ENGLISH - THE PENELOPIAD & PHOTOGRAPH 51

Compare the ways that The Penelopiad and Photograph 51 explore the idea
that perspective changes over time.

Atwood’s novella and Ziegler’'s play present societies where women are repressed. Whilst
the males dominate the narratives in both Photograph 51 and the Penelopiad, Penelope has
the power of being the storyteller; contrasting Rosalind. Through interjections into the
stories, both writers reveal the essence of human nature evident intergenerationally, and it is
through the patriarchal establishment of both eras that the audience is left to question whose
perspective presents the truth.

The Penelopiad and Photograph 51 have presented societies where men dominate and
have explored the notion that not all women abide to their archetype of being domestic and
submissive. While Penelope holds power in being the storyteller, Rosalind’s inhibition to do
so, due to her male co-workers, ceases her voice from being heard beyond an inner
monologue. While Penelope aimed to ‘spin a thread of her own’ and reveal to the audience
what was not told in Homer’s Odyssey, she has ultimately presented herself as conforming
to the patriarchal structure of society to which she swore to ‘reject’. Penelope is accepting of
her place as a woman, as her fear of being ‘killed’ for even a slight contradiction to her
husband’s rule is overt; ‘I kept quiet...I didn’t ask questions’. Unlike Penelope’s era where
women didn’t actively or overtly fight against the patriarchal social construct, the 1950’s sees
more agency in women. While Rosalind’s intelligence secures her a job and career, she still
faces a hostile, sexist environment, as her fellow male scientists dismiss her credentials and
retell her story from their perspective. From the outset, Rosalind is expected to assist Wilkins
and is disparagingly referred to as ‘Miss Franklin’ rather than ‘Dr Franklin’ as she is so
rightfully entitled. We, the audience, are not able to ensure that the males are painting her in
a good light because she was an admirable woman or if it is to cover their own duplicity; for
they bathed in, what should’ve been Rosalind’s, glory. Rosalind is denied ‘her place in
history’ because of the males’ own drive for fame’ and, ultimately, ‘The Nobel’. Atwood and
Ziegler have hence commented on the patriarchal establishments of society and their
impediment in everyday life; for the women'’s ability to ‘weave their own’ narrative becomes
increasingly difficult as time progresses.

Through interjections by the characters in both texts, human nature is explored as the
intergenerational tropes of women and men is evident among the patriarchal establishments
of their eras. A theme common to the novella and the play is competition, and its impact
upon characters, especially women. Throughout the Penelopiad, Penelope seems to
compete with most characters. Her utter hatred for Helen, ‘the septic bitch’, who appears as
the paragon of the desire of femininity for noble women, is extremely prevalent. Perhaps it is
jealousy that has fuelled this hatred, for Penelope has always viewed herself as ‘Plain-Jane
Penelope’ who was ‘clever but not overly beautiful’; contradicting her view in the Homeric
version where she is portrayed as ‘constant’ and ‘virtuous’. Paradoxically, Rosalind seems to
solely compete with herself. Her drive for autonomy, ‘perfection’ and ‘precision’ has
undermined her ability to connect with the other men; ultimately instigating the competition
between them and her. It is this that drove Wilkins to covertly show ‘Photograph 51’ to
Watson and Crick. Ziegler has attempted to elicit the competition that is derived from women
when they simply drive for autonomy and independence; for it was Rosalind who couldn’t
‘see the double helix structure’. This idea is given nuance when viewed in the light of
Penelope’s story; where she is undermined by the males in an attempt to gain her own
sense of power and independence as she strives away from the Odyssey’s telling of her.
While she aims to ‘spin a thread of her own’; she ultimately conforms to the patriarchal
establishment of society and appears accepting of her place as a woman; simply to ‘breed
children’ for her husband Odysseus. Both Atwood and Ziegler have explored the essence of
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human nature, evident in the intergenerational tropes of men and women, as characters
either abide to or repudiate the social construct. It is through this that both authors have
explored the notion that, in the ‘mortal world’, ‘Hades’ and modern day, males prevail.

The protagonists in the texts have their stories interrupted; where it is difficult to determine
whose perspective presents the truth. Penelope’s story is interjected by her ‘twelve maids’,
who pose as a ‘Greek Chorus’ in the novella. Their ironic songs, chants and dances provide
a caustic humour to Penelope’s retelling, presenting an alternative view to her story. The
symbol of the maids ‘fly[ing] away as owls’ at the end of the novella presents them as wise,
truth-telling moral observers who seem to ‘know all’; ironically suggesting that they hold the
utter truth to Penelope’s story. However, it is the arrogance of the males and females in the
text that undermines their voice ever being heard, for they were killed ‘too soon’. Not only
has Atwood used the maids as a way to reveal the social hierarchy established, but also to
impart the notion that women are always undermined by men; even in the ‘underworld’ their
voices cease to exist. This idea is given credibility considering Rosalind’s story; where her
male counterparts retell her journey to ‘discover the secret of life’. While she is portrayed as
a ‘determined’ scientist, it is ultimately the males who interject her story that prevents ‘her
truth’ from being heard, like the maids. It is only the audience that hears her inner thoughts
through her monologues; where she expresses her wish to ‘be kissed’, to ‘be a child again’
and for her father to ‘look at her with uncomplicated pride’. Gosling, who acts as an
intermediary, continuously interjects and speaks on behalf of her; ‘but instead she said’.
Rosalind is left to no option but to say ‘| don’t know’; revealing how Rosalind was too scared
to ‘open up’ to Caspar due to becoming vulnerable and powerless. Concealing the truth is
hence apparent in both texts, and, thanks to the characters that punctuate both texts, this
provides an example of what happens when assumptions are formulated; no one knows
where the truth lies.

Atwood and Ziegler have presented how narratives shift in perspective. It is through
interjections by characters that the texts mirror reality; where there is not simply one side to
a story. Both authors have attempted to present flawed protagonists and in doing so, have
played with the traditional stereotype of a woman that does not necessarily abide to their
archetype of being domestic and submissive. In an attempt to fully understand the world,
both writers have exemplified the misogyny that is deeply rooted in society, and to let those
who have been repressed in the past, ‘fly’.
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