
 

 
Compare what these texts say about how people are remembered. 
 
Quite often men and women are remembered through the lens of history or myth, in which 
those embody the values and expectations of the “patriarchal penis” are effectively destined 
for glory. Such a legacy is typically crafted and “embroidered” through the means of 
storytelling, as even in death we amount only to a “sack… full of words”. Yet, not all of the 
characters in The Penelopiad and Photograph 51 are “secured [a] place in history”. In fact, 
many are inevitably forgotten or subdued by “a force greater than she”. Atwood and Ziegler’s 
revisionary retellings challenge the historical invisibility of women, as they provide a voice to 
those that have been consistently denied one, and shed light on the suffering and injustice 
that has been erased from male-centric narratives. Thus, they seek to redefine how we 
remember both the suppressed women of the past and the “edifying legend[s]” of long-
standing. 
 
Stories are a powerful tool used to define one’s legacy, yet it is often only the distorted 
narratives which align with the patriarchy that are upheld throughout history. Those with a 
desire for remembrance often exploit gender roles to please the “usurping patriarchal…. 
barbarians” and to fulfil quintessential masculine and feminine roles. For instance, post-
modern Penelope aggrandises herself through the embodiment of the “faithful little wifey” 
she in fact purports to reject.  Although she certainly “was smart”, in order for her marriage 
with Odysseus to succeed and her “queen Artemis” status to be secured in history, Penelope 
suppresses her own intelligence, as “cleverness is a quality a man likes to have in his wife 
as long as she is some distance away”. Meanwhile, Odysseus’ “tale-telling” of his 
extravagant adventures at sea, such as his “fight with a giant one-eyed Cyclops” is 
juxtaposed by Atwood with the mundane reality;  “No… it was only a one-eyed tavern 
keeper”. It is through the embellishment of his ordinary endeavours that Odysseus is to 
uphold the Homeric legacy of an “epical-he man”. Similarly, Watson and Crick play into the 
accustomed gender roles as to ensure it was their name that “would be the answer to 
questions in the occasional pub quiz”. Succumbing to the stereotypical fetters of masculinity 
by “tak[ing] the shape of the vessel into which [they’re] poured”,  the men will go to any 
length to ensure they will “never be forgotten”, even sacrificing their own “integrity” as to 
exploit Rosalind’s work. Yet, contrary to Odysseus’ and Penelope’s admission of their deceit 
and boastful declaration as “proficient and shameless liars of long standing”, Watson and 
Crick are entirely ignorant that their legacy is built upon falsehoods, as Watson even scoffs 
and questions “her place in history?” Thus , Atwood and Ziegler not only dispute the veracity 
of legacy, but reprimand the credulous society in which it is often those who are the least 
deserving of remembrance which are reinforced through the patriarchy and historically 
denoted as “edifying legend[s]”. 
 
Many women are inevitably subdued and forgotten throughout history. For Atwood, 
unfortunately not everyone is given the opportunity to decipher their legacy, but rather it is 
dictated by a higher “divine power”. The Maids sailed in the “turbulent seas of [their] swollen 
and sore-footed mothers”, predestined to a life of unending sorrow, of  “yes sir[s] and no 
ma’am[s]” and “hoist[ing their] skirts”. Yet in the end,  their suffering is erased, and even 
Atwood herself leaves many of the Maids nameless as to imply their neglected status. 
Indeed, “dirt [was their] speciality”, their legacy even, and thus like Hermione from The 



 

Winter’s Tale, they simply “didn’t stand out” in a world that prioritises “silver and gold”. 
Similarly, although there were “eulogies about her… devotion to work”,  the truth of Rosalind 
and the mistreatment she endured is suppressed by a “force greater than she was”. Yet, 
Rosalind contrasts the Maids in that she had in fact been provided an opportunity to define 
her legacy, even to “secure her place in history”, as Gosling states that “different ways [their] 
lives could go hovered in the air”. But Rosalind had no concern for winning the race or 
having “textbook publishers call” her,  and perhaps through her stubbornness and 
methodological approach to her work, Rosalind self-fulfils her own destiny and is 
consequently forgotten. Regardless, Atwood and Ziegler each condemn the tendency for 
history to “discard the sordid part” of the female experience. That is, women are often 
consigned to societal oblivion for sake of ensuring the patriarchy is left unblemished. The 
retellings therefore implore us to be wary of what is acknowledged to be part of history, as 
“the truth… is seldom certain”. 
 
In the pursuit of justice, Atwood and Ziegler attempt to reconstruct the ways in which we 
remember the women who have been abandoned in the past, left only to dwell on their 
forgotten sufferings in the “darkness of an empty city”.  Such is the case of the Maids, who 
continue to interject Penelope’s narrative, eager to uncover the story behind their “twenty-
four twitching feet” as they declare “we’re here too, the ones without names… remember 
us?”. By placing their bitterly ironic chorus lines adjacent with Penelope’s “gales of moans 
and weeping’, Atwood juxtaposes the difficulties of  “queen Penelope” and her “excessive 
weeping” with the difficulties of the Maids, who “were kicked awake” and did not have the 
luxury of “boo-hooing”. In this way, Atwood seeks to redefine the Maids, the “chore girls, the 
bright-cheeked girls”, by depicting them to be the true victims of her novella and therefore 
the most worthy of commemoration. Equally, after years of being left in the metaphorical 
darkness of history, Ziegler finally shines the “lights on Rosalind”, providing us access to her 
internal perspective, including her “yearnings” which set her apart from  her male colleagues, 
depicted as Rosalind is isolated “somewhere else on stage”. Yet, unlike the Maids who invite 
sympathy for their helplessness, Rosalind’s is imparted with the legacy of female agency 
and resolution: she is a “remarkable” woman who “take[s] a leap of faith every day”, 
meanwhile the Maids are “bought, traded [and] captured”. Nonetheless, both the novella and 
the play invite the remembrance of history’s oppressed women, more so than the “legendary 
hero[s]” that as it turns out, are not so worthy of their “high repute[s]”. Atwood and Ziegler 
revel that women are indeed “more than what they seem at first glance”, they are more than 
their “moon-shaped bums”, their firm “handshake[s]”. Thus, just like Hermione, who was 
never “really dead” and “comes back”, the very existence of The Penelopiad and Photograph 
51 means these previously silenced women are empowered, liberated and in their own way, 
are “secured [a] place in history”. 
 
It is easy to lose sight of individual human suffering when viewed through the lens of history.  
Atwood and Ziegler memorialise the overlooked women of the past, those who have been 
continually deprived of a voice and overshadowed by the archetypal men and women that 
have fabricated their place in history.  Ironically, it is those who do not care to be 
remembered that are often the most worthy of commemoration.Yet, perhaps we are to be 
wary of all those in The Penelopiad and Photograph 51, which as Caspar puts, is the “tricky 
thing about time, and memory”. Atwood and Ziegler merely provide an echo of history, an 
echo of truth. There are in fact, “whole worlds of things we wish had happened” but may be 
as “real in our hands as what actually did occur”.  


