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A Feminist Rereading of Desire in the Odyssey’s Calypso Episode 

By Alexandra Meghji 

Abstract 

Descriptions of Calypso as a ‘threat,’ ‘temptation,’ or ‘danger’ to Odysseus are common in many inМuential 

feminist readings of the Odyssey. These descriptions seem unfettered at Йrst glance because Calypso’s desire for 

Odysseus to remain on Ogygia conМicts with Odysseus’ own desire for Penelope and for nostos. However, these 

descriptions actually inscribe the very patriarchal, even pejorative logic that feminist approaches seek to recognize 

and to critique. This paper argues that such characterizations of Calypso rely on an understanding of desire as 

exclusively teleological, wherein Penelope and nostos are the sole objects of Odysseus’ desire. While this paper does 

not reject the presence of teleological desire in the Odyssey altogether, it draws on psychoanalytic theory to 

propose that desire in the Odyssey is also plural, oscillatory, self-sustaining, and (at least partly) unsatisЙable. By 

situating teleological desire in a complex network of desires, I seek to complicate the characterizations of Calypso 

as a ‘threat,’ ‘danger,’ and ‘temptation’ to Odysseus, to challenge their patriarchal implications, and to oАer a new 

perspective on Calypso’s structural and ideological presence in the poem.  

 

Descriptions of Calypso as a ‘threat,’ ‘temptation,’ or ‘danger’ to Odysseus are prevalent in many of the most 

inМuential feminist readings of the Odyssey.1 Sheila Murnaghan, for example, argues that Calypso ‘threatens to 

deМect Odysseus from his project of returning home to Ithaka and Penelope’ (1995: 65), while Lillian Doherty 

aГrms Calypso’s position in a ‘series’ of feminine ‘threats or false goals for the male hero’ (1995: 81).2 At Йrst 

glance, these readings appear persuasive since, in the Odyssey’s proem, the audience encounters Odysseus on the 

 
1 Translations are my own. Greek texts have been taken from OCT.   
2 See also Hogan (1976: 180), Schein (1995: 19), Clayton (2004: 10), Felson and Slatkin (2004: 103), Louden (2005: 96), Foley (2005: 
107), Schur (2014: 11), and Grethlein (2018: 37).  
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shores of Ogygia ‘alone, longing for his wife and his homecoming’ (τὸν δ᾽ οἶον νόστου κεχρημένον ἠδὲ γυναικὸς) 

(Od.1.13), while ‘the divine goddess, the queenly nymph Calypso, restrained him in her hollow caves, wishing 

for him to be her husband’ (νύμφη πότνι᾽ ἔρυκε Καλυψὼ δῖα θεάων / ἐν σπέσσι γλαφυροῖσι, λιλαιομένη πόσιν εἶναι) 

(Od.1.14-15).3 Here, the Homeric narrator frames Calypso’s desire for Odysseus to remain on Ogygia as a direct 

impediment to Odysseus’ desire for nostos, for the satisfaction of Calypso’s desire would preclude the possibility 

of Odysseus’ homecoming generally and reunion with Penelope speciЙcally.4 Thus, before its hero is even named 

(Od.1.21), the Odyssey is vibrantly alive with the forces of conМicting desire, and the Homeric narrator sets the 

scene for a complex negotiation of desires to come.5 Both Odysseus’ journey and the trajectory of the poem, 

further, are structured around two women, Calypso and Penelope, who present competing teleologies for 

Odysseus and who promise the satisfaction of diАerent desires. As Lilah Grace Canevaro writes, Odysseus ‘is 

torn between potential futures’ which these two women represent (2018: 111).  

This opposition between Calypso and Penelope lends weight to the aforementioned readings of Calypso as 

an impediment or threat, readings that reМect patriarchal anxieties around female agency, sexual autonomy, and 

the gendered dimensions of social and familial structures.6 And while, as Murnaghan argues (1994: 76), feminist 

 
3 I use the term ‘audience’ rather than ‘reader(s)’ acknowledge the Odyssey’s history of oral transmission but, for the purposes of this 
article, I treat the poem as a singular and read text as we have it today. Accordingly, I refer to ways of ‘reading,’ especially in this 
paper’s Йnal section.  
4 The Homeric narrator’s distinction between nostos and Penelope as separate objects of Odysseus’ desire may signify a refusal to 
subsume Penelope into the broader category of nostos and thus underscore her personal importance to Odysseus and to the poem’s 
progression. The placement of Penelope beyond the scope of nostos may also suggest that her place in that homecoming remains 
uncertain amid the suitors’ mounting pressure on her. Alternatively, and most relevant to this article, the explicit mention of 
Penelope while Odysseus languishes on Calypso’s island frames the narrative and the competing forces of desire in it, as an opposition 
between the two women who embody distinct gendered ideologies, potential narrative trajectories, and desires for Odysseus.  
5 Desire is a potent force in the Odyssey and has consequently received a great deal of scholarly attention. John Peradotto identiЙes the 
signiЙcance of ‘[t]he narrative of desire accomplished and the narrative of desire frustrated’ as ‘analytic models’ of the Odyssey (1990: 
18), Pietro Pucci contends that Odysseus’ ‘unwavering’ desire for nostos is crucial to the poem’s existence and structure (1987: 37) and 
Mark Buchan attends speciЙcally to the intersections between heroic behaviour and desire in the poem (2004). Buchan additionally 
explores the complexities of female and gendered desire, with some attention to Calypso but with primary focus on Penelope and 
Nausicaa. Doherty also attends to the genderedness of desire: ‘with the exception of Athena and Eurycleia, all the major females of the 
Odyssey are portrayed as subjects of desire’ (1995: 123). However, few readings explore the relationship between teleological narrative 
structure and gendered representation, a lacuna that this article attempts to Йll. Desire is also important in the Iliad and is explored at 
length in Lesser (2022).  
6 See especially Wohl (1993) on patriarchal anxieties about Calypso and Circe.  
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criticism should, and indeed does, expose and describe the patriarchal dynamics at work in the Homeric epics, 

the recurring claims that Calypso ‘threatens,’ ‘tempts,’ or ‘endangers’ Odysseus merit closer scrutiny. Although 

they appear to be purely descriptive and to adhere to the feminist project of ‘tracking patriarchal structures and 

revealing their workings’ (Murnaghan 1994: 76) in the Odyssey, they also carry moral weight. We must, therefore, 

acknowledge their patriarchal and perhaps even pejorative connotations. They cast Calypso not only as a 

structural obstacle, but also as an ideologically deviant subject, that is, someone to be feared or avoided. In using 

these terms without interrogating their implications, these readings risk reinscribing the very patriarchal logic 

that feminist criticism seeks to understand and to challenge.  

Whether or not these descriptions of Calypso critically identify or uncritically ratify the patriarchal dynamics 

of the Odyssey, the prevalence of this terminology also suggests a tendency in feminist Odyssey scholarship to 

endorse the view of Calypso as a ‘threat,’ ‘danger,’ or ‘temptation’ alone. The acceptance of Calypso’s status as 

such leaves little space for alternative readings, which casts Calypso as purely oppositional to Odysseus’ (and the 

Odyssey’s) progression toward the end of nostos and toward the narrative’s correlative end. From a methodological 

and ideological perspective, the project of feminist criticism must accommodate the complexity of Homer’s 

women characters, a project that the aforementioned descriptions of Calypso risk restricting but that this paper 

seeks to complicate.  

These pervasive descriptions of Calypso as ‘threatening,’ ‘dangerous,’ or ‘tempting’ for Odysseus rely on a 

teleological understanding of desire, that is, an account of desire that emphasizes Odysseus’ end of nostos and, 

narratologically speaking, on the parallel end of the story. The poem’s teleological spirit is indeed potent. Emily 

Hauser writes that the Odyssey is ‘particularly preoccupied with its own endings’ (2020: 2), while Peter Brooks, 

speaking more broadly, writes that ‘desire is always there at the start of [a] narrative,’ ‘having reached such a state 

of intensity such that movement must be created, action undertaken, change begun’ (1992: 38). Brooks theorizes 

desire as a ‘force,’ ‘drive,’ or ‘narrative motor,’ (1992: 54). These conceptions are particularly relevant to the 

Odyssey because, when the audience Йrst encounters Odysseus on the shores of Ogygia, longing for Ithaca and 

Penelope, it is his desire for these tele that ignites and fuels the poem. 
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If desire in the Odyssey is only teleological, then those who delay or divert the satisfaction of this teleological 

desire, as Calypso does, naturally appear as ‘threats’ or ‘dangers’ to these tele. But, in Calypso’s case, this 

understanding of teleological desire as the only operative form of desire, even if this understanding is implicit, 

compels her characterization as solely a ‘threat’ or ‘danger’ to Odysseus’ and the narrative’s teleological 

progression. This article proposes that a feminist reading of Calypso must move past the language of ‘threat’ and 

‘danger’ by rethinking the framework of desire itself. I begin by sketching the inМuence of teleological desire on 

the Calypso episode’s gendered dynamics.7 Calypso’s structural positioning conceals an ideological layer that 

viliЙes her desire precisely because, I posit, it appears to conМict with teleological desire. When Odysseus’ desire 

is assumed to be linear, oriented toward Ithaca and Penelope, and the correlative closure of the poem, any 

deviation from that teleological desire appears as a ‘threat’ or ‘danger’ to that desire. Thus, both structurally and 

ideologically, Penelope becomes the rightful telos and Calypso the dangerous detour.  

Rather than rejecting teleological desire altogether, this paper situates it alongside a psychoanalytically-

inspired perspective that foregrounds the multiplicity, oscillation, unsatisЙability, and self-sustaining nature of 

desire. Both Freudian (1961: 76-78) and Lacanian (2005: 98-99) theories of desire emphasize its instability: the 

subject can alternate between objects of desire or hold multiple objects of (conМicting) desire at once. This view 

helps us understand what Mark Buchan calls the ‘complicated mechanisms of return’ (2004: 4) at work in the 

Odyssey. Another relevant frame for this article is Freud’s contention that desire is at least partly unsatisЙable and 

intent on maintaining itself rather than satisfying itself, but that we ‘must not’ (Freud 1961: 76) and ‘cannot’ 

(76) ‘give up our eАorts to bring it nearer to fulЙlment’ (76). I follow Buchan in considering the ‘Freudian 

possibility that humans do not want to be happy’ (2004: 5) and that ‘perhaps nothing provokes anxiety as much 

as getting what we want’ (2004: 5). These interrelated dynamics of desire complicate the teleological model and 

 
7 By the ‘Calypso episode’ I refer not only to Calypso’s presence in Book 5, but to discussions of her throughout the poem. This 
includes the aforementioned lines of the proem in which the Homeric narrator mentions Calypso, to Odysseus’ discussion of her to 
Arete in Book 7 and his discussion of her in the Apologoi (9.25, 12.389, 12.449), and to the Homeric narrator’s mention of Odysseus’ 
narration of his encounter with Calypso to Penelope (23.333-336).  
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oАer a means of understanding Calypso’s role not as impedimental but as integral to the poem’s complex network 

of desires.  

I go on to argue that the implications of rereading desire in the Calypso episode also extend to Penelope. 

Readings that rely on teleological desire alone construct Penelope as Odysseus’ proper telos, which privileges 

Penelope’s desirability as natural or inevitable on both structural and ideological planes. There is an ample corpus 

of feminist approaches to Penelope which have questioned her characterization as a normative telos and which 

have shed light on both her narrative and moral ambiguity leading up to and upon Odysseus’ homecoming.8 The 

teleological model Мattens these complexities by endorsing Penelope’s desirability because it demands she fulЙl a 

patriarchal ideal of narrative closure rather than being part of a broader interplay of intricate desires.   

In showing that the Odyssey is in some ways less about the satisfaction of desire and more about its intricacy 

and preservation, my Йnal argument attends to the desires of the Homeric audience. While a teleological account 

of desire stipulates that the primary motivation of reading is arrival at a narrative’s end, I contend that the 

audience’s own desires are similarly multiplicitous, oscillatory, and unsatisЙable as well as teleological. In this way, 

Calypso plays an important role in keeping the audience’s desire for the end alive. 

This rereading of the complex nature of desire at work in the Calypso episode contributes to feminist 

criticism by exploring Calypso’s role beyond her ‘threat’ to the poem’s teleological Мow, as well as by pointing to 

the ways in which Calypso’s character has been constrained by a critical vocabulary that assumes the patriarchal 

valence it seeks to critique. If we consider the charge that feminist criticism should not only diagnose patriarchal 

structures but also attend to the agency and complexity of female characters in the epics, both of which aims 

Murnaghan identiЙes (1994: 76), then we must seek to understand Calypso’s character in all her complexity, 

beyond the limits of teleological desire. 

 
8 Buchan argues that a commitment to teleological desire endorses Ithaca’s social organization (2004: 8) but does not directly tie 
teleological desire to patriarchal evaluations of Calypso and Odysseus’ other female interlocutors, so this article aims to proАer this 
relationship more explicitly. 
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Desire is Teleological… 

The origins of teleological desire lie in the Odyssey’s narrative structure: both Odysseus’ desire for 

homecoming and the audience’s parallel desire to reach the end of the narrative set this teleological drive in 

motion. Teleological desire is rooted in structure, but it also has ideological repercussions, that is, certain 

ideological conclusions function as required criteria for teleological desire to drive the narrative forward. These 

ideological conclusions, further, often betray patriarchal commitments that go at least partially unchecked by the 

feminist interpretations that identify Calypso as a ‘threat’ or ‘danger.’ This teleological nature of desire endorses 

Penelope, the telos, as desirable and Calypso, the anti-telos, as undesirable. Since Penelope is positioned as 

Odysseus’ desired end, in other words, then her behaviour and the political ideology that she represents are 

aГrmed as normative and ideal.9 Teleological desire would indeed lose its inМuence if Penelope were not 

Odysseus’ desired telos and if she were not positioned at the purported end of the narrative. That is, if nostos and 

all its components, that is, reunion with Penelope and Telemachus, reclamation of Ithaca, were deemed inferior 

to Odysseus’ other potential tele, one of which is remainder on Ogygia and marriage to Calypso, then the poem’s 

teleological drive would be specious. This applies to Odysseus’ other female interlocutors as well, namely Circe 

and Nausicaa, but for the purposes of this paper our focus is Calypso, the interlocutor with whom he stays the 

longest and who is most explicit in her own anti-teleological desire for the poem’s hero.10 Ithaca’s structural status 

as ‘endgame,’ as Buchan writes (2004: 24), and, I would add, Penelope’s central position in that ‘endgame,’ thus 

 
9 In terms of a feminist analysis of this normativity upheld on Ithaca, Rachel Lesser’s mobilization of queer theory is useful. 
Penelope’s comparative desirability enforces the evaluation of the poem’s women along a normativity-deviance binary wherein 
Penelope stands as the emblem of normativity and Calypso, among Odysseus’ other interlocutors, are cast as deviant from patriarchal 
social standards. Invoking queer theory, Lesser highlights the dynamics of power at work: ‘queer theorists interrogate the way that 
systems of power construct certain gendered subjectivities and sexual actors as normative and therefore worthy, and others as deviant 
or “queer,” and thus morally suspect and less deserving’ (2018). My contribution here is that this evaluation and stratiЙcation of 
Penelope and Calypso (as well as the other women/feminine characters) occurs both structurally, pursuant to teleological desire, and 
ideologically, pursuant to patriarchy (Od.1.14-15).  
10 While Odysseus stays with Circe for a year and then returns to Aiaia after his katabasis, Circe does not ask Odysseus to remain on 
Aiaia forever. Similarly, marriage to Nausicaa hangs in the air during Odysseus’ visit to Scheria, but he declines Alcinous’ oАer of 
Nausicaa’s hand and never engages a relationship with Nausicaa. In this way, the intensity of Circe and Nausicaa’s ‘threats’ or 
‘dangers’ to Odysseus teleological nostos are not as strong as Calypso’s.  
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lays the foundation for its ideological exemplarity: if Penelope is structurally desirable, it follows logically that she 

is also ideologically desirable, a point I will return to in more detail later on. 

According to a teleological reading of desire, then, the desirability of Ithaca, the telos, necessarily produces 

the converse undesirability of whatever and whoever impedes momentum toward that telos. We know that 

Calypso embodies an incompatibility with the operative desire for the end. We must only recall lines 14 and 15 

of Book 1 to view Calypso’s stark opposition to Odysseus’ teleological trajectory:  

νύμφη πότνι᾽ ἔρυκε Καλυψὼ δῖα θεάων 
ἐν σπέσσι γλαφυροῖσι, λιλαιομένη πόσιν εἶναι. 
 
The queenly nymph Calypso, bright among goddesses, restrained him  
In her hollow caves, yearning for him to become her husband.  
(Od.1.14-15).  

That this description follows immediately from the Homeric narrator’s assertion of Odysseus’ desire for 

nostos, expressed in line 13 of the proem, aГrms the conМict between their respective desires. Odysseus’ longing 

for home adheres to the poem’s teleological Мow, while Calypso’s desire for Odysseus aims to curtail that Мow 

and divert Odysseus from his teleological course. The Homeric narrator explicitly ties Calypso’s desire for 

Odysseus to her frustration of Odysseus’ teleological desire, for it is her desire, as encapsulated in the participle 

λιλαιομένη, that compels her to restrain (ἔρυκε) him on Ogygia and suspend his teleological progression. 

Structurally speaking, furthermore, Calypso not only stands as an impediment to Odysseus’ teleological desire 

but also to the audience’s desire for narrative progress and closure, a point to which I will return in the Йnal 

section.  

Teleological desire facilitates the structural characterization of Calypso as a hindrance to teleological 

progression and lays the foundation for ideological critique of her behaviour along gendered lines:  

τὸν δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἐπ᾽ ἀκτῆς εὗρε καθήμενον: οὐδέ ποτ᾽ ὄσσε 
δακρυόφιν τέρσοντο, κατείβετο δὲ γλυκὺς αἰὼν 
νόστον ὀδυρομένῳ, ἐπεὶ οὐκέτι ἥνδανε νύμφη. 
ἀλλ᾽ ἦ τοι νύκτας μὲν ἰαύεσκεν καὶ ἀνάγκῃ 
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ἐν σπέσσι γλαφυροῖσι παρ᾽ οὐκ ἐθέλων ἐθελούσῃ. 
 
And [Calypso] found [Odysseus] sitting on the seashore: and he was not dry 
Of tears, for his sweet life was Мowing away,  
As he mourned for his return, and the nymph did not please him any longer. 
But by night he was compelled to sleep with her  
In her hollow caves, unwilling while she was willing.  
(Od.5.151-155). 

Odysseus’ lack of desire for Calypso is conЙrmed at line 153 when Calypso no longer pleases him (ἐπεὶ οὐκέτι 

ἥνδανε νύμφη). The absence of Odysseus’ desire for Calypso is tied directly to his mourning for his homecoming 

(νόστον ὀδυρομένῳ).11 The participle ὀδυρομένῳ especially characterizes Ithaca as a lost object of desire, the loss of 

which Odysseus grieves as a result of Calypso’s desire for him to stay on Ogygia permanently. The fact that 

Odysseus is portrayed as a passive Йgure here also intensiЙes the negative coding of Calypso’s behaviour because 

her desire for Odysseus becomes both a narrative hindrance and a gendered deviation.12 The Homeric system 

often encodes female desirability and normativity through passivity, containment, and the expression of desires 

that are compatible with and reciprocal to male desires.13 Penelope exhibits docility and temperance that are 

encompassed, for example, in her description as ἐχέφρων, that is, sensible, discreet or, more literally, someone who 

holds mind (Od.24.198), which may be interpreted as containing emotion and suppressing desire. It is not that 

Penelope lacks desire altogether, but that she appears to have mastered and restricted it. Nausicaa operates 

similarly. Though she is attracted to Odysseus, and Athena makes her aware of her sexual potential, her expression 

of desire is not as explicit as Calypso’s, and her desire is presented in the context of marriage, that is, a normative 

 
11 Questions of sexual consent here are central. For the purposes of this article, I am arguing that Calypso’s behaviour is a violation of 
patriarchal normativity insofar as she exhibits active desire for Odysseus and sexual control over him. However, I do not dismiss the 
non-consensual nature of Calypso’s advances toward Odysseus, as encompassed in the nature of their relations as ἀνάγκῃ, by force. 
Odysseus’ unwillingness here complicates our ability to (re)read Calypso from a feminist perspective, or to challenge the negative 
coding of her patriarchal characterization. However, it is not just Calypso’s actions here, but the desire which prompts these actions 
which denigrate her character pursuant to teleology. For more on Calypso’s behaviour, see Stephanie McCarter’s article ‘Is Homer’s 
Calypso a Feminist Icon or a Rapist?’ (2018).  
12 On the psychoanalytic aspects of women’s desire, see especially Mitchell & Rose (1985), Benjamin (1986), Grosz (1990), and 
Gorton (2008). 
13 See, for example, Winkler (1990), Felson-Rubin (1994), and Clayton (2004).  
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family structure, rather than as sexual desire alone.14 Additionally, Odysseus and Nausicaa never engage in a 

sexual relationship, so both her desire and her ‘threat’ to Odysseus are less acute and less consequential to 

Odysseus’ teleological desire. Calypso, however, refuses this lexicon of passivity by actively desiring Odysseus, as 

we see with the participle ἐθελούσῃ which is positioned right next to Odysseus’ lack of desire, οὐκ ἐθέλων. Calypso 

thus assumes the linguistic and ideological position of an erotic subject rather than an object of desire. Herein 

lies the relationship between teleological desire and the potential for patriarchal reading: Calypso is a ‘threat’ or 

‘danger’ because of both her narrative positioning and her active expression of desire that imperil the Odyssey’s 

teleological logic.  

 But desire is also Plural, Oscillatory, Self-Sustaining, and UnsaƟsfiable 

While teleological desire is a potent force in the Odyssey, this paper’s intervention lies in its position that it is 

only one of many desires operating in the poem generally and the Calypso episode speciЙcally. This more 

complicated view of desire does not negate the presence of teleological desire but simply challenges its singularity 

or hegemony. Freud’s position that the object of a subject’s desire is not necessarily singular but can be 

multiplicitous and always shifting (1961: 105) presents an opportunity to reconsider the forces of desire at work 

in the Calypso episode.  

Pursuant to a reading of desire as teleological, the aforementioned lines 154-155 prompt a reading of 

Odysseus’ unwillingness to sleep with Calypso as a rejection of her desire for him. But if we accept the possibility, 

per Freud, that a subject may naturally hold multiple objects of desire at once or may oscillate between multiple 

objects of desire, then Odysseus’ desire for home and his desire for Calypso need not be mutually exclusive.15 

There are two bases for this rereading. Firstly, while a teleological reading of lines 154-155 denotes the 

unreciprocated nature of Calypso’s desire for Odysseus, an appreciation for desire’s plurality and oscillation 

encourages attention to the adverb οὐκέτι at line 153. Indeed, οὐκέτι (no longer, no more), does not function here 

 
14 Although Nicholas Gross, for example, has also described Nausicaa as a ‘feminine threat’ (1976).  
15 The fulЙllment of these desires would be mutually exclusive, but the existence of these desires is not.  
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in the same way as the negative particle οὐ (not) might, a point that Jonas Grethlein has also made (2018: 36). 

Rather than a mere negation, οὐκέτι thus suggests the termination of a prior referent.16 It indicates that, at a 

certain point, Odysseus did desire Calypso. Thus, her desire for him was not always unrequited, but it lingers for 

longer than Odysseus’ desire for her does.17 The use of οὐκέτι here shows that Odysseus’ desire was not always 

(exclusively) teleological: it may have been oscillatory in the sense that he shifted between desire for Calypso and 

desire for nostos; or it may be plural in the sense that he held both these conМicting objects of desire at once.18  

This paper’s problematization of teleological desire also requires a conception of desire as temporally 

ambiguous. According to teleological desire, there exists a sense that desire begins and ends at a speciЙc time, and 

that conМict may occur when this desire is not temporally aligned. That is, Odysseus’ did desire Calypso at one 

point, and at that point her correlative desire for him would not have been problematic, but when Calypso’s 

desire for Odysseus persists beyond his desire for her, this desire becomes a structural and correspondingly 

ideological problem. But extending the recognition of desire’s plurality to its temporal dimensions also allows us 

to reread teleological desire as just one of many extant forms of desire in the poem and, consequently, to challenge 

the status of Calypso as purely a ‘threat’ or ‘danger.’  

This multiplicity of desires is echoed in lines 215-220 of Book 5, where Odysseus acknowledges Calypso’s 

objective superiority to Penelope but nonetheless insists on leaving Ogygia for Ithaca. This declaration is an 

assertion of Calypso’s general desirability and perhaps even a concession that he does, or at least did, desire her. 

 
16 It might be fruitful here to draw an analogy between the complex persistence of desire in the Odyssey and Odysseus’ memory of the 
knot which Circe taught him on Aiaia: αὐτίκʼ ἐπήρτυε πῶμα, θοῶς δʼ ἐπὶ δεσμὸν ἴηλεν / ποικίλον, ὅν ποτέ μιν δέδαε φρεσὶ πότνια Κίρκη· 
(he Йxed a cover straightaway, and quickly fastened a bond upon it / a complex knot, which queenly Circe taught him) (Od.8.447-
448). Lilah Grace Canevaro writes that Circe ‘was keen to bind [Odysseus] to her’ (2018: 119) and that the knot is not only a physical 
symbol of this binding, but his memory of the knot in Book 8 reveals a psychological binding to Circe: ‘though Odysseus is no longer 
with [Circe] physically, his thoughts still turn to her’ (2018: 119). Desire functions similarly insofar as its persistence binds Odysseus 
and Calypso together even when he, and the narrative, moves on.  
17 For example, Wohl (1993: 26), Felson and Slatkin (2004: 105), and de Jong (2010: 129).  
18 Again, acknowledging the complexities of consent here is crucial. For consent can be revoked at any given time and is, therefore, 
neither constant nor guaranteed after being given. My explanation of οὐκέτι does not invalidate Odysseus’ present non-consent but 
shows that there was, at some point, reciprocal desire between Calypso and Odysseus and, therefore, that Odysseus’ teleological desire 
for nostos was neither exclusive nor his ‘unwavering,’ to use Pucci’s term. 
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It is also a simultaneous conЙrmation that Penelope remains an object of desire worth progressing toward despite 

Calypso’s objective superiority, which shows that that teleological desire can be held alongside other objects of 

desire that conМict with the poem’s, and hero’s, teleological Мow.  

Odysseus’ desire, or lack thereof, for Calypso becomes even more complicated when Calypso agrees to 

‘release’ Odysseus from Ogygia and aid his journey homeward (Od.5.161-170). This act of allowing Odysseus to 

leave Ogygia contributes to, or aligns with, teleological desire: by permitting his departure for Ithaca, she concedes 

to Odysseus’ desire for Penelope and agrees to facilitate the fulЙlment of that desire at the expense of her own. It 

is curious, however, that Odysseus’ desire for Calypso seems to rekindle as soon as he is able to continue along 

his teleological journey toward the satisfaction of his desire for Penelope. We might recall that Odysseus willingly 

sleeps with Calypso before his departure: 

ὣς ἔφατ᾽, ἠέλιος δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἔδυ καὶ ἐπὶ κνέφας ἦλθεν: 
ἐλθόντες δ᾽ ἄρα τώ γε μυχῷ σπείους γλαφυροῖο 
τερπέσθην φιλότητι, παρ᾽ ἀλλήλοισι μένοντες. 
 
Thus he spoke, and the sun set and darkness came:  
And having gone into the innermost nook of the hollow cave,  
They delighted in sex and stayed together all night.  
(Od.5.225-227). 

The use of the dual verb τερπέσθην emphasizes the mutual desire between Odysseus and Calypso here, while 

their remaining together (παρ᾽ ἀλλήλοισι μένοντες) through the night leading up to Odysseus’ departure suggests 

a regeneration of reciprocal desire. This reveals a signiЙcant shift from the previous dynamic, in which Calypso’s 

desire for Odysseus before his impending departure was completely unrequired. The resurgence of Odysseus’ 

desire for Calypso in these lines remains in part even when teleological desire for nostos ultimately prevails, thereby 

highlighting the multiplicity of desire at work in the Calypso episode.  

The complexity of desire emerges again here, for Odysseus desires that which he does not or cannot have. 

When Odysseus is restrained on Ogygia with little hope for his nostos, it is precisely nostos and Penelope that he 

desires. But as soon as Calypso releases him from Ogygia, which allows him to progress toward fulЙlling his 
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teleological desire, it is Calypso whom he wants, knowing that he will not be able to be with her for much longer. 

Odysseus’ willingness to sleep with Calypso before his departure from Ogygia highlights the complexity and 

oscillation of his desire. This, in turn, challenges readings that aГrm the unwavering teleology of Odysseus’ desire 

that conМicts with Calypso’s own desire for Odysseus.  

Moreover, as Irene de Jong observes (2010: 137), ‘the subject’ of Odysseus’ leaving – and thus pursuing his 

teleological desire – ‘is dropped’ after his Йnal liaison with Calypso ‘and no more conversation between the two 

is recorded, although he stays another Йve days.’ Here, we must be careful to distinguish two related but distinct, 

psychoanalytically-inМected claims about desire. The Йrst is that desire is unsatisЙable and the second, following 

from this unsatisЙability, is that desire may even aim at its own frustration, for the true goal of desire is the 

preservation of desire itself. This Йrst idea, which is inspired by Freud, arises from the inadequacy of all objects 

to fully gratify their subject.19 As Freud writes (1961: 105), there is ‘something in the nature of the function [of 

sexuality and sexual life] itself that denies us full satisfaction and urges us along other paths,’ which means that 

‘desire cannot be fulЙlled; yet we must not – indeed, we cannot – give up our eАorts to bring it nearer to 

fulЙlment.’ Desire’s gesturing toward self-preservation, which is more clearly a Lacanian idea, posits that desire 

is not actually for the object itself but for the lack of the object upon which the feeling of desire relies (Lacan and 

Sheridan 2001: 292). In Lacan’s framework, in other words, desire is not about possessing the object but actually 

sustaining a gap or distance between the subject and the object, thriving on delay, on the promise of eventual 

fulЙllment that is always deferred.20 As Matthew Meyer explains, ‘the thrust of desire outward traps the subject 

in stationary tension’ (2020: 44). This explains why, even when Odysseus is Йnally free to leave Ogygia and to 

pursue his desire for Penelope, he brieМy turns back to Calypso: her imminent loss makes her newly desirable 

precisely because his desire for her cannot last. Taking this notion of desire as journey rather than destination, so 

to speak, we may challenge the incompatibility of Calypso’s desire for Odysseus with teleological desire. It is 

 
19 The fulЙllment of these desires would be mutually exclusive, but the existence of these desires is not.  
20 The characterization of desire as a self-sustaining force is also of interest to Julia Kristeva, who argues in Revolution in Poetic 
Language that ‘the subject, precisely, of desire, who lives at the expense of his drives’ (1984: 132) is fundamentally and perennially ‘in 
search of a lacking object’ (132) and that desire is ‘the principle of negativity’ (131) that is, as the absence of the object of desire.  
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precisely by deferring Odysseus’ teleological desire that Calypso sustains this desire, and so she is an intensiЙer of 

teleological desire rather than a ‘threat’ or ‘danger’ to it. Again, reframing desire as unsatisЙable does not 

constitute a rejection of teleological desire altogether, but it destabilizes the hegemony of teleological desire by 

situating it amid other modes of desire.  

When we return to lines 225-227 of Book 5, then, we may understand the Йnal expression of desire between 

Odysseus and Calypso not as a satisfaction of their mutual desire, but as a recognition of the presence of this 

desire. As Buchan explains, Odysseus’ desire for Penelope keeps him on Ogygia, and his desire for Calypso 

eventually sends him on his way (2004: 8). Buchan writes that Odysseus ‘may be less interested in the apparent 

absence of the supposed object of the journey, Penelope, and more afraid of losing the desire for a return, the 

desire that itself made his stay on Calypso’s island possible’ (2004: 8). What initially seems paradoxical, that is, 

Odysseus’ desire for Penelope anchoring him to Ogygia, and his desire for Calypso, prompting his departure for 

Ithaca, becomes clearer when desire is understood as a self-perpetuating energy that is sustained through 

frustration. In other words, it is not the fulЙlment of desire that drives Odysseus, but its deferral. I would add 

that this unsatisЙable operation of desire is somewhat self-conscious, as the scope of Odysseus’ thinking does not 

extend to the performance of actions that he knows to be oppositional to his desires. Nevertheless, the ideological 

ramiЙcations here show that Penelope is not categorically desirable over Calypso because she meets the 

behavioural standards of patriarchal Ithaca, but perhaps because she is both an object upon which desire sustains 

itself and a way for Odysseus to actually maintain his desire for Calypso via frustration.   

A recognition of desire’s unsatisЙable dimension also prompts a (re)consideration of Calypso’s own desire 

for Odysseus, not just Odysseus’ desire or lack thereof for Calypso. If Calypso’s desire for Odysseus’ eternal 

companionship is reframed as the desire for desire itself, then Calypso’s positioning as a true ‘threat’ or ‘danger’ 

to teleological desire is once again called into question. For, in this case, Calypso’s desire would not preclude 

Odysseus’ return to Penelope. Indeed, Odysseus’ departure from Ogygia would actually intensify Calypso’s 

desire for Odysseus because, by this reading, the frustration of Calypso’s desire amounts to the preservation of 

that desire. The opportunity to destabilize inadvertently androcentric readings of Calypso as a ‘threat’ or ‘danger’ 
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arises here because it allows us to acknowledge Calypso’s desire for Odysseus without pathologizing that desire, 

for that desire can co-exist with, or even strengthen, teleological desire rather than imperiling it.   

This alternative reading of desire’s complexity, and my point that Calypso is not necessarily a threat to 

teleological desire, is made possible in part by the fact that the audience knows that Odysseus is able to leave 

Calypso and continue along his journey toward the tele of Ithaca and Penelope. Odysseus’ nostos is fated in lines 

16-17 of the proem, right after we encounter Odysseus languishing on Ogygia’s shores, and so the audience holds 

this guarantee of nostos throughout the Calypso episode and the rest of the poem. Calypso might thus be 

understood as a temporary threat to teleological desire, but one that the audience knows will not actually 

preclude nostos. This knowledge creates even more opportunity to acknowledge the complexity and multiplicity 

of desires at work in the Odyssey: perhaps the Homeric narrator even invites these alternative readings by 

conЙrming Odysseus’ eventual teleological achievement so early on.  

The complexity of desires at play in the Calypso episode is also evident when we turn to Book 23, in which 

Odysseus brieМy mentions Calypso to Penelope:  

ὥς θ᾽ ἵκετ᾽ Ὠγυγίην νῆσον νύμφην τε Καλυψώ, 
ἣ δή μιν κατέρυκε, λιλαιομένη πόσιν εἶναι, 
ἐν σπέσσι γλαφυροῖσι, καὶ ἔτρεφεν ἠδὲ ἔφασκε 
θήσειν ἀθάνατον καὶ ἀγήραον ἤματα πάντα: 
ἀλλὰ τοῦ οὔ ποτε θυμὸν ἐνὶ στήθεσσιν ἔπειθεν. 
 
How he came to the island Ogygia and to the nymph Calypso, 
Who held him there, desiring for him to be her husband,  
In her hollow caves, and cared for him and oАered 
To make him immortal and ageless for all his days,  
But she was unable to persuade the heart in his chest.  
(Od.23.333-337).  

If, as I have proposed above, Odysseus did desire Calypso at least at some point, then the narrative that he 

oАers Penelope is incomplete. The use of the participle λιλαιομένη again as well as the use of ἔτρεφεν to describe 

Calypso portrays Calypso’s desire for Odysseus as both completely oppositional to teleological desire and as 
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completely unreciprocated, although we know that Odysseus did reciprocate this desire at least some of the time. 

It might seem obvious why Odysseus would opt not to divulge the extent of his relationship to Calypso with his 

wife at the moment of their reunion, but it is also possible that, by not revealing his desire for Calypso in full, he 

is in some sense keeping it alive.  

Penelope’s Consequent Desire and Desirability 

Furthermore, a teleological reading of Penelope requires her characterization as an emblem of female 

normativity in the patriarchal imagination of the Homeric world because this normativity amounts to 

desirability. As Victoria Wohl writes, ‘the Odyssey establishes the oikos as the “natural” unit of authority in the 

community’ and simultaneously ‘lays out the role of woman in the oikos and creates the ideal for this role, 

Penelope’ (1993: 19). If Penelope ‘naturally’ (Wohl 1993: 20) holds the position as the telos of Odysseus’ desire, 

she must be more desirable than Calypso both structurally and pursuant to the patriarchal standards of Ithaca. 

Buchan points out that ‘Calypso may be better in every conceivable way than Penelope, but she is not Penelope, 

and it is this very thing that Odysseus wants’ (2004: 8), to which I would add that Penelope’s desirability both 

emerges from and upholds her normativity in Ithaca’s patriarchal social order. This teleological framework also 

leads to a comparison between Calypso and Penelope, for if Penelope is both teleologically and ideologically 

desirable, then Calypso must be undesirable on both these planes.  

But for Penelope to be ideologically as well as structurally desirable, there is little room to consider the 

valuable corpus of feminist interpretations of Penelope that challenge her normativity and patriarchal 

exemplarity in favour of a more ambiguous view.21 These readings include, for example, Marylin Katz’s argument 

in Penelope’s Renown (1991) that Penelope’s indeterminate behaviour signals the broader indeterminacies of the 

poem, Nancy Felson’s study in Regarding Penelope (1994) of Penelope as an agent of her own life and of the 

Odyssey more widely, and especially Froma Zeitlin’s analysis of Penelope’s bed test in Book 19, in which Zeitlin 

 
21 This is not to say that all feminist readings of Penelope aГrm her ambiguous moral position, e.g. Foley (1978: 19). It is, rather, to 
acknowledge the abundance and inМuence of the readings that do concentrate on her ambiguity and openness.  
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argues that the test keeps in doubt the question of Penelope’s Йdelity to Odysseus (1995). As Zeitlin argues, 

Penelope’s ‘testing of [Odysseus’] identity raises the far more important question of her sexual Йdelity to him’ 

(1995: 121-122, original emphasis). We may frame Penelope’s uncertain loyalty here in terms of desire, wherein 

the bed test signals Penelope’s potential to desire not only Odysseus but also her suitors, as well as to desire the 

desire of the suitors itself (Zeitlin 1995: 122). The poem’s Йxation on Penelope’s faith highlights her crucial role 

to Odysseus’, and the Odyssey’s, teleological progression: Penelope’s potential to desire one of her suitors and to 

act on that desire rather than to desire Odysseus alone (pursuant to desire’s plural nature) would derail teleology, 

and so a teleological reading of desire risks excluding the possibility of Penelope’s inЙdelity.  

But rereading desire as multiplicitous, shifting, self-sustaining, and unsatisЙable in addition to being 

teleological creates more space to consider these interpretations of Penelope as an ambiguous Йgure with her own 

complicated desires. If we see Penelope’s desire for Odysseus as one among many desires, we might, as Buchan 

proposes, be able to better ‘undermine some of the force of those readings that see the Odyssey as enforcing a 

certain  normative ideal – a certain family structure, social order, and so on’ (2004: 8). While a commitment to 

teleology does not have to preclude Penelope’s ambiguity, it narrows the space for it by imposing her normative 

desirability as Odysseus’ telos and consequently narrows the space wherein the aforementioned feminist 

attention to Penelope can be taken seriously.  

The Audience’s Desires 

Expanding our understanding of desire in the Calypso episode prompts reМection on the desires involved in 

the process of reading the Calypso episode. While the audience’s desires must be at least partially teleological, for 

we do ultimately read a story with a view to Йnishing it, the audience also tacitly desires the frustration of this 

teleological desire before its eventual satisfaction (Brooks 1992: 43). Just as Odysseus might desire Calypso as well 

as his nostos, and desire to desire nostos as well as desiring nostos itself, the audience may similarly desire to reach 

the poem’s end as well as to desire the deferral of that end. Invoking Brooks’ aforementioned metaphor of desire 

as a ‘narrative motor,’ we see that desire drives the audience through the Odyssey toward its telos but that this 
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desire is intensiЙed when it meets resistance, which is in this case Calypso’s desire for Odysseus, among the hero’s 

other encounters. But if we understand our own teleological desire to be at least partially intent on sustaining 

itself, then Calypso is not a ‘threat’ to the audience’s teleological desire but is actually compatible with, and even 

necessary for, that desire.  

The depreciatory connotations of Calypso’s characterization as a ‘threat’ or ‘danger’ consequently weaken. 

Because Calypso’s desire for Odysseus may be read as essential fuel to the narrative’s teleological drive toward the 

end, Calypso can frustrate the narrative without being disparaged by its patriarchal underpinnings. While I 

would caveat that this reading perhaps concedes the Odyssey’s androcentrism, it does not lose its feminist 

motivations because it works within the androcentric boundaries of the poem to show that not only is Calypso 

not categorically a ‘threat’ or ‘danger’ to teleological desire, but also that her impediment to the poem’s 

teleological Мow is necessary rather than negative.   

The pace of the Calypso episode also prompts reМection on the frustration of the audience’s desires and 

endorses the value of reframing the desires at work in the reading process as both teleological and self-sustaining 

rather than one or the other. The Homeric narrator introduces the audience to Odysseus in the proem and 

describes his state of desiring nostos while languishing on Ogygia, thereby igniting the audience’s desire for 

Odysseus’ progression toward Ithaca from the very start of the poem. Yet the narrator, or the Muse according to 

Dany Nobus (2006: 263), delays the satisfaction of the audience’s desire for Odysseus’ departure by four books 

and turns instead to the Telemachy before returning to Ogygia in Book 5. This narrative choice frustrates the 

audience’s desire and only enhances our desire for the end. As Nobus writes, the ‘opening of The Odyssey is 

tantamount to the opening of a Freudian psychoanalytic process, with Freud-the-analyst in the position of 

Homer-the-poet’ (2006: 263). A recognition of how complicated our own desire equips us with the requisite 

critical outlook to read Calypso not as patriarchally ‘threatening,’ ‘dangerous,’ or deviant, but as a crucial actor 

in the Odyssey’s intricate network of desire.  

This consideration of our own desires also inspires brief contemplation on the mechanisms of reception, that 

is, on the ways in which the audience’s politics of receiving the Odyssey interact with the politics and values of 
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the Homeric narrator. The Homeric audience will always be involved in a dialogic relationship wherein the 

positionalities of the audience, which for the purposes of this article are feminist, interact with the text and its 

assumed values. A straightforward historicist reading of the Odyssey is impossible because the politics of ‘Homer’ 

the poet are not easily recoverable. The Odyssey is thus especially open to interpretation and reinterpretation, in 

which the audience’s desires play an important role. This dialogic relationship is also perhaps the reason why the 

poem has attracted such a volume and variety of feminist readings.  

Conclusion: The Value of Rereading Desire 

This article has encouraged exploration rather than drawn explicit conclusions. I have argued that we are 

inclined to read Calypso’s presence in Odysseus’ life, and her desire for him, as an obstacle to the poem’s 

progression and as a deviation from the patriarchal standards of feminine behaviour which Penelope and Ithaca, 

as the objects of teleological desire, endorse. This inclination emerges from Odysseus’ strong desire for nostos, and 

the audience’s parallel desire to reach the end of the story (which we know will entail Odysseus’ nostos). I have 

not sought to dismiss these teleological readings completely but to contextualize teleological desire within a wider 

framework of Мuid, plural, self-sustaining, and unsatisЙable desires.  

Many diАerent readings emerge when we account for desire’s complexity: I argued that Odysseus holds both 

the desire for Calypso and the desire for nostos simultaneously or alternatingly, that he both desires and does not 

desire Calypso, that Calypso’s desire for Odysseus is, according to the principle of desire as unsatisЙable, not 

actually incompatible with his, and the poem’s teleological progression, and that desire is neither as clear nor as 

constant as a predominantly teleological reading might lead us to believe. The complexity of desire also accounts 

for the satisfaction we, and Odysseus, achieve from the unremitting frustration of the end throughout the poem, 

that is, the ‘roundabout ways’ (Nobus 2006: 261) through which he and we have attempted to satisfy teleological 

desire. This complexity also allows us to acknowledge that Odysseus’ homecoming, though the end of the story, 

is not the end of our hero’s travels. We know that, having reached Ithaca, reunited with Penelope, and reclaimed 

his kingdom, Odysseus will eventually leave again (Od.11.119-137). This next voyage makes sense when we 
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acknowledge the unsatisЙable nature of desire, as well as its intricate connection to frustration, lack, and loss. As 

soon as Odysseus achieves his desire of homecoming, a new desire will take its place.  

At the same time, however, it is important to reiterate the persistence of teleological desire and not to reject 

it outright in favour of these other readings. Indeed, the ideological corollary of our inability to relinquish 

teleology altogether might speak to the prevalence of patriarchal sentiment in the text. There are many diАerent 

feminist approaches to the Odyssey, which are evident both in Murnaghan’s work on feminist criticism and in 

the extant and diverse corpus of feminist approaches to the poem. But based on the link between teleological 

desire and reading the Odyssey patriarchally, it seems that feminist readings will always have to reckon with the 

poem’s fundamental aГrmation of patriarchy. This does not negate the value of feminist readings, but it 

highlights the limits of reading this androcentric text in the service of a feminist agenda. This article has shown 

that those limitations are rooted in the poem’s potent teleological structure which coaxes the audience into 

identifying with Odysseus, such that his, and by extension, the audience’s, desire for the end and endorsement 

of Ithaca’s social organization are predominant. However, by extracting the ideological from the structural and 

identifying the relationship between teleological desire and patriarchal reading, we may consider the multiplicity 

of desires in the poem and their inМuences on Calypso’s characterization and the poem’s broader dynamics of 

gender. More generally, this reframing invites Homeric scholars to consider how desire functions not only as a 

narrative motor, pace Brooks, but also as a site of ideological negotiation. For feminist criticism in particular, it 

creates space for alternative readings that recognize both the patriarchal constraint and subversive potential 

imbued in the epics.  
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