
 

“What could I do? Lamentation wouldn’t bring my lovely girls back to life” 
 
Many people live in regret about the decisions they have made in their lives. Often these 
regrets interfere with their ability to move on in life and accept their destiny. Margaret Atwood’s 
The Penelopiad and Anna Ziegler’s Photograph 51 explore how those living in regret can be 
influenced by their past and how for some it is easier to move on from this than others. Many 
characters in both texts reflect on how they wish they could have done things differently as 
they struggle with feelings of regret. The authors demonstrate that despite feeling dissatisfied 
with their life, people must accept the truth and the life given to them. To signify the importance 
of regret in character growth, both Atwood and Ziegler use specific narrative devices, 
demonstrating how these characters truly feel. Through this exploration of regret, the texts 
provide their audiences with a deeper understanding of the characters. 
 
Both Photograph 51 and The Penelopiad highlight the regret experienced by characters who 
wish they could have done things differently. The audience discover these regrets as 
characters reflect back on their lives, questioning what may have happened if things ended in 
another way. Ziegler focuses on Maurice Wilkins regret, in Photograph 51, as he is unhappy 
with the way his relationship with Rosalind unfolded. He discloses at the conclusion of the play 
that, ‘I have spent my whole life in regret’, signifying his true struggle to accept his decisions. 
Earlier he begs with the other scientists as they recount Rosalind’s death, ‘We start again. At 
the beginning. This instant.’ The audience are exposed to Wilkin’s battle with himself as he 
holds onto hope that he can restart his relationship with Rosalind, and maybe she will not die. 
Viewers discover that despite being sexist and inconsiderate towards Rosalind at the 
beginning of the play he had as a matter of fact fallen in love with her. Ziegler demonstrates 
this as he returns back to the night of “A Winter’s Tale”, imagining with Rosalind what may 
have happened if he attended the play that night. Much like Ziegler, Atwood explores the 
importance of regret in The Penelopiad, focusing on the guilt Penelope feels about her role in 
the death of the maids. Upon the discovery of their murder Penelope feels, ‘it was my fault. I 
hadn’t told her about my scheme’, as she chose to keep her secret with the maids from 
Eurycleia. Unlike the regret experienced by Wilkins, who wished he’d made different decisions 
about his own life, Penelope’s regrets ultimately influenced the lives of others as her ‘most 
trusted eyes and ears’, her ‘doves’ were murdered by her husband. Atwood encourages 
readers to see that Penelope, unlike Odysseus, did not thrive off forcing her power on the 
maids but rather enjoyed their company in the absence of Odysseus and ‘never would have 
hurt them, not of my own accord.’ Atwood contrasts this by drawing readers attention to the 
maids as they interject their opinions throughout the novella. The maids experience their own 
sense of regret as they are angry about the betrayal they faced in their deaths. It is implied 
that the maids regret their loyalty to Penelope who told them to ‘pretend to be in love with 
these men’ who were raping them, as a way to make Odysseus ‘pleased’. Ironically this false 
bond the young maids were instructed to form with the suitors ultimately led to their deaths, 
leaving them angry and fierce towards the pair. Their suffering is shown as they argue ‘we 
took the blame, it was not fair,’ and calling themselves ‘the ones [Penelope] failed.’ They 
constantly interrupt Penelope’s retelling of the story to remind readers that their lives were cut 
short and to ensure they are not forgotten. Similar to Wilkins, the maids’ fate is repeatedly 
brought to the forefront, encouraging readers to consider how things may have turned out if 
their lives went the way they had hoped. The authors demonstrate a complex idea of how 
regret influences how a character is seen by the audience and shows the different ways 
characters experience regret. 
 



Atwood and Ziegler both demonstrate how despite having strong feelings of regret, people 
must accept their fate as it is. It is shown in The Penelopiad and Photograph 51 that some 
people are more capable of moving on from their troubles than others. In Photograph 51, 
Wilkins’ poor ability to look forward in life is highlighted as he continually questions what would 
happen if he retold the story. While it may appear that Wilkins is accepting his life when he 
says, ‘there might come a point in life after which one can’t really begin again’, he continues 
to attempt to retell the story, hoping for a different ending, which he will never achieve. 
Rosalind, although she has her own regrets that she wishes she could ‘be kissed’ and ‘feel 
important’, assists Wilkins in coming to terms with his life. In the final scene of the play she 
repeats words similar to his, ‘there must come a point in life when you realize you can’t begin 
again.’ Viewers may come to believe that this final scene creates a sense of closure for 
Wilkins, who may be beginning to understand that he cannot redo his life, although it is never 
made clear in the play that he has truly accepted his destiny. Penelope takes a similar 
approach to her regrets as Rosalind, as she recognises them but is able to understand that 
retelling a story will not change things. She admits ‘lamentation wouldn’t bring my lovely girls 
back to life’, allowing readers to see that she is not necessarily content and at peace with the 
decision she made in her life but has accepted there is nothing she can do to change what 
has happened. This is similar to Rosalind who remains happy that ‘we all won. The world won,’ 
despite not being the one to discover the structure of DNA. She regrets that she was unable 
to make the discovery herself but is able to accept the outcome and move on. The maids’ 
acceptance of their regret in The Penelopiad demonstrates a complex combination of 
understanding and outrage. While the maids accept that their lives were never meant to be 
glorious, knowing ‘we too were born to the wrong parents,’ they struggle to understand ‘why 
did you murder us? What had we done to you that required our deaths?’ Thus, they continue 
their interjections, as they refuse to accept what happened to them until they are given the 
justice, they so desperately desire. In doing this they attempt to force Odysseus and Penelope 
to feel remorse over their betrayal of the maids. As the texts explore how characters come to 
terms with their regrets in life the audience are provided a deeper understanding of who the 
characters are and their ways of dealing with repentance. 
 
Atwood and Ziegler allow the audience to experience the feelings of regret characters have 
by manipulating the structural features of their texts. In Photograph 51, Ziegler uses stage 
directions to highlight certain characters and timelines within the play. As Wilkins and Rosalind 
reflectback on their regrets and accepting their fate, the spotlight targets them drawing 
viewers’ attention to their conversation and the importance of the idea that people are unable 
to rewrite history. Furthermore, Ziegler interrupts the linearity of the play, as characters jump 
in and break the fourth wall, disclosing with the audience their thoughts and opinions as if they 
are retelling the story and reflecting on what occurred. By doing this Ziegler allows for a deeper 
insight into the characters thoughts and it is often in these scenes that regrets are disclosed. 
Rosalind, in one of these reflections discusses many of her regrets as she wishes for ‘so many 
things’, but in reality, only responded with ‘I don’t know’ when asked what she wants. Ziegler 
strategically included this complex reflection space in the play to allow the audience to learn 
more about the characters than they would have otherwise discovered. Through changes in 
lighting and direction of the conversation, the audience are aware of when these interruptions 
occur and when they conclude, while the play still flows seamlessly. On the other hand, 
Atwood allows the audience to see into Penelope’s thoughts by using Penelope as a first-
person narrator. Through this, readers are directly told Penelope’s thoughts and can 
understand her guilt based on what she discloses about her past. Much like Ziegler, Atwood 
chooses to interrupt the linearity of her novel by including interjections from the maids 
throughout. By doing this the maids’ bitterness at how their life ended allows their regrets to 
be expressed as well as forcing Penelope and Odysseus to feel regret about their actions 
also. Both authors use an alternative way of telling the story rather than simply recounting 
events. Atwood chooses to have Penelope retell the story from ‘Hades’, the underworld, 
thousands of years following her death. This enables readers see a true reflection over her 
life and her actions, as well as an insight into the regret experienced by Odysseus. Penelope 



explains how in Hades the maids make Odysseus ‘want to be anywhere and anyone else’, as 
they feel his attempts for forgiveness are ‘not enough for us’. Atwood allows readers to see 
that no matter how long after the fact, the maids will not accept their fate and will continue to 
demand justice, encouraging Odysseus and Penelope to feel regret about their deaths, being 
‘some force that tears [them] apart.’ With this complex use of Hades and interjections from the 
maids, Atwood allows for not only Penelope’s regrets to be recognised but also the sorrow 
experienced by the maids and the influence the maids have on Penelope and Odysseus’ 
remorse. Both authors deliberately allow the audience to learn about the dissatisfactions in 
characters’ lives through structural choices, providing a deep insight into the characters true 
feelings. 
 
Throughout The Penelopiad and Photograph 51, audiences learn that the guilt people 
encounter can suggest a lot about a person and provide a deeper understanding of how they 
have become who they are. Atwood and Ziegler both explore the level of regret experienced 
by many characters throughout their texts, adding to their character development throughout. 
They demonstrate the different ways in which people are able to deal with their regrets in life 
and highlight that for some it is very difficult to move forward and accept their destiny. Both 
authors use specific narrative devices to portray feelings of guilt and regret, allowing the 
audience to have a more complex understanding of the thoughts and feelings of characters. 
Regret plays a significant role in the understanding of characters in both texts as the authors 
display different ways in which regret can be experienced. 


