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Women in the Odyssey


While the female characters play a crucial role in Homer’s epic, the Odyssey, it is important to note that the portrayal of female mortals and female immortals is completely different.  Even though the female mortals are described as beautiful, they cannot compare to the seductive, lustful, and dangerously tempting goddesses.  More importantly, the difference in power between the mortal women and the goddesses is immense.  While the goddesses have the ability to control the fate of even the greatest men, the mortal females have virtually little to no power over anyone. 


One of the major ways in which female mortals in the Odyssey tend to differ from the goddesses is in terms of romantic relationships.  Although Penelope is unsure if her husband Odysseus is still alive, she still chooses to remain faithful to him, hoping that someday he will return.  Another mortal, Nausicaa, is basically desperate to find a husband.  Even when Odysseus approaches her, filthy and barely clothed, she still takes care of him possibly thinking that he is the man for her.  On the contrary, goddesses such as Calypso and Circe never have trouble getting Odysseus to sleep with them.  Even though Odysseus does not show much resistance in these situations, their success in sleeping with Odysseus demonstrates the differences of power between goddesses and mortals.  


Another major difference in the portrayal of goddesses and female mortals is the ability to control destiny.  Athena, for instance, is so powerful that she can not only convince Telemachus that he has the strength within him to find his father, but she is also able to later convince him to end his journey immediately and return home.  Penelope, in comparison, does not even have the ability to ward any of the suitors away.  Rather than trying to make them leave, she just sits upstairs in her palace allowing the suitors to feast on her food day and night.  As poor Penelope is “wasting away the nights, weeping away the days” for her husband’s return, the goddesses are so powerful that they can determine whether Odysseus makes it home or not (XIII, 385).  The Sirens are a good example of the danger that these goddesses can bring about.  On Odysseus’ long journey home, he almost does not make it due to the enchanting and irresistible voices of the Sirens.  It is outstanding to think of the power that the Sirens must have in order to tempt a man who has been sailing home for over two decades, to abruptly terminate his journey home just to hear them sing.  Scylla is another immortal female who poses a challenge to Odysseus’ journey home.  With her twelve legs and six long necks, Odysseus is warned that: “No mariners yet can boast they’ve raced their shop past Scylla’s lair without some mortal blow- with each of her six heads she snatches up a man from the dark-prowed craft and whisks him off” (XII, 108-111).  Even though Odysseus is able to survive the wrath of Scylla, many of his crew members are eaten alive.  

Although both mortal and immortal females in the Odyssey are described as attractive, the differences in power and capabilities are enormous. Female mortals such as Penelope and Nausicaa do not seem to have much control in their own lives.  While Penelope awaits her husbands’ return, her palace becomes out of control and she seems completely miserable.  On the other hand, the goddesses not only have control of their never-ending lives, but they can also overpower the strongest of men.  Therefore, aside from the attractive appearances shared by the female mortals and immortals, the portrayal of these two types of women is completely different.   
