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Episode 18: Penelope 
Place: 7 Eccles St. Bed 
Time: … 
Organ: Flesh 
Technic: Monologue 
 
This episode should ideally be seen in performance or listened to on one of the several recordings 
of Ulysses. Caitríona Ní Threasaigh has performed it several times in the Tower. It is a virtuoso 
piece entirely related by Molly Bloom. The famous photo of Marilyn Monroe reading Henry Miller’s 
copy of Ulysses suggests that this was the episode she was reading!  
 
In the Odyssey, Penelope learns that her suitors have been slaughtered, but doesn’t believe that 
the author of the massacre is the returned Odysseus until he eventually convinces her by telling of 
secrets known only to them both. They then retire to bed and recount to one another their 
adventures. 
 
Bloom’s day has concluded, but now we hear Molly deliver her account of the day in a lyrical style 
very much in contrast to the ‘male’ dullness of Ithaca. She ranges far and wide as her imagination 
takes flight in an episode which comprises eight sentences and no full stops. This is the female 
response to the painful limitedness of the male’s ability to describe the human condition. It may 
well be that the explicit text of this episode was taken from letters that Nora Barnacle wrote to 
Joyce during 1909 when he was visiting Dublin. We have Joyce’s own very explicit letters but 
Nora’s have not survived. This correspondence can be found in Richard Ellmann (edit.) Selected 
Letters of James Joyce. 
 
Molly’s soliloquy in which she appears to go over the day in a dream, commenting on Boylan’s 
prodigious lovemaking and on her husband’s shortcomings. She also refers to other admirers and 
lovers she has had. These correspond to the suitors who sought the hand of Penelope. Ultimately, 
however, Bloom comes out best, despite his limitations, and Molly concludes with the recollection 
of the time on Howth (Bloom himself has reflected on this event several times during the day 
including Lestrygonians and Nausicaa) when she induced him to propose to her: ‘yes that was why 
I liked him because I saw he understood or felt what a woman is and I knew I could always get 
round him and I gave him all the pleasure I could leading him on till he asked to say yes and I 
wouldn’t answer first only looked out to sea...and I thought as well him as another’  
 
‘as well him as another’: With this ringing endorsement, so affirmative to male readers, we see that 
Ulysses (Bloom) has overcome the suitor (Boylan) in Molly’s consciousness. 
 
Reference ‘Cúirt an Mheán Oíche’ (The Midnight Court) composed in the late 18th century by Brian 
Merriman- women’s criticism of men’s shortcomings 
 

 


