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I. INTRODUCTION 

Modern and postmodern literatures mutually characterize a break from Nineteenth century realism. Both the 

literatures probe into subjectivism, and scrutinize interior states of perception. Postmodern works are seen as a 

reaction against enlightened thinking and modernist approaches to literature. They have an ideologically inspired use 

of fragmented forms, like collage structures in art, and deliberately discontinuous narratives in literature to suggest 

the fragmentation and break up of formerly accepted systems of thought and belief. Postmodernism does what 

modernism does, only in a commemorative rather than penitent way. Instead of lamenting the loss of the past; the 

fragmentation of existence; and the collapse of selfhood; which is always echoed in the works of modernism, 

postmodernism holds these characteristics as a new form of social existence. By the mid-1960s, critics like Susan 

Sontag and Ihab Hassan started spotting out the features of postmodernism. They mentioned that the works of 

postmodernists is less cohesive, more playful or disordered, more concentrating on the processes of 

readers‟understanding than with the creative finish or concord (Barry 05). The difference between modernism and 

postmodernism is therefore best seen as a difference in mood or attitude; rather than a historical difference; or a 

different set of artistic practices. Postmodern fiction with its mixed and merged styles is rather an ongoing process of 

problematisation or subversion of realist aesthetic ideology. Postmodernism although presents the unpresentable, it 

does not do depressively, nor does it strive to offer consolation in doing so. 

 

II. POSTMODERN LITERATURE 

Postmodern literature, like postmodernism as a whole, tends to resist definition as a „movement.‟ Indeed, the union 

of postmodern literature with various modes of critical theories, particularly reader-response and deconstructionist 

approaches have made it more significant. Postmodern literature is defined in relation to a predecessor. For example, 

a postmodern literary work never concludes with a precise ending as is frequently found in modernist literature, but 

often parodies it (Barry 20).  Postmodernism illustrates social causes, but does not confine itself to one issue, all the 

matters being equally relative. It seems fragmentary and arbitrary but it definitely sharpens our sensibilities and 

makes us see deeper and more clearly makes us alive to the beauty of the world, as well as at its injustices.       

One of the founding definitions of the term „postmodernism,‟ in relation to literature occurs in the essays of Barth, a 

seminal writer in the 1960s who wrote on the development of new modes of fiction. John Barth, the postmodern 

novelist who talks often about the label "postmodern," wrote an influential essay in 1967 called "The Literature of 

Exhaustion" and in 1979 wrote "Literature of Replenishment" in order to clarify the earlier essay. The former is 

about a new era in literature after modernism got dilapidated. In his latter essay, Barth says, “my ideal Postmodernist 

author neither merely repudiates nor merely imitates his 20th-century modernist parents or his 19th-century pre-

modernist grandparents” (qtd. in Woods 19). 

The postmodern movement in fiction has persistently diluted the ideas of logical consistency in narration, formal 

plot, standard time string, and expressively portrayed characters. Postmodernism is illustrated by the use of the 

uneven forms, and integration of arbitrariness or uncertainty which was important to the Dadaists of 1917, who 

made poems from sentences picked randomly from Newspapers. While these fragments depicted a tone of bewail, 

cynicism, and desolation about the world representing fractured art in modernist literature; for the postmodernist, by 

contrast, “fragmentation is an invigorating, energizing phenomenon, indicative of our escape from the 

claustrophobic embrace of an unchanging systems of belief” (Zurbrugg 28). Dadaism inclined postmodern literature 
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is in the improvement of collage specifically collages using rudiments from advertisement or descriptions from 

popular novels.  

 

III. PASTICHE AS A POSTMODERN NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE 

The Beat Generation was the youth of America during the materialistic 1950s, who often includes several groups of 

post-war American writers from the Black Mountain poets, New York School, the San Francisco Renaissance, and 

so on. These writers have occasionally been referred to as the „Postmodern writers.‟ One writer associated with the 

Beat Generation who appears repeatedly on lists of postmodern writers is William S. Burroughs. Burroughs 

published Naked Lunch in 1959; this is considered by some as the first truly postmodern novel because it is 

inconsistent, with no inner plot; it employs pastiche. Pastiche is an amalgamation of subjects and genres not 

formerly considered fit for literature. It takes in elements from popular genres such as historical fiction, detective 

fiction and science fiction; it is full of distortion, absurdity, and good humor. 

The Postmodern texts are characterized by their use of certain common themes and techniques. Postmodern writings 

make significant use of the intertextual elements in literature such as parody, intertextuality, irony, playfulness, 

pastiche, paranoia, fragmentation, magic realism, historiographic metafiction, temporal distortion, technoculture, 

hyperreality, maximalism, minimalism, poioumena, allusion, metafictional devices, and so on.  Postmodern writers 

foreground fiction with postmodern techniques. Postmodernism problematizes history and politics. History and 

fiction are mysteriously linked.  One such technique in which history is fictionally constituted is Historiographic 

Metafiction. This term was first coined by the Canadian critic, Linda Hutcheon to refer to postmodern historical 

novels. The postmodern relationship of interaction and mutual implication between fiction and history is a complex 

one. Historiographic Metafiction, by merging history and fiction with history, politics and culture ultimately shows 

connection to the deeper social reality. It denies conclusiveness and shows only contradictoriness. No political or 

social resolutions are given, but such issues are discussed. There is no concord in the narration, but only diversity. 

These works are open ended with many conclusions. Hutcheon gives many examples of postmodern authors of 

different nationalities who write Historiographic Metafictions in her books. Some of the notable ones being Christa 

Wolf, Salman Rushdie, J. M. Coetzee, Margaret Atwood, Michael Ondaatje, Julian Barnes, E. L. Doctorow, 

Umberto Eco, Gabriel García Márquez, Italo Calvino, John Fowles, William Faulkner, Don DeLillo, Peter Ackroyd, 

Ishmael Reed, Graham Swift, Ronald Sukenick, Timothy Findley, D. M Thomas, E. M. Foster, Jeanette Winterson, 

Kurt Vonnegurt, Robert Coover, Thomas Pynchon, and few others. They all interpret the textuality of the historical 

discourse. 

The chief elements of Historiographic Metafiction are intertextuality, parody and pastiche. There is often the 

employment of pastiche, the combination of multiple cultural elements in postmodern fiction. It is the mixing of 

literary genres (science fiction, the detective story, the thriller, the myth saga, and the realistic psychological novel, 

etc,). Margaret Atwood‟s The Penelopiad is an apt example of pastiche. 

 

IV. PASTICHE IN THE PENELOPIAD 

Margaret Atwood, one of the world‟s most acclaimed Canadian writers undermines the Homeric narrator in her 

novella, The Penelopiad. She restores to life the effaced figure of Penelope, Odysseus' wife, known for her fidelity 

and integrity. Penelope is the daughter of Icarius of Sparta. Atwood gives Penelope the liberty to speak out her 

thoughts giving her a narrative voice. She tells a different tale from the Homeric version. Myths adapt gender roles 

through their projection of men and women. One such Greek myth is Odyssey that is about the king of Ithaca, 

Odysseus (known as Ulysses in Roman myths) and his journey home after the fall of Troy. Having assumed his 

death, a group of 108 unruly Greek suitors compete to marry his wife, Penelope. While Odysseus is presented with a 

talent to delude others in Homeric version, Atwood narrates Penelope‟s silenced tale of grief in an amusing and 

revitalizing style that makes one laugh to oneself. Especially when Penelope remarks on Odysseus‟ sly nature, “He 

will drop in down here for a while, he‟ll act pleased to see me, he‟ll tell me home life with me was the only thing he 

ever really wanted, no matter what ravishing beauties he‟s been falling into bed with or what wild adventures he‟s 

been having […] when I‟m feeling that I can forgive him for everything he put me through […] off he goes again” 

(PD 152).  

Homer‟s Odyssey, one of the two great Greek epic poems was written during the 8th century BC; whereas Atwood‟s 

The Penelopiad has been written in 2005, almost three thousand years later. Though there are drastic changes that 

took place over the period of time in culture and society of the 21st century, there seems to be no preservation of 

gender equality. Patriarchal treatment of women has actually got worsen to the core. Mythology, history and the 

contemporary world too bear testimony to the atrocities towards womankind irrespective of age, caste, creed, 

nationality. Myths are collective and ageless stories that mirror and explore human fears, yearnings, joys and 

ambitions. Nevertheless, these mythical stories also depict the subjugated role of women. 
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As a rule, most of the myths have only portrayed male heroes and their point of views, but The Penelopiad is an 

exceptional and an exemplifying story told from a female‟s point of view as an attempt to kindle the perception of 

the world. Atwood makes it very clear in her “„Introduction:‟ I´ve chosen to give the telling of the story to Penelope 

and to the twelve hanged maids” (PD xiv). Atwood seems to have literally engaged in an investigation of the 

correlation between storytelling and truth. In the very first chapter itself, Penelope confesses to have remained silent 

because she „wanted happy endings.‟ Her confession precisely suggests that the conventional narrative always leads 

to happy ending.  

It is very common for Atwood‟s heroines to engage themselves in weaving as their domestic chore activity, which is 

symbolic of knitting/ narrating stories by women of historical times; even Penelope connects her storytelling to 

weaving, which she uses for misleading purposes. In chapter 27, the protagonist talks about her new home. She 

utters that they can go back to the living world if they drink the Waters of Forgetfulness, “so our past lives will be 

wiped from our memories, Such is the theory; but, like all theories, it‟s only a theory The Waters of Forgetfulness 

don‟t always work the way they‟re supposed to [..] I wouldn‟t know myself” (PD 150). These words also remind the 

readers of Odysseus, who mentions about his men having headed westwards from Ithaca by foul winds for a period 

of 10 days to the land of Lotus – Eaters in Odyssey, Book IX and also the Victorian poem, “The Lotos - Eaters” by 

Alfred Tennyson that was based on this incident.  

Atwood in fact gives a humorist twist to Homer‟s epic male heroes: “Telemachus ---- he‟s a Member of Parliament 

now” and Odysseus ---- “a French general, a Mongolian invader, he‟s been a tycoon in America, he‟s been a 

headhunter in Borneo. He‟s been a film star, an inventor, an advertising man. It‟s always ended badly, with a suicide 

or an accident […] and then he‟s back here again [It‟s the maids. He sees them in the distance, heading our way to 

Hades where Penelope is living]” (PD 152). The mighty hero is no longer great, but he is rather projected as the 

opponent of Penelope and especially of the maids: “Why did you murder us? What had we done to you that required 

our deaths? You never answered that” (PD 156). His so called valiant deeds are sarcastically damaged by Atwood. 

Here the readers find justice being done to the twelve maids of Penelope; they were made to suffer double 

oppression. This highlights the class issues. Penelope utters, “I‟ve always been haunted by the hanged maids” (PD 

xv). Hence she decides to give them an opportunity to tell their story. They were socially oppressed as slaves and 

women in a patriarchal society. At least after so many years they seem to acquire empowerment through their 

narration as chorus. They were killed for a crime that Odysseus had committed. Atwood strives to point out this 

injustice through the voices of the maids, so that the readers understand the inequity endured by these maids under 

Homer‟s male heroes: “You don‟t have to think of us as real girls, real flesh and blood, real pain, real injustice” (PD 

133). Although Penelope attempts to pardon herself in her narrative, apologizing that there was little she could have 

done to help them. The chorus of the twelve maids despises Penelope for her timely inaction. Even Penelope‟s 

narrative is put to criticism by Atwood. Penelope utters, “Dead is dead, I told myself. I‟ll say prayers and perform 

sacrifices for their souls. But I‟ll have to do it in secret, or Odysseus will suspect me, as well” (PD 128). 

The Maids overtly talk about this in the section “An Anthropology Lecture,” where they are compared to the twelve 

apostles by Atwood. They argue that Odyssey characterizes the male-dominated society. They also claim Queen 

Penelope as their High Priestess, which indirectly reveals her involvement in their crime. Atwood opens the 

Odyssey up for more creative and unconventional readings. Atwood‟s account of the Odyssey through Penelope and 

the Maids‟ eyes brings to light the historical oppression of women. The Penelopiad also brings forth the societal 

expectations of women from time immemorial. The novella no wonder asserts the egoistic nature of women. The 

rivalry of Penelope and Helen, that makes Penelope spend a bit of her narrative comparing herself to Helen. She 

ends up calling Helen, „a septic bitch.‟ She also comments brutishly about Helen, “If Helen hadn‟t been so puffed up 

with vanity; we might all have been spared the sufferings and sorrows she brought down on our heads by her 

selfishness and deranged lust. Why couldn‟t she have led a normal life?” (PD 61). Instead of being together in their 

shared status as women or in their relations (Helen is Penelope‟s cousin), Penelope and Helen turn to be rivals for 

male attention. This jealousy for a petty cause and disunity among women sometimes seem to devalue their status as 

women in the patriarchal society. 

As a typical woman, Penelope also finds fault with her mother in law, Anticleia and Odysseus‟s former nurse, 

Eurycleia for constantly judging her performance as a wife. Eurycleia‟s instructions to Penelope: “You‟re barely 

more than a child yourself” (PD 57), to cover her mouth at the time of laughing; on what occasions to wear a veil;  

demonstrate how the petty details of women‟s conduct are closely examined as part of the social customs. While 

Penelope undergoes psychological pressures of her gender, Atwood proves in comparison that the Twelve Maids 

endure the worse because of their class and gender status. Though Penelope still has to manage the Suitors who 

come to marry her in the absence of Odysseus, they never harm Penelope physically. The Maids, however, are often 

made victims of rape by the Suitors. Rape is depicted as a common event in ancient Greece, committed by both the 

Greek gods and mortal men. The rapists are not punished for their deeds. On the contrary, the Maids are made to 
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feel guilty and are then punished for their rapes with murder. When Odysseus returns and kills the Maids, he calls 

them „whores.‟ Eurycleia joins him despite knowing that many of them were actually rape victims, and did not 

volunteered to have sex with the Suitors. During the “The Trial of the Twelve Maids,” it is stated that the women 

must be killed because they were raped without their master‟s permission, not just because they were raped; this 

verdict without compassion emphasizes their pathetic slave status.  

Having analysed the book, The Penelopiad; the readers can no wonder make out the employment of the postmodern 

narrative technique, Pastiche in this novella. “Pastiche means to combine, or „paste‟ together several elements. In 

postmodernist literature, this can be reverence to or a parody of past styles. It can be seen as a revelation of the 

chaotic, pluralistic, or information-drenched aspects of postmodern society” (Hoesterey 11). Pastiche being a 

combination of multiple genres can be used to create a unique narrative or to comment on situations in 

postmodernism: for example, William S. Burroughs uses science fiction, and detective fiction; Margaret Atwood 

uses science fiction, historical fiction, mythology and fairy tales; Umberto Eco uses detective fiction, fairy tales, and 

science fiction; Derek Pell depends on random collection: erotica, travel guides, and manuals. Pastiche can instead 

engross a compositional method, for example the cut-up technique practised by Burroughs. Another example is B. S. 

Johnson‟s novel, The Unfortunates (1969); it was published in a box with no binding so that readers could assemble 

it however they chose. Though pastiche regularly involves the incorporation of genres, many other elements are also 

integrated like the metafiction and temporal distortion which are widespread in the broader pastiche of the 

postmodern novel.  

 

V. THE PENELOPIAD AS A REVISIONARY FICTION 

The Penelopiad thoroughly blends historically and mythically erroneous accounts of Homer‟s characters. This 

novella is a fusion of multiple genres: Revisionary fiction, Historical fiction, Feminist novella, Parody, Social 

Science fiction, Postcolonial work, Subaltern writing, Retelling of myth, and so on. Feminism is one of the 

movements that advocate revisionary fiction, giving voice to the suppressed women, who are usually marginalized. 

Revisionary fiction is rewriting with a corrective purpose also characteristic of postmodernist works. It looks back to 

the authorized works in order to re-tell the same story; but it gives voice to the voiceless perspectives.  

This is one of the crucial ideas in corrective rewriting: changing the insight of past/ historical works to reproduce a 

transformation in the contemporary society. Having witnessed women habitually being muted and marginalized in 

representative works, there is a dire need to revise those texts in order to produce a story that illustrates the 

perspectives of women. 
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