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ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT 
 

Margaret Atwood is an award-winning Canadian novelist, essay-
ist, short-story writer, and poet.  Long interested in topics as var-
ied as gender and identity, religion, language, ecology, and poli-
tics, Atwood has written in many genres, including speculative 
fiction and historical fiction. Her work has frequently been 
adapted for film, television, and the stage. 
 
Atwood’s first published work in the early 1960s was poetry, but 
she soon started writing novels as well. By the mid-70s, she had 
gained fame throughout much of her 
native Canada, but her reputation ex-
ploded on an international level with 
the publication of her novel The 
Handmaid’s Tale in 1985. After win-
ning the prestigious Arthur C. Clarke 
Award for science fiction, Atwood has 
said that the book might more 
properly be labeled speculative fic-
tion, because there is precedent in 
real life for everything contained in it. 
The Handmaid’s Tale has been 
adapted into a movie, several plays, a 
ballet, an opera, and, most famously, 
an Emmy Award-winning television series. 
 
After the success of The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood published 
many well-received and award-winning novels including Cat’s 
Eye, The Robber Bride, Alias Grace, The Blind Assassin, and Oryx 
and Crake. In 2005, she wrote the novella The Penelopiad, which 
she adapted for the stage in 2007. In 2019, she published a se-
quel to The Handmaid’s Tale entitled The Testaments.  
 
Because of her probing engagement with vital issues, Atwood’s 
novels are among the most challenged and banned books in the 
United States today. 
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A NOTE FROM THE DRAMATURG 
 

Homer’s Odyssey is maybe the 
most famous story ever. Full of 
adventure, monsters, death-
defying cleverness by our hero 
Odysseus, clashes with gods, and 
a happy ending in the arms of his 
beautiful wife Penelope, it is a 
fantastic tale. Its impact on cul-
ture over the last 3000 years is 
immeasurable.  
 

People have been borrowing/stealing from The Odyssey since 
ancient Greek tragedies like Oedipus, Agamemnon, and Medea. 
Even Shakespeare re-worked aspects of it. This has continued in 
our own time: the most celebrated novel of the 20th Century, 
James Joyce’s Ulysses, is a direct adaptation, as is the Coen 
Brothers’ movie O Brother, Where Art Thou? 
 

And yet, what story is really being told?  
 

Odysseus struggles to return home to his faithful, patient wife, 
using his cunning to survive. Penelope waits alone for twenty 
years, but Odysseus has affairs with Circe and Calypso. Upon his 
reunion with Penelope, Odysseus kills all the men who were vy-
ing for her attention while he was away. He also executes twelve 
of Penelope’s maids for their relations with those suitors.  Odys-
seus holds everyone to a standard that he himself cannot meet.  
 

This double standard is examined in Margaret Atwood’s Penelo-
piad, a re-telling of The Odyssey from Penelope’s perspective. In 
our play, she has a rich life, full of conflict, cunning, and moral 
ambivalence. She is a fully rounded character and not the sym-
bol of chaste patience that she has been for millennia. The 
maids, too, get their say. Dispatched with very few lines in 
Homer’s original, here they provide the story’s conscience, 
which we in the 21st Century cannot ignore. 
 

All this time, who have we been listening to? 
 

-Thomas A. Oldham, Ph.D. 
 

Image: Odysseus Blinding the Cyclops Polyphemus.  
Unknown Ancient Greek vase painter, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons. 
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