
 
‘My past life was fraught with many difficulties, but who’s to the next one wouldn’t be 

worse?’ (Penelope page 188) 
‘You know… I think there must come a point in life when you realise you can’t begin 

again’ (Page 83) 
 
Destiny is believed to control people’s futures and the way their life will turn out. This notion 
is explored in both Anna Ziegler’s Photograph 51 and Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad as 
characters find a balance between accepting their fate and controlling how their life resulted. 
Atwood and Ziegler highlight the role of power in determining one’s fate as it influences the 
expected outcomes of people’s lives. The texts demonstrate how many people can live in 
regret and cannot accept their fate. Similarly, characters realise that retelling their story does 
not change their destiny and ultimately the outcome of their lives will not change.  
 
Atwood and Ziegler demonstrate the influence one’s power can have on their fate. It is often 
expected that those with more power will live a more fair and full life than the powerless. 
This is explored in Photograph 51 as Rosalind is not expected to be successful due to her 
lack of power as a woman. The text implies that those around her lack faith in the destiny 
she sets out for herself. This is shown as Rosalind describes, ‘when I told my father I wanted 
to become a scientist, he said, “Ah. I see”… Then he said, “No.”’ Her father does not believe 
it is her destiny to become a scientist, and Rosalind works to prove him wrong. Similarly, the 
other male characters Rosalind works with doubt her abilities and try to determine her fate 
for her. Rosalind again dismisses their lack of faith telling Wilkins, ‘I will not be anyone’s 
assistant.’ Conversely, in The Penelopiad the maids’ lack of power ultimately cannot be 
overridden by their determination to prove their worth. As Rosalind is able to alter her 
expected destiny, the maids’ fate is determined for them and they are unable to control their 
ending. The maids describe that they were ‘ to be disposed of at will, sold, drowned in the 
well, traded, used discarded…’ They emphasise to readers that they were born into a life 
where they were expected to be treated poorly and ultimately it was part of their destiny to 
be ‘strung up… dangling like clothes on a line’. Atwood encourages readers to question 
whether their destiny would have changed if they had more power. In both texts the authors 
conclude the story with the death of the least powerful characters. In Photograph 51 
Rosalind’s dedication to her work ultimately resulted in her premature death, despite Gosling 
insisting, ‘you can’t move through the beam like that’. The maids suffered a similar fate, 
although their deaths were at the hands of others. Their dedication and loyalty to Penelope 
left them destined to suffer an early death. In both texts these disempowered women were 
sold short of living their full life. The authors both demonstrate how those who lack power 
often have their unfortunate fate determined for them, while in Photograph 51 Rosalind 
challenges this as she pursues her ambitions. 
 
Both The Penelopiad and Photograph 51 highlight the significance of regret as characters 
struggle to accept their fate. Atwood and Ziegler use their characters to demonstrate the 
difficulty people face accepting how their lives have turned out. This is shown in Photograph 
51 by Wilkins, who spends a lot of time contemplating how his relationship with Rosalind 
resulted. He highlights in a conversation with Rosalind at the conclusion of the play that ‘I 
have spent my whole life in regret’. This signifies that Wilkins cannot come to terms with the 
outcome of his life and wishes he had done many things differently. Ziegler emphasises 
many of the mistakes Wilkins made in his life throughout the play such as his sexist and 
rude treatment of Rosalind - ‘I’m glad… you didn’t take a break from your daily routine to 
accompany me somewhere I was permitted to dine’. Along with his ignorant sharing of 
information with Watson, ‘if I’d known you were going to do another, I wouldn’t have…’ 
Ziegler explores these crucial decisions in Wilkins life, which ultimately determine his fate as 



his blundering, careless attitude towards Rosalind and her work causes him significant 
regret. Penelope, much like Wilkins, feels a deep sense of regret about the decisions she 
made in her life which impacted not only her own fate as a powerful wife, but the destiny of 
her young maids. She instantly regrets her decision to not inform Eurycleia of her plan with 
the maids, ‘It was my fault! I hadn’t told her of my scheme.’ Much like Ziegler’s exploration of 
Wilkins, Atwood explores how Penelope’s decisions to involve the maids in her scheme and 
not disclose this with anyone else caused her much regret and she contemplates whether 
her and the maids’ destiny may have been different if she had made a different decision 
about telling her secrets. Although readers see that Penelope is still able to accept her fate 
saying ‘happy endings are achieved by keeping the right doors locked.’ She chose to accept 
the outcomes of her life and move on to find happiness, similarly to Rosalind in Photograph 
51. Rosalind is able to realise ‘you’ve made the decisions you’ve made and you live with 
them’, and accepts that she was not the winner of the “race” to discover DNA. Ziegler also 
implies through this conversation between Rosalind and Wilkins that Rosalind would have 
understood it was her fate to die young and accept how her life turned out. Unlike Penelope 
though, Wilkins struggles to accept his fate as he frequently mentions the things that have 
gone wrong in his life as he feels ‘Life is and has always been unfair’, constantly questioning 
his destiny. Atwood and Ziegler explore how some characters are able to accept their fate 
while others have a hard time understanding how their lives turned out and live in regret over 
their life. 
 
In both Photograph 51 and The Penelopiad characters realise that rewriting their story does 
not change the outcome of their fate. Often as a story is retold, people may twist things in 
hope that things may happen differently but ultimately the end result cannot be changed. 
Wilkins insists in Photograph 51 that ‘Not until we’ve gotten it right. We start again’. He 
pleads to alter his destiny as he cannot accept how his relationship with Rosalind turned out. 
Ziegler uses the breaking of the fourth wall, and the characters reflections as they retell the 
story of how they came to discover the structure of DNA. This enables the audience to see 
Wilkins struggle as he attempts to retell his story over and over hoping for a different ending, 
despite Watson telling him ‘I promise it’ll end the same way.’ Finally, Rosalind says to him, 
‘You know… I think there must come a point in life when you realize you can’t begin again’, 
attempting to make Wilkins accept his destiny as she has. Similarly, in The Penelopiad, 
Atwood uses her novella to allow Penelope to retell her story from the underworld. 
Penelope, unlike Wilkins is given the opportunity to rewrite her story and live a whole new 
life as Atwood creates a sense of fantasy in which people can ‘have another try at life’. 
Penelope is content and understands that she was destined for the life provided to her and 
chooses not to rewrite her story. Penelope decides that she is happy to trust the destiny 
given to her as she accepts ‘my past life was fraught with many difficulties, but who’s to say 
the next one wouldn’t be worse?’  Ziegler’s portrayal of Wilkins suggests that if he were 
provided the same opportunity as Penelope to forget his regrets and change his destiny, he 
may very well take the opportunity. Yet in reality, this is not possible for Wilkins and he must 
learn to accept his fate. The authors highlight the idea that despite people’s attempts to 
rewrite their stories and determine their destiny’s they must believe in the outcome of their 
life and accept their fate. 
 
Atwood and Ziegler both explore the complexities of destiny as characters find a balance 
between determining and accepting their fate. They show how someone’s power can 
influence their destiny as those who lack power are often expected to live a worse life than 
those with power. Regret is demonstrated as characters wish they could have done things 
differently and discover that they must accept their fate as rewriting their story will not 
change how their lives turned out. 


