the dead.” She also argues (916) that the adjective describing the dead guide’s boots, “genagelte” (hobnailed) in the last lines of the story rearranges the letters
in Naegeli’s name to activate a pun, and thereby another unexpected form or return. Her translation
thus reads “sometimes . . . they come out of the ice and lie on the border of the moraine, a small heap
of polished bones, and a pair of hobnailed [genagelte] boots.” As scholars have discussed in relation
to Sebald’s practice of including images in his work, the photograph, which—as Barthes memorably
put it (see above, n. 8)—returns the dead to us is also like the glacier that returns the guide’s body.
Cf. Harris (2001); Barzilai (2006).
16. See p. 15, on Naegeli seeming increasingly closer whenever he comes to Selwyn’s mind, p.
17, on the return of past selves through images projected on slides, pp. 18–19, on Selwyn’s memories
of his childhood exodus from Lithuania: “For years the images of that exodus had been gone from
his memory, but recently, he said, they had been returning once again and making their presence
felt,” and p. 23, on the narrator learning the news of Selwyn’s suicide: “But certain things, as I am
increasingly becoming aware, have a way of returning unexpectedly, often after a lengthy absence.”
17. A photograph of the train tracks opens the story, reproduced below at fig. 10.9.

Figure 10.2 Body of Johannes Naegeli discovered in the Alps. The Emigrants, p. 22.
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during the war for being a quarter Jewish. His method of suicide imitates
his habit, in the latter part of his life, of sleeping outside at night (p. 29):18
I imagined him lying in the open air on his balcony where he would often
sleep in the summer, his face canopied by the hosts of the stars. I imagined
him skating in winter, alone on the fish ponds at Moosbach; and I imagined him stretched out on the track. As I pictured him, he had taken off
his spectacles and put them on the ballast stones by his side.

But it is the character who occupies the third story, the narrator’s greatuncle Ambros Adelwarth, whose practice of sleeping outside registers most
explicitly as an expression of alienation from home. Ambros, a German
emigrant to New York, is the companion and probable lover of an American
Jew named Cosmo Solomon. The two spend the early years of their friendship traveling through Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean, everywhere
lying down to sleep beneath the stars in a romanticized portrait of early
twentieth-century travel.19 Yet after the war breaks out and they return to
America there is a change in Cosmo (p. 95):
[Cosmo] became a stranger to his former friends, he abandoned his apartment in New York City, and even out on Long Island he soon withdrew
entirely to his own quarters and at length to a secluded garden house
known as the summer villa. Aunt Fini said that one of the Solomons’ old
gardeners once told her that in those days Cosmo would often be steeped
in melancholy all day, and then at night would pace to and fro in the
unheated summer villa, groaning softly. Wildly agitated, he would string
out words that bore some relation to the fighting. . . . [H]e claimed that
he could see clearly, in his own head, what was happening in Europe: the
inferno, the dying, the rotting bodies lying in the sun in open fields. . . . 20
18. Paul, who was claustrophobic (p. 43), spent the happiest years of his life near gardens—the
Lechenmüller nursery garden figures prominently, both as the place he grew up next door to (p. 46)
and to which he later returned, helping out in there in the afternoons (p. 29). He loved gardening
“more than anything else” (p. 57)—and is advised to spend time looking at leaves as a remedy for
his poor eyesight (p. 58).
19. The story ends with an excerpt from Ambros’s diary detailing his European travels with
Cosmo, and everywhere there are accounts of the two sleeping outdoors, whether on ship-deck at
night (p. 129), wrapped in their coats on the slopes of Delphi using their horses’ saddles for pillows,
(p. 129); or sleeping in beds that “were open to the heavens” (p. 144).
20. The connection between a single person lying down outside to sleep and corpses lying on the
ground in wartime is touched on only here in The Emigrants. The Rings of Saturn does, however, include a double-page photograph of dead bodies lying beneath the trees at Bergen Belsen (pp. 60–61).
On the unusually direct nature of this photograph in connection with scenes of the Holocaust in
Sebald, see Shaffer (2003, 58).
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Melancholia has set in which—after Cosmo’s death—transfers to his father,
Old Solomon, who similarly decides to start sleeping outside (p. 99):
Old Solomon had announced one day, without preamble, that he would no
longer be present at any dinners or gatherings whatsoever, that he would no
longer have anything at all to do with the outside world, and that he was
going to devote himself entirely to growing orchids. . . .

Finally, the narrator meets Ambros’s Ithacan psychiatrist Dr. Abramsky,
“a stocky man close to sixty, [who] wore threadbare trousers. From the right
pocket of his patched-up jacket protruded a goose wing” (p. 109). As this
new but all too familiar character explains (p. 110):
Since mid May 1969—I shall soon have been retired for fifteen years—
I have spent my life out of doors here, in the boathouse or the apiary,
depending on the weather, and I no longer concern myself with what goes
on in the so-called real world.

“Ambros Adelwarth” contains the most instances of people sleeping away
from their proper beds, as is reflected in a dream experienced by the narrator in the course of researching his great-uncle’s story. The dream concerns
an old hotel in a luxurious resort in Normandy that has run out of beds for
its guests to sleep in (p. 122):
Those who were staying at the [Hôtel des] Roches Noires hired sofas or
armchairs to sleep on in the reading room or the salon; the staff were
evacuated from their attic quarters to the cellar; the gentlemen ceded their
beds to the ladies and lay where they could, in the foyer or the corridors,
the window bays or landings, and on the billiard tables. By paying a horrendous bribe I secured a bunk in a lumber room, high on the wall like a
luggage rack.

	Ever so obliquely this evocation of unplaced, transitional beds and bodies sleeping high up as if on luggage racks juxtaposes the elaborate fuss of
Edwardian travel with the horrors of Jews packed standing onto freight cars,
without even enough room to lie down on the floor.21 The hopelessness felt
21. This last point is not in Sebald, but I infer it from the context of his story and especially
the prominent role of railways in his work (cf. Presner 2007). Sebald prefers to deal obliquely with
the Holocaust in his fiction, as discussed by, e.g., Anderson (2003, 104–5). Zilcosky (2006), argues
that Sebald’s claim of avoidance of direct emotional engagement with the Holocaust is overstated.
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by those characters who live outside Europe, such as Cosmo, an American
Jew, and Ambros, an American German, reinforces the sense that each of
their decisions to sleep somewhere out of place is backlit by the traumatic
events of Germany’s history.
Finally, there is the lying down outside that instantiates a direct and
tangible connection with one’s sense of home, as in the last story about Max
Ferber,22 a German Jew who was sent to safety in England as a child. In this
story, the theme of sleeping outside is crystallized in Ferber’s recollection of
a happy day he spent as a boy with his father on the Alps (p. 173):23
All the noontide of that blue-skied day in August I lay beside Father on
the mountaintop, gazing down into the even deeper blue of the lake, at the
country across the lake, over to the faint silhouette of the Jura range. . . .

For Max, lying on the slopes of the Alps means being free. It is an exactly
opposite experience to the one he first undergoes when arriving in England
after having been sent there to escape deportation by the Nazis (p. 189):
My first night in England was spent in that hotel, on a peculiar, highframed bed, and was sleepless not so much because of my distress as
because of the way that one is pinned down, in English beds of that kind,
by bedding which has been tucked under the mattress all the way round.

Small traces of Max’s memory from the Alps glimmer through Ferber’s
story, as in the photo that he still has of his father skiing there on their last
trip together before the child’s departure for England (fig. 10.3). The image
pointedly recalls the story of the guide from The Emigrants’s opening story
and reflects in composite that story’s final three Alpine photographs (figs.
10.2 [detail], 4, 5).
In an interview given in the months before his untimely death in 2001,
Sebald mentioned that hypothermia was supposed to be “apparently quite
agreeable” as a method of dying.24 This was in the middle of telling a story
22.	He was named Max Aurach in the German version. The name was changed to Ferber in the
English translation out of respect for the painter Frank Auerbach on whom the story was based.
23. The memory is so painful for Ferber that it provokes a retreat into his room for days, where
he lies with the blinds closed “in bed for hours at a stretch, which only worsened my incipient anxiety” (p. 173). See further Jacobs (2004, 914) on how characters in The Emigrants “fall” into the Alps,
and a comparison with the images of the glaciers in “Dr Henry Selwyn.”
24. Interview with Sebald conducted by Arthur Lubow ([2002] 2007, 171): “[Sebald’s publisher]
hopped the S-Bahn to the mountains outside Frankfurt, drank half a bottle of liquor, took off his
jacket, and lay down to die in the snow. ‘When hypothermia sets in, it’s apparently quite agreeable,’
Sebald said.”
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Figure 10.3 Max Ferber’s father. The Emigrants, p. 186.

about how his German publisher committed suicide by lying down drunk
in the snow in the mountains outside Frankfurt. But Sebald loved to lie,
especially with interviewers, and it was later proven that the tale was a
hoax (Sheppard 2009, 97, 108). It is likely that he based parts of this fictional story, however, on the actual death of the Swiss writer Robert Walser,
whom Sebald greatly admired and who suffered a heart attack while out
walking in the snow in December 1956.25 Hints of Walser can be found in
25. Sebald was also to suffer a heart attack and die (while driving) in December of 2001, the
year he gave this interview, at age fifty-seven. There is a series of blog posts on the correspondences
between Walser and Sebald at http://sebald.wordpress.com/category/robert-walser/. Sebald referred
to “my strangely close relationship” with Walser, whom he had never met (Sebald [1995] 1998, 10),
and was struck by Walser’s resemblance to his own grandfather, who also loved to hike (and who was
very close to Sebald but died when the boy was twelve). In “Le promeneur solitaire” (a remembrance
of Walser which was posthumously used as the introduction to his novel The Tanners), Sebald writes
about the strange coincidences that connect the two men in his mind (both died in the same year):
“when I think back to my grandfather’s death to which I have never been able to reconcile myself, in
my mind’s eye I always see him lying on the horn sledge on which Walser’s body—after he had been
found in the snow and photographed—was taken back to the asylum” (Sebald [1998] 2009, 8–9).

Figure 10.2 (shown above; detail)

Figure 10.4 The Alps. The Emigrants, p. 14
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Figure 10.5 Nabokov. The Emigrants, p. 16.

the characterization of Ambros Adelwarth: both voluntarily spend the last
parts of their lives in a mental asylum and both wrote using a tiny script
(The Emigrants, pp. 126–28, 132).26 But what is really bizarre about Walser’s
death are the police photographs that were taken of him lying frozen in
the snow and which have since been widely and controversially circulated
(fig. 10.6).27 The circumstances of his death in the police photographs are
26. For Walser’s minute handwriting, see the reproductions in Microscripts (Walser 2010).
27. On the “shameless” over-publication of Walser’s death photos, see esp. Coetzee (2000).
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Figure 10.6 Robert Walser found dead in the snow. Police photograph. December 1956.

reminiscent of a description of a dead man found in the snow in Walser’s
first novel, Der Geschwistern Tanner, whose recent English translation (The
Tanners) contains, by way of a forward, an essay by Sebald.28 Here is the
passage in question (Walser 2009, 153–54):
When he was approximately halfway to the top, Simon suddenly saw a
young man lying in the snow in the middle of the path. There was still
enough last light in the forest that he could observe the sleeper well.
What had possessed this man to lie down here in the bitter cold, in such a
28. See n. 25 above.
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secluded part of the forest? The man’s broad hat lay across his face, just as
one often sees on a hot, shadeless summer day, when a person lying down
to rest will shield himself from the sun’s rays to be able to fall asleep.
There was something unsettling about this covered face in the middle of
winter, a season when it could hardly be considered pleasurable to settle
down for a rest in the snow. . . . [H]e’d frozen to death here, without a
doubt, and he must have been lying here on the path for a while.

The man whom Simon discovers in The Tanners looks as if he might
have lain down on the earth in order to sleep outside, as so many of Sebald’s
characters are wont to do. Only the snow makes the scene unsettling and
the absence of sun from which a hat would shield the face. There is no
photograph in The Emigrants of a man lying down on his back in the snow,
but Sebald’s special affinity with Walser only reinforces the various deflections of precisely that image that are evident in all four of the stories.29 One
example is the newspaper photograph of Naegeli, the Alpine guide (fig.
10.2), whose strange position makes it look as if he is willingly plunging
himself into the ice. His bent posture from behind contrasts with the three
photographs in The Emigrants of men who stand upright, their entire bodies captured against a landscape (figs. 10.3, 5, 7).30
In fact, in only one of the seventy-seven photographs published in The
Emigrants do we find anyone lying down on the ground. This happens
in the story of Paul Bereyter, the narrator’s partially Jewish schoolteacher,
pictured here with his girlfriend at the time, Helen Hollaender (fig. 10.8).
The image on the far left of the sequence, of Paul and Helen lying on their
fronts in the grass and smiling at the camera is by far the happiest photograph in The Emigrants (its blurriness as reproduced here is Sebald’s deliberate choice, but nevertheless the happiness of the two is evident in both
their faces and postures). But as the couple raise themselves from lying to
seated to standing poses in the movement left to right across the photo
strip, they smile just a little bit less each time. Neither knows that in a
month Paul will “plunge from happiness to misfortune” (p. 49) after being
officially removed from his job under Germany’s new laws, and that not
29. Sebald refers to the circumstances of Walser’s death, and the police photographs, at Sebald
([1998] 2009, 8–9). Four photographs of Walser dead in the snow are published in Fröhlich and
Hamm (1980, 306–7). This concept of a photographic image that is recurrently referred to by an
author but never shown is reminiscent of Barthes’ practice in Camera Lucida of discussing extensively
a photograph of his mother as a young girl which he never reproduces for the reader (although he
includes many other photographs in the work). My thanks to John Zilcosky for this observation.
30. Notice how the postures of the standing figures in figs. 10.3 and 10.7 are almost exactly
identical, even down to the direction in which the feet are pointing. See also below, n. 32, on the
importance of the position of the observer’s body, too, in Sebald’s work.
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Figure 10.7 The narrator. The Emigrants, p. 89. Cf. Figures 10.3 and 10. 5 (shown
above).

long afterwards Helen will be deported at dawn on a train from Vienna,
“probably to Theresienstadt in the first instance” (p. 50).31 Only in hindsight, as the reader turns back to the beginning of Paul’s story, does it
becomes clear that there is one photograph in The Emigrants depicting a
character lying down, stretched out on his front. But there the prone body
belongs to the narrator, as he tries to recapture his protagonist’s very last
posture from behind the camera, on the tracks where Paul lay down to meet
his death (fig. 10.9).32
31. Cf. Wood ([1988] 2002, 90) (in conversation with Sebald about his use of photographs): “all
photographs refer to what is just about to happen, after the frame ends. Therefore, they all gesture
ahead in some way.”
32. Cf. p. 29: “The gleaming bands of steel, the crossbars of the sleepers, the spruce trees on the
hillside above the village of Altstädten, the arc of the mountains he knew so well, were a blur before
his short-sighted eyes, smudged out in the gathering dusk.” See further Long (2008, 124); Zilcosky
(2004, 113). As in the case of the very last photograph discussed (but not shown) in the The Emigrants,
our attention is drawn here to the specific position of the observer’s body, which doubles with that
of the person taking the photo (p. 237: “I sense that all three of [the women in the photograph] are
looking across at me, since I am standing on the very spot where Genewein the accountant stood
with his camera”). See further Burrows (forthcoming).

Figure 10.8 Paul Bereyter and Helen Hollaender. The Emigrants, p. 48.

Figure 10.9 Site of Paul Bereyter’s suicide. The Emigrants, p. 27.
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The Odyssey
What I have tried to show in this brief sketch of The Emigrants is something of how Sebald uses the motif of sleeping outside to suggest that the
emigrant experience affects his characters’ capacity to sleep within both old
and new homes. As scholars have noted, all four stories in The Emigrants
present the experience of dislocation as a function of modernity, in a world
where—as Edward Said has also proposed—a state of being exiled or notat-home is the new norm.33 In her essay in this volume Sheila Murnaghan
has shown how the disruption of war shapes modernity’s preoccupation
with this theme, not only in terms of the difficulty of return from war but
also, quite specifically, in the difficulty of returning to one’s own bedroom.
The Odyssey is far removed from this modern world, and its hero travels
home within a nostos tradition that is typically celebrated for the fact that
Odysseus is able to return successfully.34 But why then is the poem also
preoccupied with the theme of sleeping outside, sometimes setting the
practice at a considerable distance from home and sometimes setting it
right on its margins, but each time—as The Emigrants helps us to see more
clearly—using it to trouble the notion of nostos and return? And what
about those characters such as Laertes and Penelope who never have the
opportunity to leave the homes that they now feel alienated, or—in Paul
Bereyter’s words—increasingly abstracted from? (Emigrants, p. 56).
Laertes, who beds down each night on the ground of his orchard, is
the poem’s most obvious practitioner of sleeping rough. Like the outdoorliving Dr. Abramsky in The Emigrants, Laertes appears to Odysseus at the
end of the poem in a pitiful state (Od. 24.227–31: “he had a squalid tunic
upon him, / patched together and ugly, and on his legs he had oxhide /
gaiters fastened and patched together, to prevent scratching, / and gloves
on his hands because of the bushes, and he was wearing / a cap of goatskin
on his head, to increase his misery”).35 Odysseus learns from his mother in
the Underworld that Laertes has taken to sleeping outside in the summer
months (Od. 11.187–96):36
33. Said (2002); Long (2007, 110). See further Zilcosky (2006, 681), who argues that the problem for Sebald’s characters in The Emigrants is the impossibility of “clos[ing] the gap between traveling and dwelling, producing the sensation that the traveler, no matter how far away he journeyed,
could never really leave his ‘home.’”
34. Dougherty (2001), for example, convincingly argues that the skills and experience Odysseus acquires as a traveler strengthen his capacity to be “at home” when he finally returns (161:
“Odysseus has managed a return to self—to his Greek self—through his travels among the other”).
On the reception of the Odyssean nostos theme in terms of the success (or failure) of Odysseus’
return, see also Rubens and Taplin (1989, 144–67); Davis (2007).
35. Cf. The Emigrants (p. 109), quoted above p. 222.
36. For further descriptions of Laertes’ lifestyle in the Odyssey, see Od. 1.189–93 (“Laertes, who,
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Your father remains, on the estate
where he is, and does not go to the city. There is no bed there
nor is there bed clothing nor blankets nor shining coverlets,
but in the winter time he sleeps in the house, where the thralls do,
in the dirt next to the fire, and with foul clothing upon him;
but when the summer comes and the blossoming time of harvest,
everywhere he has places to sleep on the ground, on fallen
leaves in piles along the rising ground of his orchard,
and there he lies, grieving, and the sorrow grows big within him
as he longs for your homecoming, and harsh old age is on him.

Laertes’ foregoing of bed and bedclothes reads as a rejection of an
important Homeric structure of care (following Lynn-George’s discussion
of the concept [1996]), bestowed by attendants on guests and the inhabitants of the home. The attention to detail with which shining coverlets,
mattresses, and blankets are laid out for sleepers in typical Homeric retiring scenes,37 like the thick layering of the words themselves in descriptions
of this kind (εὐναί, δέμνια, χλαῖναι, ῥήγεα σιγαλόεντα, κώεα, λίνον),38
speaks to the importance of sleeping properly in Homeric epic; that is,
in one’s assigned place and with the correctly detailed things. Laertes’
refusal of this kind of care (unlike his refusal of food, which he will still
accept from his serving-woman)39 means that he instead sleeps on the
dusty ground, where a slave or fallen warrior would more typically lie.
	Even when Odysseus sleeps rough in the course of his travels home—
on the bed of leaves or onboard ship—he does not participate in the
same kind of self-degradation that his father does in his own homeland.
Note the care with which the Phaeacian sailors leave Odysseus asleep on
the shores of Ithaca (Od. 13.117–19: “they lifted [him] . . . / . . . along
with his bed linen and shining coverlet, / and set him down on the sand.
He was still bound fast in sleep” [ἄειραν / αὐτῷ σῦν τε λίνῳ καὶ ῥήγει
σιγαλόεντι / κὰδ δ’ ἄρ ἐπὶ ψαμάθῳ ἔθεσαν δεδμημένον ὕπνῳ] ), and
they say, no longer comes to the city / now, but away by himself on his own land [ἀπάνευθεν ἐπ’
ἀγροῦ] leads a hard life / with an old woman to look after him, who serves him his victuals / and
drink, at the times when the weariness has befallen his body / from making his toilsome way on the
high ground of his vineyard”); 16.139–45.
37. Arend (1933, 99–105); Reece (1993); E. B. West (2010).
38.	E.g., Od. 19.317–18, 23.179–80. See also Od. 3.396–403, 4.296–305, 7.335–47; Il. 9.658-62,
24.643–76.
39. Note that Laertes’ despair increases after Telemachus leaves, however, to the extent that he
then refuses both food and drink (Od. 16.138–45). On the Homeric meal as “a structured sequence
of care” (and on care in general in the Iliad), see Lynn-George (1996, esp. 17).
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even the emphasis Homer places on making sure that Odysseus is properly covered over in his warm bed of leaves on Scheria. 40 When guests
travel, the structure of care surrounding sleeping is, as would be expected,
elaborately coded. Even though visitors sleep partially outside, under the
portico (ὑπ’ αἰθούσῃ) or in the entryway (ἐν προδόμῳ),41 the rhetoric
and performance associated with the laying of the bed ensures that it is
always scrupulously bracketed within the enclosing sphere of home. When
Telemachus and Athena attempt to refuse precisely this form of attention from Nestor he is quite naturally offended. His response makes it all
perfectly clear, with a keyed repetition of χλαῖναι (blankets) and ῥήγεα
(coverings) (Od. 3.346–55):
May Zeus and all the other immortals beside forfend
that you, in my domain, should go on back to your fast ship
as from some man altogether poor and without clothing,
who has not any abundance of blankets and rugs (χλαῖναι καὶ ῥήγεα
πόλλ’) in his household
for his guests, or for himself to sleep in soft comfort.
But I do have abundance of fine rugs and blankets (χλαῖναι καὶ ῥήγεα
καλά).
No, no, in my house the dear son of Odysseus shall not
have to go to sleep on the deck of a ship, as long as
I am alive, and my sons after me are left in my palace
to entertain our guests, whoever comes to my household.

In the hut of Odysseus’ old slave Eumaeus it matters less whether there
are enough beds to go around than that there are enough coverings,42 and
the scene of his hosting of the disguised Odysseus ends with the swineherd
lying down outside, warmly enfolded in two thick cloaks and tucked into
a cosy hollow with his pigs. Although he sleeps outside for the sake of his
guest, therefore, the blankets and setting embed Eumaeus in the concept
40. Od. 5.482–91 (quoted above): “and with his own hands heaped him a bed to sleep on, /
making it wide, since there was great store of fallen leaves there / . . . Seeing this, long-suffering
great Odysseus was happy, / and lay down in the middle, and made a pile of leaves over him. / . . . so
Odysseus buried himself in the leaves.”
41. Cf. Heubeck, West, and Hainsworth (1989) at Od. 3.399; Reece (1993, 32–33).
42. Odysseus lies down to sleep wrapped in a great, thick cloak (χλαῖνα), while Eumaeus beds
down in a very thick cloak (χλαῖνα) and a goatskin (Od. 14.520–21, 529–30). Newton (1997/1998),
149 and n. 14) has persuasively shown that Eumaeus’ bedding down outside his hut quite properly
reenacts an Iliadic model. See also Reece (1993, 32).
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of home that should properly surround him.43 Odysseus watches him go
outside happily, because he sees that Eumaeus cares (περικήδομαι) for his
master’s property and livelihood even in his own absence (Od. 14.526–27).44
In much the same way, Odysseus tells a lying tale to Eumaeus in order to
see if the slave cares (κήδομαι) enough about his master to give him a cloak
(Od. 14.459–61): “He was trying it out on the swineherd, / to see if he might
take off his mantle (χλαῖνα) and give it to him, or tell / one of his men
to do it, since he cared for him so greatly.” This scene not only offers an
orderly Homeric way of sleeping outside, therefore, but also—through the
coincidence of book ending and sleep or night time here as also in several
other books of the Odyssey—demonstrates that sleep can function as a form
of narrative closure (whether those book divisions are Homeric or not).45
This trend makes all the more discomfiting, then, the epic’s resistance to
ending with Odysseus’ and Penelope’s return to bed.
In Book 19, when Penelope offers the disguised Odysseus a bed in the
entryway of her house, he claims that “coverlets and shining rugs have been
hateful to me (ἧ τοι ἐμοὶ χλαῖναι καὶ ῥήγεα σιγαλόεντα / ἤχθεθ’) / ever
since that time when I left the snowy mountains / of Crete behind me, and
went away (νοσφισάμην) on my long-oared vessel” (Od. 19.337–39).46 Scholars generally explain his feelings as a natural step in the nostos-driven progression from sleeping rough to becoming gradually reacquainted with the
comforts of home.47 But Odysseus’ rejection of soft covers might indicate
something else, too. Earlier, Telemachus had described the bed of Odysseus
as lying “forlorn of sleepers with spider webs grown upon it” (Od. 16.34–35)
and some scholars have drawn from this image a connection between the
Ithacan marriage bed and the one belonging to Hephaestus and Aphrodite
that Hephaestus rigs with a trap of thin spiderweb-like strands in the story
43.	Even if that home is more Odysseus’ than Eumaeus’. On Eumaeus’ role in relation to Odysseus, see Thalmann (1998).
44. On κήδομαι and other verbs of caring, see Lynn-George (1996). In the cloak story, the
beggar portrays himself as a soldier sent on an ambush with Odysseus on a cold night. All the other
men, he says, had cloaks (χλαῖναι) and tunics (χιτῶνες, Od. 14.478), but he had forgotten his,
prompting Odysseus to concoct a plan to get him one (14.490–502). After the story is finished Eumaeus lays the great cloak over Odysseus. Cf. Newton (1997/1998); Murnaghan ([1987] 2011, 79–80).
45. Books 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 14, 16, 18, 19; Arend (1933, 99).
46. Although Odysseus claims he finds χλαῖναι καὶ ῥήγεα hateful, he does end up sleeping
in the proper way, on a bed made of skins and fleeces in the entryway to the house, with a χλαῖνα
thrown over him by Eurynome (Od. 20.1–6).
47.	Reece (1993, 33): “[Odysseus’] spatial progression from outside the house, to its periphery
in the portico, to its innermost room, is symbolic of his elevation from beggar to guest to master.”
All these indications point to the fact that, as Odysseus reaches the end of his nostos, so should the
piling up of blankets on the makeshift beds increase, and so should the bed itself move indoors and
become more stable.

P u r v e s, “ S l e e p i n g O u t s i d e i n t h e Odyssey a n d The Emigrants”

•

235

told in Odyssey 8.48 Yet to follow that line of inquiry is also to suggest that
Odysseus’ bed is a trap, a place from which he might want to escape, just
as Ares and Aphrodite will soon wish they could escape from hers after
they have been caught in Hephaestus’ web. What else, in other words, is
Penelope trying to find out about Odysseus, when she hints in Book 23
that his bed might have been moved outside the well-built bedroom (ἐκτὸς
ἐυσταθέος θαλάμου) (Od. 23.178)?49 Does her lie play with the suggestion that he, like his father, might prefer to sleep outside? And why is this
reunion and recognition scene, although we expect it to be the final one in
the poem, displaced by a subsequent one in Book 24, which takes place in
an outdoor area that is also, as we well know, a sleeping space—the orchard
of Laertes?50 Does this second outdoor bedroom, an important memory site
from Odysseus’ childhood, supplant the indoor tree-bed of Odyssey 23? 51
These concerns about Odysseus can be reframed by considering how
other characters take to their beds in Ithaca and the Peloponnese, in the
places that were left behind by heroes departing for the Trojan War and
whose inhabitants now continue to deal with the war’s consequences.52 As I
touched on above, there is always some anxiety in the Odyssey about where
guests will sleep, and their position on the periphery of the house speaks
to the poem’s sensitivity to the question. Blankets, covers, and cloaks do a
lot of work in the poem to bridge the gap between guest and host, outsider
and insider, as if smoothing the way for the reintegration of the outsider
back into the home. As we have also seen, it is through a series of delicate
physical and verbal reciprocities about a cloak (χλαῖνα) that can also be a
blanket that Eumaeus and Odysseus successfully negotiate the complicated
guest-host relations necessitated by the disguised master’s overnight stay in
his swineherd’s hut. So too can the back and forth between Penelope and
48.	E.g., Newton (1987, 18 n. 22); Holmberg 2003.
49. F. I. Zeitlin (1996a, 26) states that “To displace the bed, therefore, suggests another man’s
entitlement to displace him,” but the bed’s movement also suggests both more and less than this:
the fact that the bed could be moved outside the bedroom hints at the displacement and destabilization of the nostos itself, for without the bed in its proper place, where is home? See also Murnaghan
([1987] 2011, 84 n. 30): “[Penelope] is seemingly not only denying him her bed but relegating him
to the periphery of the house in a way that would contradict his successful return and repossession
of it.”
50. On which, see esp. Henderson (1997), who sees coming to the orchard as the final act of
coming home, to Odysseus’ place of origin; “family plot” (88), and “fatherland” (98).
51. Cf. Murnaghan, this volume, on the returning soldier’s preference for the bedroom of his
childhood over the one from his adult life.
52. I do not discuss instances of Iliadic sleeping outside in this paper, but one might profitably
compare the experiences of the Trojans camping out overnight outside the city walls, the nighttime
camp of Rhesus, or Achilles attempting to sleep on the beach at the beginning of Iliad 24. My thanks
to Jonathan Burgess for these suggestions.
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the disguised Odysseus about where he will sleep in Book 19 be best understood as the poem’s own working through of Odysseus’ reintegration into
the space of the home.53
But what The Emigrants teaches us about the Odyssey is that it is the
characters who are left behind who might experience their own special
sense of alienation and isolation from home, their own difficult, if journeyless, nostos. Laertes, as we have discussed, sleeps with no real covers, and
even—when in the orchard—in a different place each night (Od. 11.193).
His actions play on the ambivalence of the German word unheimlich
(unhomely, uncanny), in that by choosing to reject the most interior and
private space of the house (μυχῷ δόμου), where the bed is closely guarded,
he brings those things which are truly heimlich (the house’s secrets) out
into the open.54 Laertes’ choice to sleep outside on Ithaca thus suggests
a rejection of everything connected with what is heimlich and homely. It
implies that the emigrant’s sense of alienation from home is mapped not
onto Odysseus so much as Laertes, and that, as we saw also in Sebald, the
traumatic effects of war apply also to those not directly involved in it.55
Laertes’ act of sleeping on a different, random pile of leaves each night
reveals that he no longer belongs;56 he is like Sebald’s characters who feel
53. See n. 47 above. Penelope invites Odysseus to sleep inside the palace at Od. 19.317–20:
“And spread a couch for him / here, with bedding and coverlets and with shining blankets, / so
that he can keep warm as he waits for Dawn of the golden / throne” ( κάτθετε δ’ εὐνήν, / δέμνια
καὶ χλαίνας καὶ ῥήγεα σιγαλόεντα / ὥς κ’ εὐ̑ θαλιόων χρυσόθρονον Ἠω ἵκηται.); and again at
19.594–99: “So I shall now go back again to my upper chamber, / and lie on my bed, which is made
a sorrowful thing now, always / disordered with the tears I have wept, ever since Odysseus / went
away to that evil, not-to-be-mentioned Ilion. / There I must lie; but you can sleep here in the house,
either / bedding down on the floor, or they can make a bed for you” (ἀλλ’ ἦ τοι μὲν ἐγὼν ὑπερώιον
εἰσαναβᾶσα / λέξομαι εἰς εὐνήν, ἥ μοι στονόεσσα τέτυκται,/ αἰεὶ δάρκυσ’ ἐμοῖσι πεφυρμένη, ἐξ
οὗ Ὀδυσσεὺς / οἴχετ’ ἐποψόμενος Κακοίλιον οὐκ ὀνομαστήν. / ἔνθα κε λεξαίμην· σὺ δὲ λέξεο
τῷδ’ ἐνὶ οἴκῳ, / ἢ χαμάδις στορέσας ἢ τοι κατὰ δέμνια θέντων).

54. As Freud ([1919] 2003, 121–62) showed, the German term heimlich means “belonging to the
house, not strange, familiar” (126) and even relates to the notion of one’s own bed (128: “there you
can fall asleep so soft and warm, in such a wonderfully restful [heim’lig] fashion”). The things that
are truly heimlich are thus those which are concealed and secret, often even locked away (129), not
unlike the bed of Odysseus and Penelope. Sebald was well acquainted with Freud’s essay on the
uncanny; he himself played on the German correspondence between the familiar and the uncanny
in his work Unheimliche Heimat (Sebald 1995). See especially Zilcosky (2004), who argues that
Sebald’s characters are recurrently placed in the position of unexpectedly and uncannily finding
themselves in familiar situations, even as they unsuccessfully strive to move, through the temporary process of becoming lost, into new and unfamiliar places in their lives.
55. Sebald typically looks to characters on the fringes of historical events in telling his stories;
he does not principally write about the experiences of the returning soldier or the deported Jew but
about those who mostly sat out the war, feeling its effect through the absences and separations it
causes in their lives. These characters are “at home everywhere and nowhere” (Morgan 2005, 81). See
also Clingman (2009, 178).
56. It also imitates Odysseus’ act of sleeping beneath the leaves on Scheria (Murnaghan [1987]
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far away but do not know from where.57 Penelope, who cannot as a woman
sleep outside but whose alienation from her bedroom is perhaps just as
profound, rarely sleeps well, in a bed that has been built (τέτυκται) and
stained (πεφυρμένη) from her groans and tears since the day Odysseus left
(Od. 19.594–99):58
ἀλλ’ ἦ τοι μὲν ἐγὼν ὑπερώιον εἰσαναβᾶσα
λέξομαι εἰς εὐνήν, ἥ μοι στονόεσσα τέτυκται
αἰεὶ δάρκυσ’ ἐμοῖσι πεφυρμένη, ἐξ οὗ Ὀδυσσεὺς
οἴχετ’ ἐποψόμενος Κακοίλιον οὐκ ὀνομαστήν.
ἔνθα κε λεξαίμην· σὺ δὲ λέξεο τῷδ’ ἐνὶ οἴκῳ,
ἢ χαμάδις στορέσας ἢ τοι κατὰ δέμνια θέντων,

So I shall now go back again to my upper chamber,
and lie on my bed, which is made a sorrowful thing now, always
disordered with the tears I have wept, ever since Odysseus
went away to that evil, not-to-be-mentioned Ilion.
There I must lie; but you can sleep here in the house, either
bedding down on the floor, or they can make a bed for you.

It is here that Laertes’ and Penelope’s nighttime activities look to and
answer one another. For years throughout Odysseus’ absence, Penelope
weaves what we are first told is a cloak (φᾶρος, Od. 2.97, 19.142, 24.132) for
Laertes, as if to cover him in sleep, to bring him home to a proper bed. Yet
the covering is in fact, as we learn in the next line, a shroud (ταφήιον, Od.
2.99, 19.144, 24.134), suggesting that socially, at least, Laertes is already dead
(Od. 24.131–34):59

2011, 20), but Odysseus’ presence, for just one night, on the border between the natural/fantastic and
social/real world there suggested transition and looked forward to reintegration into a life of beds and
palaces. Laertes, by contrast, sleeps on the leaves over and over again.
57. The Emigrants, p. 56: “And always, as Paul wrote under this photograph, one was, as the crow
flies, about 2,000 km away—but from where?”; p. 89: “I often come out here, said Uncle Kasimir, it
makes me feel that I am a long way away, though I never quite know from where.”
58. The bed is built from her groans (ἥ μοι στονόεσσα τέτυκται), just as Odysseus’ bed is built
by him from the wood of the tree (cf. τέτυκται at Od. 23.188).
59. Cf. Block (1985, 3) and the “clothes” (εἵματα) that Achilles is covered with in death (Od.
24.59). The φᾶρος is not normally used for sleep, it appears to be too decorative. Note that when
Odysseus wakes up from his sleep under the leaves on Scheria he is reassimilated into society by the
φᾶρος that Nausicaa gives him (Od. 6.214). Cf. Il. 24.587–88 on the dressing of the corpse of Hector:
“Then when the serving-maids had washed the corpse and anointed it / with olive oil, they threw a
fair great cloak (φᾶρος) and a tunic / about him.”

238

•

Pa r t I V. C h a p t e r 1 0

Young men, my suitors now that the great Odysseus has perished,
wait, though you are eager to marry me, until I finish
this φᾶρος (cloak), so that my weaving will not be useless and wasted.
This is a ταφήιον (shroud) for the hero Laertes . . .60

The fact that Penelope unpicks this cloak every night means that she, by
never covering her father-in-law, indirectly participates in allowing him to
sleep, uncared for, outside. The pharos that she weaves straddles the line
between blanket and shroud, just as Laertes’ posture on the ground evokes
a dead body as much as a sleeping one.61 But Penelope also, by standing up
all night at the loom rather than lying in bed, shows herself to be caught in
a similar state. As Linda Pastan’s rereading of the Odyssey suggests,62 Penelope too has long been sleeping without the proper coverings, displaced
from her bed, and—traumatized no less than Odysseus and Laertes by the
war—an outsider from her home.
Does this reading of Odysseus’ nostos by way of W. G. Sebald allow for
the possibility that, at the end of the epic, these characters might finally
begin to sleep properly again in their own beds? The poem ends by letting
us in on the secret of how Odysseus will be able to have it both ways, inasmuch as he will sleep snugly cocooned within his own piece of the “outside”: a tree within a room within a house. Through this doubled inside/
outside image of a tree-bed that he built long before the Trojan War began,
Odysseus is offered the opportunity to integrate his alienation from home
with a return to the bedroom, in a way that we see Laertes and Penelope
failing to do in their own Ithacan beds.
	Homer’s at least partially happy ending for Odysseus differs from the
kinds of endings that Sebald offers his characters, and indeed the modern
German writer’s rejection of the nostos theme can be traced back to a deviation from both Homer and the “immer nach Hause” trope of the Bildungsroman tradition.63 Instead, Sebald’s characters set their sights, despairingly,
60. Translation modified; φᾶρος is translated as “web” here by Lattimore, which perhaps activates a connection between the trap of Hephaestus’ web and any “web” or woven garment, as
explored by Holmberg (2003). The fabric that is eventually supposed to cover Laertes in sleep or
death, therefore, might also draw us back in this instance to the idea of the bed as trap.
61. Cf. n. 21, above.
62. Pastan (1988, from the sequence “On Re-reading the Odyssey in Middle Age”): “Why was
she weaving a shroud for Laertes, / and why have I thought for years / it was a shawl she made,
something warm, / a man might wrap around her shoulders / windy nights.” See further Murnaghan
and Roberts (2002).
63. As in Novalis’s well-known statement. Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister follows this classic Bildungsroman trajectory: the protagonist has new experiences, learns things, and returns home socialized and a good citizen.
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on the impossibility of nostos.64 In Sebald’s work, the idea of “one’s proper
bed” or “sleeping properly” (concepts that are so carefully delineated in
Homer) is itself a false construct, and one that is sharply juxtaposed with
the modernist condition of people who have been exiled from their homes
or who live in a permanent state of emigration. Homer’s Ithaca, on the
other hand, does offer up the idea that a return to one’s own bed really is
possible,65 although it is precisely on that island—the homeland—that we
find the poem alerting us to the effects and after-effects of war, calling into
question what it means to make it all the way home.66

64. Neither Paul Bereyter nor Jacques Austerlitz (in Sebald 2001) is able to return, although
they both travel back to the places where they were born. Sebald’s work forcefully presents the view
that nostos is no longer possible in a world of massive displacement and destruction. On the enigmatic relation between person and place in Sebald, see Wood (2011, 17–18).
65. Although, of course, Odysseus will leave again. Cf. Purves (2010, 65–96) and especially
Burgess, this volume.
66. Much of this depends on whether you have an optimistic or pessimistic view of the ending
of the poem. Cf., e.g., Pucci (1987) on the impossibility of return for Odysseus, or Buchan (2004) on
the poem’s constant deferral of desire. I wish to thank Jonathan Burgess, Stuart Burrows, Deborah
Lyons, Silvia Montiglio, Todd Presner, and the editors of this volume for their helpful comments
on this essay.


C h a p t e r 11

Modernist Revisions of Return
Home and Domesticity in Yiorgos Seferis and
Yiannis Ritsos
Efrossini Spentzou

I

n this essay, I offer a comparative reading of poems by Yiorgos Seferis
and Yiannis Ritsos, whose lives were spent at the far ends of a sociopolitical divide that rent the life of twentieth-century Greece.1 I revisit a
particular cluster within their poetry, which I call “return poems,” loosely
inspired by the Odyssey,2 in which both poets foreground a transient experience of spaces, which they deploy in order to articulate a disquietude with
more established and staid notions of home and belonging, and with the
human relationships, especially with the “waiting woman,” associated with
them. In these returning journeys of self-exploration, the poet-wanderers
become cultural exiles, figures observing and acting from the threshold—
the edge—of society.
It is my contention that Seferis’s and Ritsos’s modernist, “worldly” travelers enact not so much Odysseus’ well-known heroic confidence, but the
self-conscious and brittle liminality of his return, a less prominent side of
1. Government positions abroad (just after the Second World War) and senior diplomatic
posts were Seferis’s familiar locales; attachment to the radical left and as a result prison islands
around the Aegean were essential to Ritsos’s experience of Greece. Yet, by the end of their lives, both
poets had become symbols of inspiration and resistance and after their deaths both were honored by
the Greek state with state funerals (Seferis in 1971, whose funeral turned into one of the first major
anti-dictatorship rallies in the streets of Athens, and Ritsos in 1990).
2. For previous studies on the substantial differences between the two poets’ use of myth, see,
e.g., Savidis (1990); Keeley (1996); Pieris (2008).
240
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the Homeric saga which I explore in the first section of my essay.3 Seferis’s
and Ritsos’s wayward homes and frustrated homecomings are discussed in
detail in the second and third sections, respectively, so that fundamental
differences in their liminal arrivals can emerge. Seferis’s remote landscapes,
always beyond reach, throw into sharp relief Ritsos’s near obsession with
the local, where domesticity reigns and within which a home is made.
Conversely, earthliness and materiality, a plethora of smells and colors, in
Ritsos highlights Seferis’s reluctance to configure the details of a home and
the human bonds tested in it, in any palpable way. Whereas home and
woman are as good as erased in the return poems of Seferis, Ritsos seeks
alternative means of eroticized communication in temporary homes, not
stifled by hierarchical expectations of form.
The inadequacies surrounding home and homecoming in Seferis and
Ritsos are in themselves readings of awkwardness in the Homeric text to
which I turn again in the final section of my essay. Here I draw attention to
the limitations of the return project in Homer’s Odyssey, especially as argued
by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in their reading of the Odyssean return in Dialectic of Enlightenment.4 Prompted by the Horkheimer
/Adorno approach, I view Seferis’s and Ritsos’s contrasted nostoi in terms
of a dialectic between freedom and domesticity within which the relationship with the (waiting) woman is also inscribed, and I further suggest that
this reflects changing trends within Greek Modernism from the 1930s to
the 1960s.5

The Liminality of Odysseus
Odyssey 13.212 sees the beginning of a moving, playful episode, Odysseus’
long-awaited return to Ithaca. The return promises a reunion with the land
as it once was in an idyll of good, green rurality. The reunion of king and
land promises a future in which the land has its rightful ruler and in which
the long, restless, and dangerous experience of the Odyssey, in which Odys3. If Seferis has always been acknowledged as one of the major representatives of Greek Modernism, a framework for Ritsos, and especially any attempt at associating him with high Modernism, has been more problematic. The appearance of classical myth, however, in collections of short
poems which saw the light in the course of the 60s (see n. 20 below) and in the Fourth Dimension,
written in the course of the 60s and published as a collection in 1972, cemented the critical recognition that Ritsos indeed deserved his own place within the Greek modernist circles.
4. Originally published in German in New York in 1944.
5. For systematic discussion of the changing face of Greek Modernism in the course of the
twentieth century, see, e.g., Tziovas (1997); Pourgouris (2006).
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seus has frequently had to hide tactically or assert his identity, has come
to an end. The king can be the king, as he once was and as he is promised
to be. But the details in this moment of return imply a rather different
story. Although the epic has been building up to this fundamental moment,
Odysseus himself, most perspicacious of men, is unaware of the moment:
the Phaecians lift him from their ship and deposit him, still fast asleep, on
the beach, surrounded by the fortune they had lavished upon him on his
departure from Scheria. This beautifully choreographed hiatus allows us to
wonder if the moment of Odysseus’ arrival is really a dream, an event from
the realm of fantasy, as if it is only in the kingdom of the imagination that
Odysseus can experience homecoming. Even when Odysseus awakes, the
land is shrouded in mist, hard to decipher and impossible to recognize.
This is a plot devised by Athena to give herself the opportunity to disguise
Odysseus as an old, ragged man in his as yet disguised land (13.215–20).
Odysseus’ waking lament centers on a territory rendered unfamiliar and
unnatural, his own no-man’s-land. The agony of non-recognition, though,
does not last long, for Athena is waiting, and as she reveals her plan for
the future the land, as if in reaction to the history laid before it, sheds its
disguise:
		             At those words
The goddess scattered the mist and the country stood out clear
And the great man who had borne so much rejoiced at last,
Thrilled to see his Ithaca he kissed the good green earth
And raised his hands to the nymphs and prayed at once,
“Nymphs of the springs, Naiads, daughters of Zeus,
I never dreamed I would see you yet again.
Now rejoice in my loving prayers–and later,
Just like the old days, I will give you gifts. . . . ”6
(13. 405–8)

All is well that ends, or starts, well. Although we know that Odysseus’ trials are not over, we also get emphatic reassertions of the past and its continuities: Ithaca has become a familiar beloved good, green earth. Odysseus
reintroduces himself to his familiar nymphs. He is empowered by that
familiarity, becoming the once and future king and promising customary
gifts. Athena herself adds historical depth to the moment when she affectionately “recognizes” her protégé, and recalls his travails.
6. All translations of Homer’s Odyssey are from Fagles (1996).
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Always the same, your wary turn of mind,
Athena exclaimed, her glances flashing warmly.
That’s why I can’t forsake you in your troubles—
You are so winning, so wordly-wise, so self-possessed!
(13.374–77)

There is praise, affection, and approval in equal measure in Athena’s contemplation of Odysseus’ steadfast character. Behind the mask, the tricks,
the ever-evolving disguise, and the new locales, there is a continuous personality and a history of self-assertion and preservation; the past experiences
are part of Odysseus’ present, and these continuities mirror the blending of
past and future in the land.
But as everyone reasonably familiar with the Homeric epic knows,
“continuous” and “steadfast” are hardly epithets that first spring to mind
when reflecting on Odysseus and his adventures. More often than not,
those who come into contact with him are duped by Odysseus. Cunning
on one hand, and the sheer necessity of survival on the other, places Odysseus on his guard and distances him from communities and individuals
alike. His splendid isolation in the court of Alkinoos in Book 8 is a fine
example of this signature feature. Established at the high table, guest of
honor at Alkinoos’ feast, he is nonetheless a world away from the merriment experienced by all around him. Twice our attention is drawn to
Odysseus’ overwhelming grief, which goes unnoticed by all apart from
King Alkinoos.7 Twice in the course of the feast there is an opportunity for
Odysseus to forge emotional bonds with his generous hosts. Such a warm
welcoming and union has already been modelled in the epic, in Telemachus’ reception at Menelaus’s court in Book 4; but the father has learned
nothing from the sociability of the son. With Alkinoos, the emotional contact is frustrated; the affinity is suggested but abandoned. Odysseus may be
in presentia, but in one sense he is also in absentia, a vulnerable and astute
observer, rather than a participant in the society around him.
Mindful of his duties as a host, Alkinoos urges Odysseus to disclose
his name and narrate his life and deeds. With this invitation to disclosure,
we might expect a crystallizing moment of identification, when the wall of
isolation surrounding the hero will be, at the very least, cracked. In asserting and narrating his identity, Odysseus would yield to a whole host of
references and histories, to narratives of the self and claims of guest-friendship. For Alkinoos, the lack of identity is simply incomprehensible, even
inhuman:
7. Od. 8.92–95, 532–34.
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Surely no man in the world is nameless, I am told.
Born high, born low, as soon as he sees the light
His parents always name him, once he’s born.8

And yet, fluidity of identity is a dominant feature of Odysseus. After all,
in the Cyclops episode at Book 9, he provides Polyphemus with the reply
of the ultimate recluse to the very question posed by Alkinoos above: “My
name is Noman. Noman is what my mother and father call me” (9.366–7).
For all the good will of Alkinoos, the invitation to share does not lead to the
emergence of a community for Odysseus. Rather than ending his isolation,
Odysseus becomes an isolated narrator, his very assertion of identity separating him from community rather than locating him within it. In Alkinoos’
hall he delivers an extraordinary narrative that confounds and mesmerizes
the listeners. Four whole books later we learn that: “The Phaeacians all fell
silent hushed, [Odysseus’] story holding them spellbound down the shadowed halls” (13.1–2). Odysseus’ narrative leaves the Phaecians transfixed by
a stranger who has confessed all his life in front of them. And yet, he is no
less remote and no less separate from them than before he spoke. In Odysseus’ parting (as the ship heading to Ithaca is about to sail), I read a silence
enlaced with solitude, a withdrawal from the collective into melancholy:
“and last, Odysseus climbed aboard himself and down he lay, all quiet as
crewmen sat to the oarlocks, each on line” (13.86–88). In his silence we feel
the emotions of a wanderer weary of the weight of uncertainty and of his
separate and incommensurable existence. The wanderer observes and feels,
but does not speak, unable or reluctant to commit words towards a shared
understanding.
Throughout the epic, Odysseus postpones his engagement, hiding his
self in subterfuge schemes and ploys meant to secure his survival and keep
the dream of homecoming alive. This is, in fact, one of Odysseus’ salient
features throughout the epic: an ability and a need to keep his interlocutors at a distance, through beautifully crafted untruths that engage them
in false sharing. In his vulnerability,9 Odysseus observes, manipulates, and
values the center, but always from the periphery, and in isolation. His skill
is honed close to perfection and displayed in his interview with Penelope
in Book 19: a powerful, highly staged encounter that reduces her and him
8. Od. 8.552–54. Next to Alkinoos’ courteous request for identification, see also Laodamas’
and Euryalus’ rude testing of Odysseus’ virility (8.132–98). The people of Scheria’s utopian, selfassured community are exercised by this strange, undefinable figure that dominates the space by his
very undefinability.
9. Cf. here Rankine (2011).
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(but only secretly) to tears. Even at this ultimate moment of return to,
and union with, the object of his affection and the emotional center of his
house, the possibility of real and immediate emotional contact is once more
postponed, adding to the long-list of postponed “arrivals” that punctuates
Odysseus’ long and lonely journey. The epic narrative places homecoming
as far from Odysseus’ reach as possible, right at the center of concentric
spaces that Odysseus penetrates only to be denied access to (Ithaca, Odysseus’ land encompassing Eumaeus’ hut and Laertes’ orchard, the palace, and
finally Penelope’s chamber). Homecoming is thus “at a distance” until the
very last moment, ever delayed, almost inconceivable, and always under
threat.

Seferis/Exile/Community
Images of departure and a concomitant obsession with evanescent landscapes can be found in the earliest poems of Seferis. In the first poem from
the collection of Strofi (“Turning Point”), a turning point, indeed, for Greek
letters due to its advanced and sophisticated relationship with Symbolism,10
landscape almost literally vanishes, elided by the inexorable passing of time:
Moment, sent by a hand
I had loved so much,
You reached me just at sunset,
Like a black pigeon.
The road whitened before me,
Soft breath of sleep
At a close of a last supper . . .
Moment, grain of sand,
Alone you kept the whole
Tragic clepsydra dumb,
As though it has seen the Hydra
In the heavenly garden.11

A space is implied, but palpable, reliable representations of it elude us
throughout the poem. As we try to locate a space, we are snatched by the
10. See, e.g., Sinopoulos (1984, 29–96).
11. All translations of Seferis’s poems are from Seferis (1995).
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temporality that fills the canvas of the poem and our mental appreciation
of it. Any landscape we may hope to conjure is articulated through time,
felt in sharp, short segments, likened to grains of sand, miniscule parts of a
whole, their tiny existences almost beyond grasp. In an hourglass, the grain
of sand marks the evanescent moment, and this moment reaches the poet
(in what can only be the slightest indication of space) in the half light of
sunset, the time in-between, a time of pause and rest after the heat of the
day, and of the promise of night. The hybridity of color and liminality of
the scene denies yet further any hope we may have to engage more closely
with the space where the poem takes place. The moment is precise, but it is
neither day nor night, experienced (recalled) on the appropriate landscape
of the road, white, perhaps discolored in the insufficient light of the sunset,
inviting the poet to walk along it, in fact to lose himself in it. The poet’s
favorite space is thus experienced as removed from specificities; it is a space
facilitated by, and intimately bonded with, the continuous flow of time. In
this early, programmatically modernist, poem, the narrator is identified as a
traveler, a wanderer ushered—perhaps willingly, perhaps not—into modernity’s ambivalent, fragmentary, impalpable world.
More often than not in the collection of Strofi, the journey is melancholy. In “Car,” two passengers journey together but remain separate as if
they are the two bars of a set of compasses:
On the highway like the forked embrace
Of a pair of compasses . . .
The two of us were leaving, empty . . .
On the two-branched highway
We were leaving, bodies only,
With our hearts on each branch
Separate, one right, one left.

In “Fog” the poet is lost for words to address his love: “‘Say it with a
ukulele . . . ’ grumbles some gramophone. Christ, tell me what to say to
her now that I am used to loneliness.” Love and contact are desired; the
poet-lover longs for the sociability of the “church,” “tired of this hermitage.” And yet “it’s fated otherwise, you have to turn in a little recess,” a little
foggy nook, where silence (“the frosts do not speak to us,”) and fear (“our
soul’s in our teeth”) reign. In this and the next poem “The Mood of a Day,”
the poet-observer watches the world go by with wistful melancholia. “Trees
are like corals their colour gone” and “the carts are like ships sunken and
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lonely.” Faded colors and ill-defined shapes speak for a distance between the
observer-narrator and the landscape around him.
In the collection of Mythistorima, the individual’s ambiguous relation
to the world is given yet more sustained, morbid attention. Like Turning
Point, this collection is also dominated by images of journeys, this time in
explicit correspondence, as well as competition,12 with the ancient world.
In Poem 9 Odysseus gets a mention as the representative of the multitude
of travelers who populate the collection. The Argonauts and a gloomy version of a journey, now finished and forgotten, feature in Poem 4.13 Jason’s
companions are dead; their oars on the sand show where they fell asleep.14
Yet the poem is anything but static. It is propelled by the sovereign wide
sea which sweeps and beats the companions with its might. “They [the
companions] had the bearing of the trees and waves that accept the wind
and the rain, the night and the sun, without changing in the midst of
change.” There were merry interludes ashore, enriched by happy memories
of a shared existence, night scents and the song of the birds, but the sea was
always calling and the trip would never end:
We moored on shores full of night-scents, the birds singing,
With waters that left on the hands the memory of a great happiness.
But the voyages did not end.

Disjunction and a lack of shared language dominate the journeys, keeping the fugitive figures separate. So, for example, Poem 7 (“South Wind”)
speaks of yet further loss and isolation that drive a wedge between the individual and the collective. Displaced from home, or perhaps even displaced
at home, the subjects of this poem share a house amidst the pine trees, and
mourn together the loss of past lives and past experiences in now “decimated villages,” “eating the bitter bread of exile” as “the south wind blows
and drives [them] mad.” They sit around big tables and write letters to the
dawn star, to fill the void of parting. But the pain is not shared, and, though
next to each other, the exiles are alone as they gaze at the dawn star, separate
from each other in their silence:

12. Cf. here Klironomos (2002, esp. 225–30) for a broader study of the disjunction between
personal and national memory of the classical past in the collection.
13. Note here the terse final line of the poem: “Nobody remembers them. Justice.”
14. A line directly referring to Elpenor’s wish for an oar to be placed on his sea-side tomb as
relayed to Odysseus in Od. 11.75–78.
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Each of us writes you the same thing
And each falls silent in the other’s presence,
Watching, each of us, the same world separately
The light and darkness on the mountain range.

The writer-exiles work on their letters but do not communicate with
each other. They observe the world as it goes by, but not with each other.
Each seeks refuge in emotional withdrawal,15 nursing his own thoughts
and memories.16 Whatever homes, whatever lives the fugitives have been
plucked from, their biographies are not available to us. Their bodies suffer
the might of the gale (“again this wind hones a razor against our nerves”),
and their thoughts swirl like pine needles in the relentless stormy wind,
blown to a useless heap outside their front door. (“Our thoughts like the
pine-needles of yesterday’s downpour bunched up and useless in front of
our doorway”).
The relentless journey, feared and desired, appears in potent form in
Poem 12 of Mythistorima. Multiple copies of a ruined, barren, rural, landscape (“three rocks in a shape of a gateway, rusted, a few burnt trees”)
stretch to the far ends of the horizon. A fleeting Homeric reference to “the
youngest sailor” (Elpenor) who wins a coin, establishes a connection with
the Odyssey, while the bulk of the poem reworks the romantic-modernist myth of the wanderer. The emotions are typically mixed: the journey
attracts and oppresses at the same time. The sea’s force prevails. A storm
has broken the ship’s oars and the crew has had to moor to mend them,
replenish themselves and rest. They are battered by the sea, but attracted by
its unknown and boundless calm. In comparison, the connection with the
land is weak. The landscape withers; life is ebbing out of the rusty trees.17
The companions hardly notice its decay: the sea is calling them to journey,
and they sail on with their broken oars:
15. To recall the scene from “Fog” discussed above.
16. Solitude is vastly significant, though of ambivalent value, in Seferis’s poetry. We read in
Poem 9 of Mythistorima: “If I chose to remain alone, what I longed for was solitude, not this
kind of waiting, my soul shattered on the horizon, these lines, these colours, this silence.” Equally
self-undermining is the famous “King of Asini” from Logbook 1. A poet and a companion wander
together amongst the ruins of the ancient city, seeking to unlock its secrets. If we are lulled into
believing this intellectual and emotional companionship of a common search, the poet subtly slips in
the sobering note of solitude when hard questions are to be posed, in 1. 40 “The poet lingers, looking
at the stones, and asks himself does there really exist among these ruined lines, edges, points, . . . the
movement of the face, shape of the tenderness.” The poet may be walking with a companion, but,
like the poets-exiles of Poem 7 of Mythistorima, he searches alone and alone faces the frustrations
and gaping void of inadequacy: “the poet a void” (1. 54).
17. Cf. here the trees-as-corals sinking in the sea in “Fog,” discussed above.
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Here we moored the ship to splice the broken oars,
To drink water and to sleep.
The sea that embittered us is deep and unexplored
And unfolds a boundless calm.
Here among the pebbles we found a coin
And threw dice for it.
The youngest won it and disappeared.
We put to sea again with our broken oars.

Trapped at a seemingly comfortable emotional distance from those people
and places that could offer the chance of belonging, Seferis’s wandering
Odysseus settles into a life of psychological truancy, inhabiting transient
homes on a ship and a journey that never reaches Ithaca. It is only later,
in Logbook 1, that Seferis allows his narrator to arrive, but the arrival is a
spectacular, poignant moment of non-engagement which we can witness in
one of the poems of the collection, in particular “The Return of the Exile,”18
which I will now address.
The arrival in this poem shares several details with Odysseus’ arrival.
The comparison accentuates the lack of belonging that is, remarkably, the
prevalent emotion in this homecoming. This time the anonymous traveler is not delivered from the agony of non-recognition by the affectionate intervention of Athena. In the humanized, internalized landscape of
Seferis’s poem, the returning traveler is overcome by the inadequacy of
the landscape, shrunken and parochial when compared with the world he
remembers. He looks for “his old garden,” but the trees and the hills are
too short and too small to offer the shade that he recalls enjoying as a child.
The houses are diminished, the people seem to kneel, and even his interlocutor, the old friend, is visibly shrinking. The old friend may be a guide,
an Athena figure, but this time the non-recognition, the non-belonging, is
not due to a mist that can be dispelled at the snap of divine fingers. The
weary traveler sees well, but fails to connect to what he sees; difference,
rather than familiarity, marks his experience. Patiently, affectionately, the
old friend explains what is needed:
“My old friend, rest,
You’ll get used to it little by little;
Together we will climb
The paths you once knew,
18. Discussed at length as a poem of protest by Ricks (1989, 147–57).
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We will sit together
Under the plane trees’ dome.
They’ll come back to you little by little,
Your garden and your slopes.”
...
“My old friend, stop a moment and think:
You’ll get used to it little by little.
Your nostalgia has created
a non-existent country, with laws
Alien to earth and man.”

The tenderness of the encounter echoes Alkinoos’s gentle concern for his
melancholy guest. Yet, in a manner reminiscent of Odysseus’ impenetrable
solitude, Seferis’s returning exile cannot connect with his compassionate
host, who repeats his reassurances. It is tempting to end our reading with
the exile’s anguish at the failure of re-integration. Yet the more we read
the more we realize the responsibility inherent in return. Unlike Athena,
the considerate friend in Seferis’s case does not offer the finger-snapping
magic solution. In his carefully phrased consolation, homecoming involves
bending down to fit inside the houses, leaning forward to hear the voices
that are now weaker. Empathy, engagement, and commitment, though,
seem absent in this instance, and in their absence the returned remains
exiled; an observer, but not a participant, in his home. The problem is not
with the land, but with the exile. Absence has changed him; nostalgia plays
tricks with memory. The friend offers a hope of eventual re-integration,
but he cannot penetrate the grief. The angst of the returned traveler cannot be assuaged, and the poem ends on a downbeat, apocalyptical note:
“strange how from time to time, they level everything down. Here a thousand scythe-bearing chariots go past and mow everything down.” The stubbornness of solitude in the poem astonishes us, but an explanation of sorts
for the bitterness comes when we delve into the exile’s memories of what is
now missing from his old home:
I am after my old garden . . .
When I was a child, I would run on the grass
Under the deep shades, and would run on the slopes
For hours on end out of breath.
...
I am looking for my old house, the tall windows
Darkened by ivy;
I’m looking for the ancient column, known to sailors.
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These are heartfelt memories, laden with nostalgia and an abiding sense
of loss. What is conspicuously missing, though, is domesticity. The house
looms lovingly in the exile’s memory, its tall windows and the high, ancient,
column in the public space at the front, discernible by all. Childhood
memories of living and breathing in the family house are offered, and yet
the fondness is for the outdoors and the freedom; the people remembered
are the sailors passing off the shore. Domestic details and memories (the old
dog, the faithful nurse, the familiar marriage bed, his wife) are strikingly
absent, eclipsed by a yearning for the limitless. Unlike Odysseus, this wanderer is unprepared for, and perhaps unwilling to reach, home.
Cherishing withdrawal as a trope of living, Seferis, the poet-exile,
chooses the position of observer, eluding engagement and commitment.
He lives in the past-time of memory: a world of past associations, past
loves, that is unable to prevent his psychological perambulations. Poem 15 of
Mythistorima encapsulates this poignant mix of erotic union and separation,
strengthening and annulling through their very incompatibility, in a reverie
where feeling and looking unite, and proximity is marked by distance:
Sleep wrapped you in green leaves like a tree
You breathed like a tree in the quiet light
In the limpid spring I looked at your face:
Eyelids closed, eyelashes brushing the water.
In the soft grass my fingers found your fingers
I held your pulse a moment
And felt elsewhere your heart’s pain.
Under the plane tree, near the water, among laurel
Sleep moved you and scattered you
Around me, near me, without me being able to touch the whole of you
One as you were with your silence;
Seeing your shadow grow and diminish,
Lose itself in the other shadows, in the other
World that let you go and yet helped you back.

The description of a union half imagined, half realized, lost in the past, is a
song of the happiness of bittersweet love. The girl is like a tree, so much so
that we must think of a wood nymph, a creature who is the land and who
is myth. The union is in a lost world that is unattainable to the modern
man, a marvel of pleasure remembered, mythologized and unreal. The girl
becomes that shadow lost in the land, the shade of death and what is gone,
an eroticization of the past and of the rural landscape. The love is above all
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recalled by the narrator, for whom the image of the observed past constitutes the real emotional experience. Melancholy and disengaged, Seferis’s
traveler lives in the shadowy home of his own imagination. His psyche
colors the partial landscapes, the moments on the road, the forests of lovemaking, making the margins in which he has inscribed himself, observing
and remembering, but not acting. I recall here the repeating landscape of
charred rock and arches in Poem 12 of Mythistorima, noted above, which
reveals an oneiric landscape of destruction in which the journey cannot be
complete for there is no domestic place surviving. The spaces of Seferis’s
poetry are mythic and eternal. His is a landscape of movement without
telos.
In Seferis’s world, thoughts and reflections (human intellectual endeavor)
are transient too, swept up by seas and storms that break oars and force travelers to stop briefly in hostile lands, before the journey calls them back in
its many storms. The desire is always to be in yet another tiny segment of
earth. Poem 8 from Mythistorima encapsulates the delicate psychology of a
man alone and in exile, despairing in the lack of human company, and yet
sailing on. There is anguish to start the poem:
What are they after, our souls, travelling
On rotten brine-soaked timbers
From harbour to harbour?
...
Swimming in the waters of this sea
And of that sea
Without the sense of touch
Without men
In a country that is no longer ours
Nor yours.

And yet:
We knew that the islands were beautiful
Somewhere round about here where we grope,
Slightly lower down or slightly higher up,
A tiny space.

Beautiful islands, tiny spots, round the corner. . . . The poem ends with an
enduring note of prospect and a memory of a miniscule spot; an in-between
gap, as yet and perhaps forever, beyond reach.
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Ritsos Comes Home
Though no stranger to exile, Yiannis Ritsos has a strikingly different, and
gendered, agenda for homecoming.19 Unlike Seferis’s evanescent landscapes, home in Ritsos is a place of palpability and of women. Ritsos’s
Odyssean journey, relayed in fragments in his collections of the 1960s,20
conjures images of home, blending classical references with affection for
the quotidian. In Testimonies (2nd series), Ritsos breaks with the formulaic
scale of the epic in a series of short recurrences in conversation with the
Odyssey. “In Nausikaa’s House,” a radiant girl, unnamed in the body of the
poem, frets as to whether her brothers suspect her of an encounter with a
stranger at the riverbank where she and her companions had gone to wash
clothes. The atmosphere is of the patriarchal household in a harbor town,
one we can imagine from the south-eastern tip of Peloponnese, and with
the ancient mode relegated to the margins:
When she returned in the evening from the riverbank to the harbour
town
Where the ships’ masts thrust up to the balconies and into the grape
arbors,
Her own brothers came out of the palace and unhitched the mules
...
The daughter of the house
Was radiant tonight with a new kind of beauty, much preoccupied
Terrified her brothers might notice that the laundry was too light,
That a suit of clothes was missing. Of course nobody noticed a thing.
The stranger
Has remained outside the watered garden, alone. When he showed himself,
Only Arete recognised the clothing of her son Laodamas
On the stranger’s body when he dropped to his knees before her,
And immediately she felt him to be her son.
“Rise,” she said, and she gave him the best seat,
Next to the column where Demodocus had hung his cithara.21
19. Born into a wealthy family of Monemvasia, Ritsos distanced himself from the Establishment from early on. He was constrained by the dictatorial regime of Metaxas in 1936 for his left
leanings, detained on prison islands during the civil war of the late 40s, and by the military junta
some twenty years later. Though his poetry was often somber, it is perhaps his activist’s ardor that
turned him away from the depths of despair characteristic of Seferis.
20. Mainly Repetitions, 1st series (1963–65); Testimonies, 1st and 2nd series (1964–65); Repetitions,
2nd series (1968); Repetitions, 3rd series (1969).
21. All translations of Ritsos’s poems are from Ritsos (1991).
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Demodocus’ cithara reminds us that this is a reading of the Odyssey. But
the attention is focused on details unnoticed in the classical text. Odysseus
may or may not achieve his portentous return, but he has settled in the
heart of the girl and won her mother’s affections, a mother who in a traditional (Peloponnesian) patriarchal household knows better than to expose
her daughter.
In “Nausikaa,” which precedes “Nausikaa’s House” in the same collection, Alkinoos’ daughter speaks to her Nurse in the private space of her
room:
Let me have another blanket. What if it is hot in here.
I feel cold. Nurse, he was stark naked when I saw him,
Near the rushes, and he had seaweed in his hair.
I want nothing more than to remove, one by one, the little pebbles
That stuck to the bare soles of his feet
And to put this flower I’m holding against my breast between his toes,
There where the sandal’s thong divides them.

Sensuality blends with affection and eroticism is enmeshed in domesticity as the poem draws to an end (“Now he lies asleep next door, under my
red woollen cloth”), setting the tone for the erotic discourse of domestic,
familiar fabric that we explored in the previous poem. Indeed such realia
of a modern Greek village pervade the whole collection. In “As in the Old
Days,” from Repetitions, 1st series, a Homeric blind bard meets a telephone
pole, and the women’s quarters bustle with urgent, everyday labors that
make the grandeur of the past superfluous luxury:
Above, in the women’s quarters, they opened the window.
“Stop it,” they yelled at him. “To hell with the tribulations of the Greeks.
We’re sick and tired of all that.” The blind man
Opened his white eyes, gazed up at the window,
Set the lyre on his knee and went on with the same song.
Along with it you could hear the silence of the women
Behind the windowpanes,
The loom’s reed, the spindle, the spool.
The winter’s sunshine was lined by quick shadows—Back threads,
telephone poles, birds and arrows.

Home in these poems is marked by the scent of a woman. “Prisms” (also
from Repetitions, 1st series) is a poem that by-passes the official narrative to
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offer a rather unusual explanation for Odysseus’ distress in the banquet of
the Phaecians:
Listening to the bard in the land of the Phaecians,
The great shipwrecked sailor,
Raised his crimson mantle with his hand,
Covered his beautiful features and began to weep. But notice:
This very proper, manly gesture, head modestly bent under the triangle
Shaped by his elbow below
The red woven cloth—was he really hiding his emotion
Or was he underlining it this way, or maybe smelling the mantle
Which a bit earlier had been washed
by the hands of the daughter of the house.
...
And the mantle surely gave off an aroma
Of salt, myrtle, and sunshine dappled with the shadows of clover.

Alongside the public, epic return, homeliness and the smells of washing
in a (Mediterranean) rural landscape create their own locus of belonging,
inviting the shipwrecked sailor, who responds to the call. This is a kind
of home and belonging that cannot be found in ancient Greek epic. In
fact, when realized in a later volume of Ritsos’s pseudo-Homeric vignettes,
epic return is met with Penelope’s suspicion and something approaching
disgust.22 For all his ability to engage with domesticity, Ritsos’s Odysseus
is afflicted by the same aporia that we saw in Homer and Seferis when he
arrives at Ithaca. “So when he woke he looked all around—trees, rocky
paths, spacious harbors below, a cloud to the south—he knew nothing,
nothing at all” (“Return II” from Testimonies, 2nd series). A significant
question, though, emerges as a first reaction: “Was this the fault of the
length of time or the fault of knowledge outside time?” The second act
of the baffled traveler is equally grounded: “there, at the root of the good
olive tree, he squatted and relieved himself.”23 Both reactions, characteristically Heideggerian, mark the contrast between this returning traveler and
Seferis’s disengaged, dreaming, individual. Home is “earthily” defined by a
22. The description of the encounter from Penelope’s point of view is indeed dire: “Was is for
him, then, that she’d used up twenty years, twenty years of waiting and dreaming, for this miserable
blood-soaked, white-bearded man?” from “Penelope’s Despair” in Repetitions, 2nd series.
23. For an Odysseus more faithful to the Homeric original, cf. another sketch of the moment of
arrival at Ithaca, in “Return I,” which precedes “Return II” in the same collection. The reassuringly
recognizable model is there in the collection; but the later, provocative version supersedes it.
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set time and a set place, a locus not only of higher pleasures, but also of
basic impulses, everyday wisdom, humble activity, detail,24 and survival.

The Dialectics of Return: Domesticity and Freedom
Seferis and Ritsos’s difficulties in embracing the return are in themselves
readings of the Odyssey that uncover tensions between freedom and social
position and between gendered engagement and gendered conflict that lurk
in the Odyssean plot. The reluctance of both Seferis and Ritsos to celebrate the Homeric tale’s denouement draws attention to limitations inherent in Odysseus’ identity and in his adventures. Frequently shipwrecked
and unclothed, Odysseus experiences anonymity, in which there is a limitless freedom that is both exuberant and devastating. His voyage through
alien, hostile lands is a journey of negotiation between reason and identity and a limitless, irrational world (dis)order. Instinct is pitted against
logic. Odysseus’ instinct often pushes him to the limitless; reasoning holds
him back. His instinct for freedom makes the exotic, such as the Sirens’
song, irresistible, though the compulsion to achieve, to reach Ithaca, and be
reunited with his identity, enables him to bind himself on the mast to survive. This interplay is at work most explicitly in Odysseus’ encounter with
the Cyclops Polyphemus. There is a moment of suspension when Odysseus
denies his name and all the fixity that comes with it. But the window soon
closes as Odysseus “loses his nerve,” as it were, in this battle of wills and
succumbs to the impulse to assert his “civilized,” logocentric superiority
over Polyphemus’ perceived primitiveness.
Interested primarily in the power of myth to thwart the ambition of
enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno25 reflected long and hard on this
conflict between rationality and the superior forces of Nature, which marks
Odysseus’ journey back to Ithaca. In their reading, Odysseus’ return can
only be articulated as a continuous struggle between the power of logos (and
the resultant identity as it arises through rationality and cunning) and the
power of Nature, represented by the mythical, the magic, the non-verbal,
Cyclops. This is a struggle without resolution that leaves scars on Odysseus’ identity and on the Odyssey’s outcome as a whole. For Horkheimer
and Adorno, for example, victory over the Cyclops is a deeply ambivalent
24. For an explicit endorsement of the significance of the detail in the poetic program of Ritsos,
see the homonymous poem “Trivial Details” in Testimonies, 2nd series.
25.	Horkheimer and Adorno (1999).
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process as progress and logos ushers in exploitation, fear and struggle for
domination:
the wily Odysseus cannot help it . . . and reveals his real name and his
origin. . . . The cunning of the clever man who assumes the form of stupidity turns to stupidity as soon as he surrenders that form. . . . Speech,
though it deludes physical force, is incapable of restraint. . . . The clever
man is objectively conditioned by the fear that if he does not unfailingly
affirm the non-existent superiority of the word over force, that superiority
will once again be taken from him by force. For the word knows that it is
weaker than the nature that it has deceived.26

A self-reflecting subject upon arrival to Ithaca, Odysseus is bound to find
the encounter problematic, desired, and feared all at once, in a dialectic
where progress (the arrival) always has to countenance the “Other” that is
excluded from it, the mythical, the primitive, what lies outside the narrow
confines of logocentric order. Having employed both rationality and the
ruse of mimetic adaptation to nature, in order to progress, Odysseus now
finds himself both controlling through, and controlled by, logos. As he and
Penelope reach the denouement of the epic, their roles and their behavior (their subjectivity), become increasingly inflexible: certainty cannot be
achieved without rigidity. The recognition scene between the couple astonishes for its lack of spontaneity; as Odysseus is about to regain a home and
Penelope a lover, they script themselves with the greatest of care. Observing
Penelope at the famous recognition scene with Odysseus Horkheimer and
Adorno note that:
There is no spontaneous reaction, for she does not want to make a mistake, and can hardly permit one under the pressure of the order that
so bears down on her. The young Telemachus, who has not yet entirely
adapted to his future role, is annoyed by this, but feels he is man enough
to rebuke his mother. The charge of stubbornness and hardheartedness
that he brings against her is exactly the same as that already made by Circe
against Odysseus.27

Led by the social mechanisms underlying rational progress, both lovers
adhere to a conventionality that makes them successful in their quest on
26.	Horkheimer and Adorno (1999, 68-69).
27.	Horkheimer and Adorno (1999, 74).
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the condition that they give up any instinct, any leap to the unpredictable world of magic. Marriage does not disturb the logocentric economy.
As Penelope obeys and at the same time negotiates within a pre-ordained
order, Odysseus’ single indisputable proof of identity (his detailed account
of the bed-making) subsumes his own autonomy to a closely determined
role–that of the house maker, the man of property engaged in weekend DIY.
Words win, but at the same time they force the story into a public, social,
pre-determined world.
This fraught dialectic between rationality and the pull of nature, magic,
and myth, as sketched out in Horkheimer and Adorno’s interpretation of
Odysseus, provides a valuable backdrop to the anxiety that, as we saw, pervades Seferis’s poetry.28 Mesmerized by the power of words, Seferis is also
keenly aware of their limitations and of their dangers, while also acutely
vulnerable to losing himself in the world of magic and of myth. Anxiety
and dissatisfaction with return propels Seferis into continuous journeying
and into a constant re-examination of identity.29 Isolation is cherished in
his poetry, though the price seems at times overwhelming. Seferis is the
emotional nomad, the homeless intellect, an individual highly conscious
of his masculinity, a man obsessed with the margins and with the lack of
harmony between himself and his environment. His figure is too tall—
and unwilling to bend—to fit into the shrunken houses of his homeland.30
Given to observing, committed to non-engagement, he preserves that distance from home, the familiar, and the waiting woman, willingly submitting
to a detached nostalgic melancholia.31 There is an inherent, typically modernist, paradox in Seferis’s perambulating Odysseus: a cherished yet regrettable alienation, a melancholy endurance in which the search for home, for
what is yet to come, is more real, perhaps more enticing, than its finding.32
28. There is here a metaphysical angst and a romantic spirituality that underlines more generally Seferis’s complex relationship with the heavy-weights of High Modernism. Cf., e.g., Calotychos
(1990); Ricks (1997).
29. “Kichli” and the epiphany of the light has been pinpointed as the nearest to a fulfilling
arrival that we can get from Seferis. But even then, far from a palpable materiality, the envisaged
home is a vision, an epiphany lit by transcendental radiance, heavy with expectation and promise.
On this, see, e.g., Keeley (1996) with further bibliography.
30. To recall “The Return of the Exile,” which we discussed above.
31. Largely indifferent to specifically urban spaces, Seferis would make a rather odd case of
a flâneur, and yet his psychological make-up, obsessions, hiccups share many telling features with
this loner-observer-in-(and of )-the-crowd male, immortalized above all by Walter Benjamin in his
Arcades project. On the latter, see, e.g., Birkerts (1982); Shields (1994). An associative connection
would thus enhance a view of Seferis, the modernist man, and maybe even suggest alternative spaces
for the Greek modernity of the 30s away from the lure of the city that underlined so much of the
European Modernism in the early twentieth century.
32. See here Kolocotroni and Taxidou (1997), for an embedding of Greek modernity within
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Further removed from the agnostic demands of High Modernism, Ritsos’s poetry of the 1960s produces homes for the wanderer. These are confident images, painted with a light touch, representative of a mature Greek
Modernism that fuses Western modernity with homegrown quests and
Eastern instincts. Of course, Ritsos is no less radical than Seferis. Modernist aesthetics and Marxist politics result in a unique breach with the political establishment’s past. Modernist Ritsos cannot accept an unchallenged
continuity with the past and Ritsos, ideologue of the Left, does not believe
in anything, any space that is not steeped in the everyday experience, the
here and now of Greece.33 His Odysseus arrives, but not to the Palace of
Ithaca and not to Penelope to act out with her an impeccably performance
of their scripted roles.34
	Eschewing the double-edged power of words, Ritsos sketches alternative homes, based on hidden signals, mundane objects, silence, and private,
intuitive understanding; smells, touch, and memories, all non-verbal signs
that seem, as such, to escape the trappings of hierarchy inevitable in the
realm of logos. The home that emerges in his return poems is not the city,
but a modern Greek village, a modernist rurality marked by domesticity,
a signal of emancipation and a locality configuring a particularly Greek
Modernism.35 His rural modernity teases hierarchy as, for example, when
mother Arete and daughter Nausikaa conspire to save the stranger from the
patriarchy. The subversion maintains a complicity that eludes the dynamic
of fear and domination. Adolescent female eyes watch from behind the
shutters, from the upper gallery, hidden behind the willows. “The Ordinary People’s Lithograph” depicts this complicitous world:
Heavy, huge, honey-filled figs weighted down the blazing noonday.
The man hitched his horse to the fig tree.
He ate figs and licked his fingers. He stripped—
Fierce, solitary, hirsute. He plunged into the river.
The two daughters of the field guard, complicitous, silent,
Were watching from behind the willows.
Inside their mouths, they felt the tiny seeds from the figs
That the horseman had eaten a short while ago.
that peculiar melancholia that is derived from the modern’s disturbing relation with the past and its
concomitant hope for, and fear of, the future.
33. For an analysis of the house as form and courier of ideology in Ritsos’s poetry, see Maragkopoulos (2008).
34. See, again, Horkheimer and Adorno (1999, esp. 74–75).
35. This interplay of the modern and the traditional (folkloric) Greek in Ritsos’s poetry, and
especially in Romiosini, was recently discussed by Beaton (2008).
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In Ritsos, ordinary people live and love in a Mediterranean landscape. A
naked man is trapped in the gaze of the girls, unsettling the masculine
imaginary of power. The male-dominated world of the Odyssey and of the
modern Greek village is watched and gossiped about by the women. Much
of this world is beyond men, sheltered from the hierarchies and power of
the modern world. The two girls in “Ordinary People’s Lithograph” are
complicitous: they know, but we do not. This girly insouciance is poignant
when juxtaposed with typical forms of civic exclusion in a typical Greek
village of the 1960s, where, for example, a woman in the local coffee shop
(kafeneio) would be a rare (and frowned upon) spectacle. And yet, for Ritsos
staying at home does not have to enact an acceptance of inferiority. To some
extent, the social imaginary of Greek village life as conjured up in Ritsos’s
return poems, in its indifference to, and upsetting of, hierarchies, realizes a
paradoxical, role-reversing space for modernity, a space that could stand as
a brief rural counterpoint to the celebrated urban configurations emerging
in the 1960s in which Greek Modernism reached its culmination.36 In his
modernist project, Ritsos has made room for a domesticity that honors the
woman and renders homeliness alluring, though still separate from men,
dissociating it from the closeted images with which they were linked both
in the Odyssey and in the predominantly male public space of the Greek
countryside of the 1960s.


In this essay I have argued for a reading of the Odysseus figures in Seferis
and Ritsos that looks back to the uncomfortable liminality of the Homeric
Odysseus, also posited by Horkheimer and Adorno in their great opus on
the limitations of rationality, progress and enlightened thought. Seferis
and Ritsos’s threshold Odyssean figures are hybrid creations. Whilst sharing
a broader European preoccupation with the past and its ambivalent relation
to the future, they also respond to developing trends within Greek modernist literature and thought.
Seferis’s returning travelers of the 1930s and early 1940s are fraught with
distrust: for continuity, familiarity, affection, erotic union, the reliability of
time, the past as a compass for the future, proximity as a building block for
a home, community itself. By the time Ritsos tried out his own sketches of
return, there is a renewed interest in revisiting the local, the collective, even
36. I refer here to the fragmentation and celebration of the modernist city that defines the work
of novelists such as S. Tsirkas, N. G. Pentzikis, G. Ioannou, among others.
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Greekness itself: a modernist re-appropriation of immediacy, emotionality,
simplicity, linear time and all those signifiers of presence put into question
by the unabated individualism and ambition for the new associated with
(High) Modernism, signifiers that had propelled Seferis into a movementwithout-telos in his fragmented journeys of some thirty years earlier.37

37. I give thanks to Max Paddison for his advice on Adorno, and to Jim Samson and Richard
Alston for reading earlier drafts.


Chapter 12

Dislodging Home and Self in Zachary
Mason’s The Lost Books of the Odyssey
Zina Giannopoulou

And then their return to the pays natal, where the same old willows swept
the same ragged lawns, where the same old prairie arose and bloomed as
negligence permitted. Home. What kinder place could there be on earth,
and why did it seem to them all like exile?
—Marilynne Robinson, Home
Sometimes the house of the future is better built, lighter and larger than
all the houses of the past, so that the image of the dream house is opposed
to that of the childhood home. . . . Maybe it is a good thing for us to
keep a few dreams of a house that we shall live in later, always later, so
much later, in fact, that we shall not have time to achieve it. For a house
that was final, one that stood in symmetrical relation to the house we
were born in, would lead to thoughts—serious, sad thoughts—and not
to dreams. It is better to live in a state of impermanence than in one of
finality.
—Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space

O

ne of Homer’s epithets for Odysseus, polytropos (literally “of many
turns”), is an apt modifier for Zachary Mason’s debut novel, a compendium of forty-six (first edition, 2007) or forty-four (second edition,
2010) stories based on the Odyssey and hailed by Michiko Kakutani (2010)
in her review of the book in the New York Times as “an ingeniously Borgesian novel, witty, playful, moving and tirelessly inventive.”1 These vignettes

1. For further discussion of the presentation of Mason’s novel, and comments on some of the
vignettes treated here, see Giannopoulou (2014).
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range in size between one and fifteen pages and offer “concise variations on
Odysseus’ story that omit stock epic formulae in favor of honing a single
trope or image down to an extreme of clarity” (Mason 2010, vii). That the
whole they comprise is a novel and not a miscellany, as the word “Books”
of the title might suggest, has mostly to do with its disclosure of perspectives on Homeric figures, especially Odysseus. Characters from the Iliad
and the Odyssey populate the stories, displaying their familiar Homeric
attributes in new ways. For example, Achilles’ excellence on the battlefield manifests itself, not without a touch of irony, in his appearance as a
destructive golem manufactured by Odysseus and in his role as a prisoner
in a harem, who is released by Odysseus and becomes the Emperor of
Heaven only to wish never to have been born. The use of the same characters throughout the novel creates a semblance of unity, but the stories are
thematically independent of one another, each offering a snapshot of its
characters’ lives. As Mason says, his heroes “are arranged in new tableaux,
but soon become restless, mercurial—they turn their backs, forget their
names, move on” (vii). Restlessness and self-forgetfulness are central to the
narrative of The Lost Books and to this essay.
The introduction and the appendix of the novel’s first edition offer a
fanciful account of its history, to which I shall refer as the “conceit” or
“gambit.” Although the account is much abridged in the introduction of
the second edition, its lengthier presentation in the first edition is valuable
because it illuminates Mason’s approach to his novel.2 In its bare essentials, the gambit presents The Lost Books as the translation of an original text, which is an assemblage of “hundreds of pages of random Greek
letters” (Mason 2010, xiii) known since antiquity in encrypted form. 3
Mason undertakes a fourfold task. First, through inference from context
he decodes the “compressed, grammarless shorthand” of a “mimeograph
of the British Museum Copy of the Lost Books (which is itself an early
Renaissance copy of a [most likely] Roman copy)”; second, he translates
the decoded text, choosing “one of many possible translations” (xvi); third,
he expands on the original since “the encoded text of the Lost Books is not
big enough (in information theoretic terms) to hold the chapters [he has]
extracted from it” (xvii); and, finally, he adds a few footnotes to the text.
2. Concerning the excisions, Jonathan Galassi, the president of Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
explains, “There were some things that seemed overly complicated and distanced the reader from the
magic of the storytelling itself. This way, without the protective layering, he [Mason] didn’t really
need, you’re really dealing with the myths more immediately” (quoted in Rohter 2010).
3. In explicating the conceit I draw from the introduction of the novel’s first edition. All page
references to the conceit come from that edition. All references to the text come from the second and
seemingly definitive edition.

264

•

Pa r t I V. C h a p t e r 1 2

The conceit also bears on the dating and authorship of The Lost Books. It
situates most chapters in the period between 1200 and 800 b.c.e. There
are three exceptions: “Bright Land” is much older and not even written in
Greek, the terminus post quem of “Alexander’s Odyssey” is 323 b.c.e. and
that of “Record of a Game” is the Renaissance. The temporal frame of the
novel’s putative original is vast: the work begins its life in a distant past, is
composed over many centuries, and survives in copies, the earliest of which
dates to the early Renaissance. Its authors are many and obscure or fictitious: the unknown, non-Greek creator of “Bright Land”; epic poets, collectively known as “the Homerids”; and the “brilliant hypothetical scholar”
of “Record of a Game” (xv–xvi).
Mason invokes a ghostly text, attributes it to authors who flourished over a long period of time, and claims to have decoded, translated,
expanded, and annotated it, yet the novel bears no trace of this fictive work
and is created entirely by him. This tension between conceit and novel has
ramifications for time and identity. As far as time is concerned, since the
existence of an old text is affirmed in theory but elided in practice, what is
posited as prior is wholly subsumed by what is posterior. The predecessor of
The Lost Books is a construct that exists only in name; what we really have
is a contemporary novel. In relation to identity, not only is the fictional
original said to be the work of a plurality of unidentified authors but also
Mason himself fractures or multiplies, posing as novelist, translator, and
scholarly reader. Thus the creator of an original piece of writing pretends
to be the recipient of, contributor to, and annotator of others’ work.
In this essay I examine the ways in which the novel’s preoccupations
with time and identity can be brought to bear on its depiction of Odysseus’ return to Ithaca. I argue that in The Lost Books recovery of home as the
place of origin and the locus of intimate relationships is mostly an illusion.
Homecoming is an attempt to reconcile the present with the past, reality
with memory, but in many vignettes Odysseus inhabits a present unmoored
in the past: he is either stranded on the way to Ithaca or arrives at a place
that he fails to recognize as home. His estrangement from Ithaca is attributed to loss of self through amnesia or a weakening of memory: home is
either forgotten or a mental blur. With his past obliterated or indistinct
and his identity a conjecture, he inhabits a present that affords endless possibilities for self-refashioning. Whenever he returns home with his memory
intact, he gradually forgets his heroic past, as he settles back into the habits
of peacetime and grows old, or realizes that the past survives only in tales,
which inevitably distort it.
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The novel’s concern with time and identity has ramifications for another
aspect of home, Odysseus’ marriage to Penelope. Her fidelity is indeterminate, conditioned as it is by her husband’s perception of it and the vagaries
of his own identity; or she does not live with Odysseus because she died
long ago, leaving him a widower; or Odysseus remarries on his way home
forgetting all about Penelope and Ithaca; or he concocts a plan that gives
Penelope Helen’s role. In all these cases, Mason toys with the couple’s identity or ontological status: Odysseus has a double, while Penelope either
takes on a role given to her by Odysseus (who thus becomes Mason’s double) or is a ghost. The plasticity of identity is a postmodernist trope that
allows Mason to explore possibilities for spousal betrayal whose seeds are
sown in the Odyssey. Think, for example, of Odysseus’ identity-shifts, his
liaisons with Calypso and Circe, and his anxiety over his wife’s loyalty; or
consider Penelope’s seeming interest in the suitors, as expressed in Book
18 and in the dream of Book 19, and her recurrent wish to die in order
to rid herself of her emotional pain. But whereas in Homer Penelope’s
guest finally becomes her husband and the past is restored in the present,
Mason’s Odysseus reaps a bitter crop since he and Penelope never really
come together as husband and wife.
Before we look at the depiction of memory, self, and home in The Lost
Books, it will be useful to glance at Homer’s treatment of these issues. In the
first half of the Odyssey, memory of Ithaca keeps the past alive and preserves
Odysseus’ sense of self, his awareness of who he is and where he comes
from.4 The formulaic expression with which he identifies himself to the
Phaeacians contains his name, father’s name, and fatherland: “I am Odysseus, son of Laertes, known to the world / for every kind of craft—my fame
has reached the skies. / Sunny Ithaca is my home” (9.19–21). Memory of
Ithaca also shapes his future by supplying the psychological motivation for
his return home. Given the importance of memory for a successful nostos, it
is hardly surprising that two of Odysseus’ adventures are directly concerned
with loss of memory. The Lotus-eaters give men the lotus, which obliterates “all desire to send a message back, much less return” (9.95), and Circe
offers Odysseus’ men a potion mixed with “her wicked drugs / to wipe from
their memories any thought of home” (10.235–36). Female allure poses an
indirect threat to memory. In Book 5 Hermes spots the hero sitting on a
4. I am using the term “self ” somewhat anachronistically, because Homer has no concept of
and word for the “self.” See Snell (1953). But the fact that he could not name the self does not mean
that, at some level, it did not exist for him. For the fact that Odysseus retains his awareness of self
even when he is in disguise see, for example, Pucci (1987, 76–82).
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headland “weeping there as always, / wrenching his heart with sobs and
groans and anguish, / gazing out over the barren sea through blinding tears”
(5.82–84). A little later Calypso, the “Concealer,” finds him on the same
headland “sitting, still, / weeping, his eyes never dry, his sweet life flowing
away / with the tears he wept for his foiled journey home” (5.151–53). Odysseus admits that, although Penelope falls far short of the goddess in beauty
and stature, “nevertheless [he] longs, [he] pines, all [his] days— / to travel
home and see the dawn of [his] return” (5.219–20). The temporal markers of
this passage—as always, never, all his days—show that his nostalgia persists
even during his idyllic life in Ogygia; nothing and no one can shake his
memory of home.
In the second half of the Odyssey the hero rediscovers home through
alienation, and himself through being other than himself. At this point,
falsification of identity becomes an indispensable means of survival. Ironically, once he has reached home, he cannot lay claim to what is his own,
but must present himself as another and be received in his house first as an
old beggar and then as a xeinos.5 Homer conveys Odysseus’ estrangement
from home and self in various ways, three of which are particularly worth
noting. First, spatial disorientation sets in as soon as he wakes up on Ithaca’s shore and fails to recognize his mist-veiled land. For the next twelve
books, self-preservation dictates caution and requires that he treat familiar
people like strangers. Second, his physical appearance, status, and language
become double and duplicitous: he is dressed in beggar’s rags and fabricates stories about himself. Third, ascertaining Penelope’s fidelity is a challenging task since the presence of the suitors and the contest of the bow
suggest that she intends to remarry. Yet Odysseus reclaims himself only
to take on another’s identity beyond the confines of the Odyssey. Teiresias
prophesied that the hero’s journey would end inland, when people who did
not know the sea would mistake his oar for a winnowing shovel (11.75–77).
Odysseus’ final journey thus further destabilizes his sense of self. In Ahuvia Kahane’s words, “a winnowing shovel is not the sign of a city-sacking
king or a smooth-tongued sailor and his tales. By definition it cannot be
the sign of the Odysseus we know from the Odyssey’s tales. In the end, the
true memory about Odysseus is thus fated to be lost” (Kahane 1998, 34). In
the Odyssey, memory of home preserves Odysseus’ identity, while its reality
first unsettles and then restores it. Leaving home once again, in accordance
with Tiresias’ prophecy, brings about another rupture of identity whose

5. See Katz (1994).
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final shape remains undisclosed.6 By refusing to cement its hero’s identity,
the Odyssey foregrounds its endless mutability.
In The Lost Books Odysseus lives in a present bereft of a past and inhabits
places that refuse to reveal their histories. Here homecoming brings about
disorientation and self-oblivion. As the destination of a journey, home is
either the temporary dwelling of an amnesiac or the faint mental image
of a man who has already forgotten the past. “The Book of Winter” deftly
dovetails home with identity. The narrator suffers from amnesia and looks
to solve the “riddle” of “his own name” (141). He finds himself in a cabin
in the woods, which he thinks is his “prison” for the winter, and speculates about the builder’s identity. He stumbles upon “a soot-smudged book
coated with wooded dust” (142), which contains Odysseus’ story, and he
thinks that “perhaps it is, in some small way, [his own] story.” But which
of the characters is he? “I could be the orb-eyed cyclops in his cavern for
like him I am remote from mankind, and for all I know would be angry at
visitors, but I have two eyes. I could be Telemachus, who is lost in his own
land. I could even be Penelope, a prisoner in my home, courted by the cold
wind and winter. Is my house Ithaca Hall? The Phaeacian castle? Are the
wolves Scylla, the cold Charybdis?” (143)
	Here Odysseus loses his memory and with it his identity and home. He
thus turns to material objects that have survived the passage of time, hoping to find in them evidence of who he is. His being would thus be fulfilled
in the act of discovering marks left in the world outside itself.7 Instead,
he discovers inscrutable signs that require decoding: the house implies the
existence of a builder but does not reveal his name, and the book tells
Odysseus’ story but answers no questions about it. Here we detect an allusion to the conceit’s fictive original of The Lost Books, an encoded text that
purportedly resisted all attempts at decoding prior to Mason’s endeavor.
A book operates at the interface of matter and meaning, for although it
is a physical entity, the meaning of its words transcends materiality and is
hard to gauge. The difficulties proliferate when the reader is an amnesiac.
The comic improbability of the narrator’s candidates for self—a cannibal,
an adolescent boy, and a woman—suggests both his radical self-alienation
and the contingent nature of his identity: he thinks that he could be any of
these characters, except for the one-eyed Polyphemus, because his life bears
an accidental resemblance to theirs. That identity can be a fortuitous matter
has ramifications for home: is the narrator Odysseus, and thus the resident
6. See Peradotto (1990, 59–93).
7. Cf. Starobinski (1975, 350).
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of “Ithaca Hall,” or Alcinous, and thus the dweller in “the Phaeacian castle”? Is he (also) the cabin’s builder or only its temporary occupant? These
questions, especially the last one, generate a dilemma: does ownership of
home presuppose that one have built one’s residence—in which case the
present is anchored in the past—or is home simply the place in which one
happens to live at any given time? How can the amnesiac narrator resolve
the dilemma if he does not remember whether he built the cabin in which
he resides in the present?
A random interpretation of the book’s conclusion settles the issue
of identity. The narrator sees Odysseus’ trip inland with an oar over his
shoulder as a journey to self-forgetfulness: “Immortal Poseidon’s wrath
was implacable—in order for Odysseus to escape from his vengeance once
and for all it was necessary that he cease to be Odysseus. What would the
cleverest of the Greeks have done in that situation? He would have gone
somewhere remote, far away from gods and men and, somehow, forgotten
everything, and thereby been himself no more” (144). The narrator attributes to Odysseus amnesia, a mental state that matches his own condition,
and on the strength of this attribution decides that he is Odysseus. In this
way, the anonymous resident of a wood-cabin, lost to the world and to
himself, adopts the identity of a fictional character, thereby bridging the
gap between the Homeric hero and himself and redoubling his own fictiveness. By way of justifying his new identity, he claims that the book would
have mentioned his namesake’s amnesia but the text is corrupt, incomplete,
or obscure, and thus permits wild speculations as to how Odysseus lost his
memory: “Perhaps he went through each scene of his life and held it fixed
in his mind’s eye until it disappeared. . . . Then perhaps he contaminated
and diluted the remaining fragments of memory, rearranging them in every
possible permutation. Eventually, memory is subsumed in white noise.
Even this, though, would be not quite enough. There must have been some
final discipline that destroyed the last vestiges of self, but, whatever it was,
it was so thorough that I lack the capacity even to imagine it” (144–45).
Mason postulates an impaired original that his character’s guesswork helps
to restore. The present emends the past, thereby simultaneously appropriating its iconic status and supplanting it. The latter move is reflected in the
narrator’s rejection of the Odyssean identity: “With relief, I open the stove
and feed the book to the flames. It is the last link to who I was, and there is
just enough left of me to see it. . . . Now every debt is paid, every sin erased
and I can begin anew, I who was once Odysseus and now am no one” (145).
At the end of the story amnesia becomes a desired mental state: selfoblivion is “attained” through an unknown “discipline” for the purpose of
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repaying past debts and starting afresh. Memory is malleable and resembles a text that can be rewritten countless times. This notion of memory
recalls the narrator’s attitude toward the discovered book. Both memory
and book are artifacts, an immaterial and a material text respectively, that
can be corrupted, obscured, and eventually lost. They are also anonymous
or authorless entities: an amnesiac Odysseus is not Odysseus, the amnesiac
narrator does not know who he is, and the book is not referred to as Homer’s Odyssey but as “the story of Odysseus” (143). The affinities between
memory and book come to the fore when the narrator burns the book and
becomes no one, like his Homeric predecessor. Mason puts the famous
trick to a new use, for whereas in Homer Odysseus adopts the moniker
outis in order to outwit the Cyclops before he reclaims his true name, in
“The Book of Winter” the narrator begins as an amnesiac, then takes on
Odysseus’ name, and finally chooses to become a no one. The repudiation of his predecessor’s name marks the narrator’s (re)birth, the erasure of
Odysseus’ “debts” and “sins” in the Odyssey and the celebration of a chameleon “no one,” a character devoid of a unitary identity in The Lost Books.
It also celebrates reception as a practice that revamps the source text even
as it pays homage to it, since the narrator’s final identity both alludes to
Odysseus’ adopted name in Book 9 of the Odyssey and creates a blank canvass onto which other versions of Odysseus may be inscribed. Finally, his
willful namelessness makes him indistinguishable from the cabin’s nameless builder who “quite possibly wishes to remain unknown.” At the end
of the story, the questions informing the narrator’s search—“who is the
cabin’s builder?” and “who is its lodger?”—receive the same answer: an
unknown person. This overlap posits two ontological correlations between
self and home: first, both entities are constructs, the former modeled on a
fictional character, the latter a manmade, not “a natural structure” (140);
second, both are fleeting things that are chanced upon, inhabited for a
while, and finally discarded or left behind. The convergence of self and
home occurs in a slightly different way in the Homeric epic where Odysseus transitions from being the temporary dweller of Penelope’s home to
becoming its rightful owner once he is revealed to be the maker of the
conjugal bed. As Jean Starobinski says, “Ulysses’ words, describing the
construction of a place [bedchamber] and object [bed], have, as bona fides,
the durable object, the bed, which, in the capacity of ‘immutable referent’
Homer attributes to it, carries more evidential weight than the articulation of deep-seated certitude. The ‘I have made,’ together with the object
made, are more probative than the ‘I am’ would have been” (Starobinski
1975, 349).
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In “Intermezzo” Odysseus is stranded between Ilium and Ithaca in the
open sea, reminiscing about Troy and trying to imagine Ithaca. His earlier
days are slipping away: his life in the East “has passed as a dream” and
“already the recollection of it all but eluded [him]” (160). His more distant past—Ithaca’s forests, walls, towns, and harbors—has been forgotten.
What remains are “a few disconnected images—palm trees in washed-out
light, the broken surface of a temple pool, cracked blue tiles, a silver chariot
before whitewashed walls. Ithaca, I recall saying, is good for raising men
and goats and little else. Ithaca had become a sequence of images that could
be made to fit almost anywhere” (161). Odysseus’ heroic past has already
become a faint memory, his home a string of loose images or the recollection of a stock-phrase. A vanishing past conjures a blurry future: “An
island far away and bound in darkness, a woman’s shadow moving over
its hills. I stared up at the lightening sky and imagined that the contours
of the bluing intricate clouds, just visible, were a map of the near future”
(161). Home is a distant and invisible place, Penelope the moving shadow
of a woman; both are almost indistinct, and thus forgettable and replaceable. Marooned in a no-man’s land, Odysseus has lost his bearings. With
a murky past and future, he can inhabit only the present, but since this
present is an “intermezzo,” a time suspended between past and future and
spent on fruitless recollections and idle imaginings, it cannot be lived independently of what it seeks, in vain, to evoke or anticipate.
Three other stories dramatize Odysseus’ sense of disorientation and
estrangement in Ithaca. Here home is an unfamiliar place where the hero
must first bury the past and then grow old and eventually die. In “Epigraph” Odysseus returns to an empty house in desolate Ithaca Town and
looks for a written record with “the marks of recent history.” Instead, he
finds “an orange coral hairpin, a broken loom, an empty, undecorated
quiver, a broken stick of incense, still fragrant when he turned it in his
fingers, a clay washbasin” (178–79). These objects are meaningless because
they are disconnected from one another and lack context, a fact that
Mason registers visually by presenting them on the page as a list. More
items crop up, which generate unanswerable questions. “Arrows stuck in
the wall here and there, but when he tried to pull them out they crumbled.
The aftermath of a battle? The shafts were embedded in just one wall—an
archery contest? Idle vandals?” (179). Mason turns Odysseus’ achievement
in Odyssey 21 into a scene of speculative open-endedness: the hero is now
an ignorant outsider to the bow-contest, attempting to reconstruct from
material relics an event that he never witnessed. Home thus becomes a
storeroom of unaccounted-for objects or a place that has been plundered
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by unknown people. Odysseus’ ignorance connotes loss of identity since in
the Odyssey the stringing of the bow is cast as an identity-test, which will
show whether the hero has retained his youthful strength (21.426–27). A
Homeric fact becomes a series of questions, and home unsettles instead of
restoring Odysseus to himself.
In “Fireworks” the hero returns home determined to lead a quiet life.
As time goes by, he witnesses his father’s burial and his grandson’s birth,
but also the gradual deterioration of his own physical and mental powers:
“well before he was ready he could neither string his great bronze bow, nor
remember the names of the men who had died for him in Troy, nor speak”
(204). By immersing himself in the peaceful present Odysseus forgets his
glorious past. His life in Ithaca, marked by the natural and relatively unremarkable events of birth and death, growth and decay, makes him aware of
his own impending mortality and obliterates the seemingly immortal past.
Homecoming reveals his humanness and ordinariness for it requires that he
let go of the notion of himself as a legendary hero and embrace the fact that
he will soon become nothing. Here home is synonymous with death.
By contrast, in “Last Islands” the seventy-year-old Odysseus wants to
preserve his former vigor and forestall the onset of old age by exercising
daily. Whereas in “Fireworks” the present slowly eclipses the past, here the
present must both supplant the past and keep it alive. But after a while
he “no longer remembered the actual events so much as their retellings
and the retellings’ retellings, which through a gradual accretion of spurious
detail and embellishment had, for all [he] knew, diverged drastically from
the truth” (219). Unlike Tennyson’s Ulysses, who sets out at the end of his
life “To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths / Of all the Western stars,”
Mason’s Odysseus heads east, retracing his fateful journey back from Troy,
but what he finds on the way confuses him. Phaeacia is an abandoned city,
Ogygia “seem[s] to have gotten smaller,” the walls of Circe’s house “ha[ve]
burned away,” and Polyphemus is reputed to have been killed by Odysseus in single combat (221). Troy is a modern Disneyland where shops sell
war-memorabilia, people watch puppet shows, and actors are costumed as
heroes, “four Achilleses, three Hectors, one Patroclus and two each of Priam
and Agamemnon” (225). Material objects cause confusion: Odysseus thinks
that he espies Achilles’ shield in the dust, but the “disc of metal” is one of
“countless other shields [that are] for sale cheap among the stalls in Troy’s
ruins” (227). The past is refracted through stories and artifacts. Theatrical performance joins storytelling in an imaginative rewriting of the past,
and what truly happened is irrecoverable. This loss is not only of material
objects, but also of the original text in which these objects receive mention.
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As Yasuko Taoka notes, the “sham plastic tourist version of Troy . . . obliterates the idea of a pristine, original Iliad and Odyssey by blurring the line
between original and copy” (Taoka 2012, 47 n. 13).8 The notion of creative
retellings of an elusive text and the transformation of Troy into a marketplace teeming with copies of absent originals turn the story into a metafictional commentary on both the oral tradition and Homeric reception.9
Odysseus’ homecoming presents difficulties for his marriage too. Of all
the stories broaching Penelope’s fidelity “A Night in the Woods” is in its
broad contours the closest to the Odyssey and thus the least problematic
for the couple’s union. Odysseus arrives in Ithaca disguised as the peddler Nohbdy. At home he sees Penelope “loung[ing] on [his] throne, taller
than [he] remembers, her presence filling the room” and “toy[ing] with the
black hair of a lanky [youth] who lounges at her feet, his arm entangled in
her legs” (57). Just as the Homeric Odysseus falsifies his identity and summons his absent self by making predictions of his return, so Nohbdy tells
the queen that Odysseus is “not a day’s journey behind him.” She thanks
him for this “welcome . . . but extremely surprising news” and, with eyes
shining with a “new predatory light,” sends him away, inviting him to
come back the following day (58). Nohbdy spends the night reminiscing
about the time when he met his father-in-law, the consummation of his
marriage, and the arrival of the newlyweds in Ithaca. At dawn he “casts
away Nohbdy’s cloak and name” and looking “very much the master” (62)
goes to his hall now empty of the suitors. Penelope, “a head shorter than
[he],” embraces him, while the maids clean up the slaughter-room (63).
Slowly Ithaca comes back to life, and Odysseus resumes his role as lord of
the island and father of Telemachus.
In this story Penelope enacts in succession the two roles available to
her counterpart in the Odyssey, “that of the faithful woman who receives
the beggar in disguise and welcomes him, and that of the woman who
practices the wiles of seduction, although another man’s wife” (F. I. Zeitlin 1981, 206). Odysseus is the story’s focalizer, and his shifting identity
affects his perception of Penelope’s actions.10 To the greedy and humble
peddler Nohbdy, Penelope seems taller than remembered, an occupant of
the throne surrounded by lusty lovers, but the master Odysseus cuts her
8.	Hall (2008, 43) characterizes the Odyssey as a Proteus that defies genre categorization and
fixed interpretations.
9. On this point, see Perris (2011, 205–6).
10. “Focalizer” is a narratological term designating the narrator whose perspective on the action
informs the account he/she gives of that action. For narratological studies of Homer, see de Jong
(1987) and Richardson (1990).
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down to size: she is now shorter than he, “green eyed and pretty in her
red dress, and smiling demurely,” and glad to see him (63). By reclaiming
his name and social role Odysseus domesticates Penelope. Her ambiguous
role in the killing of the suitors intimates her powerlessness. Although she
probably did not commit the deed single-handedly, her “toothy smile” at
the news of Odysseus’ return, lie to Nohbdy that she could not put him
up for the night because there was not enough room in the house, and the
“predatory light in her eyes” suggest that at least she must have planned it.11
Yet the text only says that Odysseus returns to a house that is being cleaned
from the suitors’ blood before he reveals his true identity. Penelope subsequently disappears from the narrative; Odysseus only mentions that she
is an attentive wife and that Telemachus has her eyes. Her subordination
to her husband is prefigured on the night of their first sexual encounter.
Prior to deflowering her in the woods, Odysseus saw her as an animal, a
“fine and fleet thing” with “fur on her flank,” but he “showed no fear,” and
she showed up as “a woman again, and insinuated herself into [his] arms”
(61–62). A fearless man transforms a feral virgin into a seductive woman,
just as a powerful Penelope turns overnight into Odysseus’ tame wife. In
this story, Odysseus is the passive witness of a miracle as his home is transformed from a place that threatens his royal power and marriage to one that
restores the political and familial order.
In two other stories, Mason renders Penelope’s fidelity ambiguous and
makes Odysseus the arbiter of its truth. “A Sad Revelation” revolves around
the contrast between familiarity and unfamiliarity. Odysseus returns home
after twenty years of absence. He sits for an hour “under an oak he remembers” and then, sword in hand, walks toward the house, which “looks much
as it did when he left it” (3). Inside he finds his aged wife married to a
man who is “soft, grey and heavy, no hero and never was one, would not
have lasted an hour in the blinding glare before the walls of Troy” (4). The
“absurd familiarity” (3) of the exterior of the house clashes with the painful unfamiliarity of its interior. Among other things, this contrast raises
questions about home-ownership: to which man does the house belong?
Penelope welcomes Odysseus “home” and calls the place “his hall,” but
the presence of her second husband undermines the truth of these utterances. Odysseus’ perception of his successor as a man unlike himself renders
Penelope’s marriage “absurd” (4), for how could she, the wife of a famous
Greek warrior, have taken an ordinary man for a husband? Yet the inescap11. Penelope’s laugh in Odyssey 18.163 has been taken as a sign of her intention to deceive the
suitors. See Büchner (1940), Allione (1963, 74), and Levine (1983, 174).
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able reality of this absurdity compounds her disloyalty: Penelope betrays
Odysseus twice over, as it were, by remarrying the opposite of her first
husband. The dissimilarity between Odysseus and his rival also stresses the
former’s alienation from home: how can this be his hall if it also houses a
man so different from him? Ithaca is no longer a component of his identity,
a place that anchors him in the past and reminds him of who he is, but the
site of spousal betrayal and the dissolution of the oikos.
Although the returned Odysseus looks like a “reaver, a revenant, a wolf
of the sea,” Penelope recognizes him right away and tearfully “says she did
not think he was coming back, had been told he was dead these last eight
years, had given up a long time ago, had waited as long as she could, longer
than anyone thought was right” (4). In the Odyssey, Penelope’s attitude to
marriage is indeterminate. For example, she tells the beggar that her heart
is divided over whether to stay by her son, guard the house, revere the
bed of her husband, and respect public opinion, or remarry (19.524–34),
and later she says that she has given up hope of Odysseus’ being alive
(23.71–72).12 Mason exploits these indeterminacies by making Penelope
unfaithful on account of a host of epistemological and moral failures: false
belief, misinformation, a weakened will, and extraordinary patience, which
eventually wore out.13 Her betrayal takes Odysseus by surprise, because it
is a homecoming scenario that he never envisaged; that Penelope might
be “dying or be dead and burned” were conceivable possibilities, but her
unfaithfulness was not (5). Whereas in the Odyssey Penelope’s infidelity is
a dreaded possibility that endows her with a modicum of power, in “A
Sad Revelation” Odysseus’ unwavering belief, prior to his return, in his
wife’s loyalty diminishes her power. His homecoming, however, confronts
him with a Penelope that he does not recognize. Faced with this unfamiliar wife, Odysseus denies her and their home: he “realizes that this is not
Penelope. This is not his hall. This is not Ithaca—what he sees before him
is a vengeful illusion. . . . The real Ithaca is elsewhere, somewhere on the
sea-roads, hidden. Giddy, Odysseus turns and flees the tormenting shadows” (5). “A vengeful illusion”—in what sense? If Odysseus’ “sad revelation”
is a bad dream, Penelope is still his wife, but if her betrayal is so unbearable that he suppresses it first by calling it an illusion and then by fleeing
12. In a number of stories later than the Odyssey Penelope does not remain faithful to Odysseus. See, for example, Roscher (1897–1902, III.2.1908–11). In the Odyssey sometimes Penelope’s
choice to remarry is said to be hers alone; sometimes it lies in the hands of her son or father;
sometimes the decision is a joint one in which Penelope will decide in conjunction with her son or
father. For a discussion of the relevant passages, see Foley (1995, 97–99).
13. For the notion that Penelope’s strength of will, unlike Odysseus’, is “vulnerable to the changes of fortune that come over time,” see Murnaghan ([1986] 2009, 241).
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it, Penelope is no longer his wife. Her betrayal hovers between unreality
and reality, an indeterminacy that evokes her Homeric predecessor’s most
significant action, the setting of the contest of the bow, and the opacity of
its motives.14 Both accounts, their considerable differences notwithstanding, depict Penelope’s unfaithfulness as a tantalizing potentiality, which
Odysseus’ timely intervention prevents from ever becoming an actuality.
His success at the bow contest in the Odyssey and his denial of his wife’s
betrayal in “Sad Revelation” rob Penelope’s agency of its sinister effect and
render it inconsequential. Reality is shaped not by her deeds, but by Odysseus’ subjective perspective.
In “The Stranger,” “a fully realized vignette of mirrors, which lets
images, like its multiplied heroes, wander and collide” (Goldhill 2010: 19),
Mason complicates Penelope’s fidelity by doubling Odysseus. A stranger
arrives in Odysseus’ tent in Troy and through a series of riddles reveals
that he is Odysseus who awoke one day to find himself living in Troy as
a man called Iapetus. He knows intimate details of Odysseus’ life, such as
the content of his thoughts and the fixity of his marital bed, and his allegiances are ambivalently Greek. He has killed many Trojans and, although
he could slaughter Greeks and win fame, he does not wish to be a “traitor
in [his] heart” (13). Having met Odysseus, Iapetus realizes that he is “exiled
from his life” and departs, sent on his way by Odysseus with a kindly word
(13). When Odysseus reaches home after the sack of Troy, he finds his Trojan double in his hall, married to Penelope. Iapetus quotes Odysseus’ own
kindly words back to him and sends him on his way.
By blurring the distinction between original and copy, Mason renders
Penelope’s infidelity ambiguous. Odysseus and Iapetus are replicas of one
another: they look alike, know details of Odysseus’ past, and use the same
verbal expressions. When the Greek hero sees his Trojan doppelgänger
installed in Ithaca, he distances himself from him by describing him as
“bearded and sun-browned but still an alien, a foreigner, not a thing like
[him]” (15). His eagerness to dissociate himself from Iapetus recalls Odysseus’ attempt in “A Sad Revelation” to distance himself from Penelope’s
second husband. Yet Iapetus’ greeting, “Welcome, stranger,” is identical to
Odysseus’ earlier welcoming words to Iapetus and suggests that each is like
the other even in the sense that he is “a stranger” to the other; their likeness
is so pervasive as to nullify unlikeness. The impossibility of distinguishing
original from copy complicates Penelope’s infidelity, for inasmuch as Iape14. For the indeterminacy governing Penelope’s character, see Katz (1991). Doherty (1995,
chap. 1) thinks that this indeterminacy reveals not true multiplicity but a duality between fidelity
and betrayal.
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tus looks and behaves like Odysseus, he is Odysseus, and Penelope remains
faithful to her husband; but inasmuch as he is distinct from his Greek doppelgänger, he is not Odysseus, and Penelope betrays her husband, adding
insult to injury by marrying his Trojan double. Her inability to recognize
her spouse, even after the two men have met face-to-face and their ontological distinctness has been revealed, deprives her of moral agency and
renders her unfaithfulness a fortuitous affair. As in “A Sad Revelation” so
here Penelope is either blameworthy or blameless, depending on whether
she has committed adultery. Furthermore, whereas in the Odyssey the doubling of Odysseus as xeinos and husband is a performative act, in “A Sad
Revelation” Mason presents us with two Odysseuses, one of whom is the
stranger, and the other the husband. The creation of two distinct look-alikes
makes it impossible for them to merge and suggests that once Odysseus has
become estranged from home he cannot recover his prior identity. The past
is forever lost, and home is an exile that renders alien what feels familiar.
	Elsewhere Odysseus and Penelope are separated by death. In “Penelope’s
Elegy” the returning Odysseus is greeted enthusiastically by his kinsmen
who “dr[aw] him in among them, touching and praising him, all astonishment and delight, except for Penelope . . . , hardly aged and oddly quiet,
lingering alone at the back of the crowd” (30). This is a case of inverted
katabasis, where Penelope’s ghost visits her living husband.15 Her insubstantial body contrasts with Odysseus’ tangible form, yet at the same time
her visibility creates the illusion that she is as alive as Odysseus. Whereas
in “The Stranger” the doubling of Odysseus makes it impossible to distinguish original from copy, here Penelope appears as her shadowy double.
Once again a familiar Penelope becomes eerily unfamiliar, thereby betraying Odysseus. Furthermore, husband and wife use touch and vision in ways
that thwart connection: whereas Odysseus reaches out to touch Penelope’s
cheek, she runs her fingertips over familiar objects, and he avoids looking
at her while she stares out the window. Finally, her emotional aloofness
contrasts with the Ithacans’ joyous reaction to Odysseus.16 Lacking physical and emotional connection, the couple have become strangers to one
another.
In “No Man’s Wife” Odysseus sees Penelope in the underworld, but “she
recede[s], seeming not to see him” (153). She berates him for troubling her
15. The inversion is compounded by the silence between husband and wife. Derek Walcott uses
the motif of katabasis in Omeros, for which see Davis (2007).
16. This echoes Agamemnon’s complaint to Odysseus in the nekyia about Clytemnestra’s emotional betrayal, as manifested by her cold welcoming of her husband home. In this, as in other
vignettes, Mason brings Penelope close to her opposites in the Odyssey, Helen and Clytemnestra.

G i a n n o p o u l o u , “ D i s l o d g i n g H o m e a n d S e l f i n The Lost Books”

•

277

in her resting place and addresses him as “stranger,” while he pretends to
be a fellow traveler of Odysseus with whom he has returned to Ithaca. She
calls him a liar and insists that her husband is dead. When she was alive,
she asked the Delphic oracle about his whereabouts and received the answer
that “No man will return to you, but not for a long while” (154). She then
announced to the suitors that she would marry one of them as soon as she
had finished her husband’s funeral shroud, which she kept weaving. When
she could no longer deceive them, she gave a feast and drank the wine that
she had poisoned, but did not find her husband in the underworld. When
Odysseus asks her whether she recognizes him, she replies: “Yes, I recognize
you. You are the living, come with all your heat and blood to trouble my
shadows and dust. Traveler, begone from here” (155).
In the Odyssey, Penelope’s emotional dissolution expresses itself as a
recurrent wish to die, as when she prays to Artemis to snatch her away
in a whirlwind (20.58–83; cf. 18.202–5). Here Mason fulfills that wish but
derides its motivation. Penelope misunderstands the oracle and commits
suicide: failing to realize that “No man” is her husband’s moniker, she
interprets the first part of the oracle literally and assumes that Odysseus is
dead.17 She then kills herself in order to be faithful to him in the double
sense of not marrying another and being with him forever in death. While
alive, her devotion to Odysseus constitutes a kind of mnemonic fidelity that
manifests itself in the protracted weaving of his funeral shroud; weaving is
like an interminable lament for the death of a beloved husband.18 By committing suicide she relinquishes the passive role of a dead husband’s wife
and attempts to reestablish their union in death. The bitter irony, of course,
is that Odysseus’ pseudonymous identity is responsible for Penelope’s cognitive error, which leads to her suicide. Odysseus “kills” his wife under the
false name that in the Odyssey enables his most cunning exploit, the blinding of Polyphemus; his heroic identity undoes his oikos. His nominal disguise also prevents Penelope from recognizing him in the underworld, a
failure that may be seen as fit punishment for her futile suicide. At the
end of the story, he is still the “stranger” that she takes him to be at the
beginning, a nameless “traveler,” a member of the “living” who has come
to trouble her “shadows and dust.” Their estrangement subverts the couple’s
joyous reunion in the Odyssey, which, importantly, occurs after Odysseus has
17. Although Mason builds the story only around the first part of the oracle, one wonders
what Penelope made of the second part “but not for a long while.” It is possible that her radical and
devastating misunderstanding of the first part made her oblivious to the second part.
18. I owe the term “mnemonic fidelity” to Mueller (2007, 342). For the connection between
memory and fidelity, see F. I. Zeitlin (1996a).
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disclosed himself to his wife, although even then she is reluctant to recognize him. As in “A Sad Revelation” so here Penelope’s parting words to
Odysseus show that husband and wife occupy different realms: her permanent abode is, for the time being, only a visiting place to Odysseus.
Whereas the Homeric Odysseus has lovers like Calypso and Circe but
stays married to Penelope, in The Lost Books Odysseus betrays Penelope by
marrying someone else while still married to her, or takes on a wife other
than Penelope. In “Islands on the Way” he washes up with his men on
Alcinous’ island after years of toils that have left him dispirited and eager
“for any kind of an end to wandering” (134). The king receives them graciously and mentions that he has a daughter of marriageable age for whom
he has not yet found the right husband. Odysseus “weighed the benefits of
a new marriage against the open trackless sea and, his spirit much eroded,
asked to meet her,” and soon married her (154). Here, home is any place
that promises safety, and marriage is a preferable alternative to the risks of
the sea; both contingencies are means of escape from a life of hardship.
One day, Athena appears to Odysseus in a dream and urges him to return
to Ithaca. Before leaving, he “hesitated, enjoying the stillness of the house
and regretting the warmth of Nausicaa’s bed” (135). Return to Ithaca and to
Penelope is a divine mandate that Odysseus reluctantly obeys. Piety makes
him abandon his second wife, just as hopelessness and fatigue made him
give up his first wife when he landed in Phaeacia. This Odysseus is a shameless opportunist who lacks personal conviction and goes wherever chance or
god takes him.
In “Helen’s Image” Odysseus and Penelope are paired with characters
other than each other, although they could have been together: Odysseus
marries Helen, and Penelope weds Menelaus. Penelope is smitten with the
Spartan “thick-headed bully” and wishes to marry him “above all things,”
while Odysseus vows to “have [Helen] or die” (123–24). He masterminds
a plan according to which Penelope and Helen take each other’s place.19
The ruse goes through because Helen is like a blank canvas onto which
men project their fantasies: those who know her disagree about her physical and mental traits and cannot even “recall the color of her hair” when
she is absent (125). Menelaus thus marries “plain” Penelope, thinking that
she is Helen whom he desires “because she [is] considered desirable,” while
Odysseus delights in his beautiful bride (125). Over time, Penelope comes
to loathe Menelaus and becomes “easily seduced by Paris, absconding with
19. For the similarities between Helen’s and Penelope’s behavior in the Odyssey, see, among others, Winkler (1990b, 141) and F. I. Zeitlin (1981, 204–6).
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him not so much for love as in hope of any other kind of life,” whereas
Helen stays with Odysseus but refuses to let him see her naked or know
how she feels about him (126).
This vignette enacts a double betrayal by reconfiguring two Homeric
couples: Penelope rejects Odysseus for Menelaus, and Odysseus is in love
with Helen. Before Odysseus puts his plan to action, he enters stealthily into Penelope’s bedroom but she regards him “morosely, dull-eyed and
indifferent at the prospect of ravishment” (125). So Odysseus tries to seduce
Penelope but fails. By assigning her Helen’s place, he “rewrites” and endows
her with the fickleness and promiscuity that his Homeric predecessor fears
in his wife. Yet both women are essentially unseen and unknown by their
spouses. Penelope is plain, wanton, and desired for what she is reputed to
be, while Helen is a hybrid creature, as beautiful as her Greek antecedent
and as “invisible” and enigmatic as the Homeric Penelope. By marrying
Helen, Odysseus forges his own unhappiness: the most beautiful woman
conceals her nakedness from him and is so inscrutable that even after years
of marriage he does not know “whether she like[s] him or not” (127). The
cunning schemer out-schemes himself. By foiling his plan, Helen frustrates his desire to control events through his strategic plotting of them
and asserts her independence from him. In this way, the home that Odysseus attempts to create with Helen comes to ruin: the husband knows his
wife neither in flesh nor in soul. Finally, Helen’s insurgency rejects not only
Odysseus’ but also Homer’s script, and illustrates reception as resistance to
an authoritative original.
In the foregoing discussion I have attempted to show that in The Lost
Books home is the elusive object of desire. Odysseus never really returns
to Ithaca because his homecoming is unaccompanied by a successful emotional and romantic nostos. Home is rooted in the past, but Odysseus’ past
is irretrievable. On his way home, he either finds himself stranded at sea
with no clear recollection of his island and a hazy view of the future, or he
is the amnesiac lodger of a random cabin in search of an equally random
identity, which he discards as soon as he finds it. In Ithaca, he enters a desolate place littered with objects that tell no story, or tells stories about a past
that he cannot quite remember, or realizes that the quiet life of an aging
hero eclipses his past. The instability of memory serves as a trope for the
impermanence of the past and the precariousness of identity. The latter two
themes are also present in the stories that dramatize Odysseus’ relationship
to his wife, where beliefs formed on the strength of past experience seem
to clash with the current state of affairs. Is Penelope the wife of a hero or
that of a “soft” man? Is she married to Odysseus or to his Trojan look-alike?
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Is she, as an insubstantial shade, Odysseus’ loving spouse or a stranger’s
disillusioned wife? Odysseus also manipulates his wife’s identity or filters it
through his gaze, but in both cases his intentions are thwarted: his Helen
is maddeningly and unexpectedly modest, and Penelope can be either the
assertive killer of the suitors or Odysseus’ tame and loyal wife.
In Mason’s reworking of the Odyssey home is either an empty tomb—
the repository of a vanished history—or a fertile womb where identities are
reshaped, however tenuously, and the past is reconceived through storytelling. The association of home with time and identity is hardly surprising
since one lives out one’s life at home and understands oneself to a large
extent by reference to it. That home should either bury or renew personal
history illuminates Mason’s use of the conceit: the encoded original is the
sepulcher of unreadable signs, and the decrypted copy receives and reanimates them. Mason deprives his characters of ontological and epistemological certainties and prizes inventiveness and change, qualities possessed
by the Homeric Odysseus. Just as the latter is fond of reinventing himself in tales of dazzling ingenuity, so Mason enjoys spinning stories about
his characters, even as he explodes many of the Odyssey’s central myths.
Ultimately, both conceit and novel celebrate fiction, its power to renew
received images and stock formulas and to move sinuously in unpredictable
directions.


C h a p t e r 13

Homecomings and Housekeepings
Homer’s Odyssey and Marilynne Robinson’s
Housekeeping
Carol Dougherty

There were two kinds of people—those who stayed home and those
who left.
  Susan Straight, Take One Candle Light a Room

T

here is perhaps no text that articulates the dynamic between those who
leave and those who stay better than Homer’s Odyssey, a poem that
juxtaposes the adventurous travels of Odysseus as he wends his way home
from Troy with the valiant efforts of his faithful wife Penelope to stave
off the ardent and greedy suitors and keep her house and home safe until
Odysseus returns. Marilynne Robinson’s 1980 novel Housekeeping is also
very much about this travel/home dynamic, but Housekeeping complicates
the relationship by challenging comfortable assumptions about what makes
a house a home. The novel tells the story of a transient woman, Sylvie, who
returns home to take care of her recently orphaned nieces, Ruth and Lucille,
recounting her unusual interpretation of the roles of mother and housekeeper together with the different choices made by the sisters at the novel’s
conclusion—one to leave and one to stay. Reading these two texts together
reveals the rich and complicated relationships between home/comings and
house/keepings; in particular, it will show how distinctions between house
and home develop in conjunction with the experience of travel. In other
words, it is not just about those who leave and those who stay, but also very
much about what defines a house and a home—how you leave it, and what
do you have to do to keep it.
281
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Let’s start with the Odyssey—but not just (as many do) as a point of
departure, a text that we can then move past, but rather as one that continues to be relevant and useful for thinking about the themes of homecoming
and housekeeping at work in more recent texts. That Odysseus travels is not
really in dispute. His name of course has become synonymous with grand
adventures of all kinds—especially those that take you away from home.
Even though Odysseus’ own travels are not one-way trips, attempts to “light
out for the territories,” his homecoming is punctuated by repeated leavetakings, making the relationship between leaving and returning fundamental to the poem. In fact Odysseus is quite good at leaving—he left Troy, and
also Circe, Calypso, and Nausicaa, and, as we know all too well, he will one
day leave Penelope again. Indeed, in the first half of the Odyssey, Odysseus
is repeatedly faced with the choice of leaving or staying. Sometimes his men
want to stay, as in the land of the Lotus-eaters, and Odysseus must urge
them to leave (10.94–104). At other times, sexy and seductive women like
Calypso plaintively urge him to stay:
ἐνθάδε κ’ αὖθι μένων σὺν ἐμοὶ τόδε δῶμα φυλάσσοις
ἀθάνατός τ’ εἴης, ἱμειρόμενός περ ἰδέσθαι
σὴν ἄλοχον, τῆς αἰὲν ἐέλδεαι ἤματα πάντα.

You would stay here with me and be the lord of this household
and be immortal, for all your longing once more to look on
that wife for whom you are pining all your days here. (5.208–10)1

But Odysseus declines her offer; he wants to leave:
ἀλλὰ καὶ ὧς ἐθέλω καὶ ἐέλδομαι ἤματα πάντα
οἴκαδέ τ’ ἐλθέμεναι καὶ νόστιμον ἦμαρ ἰδέσθαι

But even so, what I want and all my days I pine for
is to go back to my house and see my day of homecoming. (5.219–20)

Odysseus’ encounter with the Sirens, of course, depends entirely on the
tension between going and staying, between the dangers of being seduced
by the static appeal of the past and the ability to keep moving forward, and
Odysseus’ success in overcoming their entropic threat is emblematic of his
status as the quintessentially ambulatory hero. Odysseus is not the kind of
person who will ever stay long in one place; he’s the kind who leaves.2
1. All translations from Homer are those of Richmond Lattimore (1967).
2. On the related issues of mobility and stability as expressed in the Sirens episode, see Dough-
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Turning to Penelope, Odysseus’ famously patient and faithful wife, her
actions in the poem are also structured as a choice between leaving or staying. At regular intervals in the poem the inevitability of her commitment
to stand by her man is challenged by characters who articulate the very real
and reasonable possibility that she might leave Odysseus’ home and go off
with one of her many suitors. In the underworld, Odysseus himself asks his
mother about Penelope; in particular, he asks if she is still at Ithaca:
εἰπὲ δέ μοι μνηστῆς ἀλόχου βουλήν τε νόον τε,
ἠὲ μένει παρὰ παιδὶ καὶ ἔμπεδα πάντα φυλάσσει
ἦ ἤδη μιν ἔγημεν Ἀχαιῶν ὅς τις ἄριστος.

				
Tell me about the wife I married, what she wants, what she is thinking,
and whether she stays fast by my son, and guards everything,
or if she has married the best man among the Achaians. (11.177–79)

Telemachus asks Eumaeus similar questions about his mother’s behavior
during his own absence (16.73–76), and Penelope, herself, articulates the
same options in book 19 when talking to the disguised Odysseus:
ἠὲ μένω παρὰ παιδὶ καὶ ἔμπεδα πάντα φυλάσσω,
κτῆσιν ἐμήν, δμῳάς τε καὶ ὑψερεφὲς μέγα δῶμα,
εὐνήν τ’ αἰδομένη πόσιος δήμοιό τε φῆμιν,
ἦ ἤδη ἅμ’ ἕπωμαι Ἀχαιῶν ὅς τις ἄριστος

Shall I stay here by my son and keep all in order,
my property, my serving maids, and my great high-roofed house,
keep faith with my husband’s bed and regard the voice of the people,
or go away at last with the best man of the Achaians. . . . (19.525–28)

In other words, Penelope, too, could stay, or she could leave. While, theoretically, she could run off with another man—as did Helen—she famously
and repeatedly chooses to stay and to keep her house.3 Not only does she
stay at home (μένω) but she is actively engaged in practices of keeping
her house safe and secure (ἔμπεδα πάντα φυλάσσω). Both Odysseus and
erty (2001, 71–73).
3.	Katz (1991, 6) reviews scholarship that identifies Penelope’s kleos with her stability. Her own
argument emphasizes the tensions in the poem between Penelope’s staying and the potential of her
leaving. Helen of course is equally famous as the woman who left her husband. Penelope herself
invokes Helen’s decision to leave Menelaus (23.218–24). Katz (1991, 182–91) discusses the way that
Penelope’s character is developed by contrast to Helen as much as to Clytemnestra in the poem.
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Penelope are repeatedly made to choose whether they will go or stay, a
narrative move that highlights the connection between Odysseus’ travels (he leaves) and Penelope’s housekeeping (she stays) as fundamental to
the development of the story’s plot. The thematic tension between leaving
and staying is complicated at the metaphorical level, however, since sailing
(Odysseus’ mode of leaving) and weaving (Penelope’s means of staying) each
feature prominently as figures for the narrative process.
Odysseus sails the high seas, always trying to get home, but ever open
and susceptible to adventures, enticements, and discoveries along the way.
Several times in the poem, he draws quite close to home, to the end of the
story, close enough to see the smoke arising from the rooftops of Ithaca,
but then something intervenes, and he is off again, delayed or detoured
once more. This tension between travel and home is expressed, in part,
through the connection between sailing and narrative that Odysseus and
his raft embody. Elsewhere I have argued that Odysseus’ raft, one that he
himself built on Kalypso’s island, embodies the poem’s fascination with
travel, trade, and song.4 As a figure for a set of associations at work in the
poem that link poetry with images of sea travel and sailing, Odysseus’ raft
represents a notion of narrative that is mobile and flexible all the while it
provides Odysseus with the means to travel to a place where he can sing
his song. Odysseus’ travels are the subject of song, but they also represent
the kinds of stories and knowledge that travels produce—stories about new
places, peoples, and opportunities available to the archaic Greek world.
Odysseus’ circuitous and repetitive travels at sea thus function metaphorically to represent the poem’s narrative complexity as well.
At home, Penelope weaves—an act of both literal and metaphorical
housekeeping—and then she unweaves, in a repetitive pattern of progress
and regress akin to Odysseus’ own dilatory travels and linked by its similar
relationship to the narrative process.5 Penelope has promised the suitors that
she will marry one of them once she has finished a shroud for her fatherin-law, Laertes. As we are told on three separate occasions in the Odyssey,
4. Dougherty (2001, 19–78): “Insofar as the technique of the raft’s construction mirrors that
of oral poetic composition, the raft prefigures and represents Odysseus’ poetic voice precisely at
the point in the poem when he is about to take over the narration of the poem at large. The cargo,
both poetic and commercial, that this raft can accommodate articulates new ways to conceptualize
the value of song, and the ability of the raft to travel underscores the connections between travel
and song that emerge from the poetics of the Odyssey–both songs about travel and the notion of
traveling song” (77).
5. On the connections between weaving and poetry more generally, see Snyder (1981); Bergren
(1983, 72). For the links between Penelope’s mêtis, weaving, and poetry, see Katz (1991); Felson-Rubin
(1994, 15–42); Slatkin (1996, 237); Clayton (2004, 21–52); Mueller (2010).
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by day Penelope weaves at her tall loom, but each night she unweaves her
work, and by so doing, Penelope not only keeps her house and home safe,
but she controls her role in the story.6 Not just an exercise of traditional
housekeeping practice nor disembodied metapoetic trope, then, Penelope’s
weaving trick is emblematic of her narrative role as the one who stays and
keeps house just as Odysseus’ sailing both enables and represents his travels.7 As she tells the disguised Odysseus when she describes her ruse with
the suitors, “I weave my own wiles” (19.137). Through her weaving, she is
able to maintain both her fidelity and the integrity of her household until
her husband returns, and her lack of real progress at the loom thus mirrors
the absence of change in Ithaca.
	Eventually, however, Penelope is caught in her deception and forced to
finish the shroud, and as the story is told in Book 24, the end of her weaving is made to coincide with the conclusion of Odysseus’ travels and his
return to Ithaca.8 As the shade of Amphimedon, one of the suitors, explains
to Agamemnon upon arriving in Hades:
ὣς τὸ μὲν ἐξετέλεσσε καὶ οὐκ ἐθέλουσ’, ὑπ’ ἀνάγκης.
εὖθ’ ἡ φᾶρος ἔδειξεν, ὑφήνασα μέγαν ἱστόν,
πλύνασ’, ἠελίῳ ἐναλίγκιον ἠὲ σελήνῃ,
καὶ τότε δή ῥ’ Ὀδυσῆα κακός ποθεν ἤγαγε δαίμων
ἀγροῦ ἐπ’ ἐσχατιήν, ὅθι δώματα ναῖε συβώτης.

So, against her will and by force, she had to finish it.
Then she displayed the great piece of weaving that she had woven.
6. Od. 2.93–110, 19.138–56, 24.127–46.
7. This analogy is anchored by the use of ἱστός—the word used for both the upright of loom
and the mast of ship. Cf. the passage in Book 7 (107–11) in which the Phaeacian men and women
are praised for their skills in sailing and weaving, respectively. Clayton (2004, 55) makes a similar
point in her discussion of the “lying tales” that Odysseus tells at home in Ithaca. She draws analogies between what she calls Odysseus’ “rewoven identities” and Penelope’s rewoven web, arguing
that both “contribute to the poem’s self-conscious reflection upon its own poetics, and celebrate a
mêtis which can be directly linked to poetic performance.” My contention is that the metapoetic
analogies being drawn here are between Penelope’s weaving and Odysseus’ actual travels at sea,
rather than with his stories about his travels. Although I think that Clayton collapses the tenor and
vehicle of the figurative relationship between Odysseus’ actual travels and his accounts of them, she
is right to note the analogies drawn in the poem between Odysseus and Penelope’s respective actions
(sailing and weaving) and the poetic process.
8. In the previous two tellings of Penelope’s weaving trick, it is clear that she was caught and
forced to finish the web years before Odysseus’ return. Cf. Clayton (2004, 47–52) on the anomaly of
the version of Penelope’s weaving story told in Book 24 in which it appears that she has just finished
the shroud as Odysseus returns.
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She had washed it, and it shone like the sun or the moon. At that time
an evil spirit, coming from somewhere, brought back Odysseus
to the remote part of his estate, where his swineherd was living. (24.146–50)

By this account, Penelope finished her weaving at the same moment (καὶ
τότε) that Odysseus’ travels came to an end, and the synchrony of their
actions, reinforced as they are through the metapoetic homology between
weaving and wandering, gestures toward an affinity rather than a tension
between travel and home, between leaving and keeping.
This connection between homecoming and housekeeping is developed further in the poem’s account of the marriage bed of Odysseus and
Penelope. In the famous scene that Alexandrian critics believed should end
the poem, Penelope tricks Odysseus into revealing himself as her husband
by asking a servant to move their marriage bed (23.177–79). As Odysseus
reveals in his outraged response, their bed cannot be moved; it is fashioned
from a living olive tree and is thus literally rooted in the ground:
“ὦ γύναι, ἦ μάλα τοῦτο ἔπος θυμαλγὲς ἔειπες.
τίς δέ μοι ἄλλοσε θῆκε λέχος; χαλεπὸν δέ κεν εἴη
καὶ μάλ’ ἐπισταμένῳ, ὅτε μὴ θεὸς αὐτὸς ἐπελθὼν
ῥηιδίως ἐθέλων θείη ἄλλῃ ἐνὶ χώρῃ.
ἀνδρῶν δ’ οὔ κέν τις ζωὸς βροτός, οὐδὲ μάλ’ ἡβῶν,
ῥεῖα μετοχλίσσειεν, ἐπεὶ μέγα σῆμα τέτυκται
ἐν λέχει ἀσκητῷ· τὸ δ’ ἐγὼ κάμον οὐδέ τις ἄλλος.
θάμνος ἔφυ τανύφυλλος ἐλαίης ἕρκος ἐντός,
ἀκμηνὸς θαλέθων· πάχετος δ’ ἦν ἠύτε κίων.
τῷ δ’ ἐγὼ ἀμφιβαλὼν θάλαμον δέμον, ὄφρ’ ἐτέλεσσα,
πυκνῇσιν λιθάδεσσι, καὶ εὖ καθύπερθεν ἔρεψα . . .
οὕτω τοι τόδε σῆμα πιφαύσκομαι· οὐδέ τι οἶδα,
ἤ μοι ἔτ’ ἔμπεδόν ἐστι, γύναι, λέχος, ἦέ τις ἤδη
ἀνδρῶν ἄλλοσε θῆκε, ταμὼν ὕπο πυθμέν’ ἐλαίης.”

“What you have said, dear lady, has hurt my heart deeply. What man
has put my bed in another place? But it would be difficult
for even a very expert one, unless a god, coming
to help in person, were easily to change its position.
But there is no mortal man alive, no strong man, who lightly
could move the weight elsewhere. There is one particular feature
in the bed’s construction. I myself, no other man, made it.
There was the bole of an olive tree with long leaves growing
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strongly in the courtyard, and it was thick, like a column.
I laid down my chamber around this, and built it, until I
finished it, with close set stones, and roofed it well over . . .
There is its character, as I tell you; but I do not know now,
dear lady, whether my bed is still in place, or if some man
has cut underneath the stump of the olive, and moved it elsewhere.”
(23.183–204)

As many have argued, the scene, with its focus on Odysseus as the bed’s
builder, both reveals Odysseus’ identity as Penelope’s husband and reconstitutes their marriage in terms that are unique to them.9 An important
part of this reunion scene is the way that it highlights the poem’s fascination with both movement and stability.10 Odysseus’ description of making
the marriage bed with his own hands evokes the scene in Book 5 when
he similarly smoothed and trimmed trees into planks of a raft to set sail
from Kalypso’s island—one that symbolized the products of his narrative
(not just woodworking) prowess.11 In Book 5, the construction of the raft
enabled Odysseus to restart his travels and his narrative; here, the re-discovery of the bed signals the poem’s conclusion—Odysseus’ mobile, metapoetic raft has been reconstructed in the form of the marriage bed, fixed in
the ground, thereby ending his story on Penelope’s terms—going nowhere.
And yet, the centripetal forces that bring a wandering Odysseus home
to bed are countered in this scene by an equally persuasive narrative move,
one that moves away from home and puts the homebound Penelope on the
high seas. In a simile, the poet compares her delight and relief at seeing her
long-lost husband to that of a shipwrecked sailor seeing land.
ὡς δ’ ὅτ’ ἄν ἀσπάσιος γῆ νηχομένοισι φανήῃ,
ὧν τε Ποσειδάων εὐεργέα νῆ’ ἐνὶ πόντῳ
ῥαίσῃ, ἐπειγομένην ἀνέμῳ καὶ κύματι πηγῷ—
9. Cf. Katz (1991, 179–82); “The narrative of the bed and its construction, then, is a complex
figuration for the moment in the poem when the marriage of Penelope and Odysseus is reconstituted” (182). See also Starobinski (1975); F. I. Zeitlin (1996a). On the bed as a figure for the stability
and fidelity of Penelope, see Murnaghan (2011, 103–4); Katz (1991, 179–82); F. I. Zeitlin (1996a).
10. Dougherty (2001, 178–83); “In addition to revealing the long-lost Odysseus as Penelope’s
authentic husband, the manner of the bed’s construction evokes Odysseus’s raft with all its ethnographic associations and adds new dimensions to Odysseus’s identity at this point in the poem.
It integrates the qualities and insights gained from his travels into the Greek experience at home”
(181).
11. Cf. Dougherty (2001, 178–81) for the linguistic parallels between the description of Odysseus
building his raft in Book 5 and his construction of the bed in Book 23.
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παῦροι δ’ ἐξέφυγον πολιῆς ἁλὸς ἤπειρόνδε
νηχόμενοι, πολλὴ δὲ περὶ χροὶ τέτροφεν ἅλμη,
ἀσπάσιοι δ’ ἐπέβαν γαίης, κακότητα φυγόντες—
ὣς ἄρα τῇ ἀσπαστὸς ἔην πόσις εἰσοροώσῃ,
δειρῆς δ’ οὔ πω πάμπαν ἀφίετο πήχεε λευκώ.

He wept as he held his lovely wife, whose thoughts were virtuous.
And as when the land appears welcome to men who are swimming,
after Poseidon has smashed their strong-built ship on the open
water, pounding it with the weight of wind and the heavy
seas, and only a few escape the gray water landward
by swimming, with a thick scurf of salt coated upon them,
and gladly they set foot on the shore, escaping the evil;
so welcome was her husband to her as she looked upon him,
and she could not let him go from the embrace of her white arms.
(23.233–40)

The simile opens with Odysseus, and yet, instead of comparing him to the
shipwrecked sailor, eager to set sight on land at long last, putting Penelope
in the time-honored position of women waiting at home, the poet unexpectedly casts Penelope as the shipwrecked sailor, heading for home.12 When
Penelope loses her loom and her weaving strategies are taken from her by
the suitors, it is as if she, too, has been shipwrecked. In swimming to a
welcome land, Penelope is rescued; in embracing her husband, her metaphorical travels are over, and so for her, too, the loom has been replaced by
the bed.
	Husband and wife are drawn together through this simile, one that
emphasizes the similarities between their experiences at home and sea and
helps celebrate the like-mindedness of their marriage. The scene rescues
Odysseus’ battered raft and roots it firmly in his home all the while it briefly
puts Penelope on the road—if only figuratively and if only at the moment of
return. Indeed, Penelope’s metaphorical shipwreck in Book 23 recalls Odysseus’ own all too real experience in arriving on the shores of Phaeacia at the
end of Book 5 when he, too, was happy to spy land (5.394–99). Penelope,
like Odysseus before her, swims to a welcome shore after losing her ship to
a storm at sea, and the simile toward the end of the poem, after Odysseus’
own travels are over, evokes his earlier shipwreck and brings us back to
12. Cf. Foley (1978) for this (and other) “reverse” similes; see also Murnaghan (2011, 32–33).
What I want to add to their discussion is attention to the themes of travel/housekeeping that are at
play in this simile.
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the place where his story began. The traditionally gendered model of travel
and home is thus complicated at the level of narrative production—both
Penelope and Odysseus are errant travelers, each within the confines of the
particular social, gendered worlds they inhabit—he sails, she weaves.
And yet, while the poem draws provocative metaphorical analogies
between the experiences of Odysseus and Penelope, it ultimately fails to
eradicate the tensions between them at the level of plot, for Odysseus will
leave again, and Penelope will stay behind. With the shipwreck simile, the
Odyssey constructs the fantasy of a like-minded marriage of travel and home
but never follows through on the implications of such a notion within
the narrative itself. Instead, Odysseus wastes no time in telling Penelope
that he will be leaving again soon. They have not even consummated their
reunion in that famous bed before Odysseus warns Penelope that they
“have not yet come to the end of their trials” (23.248–49) and proceeds
to tell her about Teiresias’ prophecy that he must once again travel among
the cities of men in search of a people unfamiliar with the oar. The poem
imagines the integration of travel and home in romantic terms, indeed as a
gloriously productive marriage of opposing forces, but by locating that idealized vision within the metaphorical register and deferring any narrative
enactment of it beyond the boundaries of the poem itself, the poem can
have it both ways. The reader can rejoice in the romantic fusion of travel
and home suggested by the Odyssey without being led to speculate about
the sacrifices entailed in domesticating the traveling spirit nor imagine how
truly destabilizing it might be to embrace a mobile conception of home
and housekeeping. For that we turn to Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping.


Marilynne Robinson’s 1980 novel, Housekeeping, complicates the Odyssey’s
attention to the relationships between those who stay and those who go by
asking a different question as well: What do you keep—the house or the
family?13 The novel tells the story of two girls, Ruth and Lucille, who are
abandoned by their mother (she kills herself by driving into the lake) at
their grandmother’s house in Fingerbone, Idaho. A series of women take
13. Like the Odyssey, Housekeeping engages with the themes of home and travel but while the
Odyssey represents home in terms of the gendered husband/wife relationship, Marilynne Robinson takes gender out of the equation and explores the mother/daughter relationship as emblematic
of home. Meese (1986, 58): “Robinson kills the biological mothers in order to come to terms with
‘mothering.’ She then presents us with a surrogate mother who refuses to keep house—in fact,
ultimately sets it on fire—so that we can understand the meaning of female identity and of ‘housekeeping.’”
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on the role of mother for the girls: their grandmother, two maiden aunts,
and finally their mother’s sister, Sylvie, who has spent most of her adult life
as a drifter, but who returns to Fingerbone to look after the girls. Sylvie’s
unconventional approach to both mothering and housekeeping eventually
drives the two girls to different choices—Lucille chooses to abandon what’s
left of her family to go live with the Home Economics teacher. Ruth, on the
other hand, chooses to stick with Sylvie, and, at the end of the novel, the
two of them leave their house behind for a life of transience.
Whereas the Odyssey thinks about home/housekeeping through travel—
both Odysseus’ real travels and Penelope’s metaphorical ones, Housekeep
ing turns this around to consider mobility from the perspective of houses
and housekeeping. As many have already shown, the novel conjures forth
a multiplicity of different kinds of houses and of styles of housekeeping
and mothering.14 After the death of the girls’ mother, a parade of replacement mothers populate the early pages of the novel until the transient Sylvie arrives to take care of her orphaned nieces, and the novel explores her
qualities as both housekeeper and mother.
Sylvie was always a traveler. The youngest of three sisters and the last to
leave her own home, she had, as Ruth tells it, only come home once since
the time she left to go visit her married sister. As we hear from the maiden
aunts, desperate to find someone else to look after Ruth and Lucille, Sylvie
is very much a transient, a traveler, a hobo. As one says to the other:
“Well what about the little one Sylvie?”
There was a clucking of tongues.
“At least she doesn’t have children.”
“So far as we know, at least.”
“An itinerant.”
“A migrant worker.”
“A drifter.” (31)

Indeed, no one has heard from Sylvie in years, and yet miraculously, she
does arrive and agree to stay and take care of her nieces.
14.	E.g., Geyh (1993, 104): “Housekeeping both explores the centrality of the space of the house
in the construction of feminine subjectivity and attempts to imagine a new transient subjectivity
which is located in a place outside all patriarchal structures.” Ravitts (1989, 663–64) notes that
the novel presents five different models of the house—tomb (twice), temporary shelter, abandoned
cabin, pretend house in the garden—and then concludes: “The cumulative effect of these images
points to the house, the sacred home, the comfort and shelter of womanhood as confinement, a
retreat from the larger arena of the world that the heroic individual must confront and learn to dwell
in as the universal habitation of us all.”
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Although she stays with the girls, Sylvie’s appearance and actions remain
those of the transient, and the girls are constantly worried that at any
moment she might leave. As Ruth, who narrates the novel observes, “She
seldom removed her coat, and every story she told had to do with a train or
a bus station” (68). And again, a bit later in the novel, she notes that “Sylvie
kept her clothes and even her hairbrush and toothpowder in a cardboard box
under the bed. She slept on top of the covers, with a quilt over her, which
during the daytime she pushed under the bed also. Such . . . were clearly
the habits of a transient” (102–3). Indeed, Sylvie slept on park benches, kept
saltines in her pockets, and told stories about “an old woman named Edith
who came to her rest crossing the mountains in a boxcar” (87). And, perhaps most disturbing to the girls, she spent her days with the hobos under
the train tracks that ran across the lake. “Clearly,” as Ruth observes, “our
aunt was not a stable person” (82).15
Syvlie’s approach to housekeeping is equally fluid, open, and unstable.16
As Ruth describes their house under Sylvie’s care, there is no longer a clear
boundary between what is inside and out:
Thus finely did our house become attuned to the orchard and to the particularities of weather, even in the first days of Sylvie’s housekeeping. Thus
did she begin by littles and perhaps unawares to ready it for wasps and
bats and barn swallows. Sylvie talked a great deal about housekeeping.
She soaked all the tea towels for a number of weeks in a tub of water and
bleach. She emptied several cupboards and left them open to air, and once
she washed half the kitchen ceiling and a door. Sylvie believed in stern
solvents, and most of all in air. It was for the sake of air that she opened
doors and windows, though it was probably through forgetfulness that she
left them open. It was for the sake of air that on one early splendid day she
wrestled grandmother’s plum-colored davenport into the front yard, where
it remained until it weathered pink. (85–86)

Sylvie’s methods of housekeeping break down all boundaries between inside
and outside; under her care, the house ceases to be a refuge from nature
but rather an extension of it. As Jacqui Smyth observes, “the house itself
becomes a transient structure.”17
15. Wesley (1999, 88) notes Sylvie’s transient qualities; see also S. McDermott (2004, 262).
16. Geyh (1993, 114): “Sylvie’s housekeeping blurs the boundaries between the house and lake,
house and woods.”
17. Smyth (1999, 4). Several scholars have noted Robinson’s debt to the transcendentalists: e.g.,
Ravitts (1989, 650–51); Hedrick (1999); Wesley (1999, 94).
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Sylvie’s mode of mothering was equally open and free. Far from establishing strict rules of behavior or offering guidance to the girls as they
matured, Sylvie’s maternal style could perhaps best be described as benign
neglect. She doesn’t care if the girls play hooky from school; she feeds them
hobo style meals of watermelon pickles, tinned sardines and fruit pies in
paper wrappers. Ruth summarizes Sylvie’s qualities as mother best when
she says that “In all our truancies we never came to a place she had not
been before” (110).
Yet in spite of her deviant ways, Sylvie also turns out to be a keeper—
both as housekeeper and as surrogate mother. On the housekeeping front,
Sylvie takes to hoarding things. The house grows full of stacks of cans,
papers, and magazines, each carefully cleaned and organized (125), a quirk
that Ruth tries to make sense of as a housekeeping strategy, explaining that:
Sylvie only kept them, I think, because she considered accumulation to be
the essence of housekeeping, and because she considered the hoarding of
worthless things to be proof of a particularly scrupulous thrift. (180–81)

It’s not just cans and papers that Sylvie keeps in the house, however; she
believes in keeping family together as well. After all, in spite of her itinerant
ways, Sylvie returned to her mother’s house to take care of her sister’s children at the beginning of the novel, and again, toward its conclusion, when
the well-meaning ladies of Fingerbone threaten to take Ruth from Sylvie,
she refuses to be separated, repeating over and over the phrase: “Families
should stay together” (186).
The character of Sylvie thus forges an analogy between the practice of
keeping house and going on the road, and in this respect, we might say
that she brings the transience of Odysseus together with Penelope’s skills at
“keeping” house in ways that the Odyssey suggests but never quite achieves.
Sylvie breaks the rules and imagines a way to stay and go; to keep something
and leave something. Moreover, whereas the Odyssey enacts a movement
from ship to house as part of the poem’s narrative trajectory, Housekeeping’s
attempt to imagine a more mobile mode of keeping house depends upon
imagining how they could be more like ships.
When Ruth reflects upon the subtle changes to her house under the care
of Sylvie, she remarks upon its assimilation to the natural world—not the
land, but the sea:
And yet as I approached the house I was newly aware of the changes that
had overtaken it. The lawn was knee high, an oily, dank green and the wind

D o u g h e r t y, “ H o m e c o m i n g s a n d H o u s e k e e p i n g s ”

•

293

sent ripples across it. It had swamped the smaller bushes and the walk and
the first step of the front porch and had risen to the height of the foundation. And it seemed that if the house were not to founder, it must soon
begin to float. (124–25)18

Ruth first emphasizes the impact of the natural world upon the house—the
lawn was knee high; it had risen to the height of the foundations—and at
the same time she transforms this sylvan landscape into a marinescape; the
wind sends ripples through the lawn as if it were the sea, a sea which had in
turn swamped the bushes. In order to survive this onslaught of nature, the
house will have to become a ship and learn to float.
A bit later in the novel, Ruth takes this image a step further and begins
to imagine an entirely new kind of house:
Imagine that Noah knocked his house apart and used the planks to build
an ark, while his neighbors looked on, full of doubt. A house, he must have
told them, should be daubed with pitch and built to float cloud high, if
need be. A lettuce patch was of no use at all, and a good foundation was
worse than useless. A house should have a compass and a keel. The neighbors would have put their hands in their pockets and chewed their lips and
strolled home to houses they now found wanting in ways they could not
understand. (184)

Here, Ruth begins to think not just about houses adapting to the physical
environment instead of vice versa, but also about houses accommodating
a new kind of thinking about house and home—a world in which houses
need not be rooted in the ground (hence no need for lettuce patches or
good foundations) but rather able to move—this kind of house should have
a compass and a keel so it can travel. Whereas the trajectory of the Odyssey
enacts a movement from ship to bed, here we find just the opposite imaginative move—a domestic space transformed into ship.
Indeed, several scholars have interpreted this transformation of the
house into a ship of sorts as part of a larger feminist strategy of reimagining the nature of domesticity in the novel. Most recently, Christine Wilson
argues that the trope of the ship punctuates the novel’s attention to issues
of domesticity, claiming that Robinson thereby “questions, subverts and
18. See also p. 61 where Ruth describes the houses of Fingerbone after extended flooding: “So
at the end of three days the houses and hutches and barns and sheds of Fingerbone were like so
many spilled and foundered arks.” A bit later (99), Ruth says, “Sylvie in a house was more or less
like a mermaid in a ship’s cabin.”
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revises conventional ideas about how women relate to space.”19 Because the
ship image, especially as imagined in the previous passage, combines the
notion of home as refuge with the possibilities of movement, mobility, and
flexibility, Wilson argues that the women “do not have to choose domestication or liberation—traditional spatial roles within the home or unconventional vagrancy.”20
And yet there are real problems with this image and the new domestic
subjectivity that it represents.21 The model of house as ship, it turns out,
doesn’t actually work. Toward the very end of the novel, once Ruth and
Sylvie realize that they must leave Fingerbone, they decide first to set the
house on fire, and looking back at it, Ruth once again compares the house
to a ship:
The house stood out beyond the orchard with every one of its windows
lighted. It looked large, and foreign, and contained, like a moored ship—a
fantastic thing to find in a garden.

But this time the house as ship cannot move; it cannot set sail. Rather than
representing a way of thinking of the house as means of escape, this ship is
marooned in the garden, and Ruth cannot imagine stepping on board. The
passage continues:
I could not imagine going into it. Once there was a young girl strolling
at night in an orchard. She came to a house she had never seen before, all
alight so that through any window she could see curious ornaments and
marvelous comforts. A door stood open, so she walked inside. It would
be that kind of story, a very melancholy story. . . . when she stood at the
bright window, she would find that the world was gone, the orchard was
gone, her mother and grandmother and aunts were gone. Like Noah’s wife
on the tenth or fifteenth night of rain, she would stand in the window and
realize that the world was really lost. (203–4)

19. Wilson (2008, 299). See also Geyh (1993, 114).
20. Wilson (2008, 304).
21. While acknowledging the ways in which this passage appears to question the ability of the
house to free itself from its moorings or containments, Wilson (2008, 307) argues that the novel
nevertheless allows Sylvie and Ruth to “appropriate this flexibility and embrace a housekeeping that
illuminates the unstable nature of domesticity.” She looks to Foucault’s notion of the ship as heterotopia, suggesting that we read the ship imagery in Housekeeping “as bringing the characters to habitability, much like a ship brings its passengers to the brothel or the colony, habitability is invigorated,
not destroyed” (307).
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For Ruth to enter or live in this house figured as ship would mean (as it does
in the end of the novel) losing her family: her mother and grandmother
and aunts. And this is indeed “a very melancholy story.” Instead of stepping aboard this house/ship, Ruth explains that she and Sylvie had to leave
Fingerbone and leave the house behind them, saying, “I could not stay and
Sylvie would not stay without me. Now we were cast out to wander and
there was an end to housekeeping” (209).
Indeed other aspects of the novel raise real questions about reading it
as an uncomplicated celebration of a new feminist subjectivity, one that
is both transient and secure. While, on the one hand, the novel blurs the
categories of moving and keeping into the character of Sylvie, presenting
her as figure who combines the qualities of a housekeeping Penelope and
a traveling Odysseus, it also puts the themes of going and staying, house
and family into opposition thematically through the two sisters, Lucille
and Ruth, and the very different choices they make in response to Sylvie’s
hybrid mode of housekeeping.
Indeed, Paula Geyh argues persuasively that each of the two sisters
embodies one of two key models of feminine subjectivity under consideration in the novel, namely, the “settled” and the “transient.”22 I’d like to
extend this interpretation by suggesting that the settled/transient dichotomy is intersected by yet another, related, opposition that the two girls
help articulate—that between house and home. Over the course of the
novel, Lucille certainly comes to embrace a settled subjectivity: a traditional, conventional approach to house and home, one that is associated
with the well-kept houses of the townspeople, one in which firm boundaries are maintained to keep nature out and family in, one which is firmly
settled and grounded. Indeed, the first hint we get that Lucille is not happy
with Sylvie’s transient mode of housekeeping comes through an image that
opposes ship to shore. Ruth is content with Sylvie so she is surprised to realize that Lucille had a different reaction:
Lucille had begun to regard other people with the calm, horizontal look
of settled purpose with which, from a slowly sinking boat, she might have
regarded a not-too distant shore.” (80)
22. Geyh (1993, 105): “Robinson’s two models of feminine subjectivity, which might be thought
of in terms of the settled and the transient, are the two subject positions open to the two young girls
in the novel.” She goes on to argue that the plot of the novel is the movement from the first to the
second, as represented through different models of the house: “This trajectory is roughly that of the
novel’s plot, which begins in the stable house(hold) and culminates in the burning of the house and
the crossing of the bridge that separates the town from the hazy world beyond.”
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For Lucille, living in Sylvie’s house is like living on a “slowly sinking boat”
and calmly, determinedly she sets out to make it safely to shore before this
mobile model of housekeeping sinks. As Ruth puts it, “Lucille hated everything that had to do with transience” (103). She rejects Sylvie’s world of eating dinner in the dark and sleeping on park benches during the day in favor
of that of the “sleek and well-tended girls at school.”23 In the end, Lucille
cannot tolerate Sylvie’s unconventional style of housekeeping or mothering, and she leaves, first to eat lunch in the Home Ec room at school and
then, finally, to move in with Miss Royce, the Home Ec teacher. In other
words, Lucille abandons her actual family for a traditional notion of housekeeping, one that is associated with the notion of the physical house as the
container of family, of settledness, where change is kept at bay, and no one
sleeps on park benches.
	Ruth, on the other hand, makes the opposite choice; she embraces
Sylvie’s transient world of fluid boundaries, of eating in the dark, and
breaking down walls, both literal and metaphorical, between the external
world of nature and conventional notions of family. She doesn’t mind Sylvie’s quirks because she hopes that by sleeping with her clothes on or by
eating oyster crackers, Sylvie will find a way to be transient and not have
to leave. Content to go along with Sylvie’s transcendental approach to
keeping house, Ruth chooses to stick with what’s left of her family, even
though in the end it means abandoning the physical structure of their
house and any conventional notions of housekeeping that it represents.24
After Ruth and Sylvie returned to Fingerbone from their adventure in a
freight car, an action that cements their familial ties as fellow travelers,
Ruth tells us that “Sylvie was an unredeemed transient and she was making a transient of me” (177). This transformation was too much for the
town of Fingerbone, and to avoid Ruth being sent to a foster home, Sylvie
and Ruth choose to stay together, even though it means “an end to housekeeping” and going on the road.
In other words, the different “models of female subjectivity” that Lucille
and Ruth embody go beyond the “settled” and the “transient” categories
that Geyh identifies, to include the different choices that each girl makes
23. Determined to “make something of herself ” (114) in order to assimilate into the world of
her schoolmates, Lucille keeps a diary in which she notes fine points of etiquette such as: “pass to the
left. Remove from the right” (115). Geyh (1993, 108–9) notes Lucille’s affinities with this conventional
mode of housekeeping.
24. In addition, Ruth embraces Sylvie’s laissez-faire notion of motherhood and in a powerful
scene describing their trip out on the lake, she is essentially reborn as Sylvie’s daughter. As Ruth follows Sylvie toward the lake, she thinks: “We are the same. She could as well be my mother. I crouched
and slept in her very shape like an unborn child” (145).

D o u g h e r t y, “ H o m e c o m i n g s a n d H o u s e k e e p i n g s ”

•

297

when confronted with the novel’s questions about defining home as family
or as the physical house. Lucille opts for what I’ll call the Penelope model
and interprets the term housekeeping literally—she stays in town and she
embraces the conventional mode of housekeeping in which the physical
structures of the house are emblematic of more conventional, stable, settled
notions of family and home. Like Penelope, she stays, and keeps everything
secure and unchanging. Ruth, on the other hand, by leaving Fingerbone
with Sylvie, chooses family and abandons the literal house. Ruth and Sylvie adopt an Odyssean life of travel, punctuated occasionally by temporary
stops from which they inevitably leave once again. In other words, it is not
just the settled/transient dichotomy that is put into play here, but also a
related question about what defines the home—the physical structure of the
house or the family that dwells within it. And so, at the same time that the
character of Sylvie embodies a kind of hybrid Penelope/Odysseus, the different choices that Ruth and Lucille make in response to this hybrid vision
serve to undercut it in important ways.
Indeed, the complicated tension between house and family, and between
leaving and staying, is reprised in the final pages of the novel. After burning
down the house, Ruth and Sylvie leave town by crossing the railroad bridge
across the lake and embark upon a life of drifting. Ruth explains that she
and Sylvie have no planned itinerary, but, as she says, “now and then we
pass through Fingerbone on our way to Butte or Billings or Deer Lodge”
(216). Ruth then offers two imaginary scenes of return and reunion, paradoxical and ambiguous scenes that leave many narrative and critical issues
unresolved.25 I want to conclude by looking closely at these two final scenes
and the ways in which they attempt to imagine different combinations of
family and house, reunited together, all the while inscribing Lucille as the
patient Penelope and casting Ruth and Sylvie in the role of the ever wandering, ever returning Odysseus.
	Here is the first scene:
For example, I pass again and again behind my grandmother’s house, and
never get off at the station and walk back to see if it is still the same house,
altered perhaps by the repairs the fire made necessary, or if it is a new house
25. Cf. Geyh (1993, 119): “The paradoxical and ambiguous ending of Housekeeping and its
silence on the fate of its transient subjects (do Ruth and Sylvie ever really return home? Do they
remain in transit for the rest of their lives? What finally happens to them?) appear to leave some
critical issues unresolved, as well.” See also Foster (1988, 96-7); Kirby (1986, 106); Meese (1986, 67):
“Robinson’s double gesture in the final pages—the negation of certainty and the affirmation of
possibility—compels characters and reader alike to unending constructions and deconstructions of
what might be.”
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built on the old site. I would like to see the people who live there. Seeing
them would expel poor Lucille, who has, in my mind waited there in a
fury of righteousness, cleansing and polishing, all these years. . . . What
if I should walk to the house one night and find Lucille there? It is possible. Since we are dead, the house would be hers now. Perhaps she is in
the kitchen, snuggling pretty daughters in her lap, and perhaps now and
then they look at the black window to find out what their mother seems
to see there, and they see their own faces and a face so like their mother’s
so rapt and full of tender watching, that only Lucille could think the face
was mine. If Lucille is there, Sylvie and I have stood outside her window
a thousand times, and we have thrown the side door open when she was
upstairs changing beds, and we have brought in leaves, and flung the curtains and tipped the bud vase, and somehow left the house again before she
could run downstairs, leaving behind us a strong smell of lake water. She
would sigh and think, “They never change.” (217–18)

The passage begins with the physical house—is it still there? Is it still the
same or has it been altered? The house would belong to Lucille now, and
Lucille is invoked as the perfect daughter of a Home Ec teacher, making
beds, cleaning and polishing with a fury of righteousness. A Penelopean figure, Lucille has waited all these years, keeping and guarding the house. She
is also invoked here as the perfect mother, snuggling her pretty daughters
in her lap. Ruth then tries to imagine a family reunion, and not just one in
which she, Lucille, and Sylvie are all back together again in their old house,
but one in which their transient notion of family can be reconciled with
Lucille’s settled attachment to the physical house. It’s a conditional reunion
at best, (If Lucille is there . . . ) contingent upon Lucille’s status as Penelope,
ever waiting and keeping. And yet, inevitably, it cannot take place; Ruth
and Lucille’s presence can only be marked after they’re gone. They can only
be present at the family reunion through absence, leaving behind traces
of their transient family life in the form of leaves, an overturned budvase
and the strong smell of lake water. The impossibility of a family reunion on
these terms is captured in Lucille’s sigh “They never change.” They always
leave.
In the next passage, Ruth tries again, and imagines yet another kind
of family reunion—this one abandons the family house and brings the
extended family together in a restaurant:
Or imagine Lucille in Boston, at a table in a restaurant, waiting for a
friend . . . Sylvie and I do not flounce in through the door, smoothing the
skirts of our oversized coats and combing our hair back with our fingers.
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We do not sit down at the table next to hers and empty our pockets in a
small damp heap in the middle of the table, and sort out the gum wrappers
and ticket stubs, and add up the coins and dollar bills, and laugh and add
them up again. My mother, likewise, is not there, and my grandmother in
her house slippers with her pigtail wagging, and my grandfather, with his
hair combed flat against his brow, does not examine the menu with studious interest. We are nowhere in Boston. However Lucille may look, she
will never find us there, or any trace or sign. We pause nowhere in Boston,
even to admire a store window, and the perimeters of our wandering are
nowhere. No one watching this woman smear her initials in the steam on
her water glass with her first finger or slip cellophane packets of oyster
crackers into her handbag for the sea gulls could know how her thoughts
are thronged by our absence, or know how she does not watch, does not
listen, does not wait, does not hope and always for me and Sylvie. (217–19)

This time Ruth tries to imagine a family reunion without a house, in a
restaurant this time, with oyster crackers. Whereas the first scene tried to
conjure forth a world in which Ruth and Sylvie could be accommodated
within the physical structures of the house, this scene takes Lucille out,
not just out of the family house but out of Fingerbone altogether. And yet,
it too fails. Even sitting in a restaurant in Boston, Lucille still waits, and
Ruth and Sylvie are in perpetual motion, living the life of transients, with
their gum wrappers and oversized coats. Ambitiously, this second scene
tries to extend the scope of family to include their mother and grandparents, and yet each of them is lovingly conjured forth in terms of their
absence. This imaginary family reunion, one in which family is privileged
at the expense of the physical house, thus fails as well. Ruth and Sylvie are
“nowhere in Boston,” and Lucille is still waiting, alone, without family. The
scene, the conclusion of the novel, leaves the reader with an indelible image
of Lucille’s perpetual waiting, of Ruth and Sylvie’s eternal absence, and of
the inevitable connection between them.
Far from a positive, feminist celebration of Ruth and Sylvie’s decision to
“light out for the territories.” the novel concludes with the painful choice
that each sister has had to make, dwelling on what each has lost as a result.
Ruth, in spite of traveling with Sylvie, her surrogate mother, no longer has
a place to call home while Lucille has lost her family. And, indeed, whereas
some celebrate the novel’s new vision of a feminine subjectivity, other scholars have taken Robinson to task for failing to do just that.26 Paula Geyh has
26. Wesley (1999, 95) reads the ending productively; Galehouse (2000, 135) argues that the
novel celebrates the transience of Ruth and Sylvie as a kind of “Romantic manifest destiny, a gesture
that seeks to encompass the wide-openness of a minds-eye Idaho and beyond.” Cf. Caver (1996,
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suggested a way to reconcile these divergent readings of the novel by recuperating what she calls the undecidabilty of the novel’s ending. She points
out that these final scenes are scenes of return, contending that returns are
essential to the construction of a transient subjectivity.27 Geyh argues that
each act of return disrupts the settled subject, thus preventing an easy and
inevitable reproduction of the “social and conceptual structures that construct subjectivity and are maintained through it.”28 For Geyh, then, Robinsons’ notion of the transient female subject is one that is constituted by
perpetual interaction between the settled and the transient.
Geyh’s reading is appealing, and particularly persuasive in the ways that
she reads transience or movement in the novel—as we have seen in the
Odyssey—as part of a constant dynamic between leaving and returning.
And yet, I think her reading still fails to contend with the profound sadness and sense of loss that permeates the novel’s conclusion.29 Housekeep
ing complicates the Odyssey’s attention to the relationship between those
who go and those who stay by raising important questions not just about
life on the road, but also about the house and home that is left behind.
Whereas the Odyssey maintains a perpetually idealized notion of Penelope
and Odysseus as emblems of a like-minded merger of travel and home by
deferring indefinitely the moment when the two actually live (or travel)
together, in Housekeeping, there is always a connection, an attempt to blur
the divide between people who stay and people who go, one that is most
clearly embodied in the character of Sylvie. Like Odysseus, who will one
day leave home again and whose travel are also always returns, Sylvie’s travels keep taking her home; yet like Penelope as well, she keeps her family by
her side. Although the two final scenes attempt to bring traveler and housekeeper together in some productive relationship, each fails in its own way.
Lucille’s house cannot contain the traveling Ruth and Sylvie for any length
133-4, n. 2) for a review of scholars who read the novel as a narrative of feminist freedom. Scholars
frustrated by the novel’s ending include Mile (1990, 135); Kirby (1986, 106); Foster (1988, 97).
27. Geyh (1993, 120): “these returns seem to me essential to the construction of a transient
subjectivity, whose oscillation between departure is not sufficient in itself. The continuance of the
system necessitates these returns, these interventions.” Geyh borrows the term “undecidability” to
describe the ending from Foster (1988, 245). See also S. McDermott (2004, 268), who reads the
novel, with its engagement with departures and returns, as an articulation of “reflective nostalgia”—
a necessary component of feminist theory and practice: “Reflective nostalgia is a means both of
remembering what was lost, and imagining what might have been; as such, it is a crucial aspect of
feminism’s yearning for what has not been, yet.”
28. Geyh (1993, 120).
29. In this respect, I think Ravitts (1989, 665) has got it right when she notes: “Robinson offers no directives. She measures Lucille’s choice of containment and conventional life against Ruth’s
strange but heroic assertion of independence and finds sorrow either way.”
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of time, nor can Ruth escape returning to her house in her mind. Even as
she and Sylvie make their daring nighttime escape across the railroad bridge
at the novel’s end, Ruth tells us: “I thought of the house behind me” (211).30
Without the gendered binary of husband and wife to structure its narrative
in Odyssean terms, Housekeeping creates a space to imagine a third kind of
person, one who goes and stays, one who keeps house and home, and yet it
does so in full and honest recognition of the inherent instability, the conditions and contingencies of its own imagination. It’s “that kind of story—a
very melancholy story.”31

30. As S. McDermott (2004, 267) points out, Ruth’s narrative does not end with a description
of her life on the road; rather “she speculates instead on the fate of their old house in Fingerbone,
and on what may have become of Lucille in their absence.”
31. I would like to thank all those who organized and participated in the wonderfully engaging
conference on Nostos from which this paper emerged, especially Jill Frank, Hunter Gardner, Sheila
Murnaghan, and Alex Purves. The other conference papers and the discussions they produced were
extremely helpful to me in revising my own paper for this collection.
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