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JAMES H. KIM ON CHONG-GOSSARD 

H omer’s Odyssey Book 19 and Euripides’ 
Trojan Women  are newly paired works in 
the 2014 Classical Works List for VCE 

Classical Studies.1  Both texts narrate moments in 
the Trojan War myth from the woman’s point of 
view. While Odyssey 19 explores Penelope’s decision 
finally to remarry because she is convinced that 
her husband will never return home from the war, 
Trojan Women dramatizes the female survivors of 
that war preparing themselves to be led away into 
slavery and enforced concubinage. The purpose 
of the paired works is for students to consider how 
different writers in the classical world dealt with 
the same concept. When students write an essay on 
the VCE exam in response to a general statement 
about the paired texts, they are marked on four 
criteria: knowledge of classical works and their 
relation to their socio-historical contexts; analysis of 
techniques in classical works; analysis of similarities 
and differences between ideas and between 
techniques in classical works; and synthesis of a 
point of view supported by relevant evidence. The 
examiners expect an analysis and an argument. 
For example, students can analyze the techniques 
used in each text as way of establishing the ‘voice’ 
of a particular writer, or can relay knowledge of 
socio-historical background in order to construct a 
persuasive argument about how and why the writers 
have chosen to present particular ideas and themes. 
Some essays are more successful when they disagree 
with the general statement offered on the exam, and 
the most successful essays qualify their argument 
by citing relevant evidence rather than by simply 
reviewing plot. This article will be for the benefit 
of teachers who have the task of preparing students 
for the paired texts Odyssey 19 and Euripides’ Trojan 
Women. After a brief overview of these texts and 
some comments on genre, this article will focus on 
two specific themes relevant to the representation of 
women: kleos (‘fame’, ‘reputation’), and remarriage. 
Students themselves will surely notice in these 
works other shared themes and ideas, but these two 

1 Specifically, they are one of three choices for ‘Greece: Pairs’ in 
List 2, which applies to Area of Study 2 in Units 3 and 4. Technically, 
the pairing of Odyssey 19 (translated by Robert Fagles) and Trojan 
Women

are offered here as a starting point for a sample 
analytical comparison of the two texts, albeit with 
the thoroughness of a university senior lecturer who 
teaches Ancient Greek. 

Overview of the texts
Even though students shouldn’t burden their essays 
with plot summary, it is worth reminding teachers 
what happens in these texts. Here is a rough outline 
of the most significant actions:

Odyssey 19
•  Odysseus, after being transformed into a beggar 

by the goddess Athena, has returned to his 
palace in Ithaca. Only his son Telemachus 
and the swineherd Eumaeus know his identity. 
Odysseus and Telemachus hide all the weapons 
in the palace in their preparations to kill all the 
suitors. Athena lights the way through the dark 
passages of the storerooms.

•  Penelope questions ‘the beggar’ (Odysseus-in-
disguise) about his identity. There is great 
dramatic irony, given that Odysseus is actually 
in his own home, but chooses not to reveal 
himself to his own wife.

•  Simile of the good king. Odysseus uses it in 
praise of Penelope, but he equally could be 
referring to himself.

•  Penelope narrates her trick of delaying her 
marriage until she can weave a shroud for her 
father-in-law, which she unravels at night; but 
she has been discovered and now cannot escape 
re-marriage.

•  Odysseus’ ‘Cretan tale’ (i.e., a big lie); he claims 
he is Aethon, the brother of King Idomeneus, 
and saw ‘Odysseus’ and his herald on Crete, 
where he showed him hospitality; once a rich 
man, ‘Aethon’ has now become a beggar. He 
also claims that Odysseus is on his way home.

•  Eurycleia recognizes Odysseus when she washes 
his feet and sees his scar. Athena turns Penelope’s 
attention elsewhere.

•  Homer narrates the story of how Odysseus was 
named (his name means ‘Son of Pain’), and how 
he obtained his scar in a boar hunt at the estate 
of his maternal grandfather, Autolycus.

•  Myth of the nightingale, a woman who killed her 
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own child Itylus and was transformed into a bird 
that mourns forever with warbling son; the myth 
is a simile for the darting of Penelope’s thoughts.

•  Penelope describes her dream of her pet geese 
killed by the eagle that speaks with Odysseus’ 
voice.

•  Penelope describes the gates through which 
dreams issue: gates of ivory for false dreams, 
gates of polished horn for true dreams.

•  Penelope decides she will set up a contest for the 
suitors to string Odysseus’ bow and shoot arrows 
through twelve axes; ‘the beggar’ encourages 
her to do so without delay, and promises that 
Odysseus will arrive soon.

Euripides’ Trojan Women
•  Divine prologue. Poseidon bids farewell to 
Troy, a city that was always dear to him but has 
now been destroyed. Athene arrives and begs 
Poseidon to cause a storm at sea to wreck the 
Greeks’ homeward journey. Although she was on 
the Greeks’ side during the war, Ajax (the Lesser) 
raped Cassandra in Athena’s temple, and was 
not reprimanded; so Athena has changed her 
mind and will punish all the Greeks.

•  Hecabe and the chorus of Trojan women mourn 
Troy, and the women imagine where in Greece 
they will spend their lives in slavery.

•  The Greek herald Talthybius answers Hecabe’s 
questions about how her family has been 
assigned to various Greek heroes as prizes. 
Cassandra is chosen by Agamemnon as his 
prize; Talthybius evades questions about 
Polyxena; Andromache is chosen by Achilles’ 
son, Neoptolemus; Hecabe is allotted to 
Odysseus, which causes her to break down.

•  Cassandra has a mad scene where she waves 
torches and sings to the marriage god. She is 
actually happy to be ‘married’ to Agamemnon 
so she can have a role in his murder. She foretells 
the future—how Agamemnon will be killed 
by his wife, who then will be killed by her own 
children; and how Odysseus will wander for ten 
years (she even gives a précis of the Odyssey).

•  The chorus women remember the Trojan horse 
and the night that Troy fell.

•  Andromache arrives with her son Astyanax 

with news that Polyxena has been sacrificed over 
Achilles’ tomb.

• Andromache laments for Hector and wonders 
how she can open her heart to Achilles’ son; 
Hecabe advises that she use her winning ways to 
entice her new master, to ensure the security of 
her son.

• Talthybius arrives again to drag Astyanax away 
to be killed. Andromache gives the boy a painful 
farewell.

• The chorus women reminisce about Troy’s 
mythology, including its previous sacking by 
Heracles, and the abduction of Trojan princes by 
immortals (Ganymede and Zeus, Tithonus and 
Dawn).  

• Menelaus arrives to take Helen; Helen blames 
everyone but herself for the Trojan war; Hecabe 
vilifies her and begs that Menelaus kill her. 
Menelaus agrees and leads Helen away. The 
chorus women pray that Menelaus’ ship be 
struck by lightning.

• Talthybius arrives again with Astyanax’s corpse. 
Hecabe and the chorus women perform a 
funeral.

• The Greeks set the ruins of Troy on fire, and 
the women are led away to the Greek ships. 
Hecabe tries to throw herself into the flames, but 
Talthybius restrains her. The play ends with the 
women’s laments as the citadel crashes.

Genre
Any comparison between Odyssey 19 and Trojan Women 
demands the consideration of genre. The Odyssey is 
‘epic’, and as such has a narrator who speaks with an 
authority outside the action of any of the characters. 
Therefore a reader (or in the ancient world, a group 
of listeners to a rhapsode’s performance, perhaps in 
the context of a competitive competition at a festival, 
like Athens’ Panathenaea) is more aware of the 
‘greater picture’ of events than are the characters. 
For example, the narrator can inform the reader/
listener about what the gods are doing at any 
moment. The goddess Athena frames Book 19 and 
involves herself in the action regularly. It is Athena 
who helps Odysseus plot the death of the suitors and 
lights the way through the storerooms for him and 
Telemachus. It is Athena who turns aside Penelope’s 

Paired Greek Works | Odyssey 19 and Euripides’ Trojan Women



48

perception when Eurycleia recognizes Odysseus. It 
is ‘watchful’ Athena who seals Penelope’s eyes with 
sleep at the end of Book 19. And, of course, it was 
Athena who transformed Odysseus into his beggar’s 
disguise. Sometimes the characters are aware of the 
gods’ involvement—Odysseus knows it is Athena 
providing light in the storeroom—but at other 
points, only the narrator (and thereby the reader/
listener) has that knowledge. 

An epic narrator can also reveal the inner thoughts 
of his characters, in addition to (or even in contrast 
to) what they actually say. Sometimes the narrator 
describes an event with outward objectivity, yet 
will potentially comment on a character’s feelings; 
this is called ‘embedded focalization’.2  A classic 
example is 19.53-4 where Penelope descends from 
her chamber and resembles Artemis or Aphrodite; 
though seemingly objective, this could in fact be how 
Odysseus sees her. Likewise the narrator can give 
direction on how a character should be imagined 
delivering a speech; thus Penelope is described 
as ‘cautious’, and Odysseus is called the ‘master 
improviser’ or ‘man of craft’ (in Greek, polymētis) 
as he begins to speak. The narrator ends Odysseus’ 
Cretan tale with a reminder, ‘Falsehoods all, but he 
gave his falsehoods all the ring of truth.’ (19.203) 

Also, two features of oral poetry are prominent in 
Odyssey 19: the digression, and the ecphrasis. In the 
digression, the narrator has the ability to pull back 
from the presentation of dialogue and instead reflect 
on a background story. Thus the long digression 
on Odysseus’ youth—how it was Eurycleia who 
presented the infant Odysseus to his grandfather 
who named him, and how years later Odysseus 
obtained his scar during a boar hunt—allows the 
reader/listener both to gauge how Odysseus’ life 
has changed since his youth (although some aspects 
of his personality may have stayed the same), and 
to imagine a lifetime’s worth of shared memories 
that flash before Eurycleia’s eyes as she sees the 
scar. An ecphrasis is a kind of digression, specifically 
about a work of art, bringing it to life for a listening 
audience. The ‘beggar’ uses an ecphrasis to describe 
the golden brooch depicting a hound and a fawn 

2 de Jong (1987). 

(19.226-31) which he claims ‘Odysseus’ was 
wearing when visiting Crete. He also praises the 
workmanship of the luxurious robe of ‘Odysseus’, 
knowing full well that Penelope would recognize 
its description, since she herself wove it. A similar 
digression on luxuries, this time in the voice of the 
narrator, is made at 19.56-8 to describe Penelope’s 
silver and ivory chair; the narrator even mentions 
the name of the craftsman.

In contrast, the genre of Euripides’ Trojan Women 
is ‘drama’, or more specifically, ‘tragedy’. A reader 
(or in the ancient world, an audience of thousands 
watching an outdoor theatrical performance 
of an all-male cast wearing masks) encounters 
fictional characters speaking in real time, sharing 
experiences and reacting to events. There is no 
narrator who reveals the characters’ inner thoughts, 
or signals that the character will be spinning a tall 
tale. Instead the characters themselves reveal their 
own thoughts publicly, in front of a chorus, and if 
they are lying, the burden is on some other character 
to call them out on it. This overtly ‘public’ nature 
of tragedy sets it apart from epic. In Odyssey 19, 
Penelope and ‘the beggar’ converse without paying 
any attention to Penelope’s handmaidens who are 
in her company, unless Penelope addresses them 
by name; for example, she calls upon Eurycleia to 
wash the beggar’s feet, but otherwise ignores her. 
In contrast, the nameless women of Troy that form 
the chorus are witnesses to every word uttered in 
Euripides’ play from their entrance onwards, and 
the Chorus-leader (as is conventional in this genre) 
repeatedly steps forward to offer advice or express 
an opinion to the main characters, or to announce 
an arrival. Very little happens unnoticed in drama 
because of the constant presence of the chorus.

At the same time, the narrative of tragedy has 
a similar structure to epic with regard to an 
awareness of the ‘greater picture.’ Because of the 
Trojan Women’s divine prologue, the reader/audience 
knows what the gods’ ultimate plans are, namely 
to ruin the Greeks’ homecoming in the future, but 
to do nothing for the Trojans now that the war is 
over.3  Also, the reader/audience learns background 
3 See Meridor (1987) for a discussion of Euripides’ departure from 
traditional stories in Trojan Women, contrasting what his characters 
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stories through the chorus’ songs of memory (the 
night that Troy fell, the sack of Troy by Heracles) 
or a character’s own memories (Andromache’s 
reminiscences of her marriage to Hector). 

Euripidean tragedy has a predictable form to it. His 
plays begin with a prologue (in this case delivered 
by two divinities who never appear again), which is 
then followed by the entrance (in Greek, parodos) of 
the chorus, which in Euripides’ time consisted of 15 
members. In the case of Trojan Women, this entrance 
is preceded by a solo lamentation by Hecabe, and 
then the chorus enters gradually in two semi-
choruses, which is unusual within Euripides’ corpus. 
The rest of the action is presented in a traditional 
alternation of episodes, in which characters (no more 
than three on stage at once) speak or sing to each 
other, and choral odes (or stasima), in which the chorus 
members sing and dance to metrical structures 
called strophe (to which the chorus danced to the 
right) and antistrophe (which repeated the same meter 
as the strophe, but the chorus danced to the left).4 
Euripidean characters also sing, usually women, 
and Davie’s translation of Trojan Women helpfully 
italicizes all sung passages. Within episodes, there 
are many modes of delivery that are conventional 
in the tragic genre, including the lyric duet (such 
as Hecabe and Andromache share), and the agon (a 
‘contest’ of words, such as that between Helen and 
Hecabe). Many Euripidean tragedies end with the 
arrival of a god (a deus ex machina) to bring closure to 
events, but Trojan Women instead ends bleakly with 
Troy’s citadel crashing and the women being led 
to the Greek ships, without any intervention from 
anyone to save them. 

Because of these formal elements, Euripidean 
tragedy often has the reputation of being episodic 
and lacking in unity, since the plot (such as it is) 
seems to shift from scene to scene. At its worst, 
Trojan Women is one of those plays where nothing 
happens. Women come and talk and go, and a 
child dies, but nothing else really happens. But if 
one interprets the episodic structure as contributing 

know about themselves, and what an audience is assumed to know 
about a character’s myth outside the action of the play. The Greeks 
will suffer, although they don’t know it yet.

4 So says a scholiast to Euripdes’ Hecabe 647.

to the play’s meaning, Trojan Women can be read 
as a series of bad things that happen to the central 
character, Hecabe, who is the only character present 
for the entire play. Everyone comes to Hecabe—
the chorus, Talthybius, Cassandra, Andromache, 
Menelaus and Helen, and even Astyanax’s corpse—
and Hecabe must determine how she will speak to 
every person’s different circumstance. This is an 
interesting project on Euripides’ part, to create a 
female character who must face misfortune after 
misfortune, each one greater than the next, and 
change her demeanor in every scene, yet maintain 
a consistency of self, so that an audience can believe 
that the Hecabe who begins the play crumpled up 
on the ground before the city’s entrance is the same 
Hecabe who is dragged away to the Greek ships at 
the end.

Two crucial differences between epic and tragedy 
are the ‘point of view’ from which the greater 
picture and the background story are related, and 
how the author’s ‘voice’ can be identified. In epic, 
there is a single narrator who has an authoritative 
point of view above his characters. But in tragedy, 
any and all information is given through a point 
of view that is particular to the person who gives 
it—the chorus, Helen, Hecabe, etc. In epic, it is 
notoriously difficult to identify the narrator, for 
presumably he reflects the voice of the author, but 
the authorship of the Odyssey is a vexed question. 
Most scholars doubt whether Homer actually 
existed and prefer to see the Odyssey as the product 
of an oral tradition from the eighth or seventh 
centuries BCE, without a single author, or whose 
‘author’ is ultimately unknowable yet constructed 
by the text that survives. Trojan Women, in contrast, 
has an identifiable author, Euripides, by whom 
18 other complete plays survive. Furthermore, we 
know he wrote it as the third of four plays which 
constituted his entry in a dramatic competition 
with two other playwrights in the Dionysia festival 
in 415 BCE.5  Even though we know more about 
Euripides’ career than we do Homer’s, there is 
still disagreement on what Euripides’ own ‘voice’ 

5 According to Claudius Aelianus, writing in the early 3rd century 
CE, Euripides came in second, and Xenocles won first prize 
(Varia Historia 2.8). Aelianus also names the plays that Euripides 
and Xenocles both presented; he has no comments on the third 
competitor.
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was in Trojan Women, since this play more than 
any other has been analyzed as having a political 
purpose. We know that the Dionysia of 415 BCE 
was just after a truce between Athens and Sparta, 
just before the launching of the Sicilian expedition, 
and just after the Athenians destroyed the island 
of Melos (although scholars still debate whether 
Euripides could have known about that event at the 
time of composition).6  Everyone agrees that Trojan 
Women had a socio-political message, but there is 
a lack of consensus about whether it was anti-war 
(highlighting suffering rather than military success 
and glory), or pro-war (showing that what happens 
to the Trojan women could happen to the Athenians 
if they fail to maintain their military prowess), or 
otherwise an admonition about proper war ethics 
(the Greeks’ punishment by Athena as a warning 
against outrage in wartime).7 

Kleos
On three occasions in Odyssey 19, Homer uses the 
word kleos (‘fame’, ‘renown’, ‘reputation’) and invites 
his reader/listener to witness how Odysseus and 
Penelope are defining it. Kleos in Ancient Greek 
is cognate with the verb klyō, meaning ‘I hear’, 
and kleiō, meaning ‘I tell of’, ‘I celebrate’.8  Kleos 
therefore refers to what is said and heard about a 
person repeatedly. One would expect an epic about 
a war hero’s return home to represent kleos in terms 
of military glory and achievement in battle. But 
instead, perhaps surprisingly, in a time of peace 
some ten years after the Trojan War has ended, 
other social values have achieved prominence in 
defining kleos.

When Odysseus (as ‘the beggar’) is invited to speak 
with Penelope and she asks him his name, city, and 
parents, his first words take the form of flattery:

Your fame, believe me, has reached the vaulting skies.
Fame like a flawless king’s who dreads the gods,
who governs a kingdom vast, proud and strong—
who upholds justice, true, and the black earth

6 See Davie’s introduction (p. 179) for more details. And see van Erp 
Taalman Kip (1987) for the argument that there was not enough time 
between the Melian slaughter and the Dionysia festival for Euripides 
to have written a play in reaction to it.

7 See Croally (1994) for a discussion of the various views.

8 Autenrieth (1891) § kleos

bears wheat and barley, trees bow down with fruit
and the sheep drop lambs and never fail and the sea
teems with fish—thanks to his decent, upright rule,
and under his sovereign sway the people flourish.
  Od. 19.108-14

‘Fame’ is Robert Fagles’ translation of the Ancient 
Greek kleos, and ‘vaulting skies’ is a translation of 
the euryn (‘wide’) heaven. Rather than explain how 
he has come to hear of Penelope’s fame, ‘the beggar’ 
cleverly employs a simile to describe such fame; 
he makes a comparison with the good king whose 
government and leadership results in a country 
that is prosperous in grain fields, orchards, flocks, 
and fishing. Even more, the people ‘flourish’ (the 
Greek is aretōsi, which is to say, they have aretē, 
‘virtue’ or ‘excellence’). These are peacetime, 
rather than wartime, values and signs of success. 
They are also more appropriate as a compliment to 
Odysseus himself (or rather, what Odysseus could 
achieve once he is restored) than to Penelope, whose 
household is being devoured by the suitors. Even so, 
it seems to imply that Penelope, as the wife of a good 
king, can be thought of as sharing in his kleos. But 
then tellingly, Odysseus moves on to contrasts the 
kleos of the good king with his own fictional identity, 
the man who has lost everything and can now only 
make others miserable by his own moaning and 
groaning.

Penelope tells the beggar that, despite his 
compliments, her life is miserable:

Whatever form and feature I had, what praise I’d won, 
the deathless gods destroyed that day the Achaeans
sailed away to Troy, my husband in their ships,
Odysseus—if 
he could return to tend my life
the renown I had would only grow in glory.
Now my life is torment. 

Od. 19. 124-29.

‘Praise’ is Fagels’ translation of the Greek aretē, 
which Penelope now claims was ruined decades 
ago, along with her beauty. Yet if only Odysseus 
were to return and take care of her livelihood, then 
her kleos (Fagels’ ‘renown’) would be greater and 
more splendid; but of course, as things are, her life is 
a mess. Homer implies here that a woman’s kleos—
what a woman can expect others to ‘hear’ about 
her—are her beauty and figure, and she would 
somehow get these back if Odysseus came home. 
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Once again, a wife’s kleos can be derived from her 
husband.

But it doesn’t end there. After the beggar has told 
his tale and claims that ‘Odysseus’ has rushed off 
to Dodona to consult an oracle and is on his way 
home, Penelope thanks him and insists on washing 
him and dressing him:

For how can you know, my friend, if I surpass
all women in thoughtfulness and shrewd good sense,
if I’d allow you to take your meals at hall
so weatherbeaten, clad in rags and tatters?
Our lives are much too brief…
If a man is cruel by nature, cruel in action,
the mortal world will call down curses on his head
while he is alive, and all will mock his memory after death.
But then if a man is kind by nature, kind in action,
his guests will carry his fame across the earth
and people all will praise him from the heart.

Od. 19.325-34. 

Once again ‘fame’ is Fagles’ translation of the 
Greek kleos, and ‘across the earth’ translates the 
Greek eury, ‘wide’, the same word used in 19.108. 
Penelope says that it is the blameless man who 
wins kleos eury (19.333) by entertaining friends; but 
interestingly, Penelope is actually applying this kleos 
to herself as well, as a reason for why she should give 
the beggar a bath. She even insists that otherwise 
her guest would never learn how she surpasses all 
women in ‘thoughtfulness’ (Greek noos, cognate with 
the Australian nouse) and ‘shrewd good sense’ (Greek 
mētis, a word often translated as ‘cunning’ and 
characteristic of Odysseus himself, who repeatedly 
in Book 19 has the epithet polymētis, mentioned 
above). In the Homeric world of peacetime, it is 
the capacity for hospitality that gives kleos to both 
men and women. In such a short speech, Penelope’s 
definition of kleos and her search for it speak volumes 
about her situation in the narrative. As the wife (and 
presumed widow) of the master of the house, she has 
the task of providing hospitality. She has already 
been showing it, to her detriment, to over a hundred 
undeserving suitors for many years; but here, in the 
intimacy of her chamber, she can show the greatest 
hospitality to a beggar who, in her estimation, truly 
deserves it—and for this thoughtfulness she will 
surpass all other women. It is a far cry from the 
battlefield where the men of the Iliad sought their 
kleos. 

Then the nurse recognizes Odysseus because of 
his scar. And what is the nurse’s name? Eurycleia, 
of course! Eury + kleos, or ‘Wide Fame.’ After three 
short dalliances with the definition of kleos, two of 
which combined kleos and a form of eury in the same 
line in the Greek, Homer is extraordinarily clever 
to allow Eury-cleia to be the launching point for the 
narrator’s background story, which itself ties in with 
kleos’ semantics of what is heard and talked about. 
Eurycleia’s recognition of the scar leads to the 
story of how Odysseus was given his name. One’s 
name is the ultimate way that one is talked about 
by others, a premise which Odysseus himself put to 
the test with his ‘Nobody’ ruse with the Cyclops in 
Odyssey Book 9. The story of Odysseus’ naming as 
an infant actually has little to do with his scar, but it 
establishes how Eurycleia has known him since his 
birth. Then the story of the boar hunt and the scar it 
left behind cleverly validates Odysseus’ naming (the 
meaning of his name, ‘Son of Pain’, is fulfilled in his 
boyhood injury), and at the same time is a testament 
to his childhood experience that was ‘talked about’. 
Even though Homer does not use the word kleos in 
this section, Eurycleia’s own name itself invokes it. 
Homer presents his reader/listener with the male 
counterpart to the earlier discussions of female 
kleos. A Greek woman’s reputation might come 
from hospitality, an aspect of her indoor living and 
her control of the household. But a young man has 
access to a different kind of reputation: the outdoor 
life, the hunt, the thrill of violence and the scar that 
proves he has survived it. After all, Odysseus killed 
the boar that wounded him, and his grandfather’s 
family showered him with gifts, and the telling of 
the tale to his parents brought him delight. It is 
fitting that a woman named Eury-cleia should clue 
into Odysseus’ ‘wide fame’ that is evidenced by his 
scar, even more so since she herself was not present 
in the grove when the boar injured Odysseus, but 
only ‘heard’ how it all happened. And now she 
agrees to suppress what she had heard—in other 
words, not to ‘talk about’ Odysseus to anyone, even 
Penelope—in order for him to succeed in his plans. 
Odysseus even warns her, ‘Just keep quiet. Keep 
your tales to yourself.’ (19.502)

In Trojan Women, Euripides uses the word kleos only 
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once, and it refers to men’s glory. But even so, its 
traditional meaning is inverted:

Cassandra: But the Trojans in the first place—and this is their 
greatest glory—met death fighting for their homeland. 

Tr. 386

‘Glory’ is Davie’s translation for kleos. Traditionally, 
it is the Greek warrior who achieves kleos through 
prowess in battle and winning plunder. Cassandra 
here puts forward the counter-argument that the 
Trojans, not the Greeks, won kleos by fighting for 
their homeland. Furthermore when they died on the 
battlefield, the Trojans were buried by loved ones 
in their native ground, unlike the Greeks who died 
far away from home; thus the Trojans were luckier, 
despite ultimately losing the war. Cassandra’s 
invocation of kleos is part of her total inversion of 
events. As outlined earlier on the overview, she sees 
herself as a victor for being chosen by Agamemnon 
to be her concubine, specifically because she 
can foresee his death as well as her own (and, by 
implication, Clytemnestra’s jealousy of Cassandra 
as a motive for murder). So she also sees the 
Greeks as the ultimate losers of the war, despite 
their victory. Her prophetic powers are always 
accurate, and given what Athena said in the divine 
prologue about the Greeks having a ruinous return 
home, Cassandra may actually be right; but poor 
Cassandra, no one ever believes her.

More important in a comparison with Odyssey 19 is 
what Andromache says about a woman’s reputation. 
She does not use the word kleos with this theme, but 
uses other terms, like eudoxia, which Davie translates 
‘a glorious name’ in the following passage:

Andromache: But I aimed at a glorious name (eudoxia) and, 
though I won this in generous measure, good fortune eluded my 
arrow. All the accomplishments that bring credit to a woman 
I strove to put into practice in the house of Hector. In the first 
instance, in the matter where a woman gets a bad reputation 
(whether she attracts criticism or not), namely, not remaining 
indoors, I suppressed my longing and stayed in the house. And 
inside the home I would not tolerate the idle gossip of women 
but was content to have in my own mind a teacher I could trust. 
I kept a quiet tongue in my husband’s presence and let no clouds 
pass over my face. I knew in which matters I should be superior 
to my husband and when it was right for me to let him prevail. 
And it was because my reputation for this reached the ears 
of the Greek army that my doom was sealed. For once I was a 
captive, Achilles’ son wished to take me as his wife. I shall be a 
slave in a murderer’s house.

Tr. 643-60. 

Whereas kleos is related to what is told and heard 
about a person, eudoxia in Greek is literally ‘thinking 
well’ about a person. Davie’s ‘gets a bad reputation’ 
is his translation of the Greek kakōs akouein, 
roughly meaning ‘to be heard of badly,’ which 
like kleos implies someone talking about women. 
Andromache’s discussion of women’s reputation 
dances around the themes of speech and gossip. 
Apparently, Andromache felt she could be talked 
about badly if she were seen leaving the house; and 
even inside the house, Andromache was surrounded 
by potential female gossipers and had to resist them 
by following the dictates of her own mind. Silence in 
her husband’s presence was also a virtue, as well as a 
gentle demeanor, and a measured understanding of 
where the wife should have dominance, and where 
the husband should have it. Andromache’s self-
praise is an exaggeration of what men in ancient 
times expected of their wives, or more specifically, 
what Greek men expected. Andromache’s words are 
clearly from the same culture that produced Pericles, 
whose funeral oration of 430 BCE is recorded by the 
historian Thucydides. When addressing the widows 
of Athenian men who died in battle, Pericles advises 
them that a widow would have the greatest doxa 
(‘reputation’, the root of eudoxia) if she had the least 
kleos among men with regard to her virtue (aretē) 
or blame (psogos) (Thuc. 2.45.2). In other words, a 
widow is thought about best if she has the least said 
about her among men. Andromache strove for this 
very thing, even when she was not yet a widow! And 
she went one better; not content to prevent only 
men’s talk about her, she despised women’s gossip 
and trained herself to deflect it. Given that the 
chorus consists of women of Troy who might very 
well have been visitors to Andromache’s house as 
the very gossipers she despised, one wonders if there 
is some dramatic irony here.

Andromache never says that any of these female 
virtues came to her naturally; instead, she lists 
them as personality traits that she felt compelled 
to develop. She was aiming at eudoxia, and she even 
uses the metaphor of her arrow hitting its target in 
this respect, but missing at good fortune. Any pride 
she might have had in becoming the perfect Greek 
wife was shattered when it was her very reputation 
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(Euripides uses the Greek word klēdōn, which is a 
synonym for kleos) when it circulated among men that 
made her desirable to the son of the man who killed 
her husband. 

In both texts, kleos among women is related to an 
ideal lifestyle indoors. In the Odyssey, Penelope wants 
to earn a good reputation through hospitality to a 
deserving stranger, which is a social virtue also 
valued among men; but she admits that her kleos 
would be all the greater if her long-absent husband 
would return home. In Trojan Women, Andromache’s 
kleos as the perfect wife derived from—she claims—
her self-control in not going outdoors and not 
listening to gossiping women indoors, and keeping 
a quiet tongue and untroubled face in her husband’s 
presence (which necessarily must have been indoors, 
if we believe her). But whereas Penelope is never 
clear about what she hopes a good kleos will achieve 
for her, Andromache is explicit that her good kleos 
brought her only grief, since once she was widowed 
it made her desirable to her worst enemy, Achilles’ 
son.  

Remarriage
In Odyssey 19 and Trojan Women, three women—
Penelope, Andromache, and Helen—are war 
widows who are being forced into a new marriage.9 
Technically, Penelope only assumes that she is a 
widow, but she cannot know that her husband is 
disguised as the beggar who is speaking with her. 
Andromache has been chosen by Achilles’ son to 
be his concubine, not his legal wife; nonetheless 
Andromache (like Cassandra, who was in the 
same situation) uses the terminology of marriage. 
Helen’s husband Paris is dead, and she is being 
led away by force by none other than her former 
husband, Menelaus.10  Even though he insists that 
he plans to have her killed, it is in Helen’s interest 
to use her persuasive powers to make him fall in 
love and marry her once again. Both paired texts 
explore how these mythical women negotiate 

9 I could have included Cassandra as well as another woman forced 
into concubinage in Trojan Women, but she is not a widow, and I 
prefer not to complicate the comparisons further.

10 In the Greek text of Trojan Women, Helen claims that she was also 
forced into marriage with Paris’ brother Deiphobus after Paris’ death 
(Tr. 959-60); but these lines are often excised, and Davie’s English 
text does not translate them.

their inevitable exchange into new sexual unions 
with men. Circumstances give them no choice but 
to move forward from their widowhood, but the 
women themselves determine what choices they 
might have in how that movement takes place.
Penelope and Andromache both represent the 
‘ideal’ wife in these narratives, but their physical 
situations could not be more different. Penelope 
in Odyssey 19 is mistress of the palace in Ithaca, 
surrounded by servants and beautiful furniture. She 
has a commanding elegance which the narrator 
expresses by likening her to Artemis or Aphrodite. In 
contrast, Andromache in Trojan Women is homeless, 
about to be sent into slavery with countless other 
captive women. Yet from a certain perspective, their 
situation is the same. Both women’s royal husbands 
are dead (or at least Penelope assumes hers is), both 
take pleasure in lamentation for their troubles, both 
are surrounded by other women, both have a son 
who is an only child, and both are pressured (in 
both cases arguably by force) into transferring their 
affections to a new man. It is worth comparing how 
both women talk about ‘moving forward’ into a new 
relationship, and how they ask for advice on how to 
achieve it.

In Odyssey 19, Penelope speaks openly with ‘the 
beggar’ about her deepest concerns. Her household 
has been drained by the suitors for years because 
they are begging her to marry one of them, on the 
assumption that Odysseus is dead. Her attempts to 
delay remarriage by her trick of the woven shroud 
can no longer be effective:

And now I cannot escape a marriage, nor can I contrive
a deft way out. My parents urge me to tie the knot
and my son is galled as they squander his estate—
he sees it all. He’s a grown man by now, equipped
to tend to his own royal house and tend it well:
Zeus grants my son that honor.  

Od. 19.157-61.

Penelope reveals the family pressure that she must 
deal with. It is not enough that the suitors are 
draining the palace; they are also draining her son’s 
inheritance, which he is now old enough to receive, 
and she presumes that only her remarriage can save 
him. Apparently Penelope’s parents are pestering 
her as well, even though they have no formal role in 
the narrative. She presents these social pressures as 
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no mean thing, and time is running out for her. Even 
though the beggar claims that Odysseus will return 
any day, Penelope repeatedly refuses to believe it:

Odysseus—never again will I embrace him,
striding home to his own native land.
A black day it was
when he took ship to see that cursed city…
Destroy,
I call it—I hate to say its name! 

Od. 19.257-60.

But my heart can sense the way it all will go.
Odysseus, I tell you, is never coming back,
nor will you ever gain your passage home,
for we have no masters in our house like him
at welcoming in or sending off an honored guest.
Odysseus. There was a man, or was he all a dream?  

Od. 19.313-16.

Finally she raises the important question, what 
should she do? After likening her thoughts to the 
shifting song of the nightingale, she says (half asking 
herself rhetorically, and half asking the beggar for 
genuine advice):

So my wavering heart goes shuttling, back and forth: 
Do I stay beside my son and keep all things secure—
my lands, my serving-women, the grand high-roofed house—
true to my husband’s bed, the people’s voice as well?
Or do I follow, at last, the best man who courts me
here in the halls, who gives the greatest gifts?
My son—when he was a boy and lighthearted—
urged me not to marry and leave my husband’s house.
But now he has grown and reached his young prime,
he begs me to leave our palace, travel home.
Telemachus, so obsessed with his own estate,
the wealth my princely suitors bleed away.

Od. 19.524-34.

Here Penelope for the first time mentions the voice of 
‘the people’ (Greek dēmos) of Ithaca whose respect she 
must retain as their king’s widow. Commentators 
have used this passage as evidence for Homeric 
society combining elements of a ‘guilt-culture’ (her 
sense of loyalty to her husband’s marriage bed) and 
a ‘shame-culture’ (her sense of what people will 
say about her).11  This may be true, but I find it 
interesting that although she feels pressure from all 
directions, it is her worry for her son’s future which 
receives most of her attention. Penelope may be a 
widow, but she is also a mother, and by agreeing to 
move forward into a new marriage she can enable 
her son to prosper.

After Penelope relates her dream about the geese 

11 Dover (1974), 226-242.

and the eagle (which ‘the beggar’ interprets as proof 
that Odysseus will return, though the dream is so 
obvious that it hardly needs interpretation) and then 
rejects it as a false dream, she announces that she 
has finally made up her mind and is ready to move 
forward: 

The day that dawns today, this cursed day, 
will cut me off from Odysseus’ house.  [. . .]
The hand that can string the bow with greatest ease,
that shoots an arrow clean through all twelve axes—
he’s the man I follow, yes, forsaking this house
where I was once a bride, this gracious house
so filled with the best that life can offer—
I shall always remember it, that I know…
even in my dreams.

Od. 19.571-2, 577-81.

The beggar gives Penelope advice (even though 
she did not ask for it): make no delay in setting up 
the contest, for Odysseus will return before then. 
Penelope of course does not believe the beggar and 
heads off to sleep. Yet she has made a significant 
decision. She has talked herself into remarriage, 
and has even begun to lament leaving the house, 
even though the new bridegroom has not yet been 
chosen. She has also devised a method of choosing 
a bridegroom which does not depend on love or 
affection or even (as she suggested before) on the 
amount of gifts that he brings, but rather on a 
suitor’s skill to match a standard that was set by 
Odysseus himself. Although she is not explicit, she 
clearly wants another Odysseus, or at least a new 
husband who is no less than Odysseus, if that were 
possible; otherwise, one suitor is just the same to her 
as any other. She has also cleverly given herself an 
option out of marriage; if no suitor can reach the 
level of Odysseus’ skill, if no one can replace him, 
then Penelope will replace him with no one.

In Euripides’ Trojan Women, Andromache in her 
monologue expands on the themes set by Homer’s 
Penelope. Just as Penelope asks whether she should 
remain ‘true to my husband’s bed’ (Od. 19.527), 
Andromache likewise tells Hecabe and the chorus:

Now if I dismiss any thought of my beloved Hector and open 
my heart to a new husband, it will seem that I have betrayed 
the dead.  

Tr. 661-63.

However, Andromache goes many steps further than 
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this. Penelope never imagines what a new marriage 
will be like for her physically. Andromache does:

But if, alternatively, I turn away from him in loathing, I will 
earn the hatred of my own master. And yet they say a single 
night thaws a woman’s distaste for a man’s bed.

Tr. 663-66.

Students and teachers alike find this to be one of 
the ickiest lines in Greek tragedy, mainly because 
Andromache never explicitly refutes it. Instead, she 
implies that it is true, given her words that follow:

But I feel only contempt for the woman who casts off her former 
husband for a new affair and gives her love to another man. 

Tr. 667-68.

She does not deny the power of a single night. Instead 
she admits, yes, one night with a man can make a 
woman fall in love with him, and she despises that 
kind of woman. Such a woman is most obviously 
exemplified by Helen, for whom the entire war was 
fought. Andromache’s fear is that she will be no 
better than Helen if she allows herself to transfer 
her affections to Achilles’ son. Andromache, like 
Penelope, reminisces about her time as a young 
bride, but in addition she frames her memories with 
praise for Hector as a husband and a lover:

But in you, Hector my love, I had a husband who pleased me 
well, remarkable in intelligence, in birth, in wealth and in 
courage. You took me, a virgin, from my father’s house and 
were the first to enter my maiden bed. 

Tr. 673-76.

The ‘public’ nature of Greek tragedy is important 
here, since Andromache’s audience includes a 
chorus of Trojan women, many of whom one must 
assume are in the same situation as her; they too 
must decide how they feel about forgetting their 
dead husbands and serving the bed of a new master. 
The Chorus-Leader says as much:

Chorus-Leader: We are in the same desperate situation, you 
and I; in lamenting your sad fate you teach me the extent of my 
own woes.

Tr. 684-85.

 
Only Hecabe, being older and outside the age of 
sexual exchange, is in a position to counsel her 
from a different perspective. Since Andromache 
never comes to a conclusion about whether she will 
open her heart to her new ‘husband’ or not, Hecabe 

steps forward and gives her some very harsh and 
practical advice:

Hecabe: My dear child, you must not dwell on what happened 
to Hector; your tears will not bring him back. Honor your new 
lord and, to please your husband, offer him the enticement of 
your winning ways. If you do this, you will gratify all your loved 
ones and may raise to manhood this boy, my son’s child, to be a 
tower of strength to Troy.

Tr. 697-703.

Hecabe’s advice is that Andromache should utilize 
her sexuality to the advantage of her son.12  Like 
Penelope who convinces herself that remarriage 
will preserve the estate that her son will inherit, 
Hecabe also argues that Andromache’s remarriage, 
if handled in a way that pleases Achilles’ son, will 
ensure Astyanax’s survival and the survival of Troy 
in him. But it all goes wrong, of course. No sooner 
has Hecabe uttered these words than Talthybius 
arrives to drag Astyanax away to be killed, and 
Andromache has a desperate farewell to the son 
she cannot protect. Her last words are a request 
that she be taken away, since she has nothing to 
live for except a marriage which she ironically calls 
‘splendid’:

Cover my wretched body and throw me into a ship; it is a 
splendid wedding I shall celebrate, the bride who has lost her 
own son!

Tr. 777-79.

In the next scene Menelaus arrives to retrieve Helen 
and take her back to Greece so she can be killed 
there. When Helen arrives, she is dressed to the 
nines and full of excuses for her behavior. Of all the 
women in these myths, her remarriage provokes the 
most debate. Her agency in her marriage to Paris 
is under debate, and Helen is presented as the last 
person to trust as the authority on the matter. When 
Helen is given the opportunity to speak, she blames 
Hecabe for the war because she did not kill Paris as 
a baby; she blames Aphrodite for coming to her at 
Paris’ side; she even blames Menelaus for leaving her 
alone in their house with Paris. She does not blame 
herself, but even claims that she tried to escape 
Troy on many occasions. In response, Hecabe’s 
prosecution of Helen is a character assassination, 
first by refuting Helen’s own words, and then by 
assuming motives for which there is no evidence. It 

12 See Scodel 1998 for a detailed study of the negotiation of 
concubines’ sexual value in Euripides’ Trojan Women and Hecuba.
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is the stuff of gossip, the slander that is said about a 
woman to give her a negative kleos:

Hecabe: It was with the Cyprian at his side, you said (and here 
you make yourself look ridiculous), that my son came to the 
house of Menelaus. [. . .] My son was handsome beyond all 
other men; when you saw him your mind became the goddess. 
All the indiscretions of mortals pass for Aphrodite and it is 
appropriate that the goddess’ name begins with folly. You saw 
him resplendent in his foreign costume and gold and you went 
out of your mind. For, living in modest circumstances as you 
were in Greece, you hoped that, once you had shaken off the 
dust of Sparta, you would enjoy a riot of extravagance in the city 
of the Phrygians that flowed with gold. Menelaus’ palace gave 
little scope for the life of luxury you wanted to revel in. 

Tr. 983-84, 987-97.

None of this is reasoned argument which would 
stand up in a court of law, but that does not mean 
that it isn’t accurate. For Helen, fidelity or loyalty to 
a husband’s bed is never a reason not to re-marry; 
instead, she negotiates her marital relationships 
through the power of her own sexual persuasion, 
as she is attempting to do here with Menelaus. As 
the crowning point of her contest of words, Hecabe 
lashes out at how Helen has chosen to dress herself:

And after all this you come out here, you abominable creature, 
tricked out in these fine clothes, and look your husband in the 
eye, under the same sky! You should have come out humbly in 
tattered clothes, quaking with fear, your head shaven, with a 
modest bearing rather than a shameless air, in view of your 
past crimes.  

Tr. 1022-28.

Earlier Hecabe gave advice to Andromache that 
she should use her winning ways to entice her 
new master. Now Hecabe condemns Helen for 
attempting the same strategy on Menelaus. But 
Hecabe knows very well how seductive Helen can 
be (in fact she warns Menelaus not to bring Helen 
on board his ship) and she is rightly wary of how she 
adorns her body. If Helen were any other woman, 
Hecabe’s remarks about her dress or about her 
apparent desires would read like catty slanders and 
petty jealousies. But this is Helen, and Hecabe’s 
words should, I think, be understood as part of a 
warning to Menelaus not to allow himself to be the 
next in Helen’s series of carnal marriages. On the 
surface, Hecabe’s words are effective, for he claims:

Menelaus: We have arrived at the same conclusion, you and 
I, that this woman of her own choice left my house to share a 
stranger’s bed. She introduced the Cyprian into her speech 
merely to flatter herself.

Tr. 1036-39.

Menelaus affirms the standard assumption about 
Helen’s first remarriage—that it was her choice. 
The question remains, what about her next 
remarriage? From the Trojan women’s point of 
view, it is all bound to go wrong. Though Euripides 
has Menelaus lead Helen away to Greece for 
execution, the reader/audience must know that in 
most traditions (including Odyssey Book 4) Menelaus 
spares Helen, marries her again, and restores her to 
queenly status in Sparta.

In summary, Penelope, Andromache, and Helen 
are three mythical women (widows, in fact) for 
whom the necessity for remarriage is immediate. 
Each decides how to enter a new marriage in a 
manner that is to her best advantage. In Homeric 
epic, Penelope in post-war peacetime does this 
through a contest which removes the element of 
desire and replaces it with a different criterion: a 
suitor’s ability to be most like her former husband. 
In Euripidean tragedy, Andromache and Helen 
in wartime both explicitly consider how they can 
manipulate their new masters with their sexuality. 
All three women engage with the ancient discourse 
of marital fidelity. Penelope and Andromache are 
both worried about their loyalty to their previous 
husbands; Helen in contrast must convince her 
previous husband that she cannot be blamed for 
being unfaithful to him, but was in fact always 
loyal. Crucially, Odyssey 19 and Trojan Women do not 
present us with the end of the story. Penelope still 
remains loyal to Odysseus, Andromache has not yet 
reached the camp of Achilles’ son, and Helen has 
not yet reached Menelaus’ ship when she departs 
the scene. Homer and Euripides have explored a 
decision-making moment in time, not a point of 
closure. For the women represented in these texts, it 
is their thinking-process that is on display, not their 
glorious deeds. 

Conclusion
This paper has explored only a couple possible 
themes in these paired Greek works, and there are 
countless others that there is not room to cover, but 
which students will surely notice for themselves. 
What I hope I have shown is how an understanding 
of the difference in genre, a close reading of the 
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texts, and the analysis of significant aspects of plot, 
character, rhetoric, and socio-historical background 
can lead to an appreciation of how different writers 
in the classical world handled the same concept.

The University of Melbourne
koc@unimelb.edu.au

Bibliography

Autenrieth, G. (1891), A Homeric Dictionary for Schools 
and Colleges (New York: Harper and Brothers).

Croally, N. T. (1994), Euripidean Polemic: The Trojan 
Women and the Function of Tragedy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press).

Dover, K.J. (1974), Greek Popular Morality in the Time of 
Plato and Aristotle (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

van Erp Taalman Kip, A.M. (1987). ‘Euripides and 
Melos.’ Mnemosyne 40: 414-19.

de Jong, I.J.F. (1987), Narrators and Focalizers: the 
presentation of the story in the Iliad (Amsterdam: B.R. 
Grüner Pub. Co.).

Meridor, R. (1984), ‘Plot and Myth in Euripides’ 
Heracles and Troades’, Phoenix 38.3, 205-15.

Scodel, R. (1998). ‘The Captive’s Dilemma: Sexual 
Acquiescence in Euripides’ Hecuba and Troades.’ 
Harvard Studies in Classical Philolog y 98, 137-54.

Paired Greek Works | Odyssey 19 and Euripides’ Trojan Women




