
A Woman’s Home is His Castle: A New Interpretation of Πινυταῖσι in Theocritus’ Idyll 17.34  

 In Theocritus’ Encomium to Ptolemy Philadelphus, Queen Berenice is said to be 

preeminent among the “wise” women (οἵα δ’ ἐν πινυταῖσι περκλειτὰ Βερενίκα ἔπρεπε 

θηλυτέρῃς, 34-5).  Gow (1952 v.2, 332) and Hunter (2003, 125) rightly notice that πινυτὴ is a 

common epithet for Penelope and Theocritus clearly means to make that allusion, however there 

is little attention given to why this epithet was chosen to connect the two queens.  Examination 

of the context in which this epithet occurs in Homer and other authors makes it clear that the 

existing definitions for πινυτὸς (“wise” or “prudent”), while efficient, lack the specificity 

required to show how it contributes to the entire portrait of Berenice in Idyll 17.  This paper will 

argue that  πινυτός generally applies to one who makes decisions in a position of power that will 

protect the interests of the family and the state.    

 Πινυτὴ is used of Penelope four times in the Odyssey (11.445, 20.131, 21.103, and 

23.361).  In each mention she is either receiving praise for her preservation of the household 

(11.445 and 23.361) or it is used in an adversative statement by Telemachus expressing doubt in 

his mother’s decisions (20.131 and 21.103).  No other woman is called πινυτὴ until Apollonius 

Rhodius’ Medea (4.65), and he uses the exact phrase that twice describes Penelope (πινυτή περ 

ἐοῦσα, 20.131 and 21.103).  In this scene Selene is relishing in Medea’s madness and urges her 

to go through with the betrayal of her family, though she be “wise.”  Medea is acting in a way 

that marks her as the opposite of πινυτὴ.  In addition to women, several men earn this epithet, 

such as Ajax (Il. 7.289), Nestor’s sons (Od. 4.211), Eumaeus (Od. 20.228), and the grandsons of 

Aeacus (Ajax, Teucer, and Achilles, Pi. I. 8.26).  I will briefly examine where it occurs in the 

masculine, however, only to contribute the discussion of how it applies to women, namely 

Penelope and Berenice. 



 One example of Penelope described πινυτὴ is in Book 11, when Odysseus meets 

Agamemnon in the underworld, who warns against trusting one’s wife too much.  After 

Odysseus cries out in sadness at his comrade's demise, the fear of Penelope’s potential betrayal 

begins to set in.  Agamemnon quickly corrects himself saying that Odysseus need not worry, 

because Penelope is “wise and makes good counsel in her mind” (λίην γὰρ πινυτή τε καὶ εὖ 

φρεσὶ μήδεα οἶδε, 11.445).  Here she is contrasted with Clytemnestra who is “sly” (δολόμητις, 

11.422) and whose decisions throw her household into chaos.  It is clear that Odysseus’ main 

concern is her fidelity, for taking another husband would certainly mean death for Odysseus and 

the destruction of his legacy.  Penelope as a queen ruling in her husband’s absence is saddled 

with the responsibility of managing the household, which she does effectively, even when under 

the threat of the suitors.  She is able to keep the peace in her household and so in Ithaca.  As 

Marquardt (1985) has noted, Penelope’s main goal is the preservation of the household and her 

husband’s possessions, and she achieves this through her cleverness.   

 Penelope successfully manages her household in a time of crisis, remaining faithful to her 

husband and securing his properties and his lineage against outsiders.  Odysseus can trust his 

household, his possessions, and his kingdom to his wife in his absence, knowing that she will not 

betray him.  By placing Berenice among the πινυταῖσι (“wise”) women, Theocritus alludes to 

these passages in Homer, reminding the audience of Penelope and more specifically her 

dedication to the protection of her household and the kingdom.  Berenice is no Clytemnestra who 

throws her household into turmoil, but “she has great power and surpassed the other wives of 

Ptolemy in virtue and intelligence” (μέγιστον δυναμένην καὶ πρωτεύουσαν ἀρετῇ καὶ φρονήσει 

τῶν Πτολεμαίου γυναικῶν, Plut. Pyrrhus 4).  As Theocritus would have his audience believe, the 



character of these two queens is more than wise or prudent, they both aim at protection of their 

husband’s household and so their kingdoms; they are both πινυτά. 
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