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foreword

“Women are more like men than anything else
on earth.” Although that observation seems per-
fectly reasonable in today’s world, with its
women astronauts and Supreme Court justices,
when the English writer Dorothy Sayers made it
in 1938 she meant to surprise, shock, and make
her readers question whether women were as
different from men as they had supposed. The
idea that women are a different species from
men has a long history. We encounter it in the
story of Adam and Eve in the Old Testament,
and in the Greek versions of the creation story
that date from the eighth century B.C. In these
the poet Hesiod tells how the god Zeus sent the
first woman to men as punishment: “from her is
descended a great pain to mortal men, the race
of female women, who live with men and can-
not put up with harsh poverty, but only with
plenty.” In the sixth century B.C. the Greek poet
Semonides complained that Zeus made the fe-
male mind separately. Not only did women not
think like men, but most of them did nothing to
help men, and often undid the work that men
had struggled to accomplish.

Perhaps if Hesiod and Semonides had been
able to read through this encyclopedia they might
have judged women less harshly. Here we can
find women from almost 4,000 years of human
history who played a variety of important roles.
There are queens of vast empires, like Cleopatra
VII. There are military commanders like Queen

Artemisia of Halicarnassus in Asia Minor, who
led her ships against the Athenians in the battle of
Salamis, and who served as an advisor to Xerxes,
the great king of the Persian Empire. There are
the women who served as priestesses to the im-
portant goddesses, like Enhaduenna, priestess of
Ishtar, and the vestal virgins in Rome, and
women martyrs like Perpetua of Carthage who
died rather than give up her faith in Christianity.
There are women who were poets and writers,
like Sappho and Anyte, women philosophers like
Hipparchia and Hypatia, and prophets like Sosi-
patra. And there are the women who served as
close advisors and confidants of men in impor-
tant positions, like Cornelia and Caerellia. Simi-
lar roles, less visible and prominent, were played
by many ordinary women in the ancient world,
although their names were not known to many
people outside their own families and they do not
appear in this encyclopedia. Despite Semonides’
claim that women’s minds are different from
men’s, women could and did do men’s work and
worked along with men. No one who reads the
material collected in this encyclopedia will be
able to imagine that all ancient women spent
their lives in silence, sitting near the fire, guarding
the house and working in wool.

Mary Lefkowitz
Andrew W. Mellon Professor in the

Humanities, Wellesley College

xv





preface

When did women first begin to work? When did
they first become rulers, athletes, soldiers, hero-
ines, and villains? When did they become re-
sponsible for their children, their families, and
themselves? Such questions come up often in my
history classes, and the easy answer to all of them
is “they always did.” There never was a time
when some women did not participate in all as-
pects of society. Was it easy for them? Never, be-
cause just as in today’s society, women struggled
with cultural expectations and with competing
family obligations. This encyclopedia tells the
stories of many women from the ancient world
and shows the choices they made in their lives as
they looked for happiness or wealth or power or
well-being for their families. In their stories, we
can perhaps see that women in the distant past
were not so very different from ourselves.

Coverage
The women in this book are drawn from the re-
gion historians roughly call ancient Western
civilization. This term does not define one spe-
cific location; instead it refers to a series of cul-
tures that have slowly changed and spread until
Western civilization has made an impact all
over the world today. The cradle of Western
culture lay in the fertile crescent in the Middle
East, from the river valleys of the Tigris and Eu-
phrates Rivers over to the eastern shore of the
Mediterranean Sea down to the rich Nile valley
of Egypt. Here Stone Age peoples developed
agriculture from the rich native plants and do-
mesticated the first animals. Here also great
cities grew up that brought with them social
stratification, hierarchy, and a changed way of
life for women (and men). This encyclopedia
looks at many of the women in this dawn of
history, from Mesopotamian priestesses and

poets to Jewish matriarchs and heroines to
Egyptian queens and consorts.

This core area of the Middle East never ex-
isted in isolation. In fact, part of its success
came from the fact that it lay at the center of
the great east-west trade routes that led all the
way to China. Kingdoms and individuals
moved throughout the region bringing con-
quests, trading, and rich new ideas. For most of
the ancient world, the key to this large trading
nexus was the great Persian Empire that ex-
tended all the way from India to the shores of
the Mediterranean, and this encyclopedia in-
cludes entries about women from this empire at
the eastern edge of Western civilization. At the
height of the Persian Empire, it confronted a
growing culture to the west: small Greek city-
states actually challenged and defeated the great
Persian military (which was ably led by a
woman naval officer!).

The core of Western civilization then moved
westward to the Aegean Sea and Greece, where
men and women made dramatic innovations in
the arts, sciences, and politics. Many look to
Greece as the home of our democratic institu-
tions and our intellectual styles. In about 338
B.C., the individualistic Greek city-states were
conquered by the Macedonians, their neighbors
to the north. The young Macedonian king,
Alexander the Great, took Greek culture (which
he loved) and spread it eastward with his con-
quests of Egypt and the Persian Empire. West-
ern civilization was irrevocably and, for women,
beneficially transformed into a new cosmopoli-
tan society found in great cities all over the re-
gion. This introduced a period that historians
have come to call the Hellenistic, which means
“Greeklike,” to indicate that classical Greek cul-
ture spread and was changed.

xvii
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After Alexander the Great’s death in 323 B.C.,
his huge (though short-lived) empire broke up
into Hellenistic kingdoms. Here in these new
cosmopolitan kingdoms, women found new
freedom and new opportunities. Wealthy
queens made an impact on their societies even as
they struggled for power as ruthlessly as their
brothers. This book tells their stories but also re-
lates the tales of women philosophers, poets,
and artists who found room to express them-
selves in the new large kingdoms.

These wealthy and mighty kingdoms in their
turn fell to an even stronger power that arose to
the west: Rome. The city-state began modestly
among seven hills in the center of Italy, then
proceeded not only to conquer the Hellenistic
kingdoms to the east, but also western Europe
from Britain to Spain. Just as during the Hel-
lenistic period, many Roman women found that
empire brought them wealth and opportunity
(and, for some, tragedy).

The Roman Empire carefully guarded its
borders on the north from Germanic tribes who
had first come from Scandinavia and moved
south to threaten the empire (and in the fifth
century A.D. to topple the western portion).
Also threatening on the north were Celtic tribes
that advancing Roman armies had pushed to the
fringes of Europe—Britain, Ireland, and Wales.
This encyclopedia includes some entries on the
Germanic and Celtic women who played a crit-
ical role in the decline and transformation of the
Roman Empire.

Even before its fall, the Roman Empire was
changed by the growth of Christianity.
Throughout the centuries of the empire, Chris-
tians slowly converted their neighbors, and the
Christian communities grew. Sometimes Chris-
tians came into conflict with the power of
Rome, and some women and men were killed.
This encyclopedia tells the stories of many of
the martyrs who died for their faith. Their
deaths actually helped forward the spread of the
religion, and in the fourth century A.D. even the
emperors had converted and the Roman Empire
had become a Christian one. In the course of
this change, some women (such as the queens of
the Theodosian dynasty) were able to use the
new power of the church to enhance their own

sovereignty. The time period covered by this en-
cyclopedia ends with the Christian empire that
was conquered by the Germanic tribes. The
heartland of Western civilization would move
north in the Middle Ages.

Thus the geographic area covered by this
book is roughly the old cradle of Western civi-
lization from the Middle East and the Persian
Empire around the Mediterranean Sea and
northern Europe. The time period is equally
broad. Some entries, which cover the prehistoric
period, look at Stone Age art, clothing, jewelry,
work, and so on. Most of the encyclopedia,
however, explores the historical period begin-
ning in about 3,000 B.C. (B.C. means “before the
birth of Christ”) in which written texts offer
more information about women (and men). I
have ended the entries at about A.D. 500 (A.D.
means “Anno Domini,” “the year of our Lord,”
or “after the birth of Christ”), which is approxi-
mately when scholars begin to speak of the me-
dieval period instead of the ancient world.

I must offer a caution about the dates that are
included here. When I indicate by the use of
“ca.” that the dates are approximate, that really
means that we do not know exactly what the
date is. I have tried to include a general date for
women whose precise dates are unknown to try
to help students locate the women generally in
time. In most cases, I have omitted dates for
women who are clearly fictional, since it is too
difficult to determine whether I should use the
date of the composition of the work or the date
when the fictional woman was supposed to have
lived. Within such entries, readers can find dates
to help place the characters. In my desire to ap-
proximately place many of the women, I will
surely run into disagreement from some scholars
who might choose other dates, but I believe the
attempt at dating will be most helpful to general
readers.

The Women
The heart of this encyclopedia is the biographies
of some 150 women of the ancient world. They
range from the very famous—such as Cleopatra
VII, immortalized even by Hollywood—to the
barely remembered—such as the Roman wife
Turia or the poet Nossis. As I wrote these biog-
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raphies, I was profoundly impressed by the
range of the women and their activities. There is
no single formula for creating a satisfying (or
disastrous) life, and the study of these women of
the ancient world (like that of the women of
today) reveals a broad range of choices.

There is much to learn from biographies, but
there are also more general themes that illumi-
nate the lives of ancient women. Therefore, I
have included over thirty general entries that ex-
plain various aspects of the ancient world. Some
look at women in different cultures—see Roman
Women, Etruscan Women, Germanic Tribal
Women, and other similar entries—while other
subject entries analyze topics about women from
a cross-cultural perspective. The general entries
include themes such as clothing, cosmetics,
work, sexuality, prostitution, gynecology, and
others. These general entries allow readers to look
at the biographical entries in a rich context that I
hope will help bring the ancient world to life.

Finally, I have included a third category of
entries—mythological or legendary women and
goddesses. Perhaps strangely, these “women”
and deities were probably more influential to
ancient (and modern) people’s ideas about
women than were the actual women of the
times. For example, the legendary story of the
faithful wife Penelope certainly shaped people’s
perceptions of wives more than that of the real
faithful wife, Turia. Therefore, to facilitate an
understanding of women of the ancient world, I
have included the stories about the most famous
of the mythological women and goddesses.

Features
Throughout this book I have tried to address
readers who have no background in ancient his-
tory. In this way I depart from many works on
women’s history that assume people know the
general history and want to add women back
into the narrative. In this encyclopedia, each
entry begins with a paragraph or so that places
the relevant women in their historical context.
For example, students who read about Calpur-
nia and Servilia will learn about the fall of the
Roman Republic and the assassination of Julius
Caesar. All the women in this book were central
to (or at least involved in) the historical events of

their lives. Therefore, we can readily learn about
ancient history through the lens of their lives.
Students who are curious about historical events
or men can find them by referring to the exten-
sive general index in the back of the book. Thus,
students interested in Jerome or Alexander the
Great or Zoroastrianism or many other topics
will find this book a rich source of information.

As part of writing these entries for an audi-
ence of general readers, I  tried to make the in-
formation interesting and accessible. These are
good stories, and I have tried to write them as
such. Therefore, there are no very short entries
(as one might expect in an encyclopedia). All are
long enough to set the stage and tell the tale. I
have also tried to keep them from being too
long; they can be easily read in one sitting.
Readers can go to related entries by following
the cross references listed at the end of each
entry; these will lead interested students to a
fuller exploration of the time period. For exam-
ple, the Christian church father Jerome wrote to
a number of women, and the encyclopedia en-
tries for each of these women explore different
aspects of Jerome’s thought—virginity, asceti-
cism, heresy, and so on. Each entry in the ency-
clopedia also includes a Suggested Readings sec-
tion to lead interested readers to further
research. The list of “Entries by Category” at the
beginning of the book will also help guide read-
ers to entries from specific geographic regions or
belief systems, thus again making this reference
work easy to use.

Since this book is for a general reader, for the
most part it does not engage in the many schol-
arly controversies that surround much of the
material in the ancient world. I believed it was
essential first for people to become aware of the
general outlines of the stories of the ancient
women rather than to hear about the controver-
sies that have engaged scholars for years. For ex-
ample, scholars disagree about the historicity of
figures such as Esther or Dinah or Deborah and
question the accuracy of ancient accounts of
women philosophers or martyrs. Thus, readers
are urged to remember that many of the ac-
counts that are presented here are subject to var-
ious interpretations, and I have tried to present
the accounts that people in the ancient world
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told and believed, regardless of whether modern
scholars believe them. Readers interested in pur-
suing scholarly controversies can do so by be-
ginning with the lists of suggested readings at
the end of each entry.

While written texts offer the most informa-
tion about women in the ancient world, there is
another fascinating source: visual images. People
have always portrayed women in art, and this is
the best way literally to see women as their con-
temporaries saw them. This encyclopedia is lav-
ishly illustrated and offers readers a wonderful
window into the past as they see the women dis-
cussed in the text. I have also included some ge-
nealogical charts, which follow this introduc-
tion, to help readers keep track of some of the
dynasties that produced a number of famous
women.

Last, but certainly not least, this encyclopedia
recognizes that one of the most difficult chal-
lenges to students of the ancient world is keep-
ing track of the geography. The ancient names
are unfamiliar, and the ancient kingdoms repeat-

edly shifted or disappeared. I have included ten
maps at the front of the text to help people keep
track of the ancient spaces. Most of the entries
cross-reference the appropriate map, and I hope
readers will take a minute to find the appropri-
ate locations on the maps as they read about the
women. In this way, students will learn about
ancient spaces as well as ancient times.

We have created a website to support and en-
hance the material presented here. Please visit
www.uwgb.edu/sophia to see animated timelines,
more illustrations, and other changing features.

I hope readers find this encyclopedia accessi-
ble, informative, and enjoyable and see that
women have always been rulers, athletes, sol-
diers, heroines, and villains. Perhaps more im-
portantly, just as did men of the ancient world,
women bravely worked to shape a satisfying life,
whatever that meant to each of them. I have en-
joyed retelling their stories, and I am pleased to
present them here.

Joyce E. Salisbury
University of Wisconsin–Green Bay
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A
Abortion
Our oldest records indicate that the practice of
inducing abortions was used throughout the an-
cient world. There were many methods for in-
ducing abortions, from surgery to irritating the
cervix to taking abortifacient herbs. For example,
an ancient Egyptian papyrus dating from 1550
B.C. recommended inserting strips of papyrus
into the cervix to irritate it and stimulate an
abortion. Most of these methods involved risk
for the mothers; for example, some ancient cul-
tures recommended eating ergot, a fungus that
grows on rye. While effective as an abortifacient,
this fungus can cause severe poisoning, even
death, if consumed in too great a concentration.

The ancient Greeks wrote extensively on
medicine and gynecology, and they included
frequent references to abortions. Midwives
passed on information about herbs that would
stimulate uterine contractions and induce abor-
tion or prescribed irritating the uterus by insert-
ing laurel and peppers. Abortions must have
been fairly frequent, since the practice is men-
tioned in various sources. For example, Greek
temple inscriptions show that the Greeks con-
sidered that abortion made a woman impure for
forty days.

Since Greeks exposed unwanted infants to
the elements, they had no particular objection
to abortion, but nevertheless they did forbid it
in some instances. For example, if a pregnant
woman’s husband died, she was not to have an
abortion because the child should inherit the fa-
ther’s estate. Physicians who took the Hippo-
cratic Oath promising to do their patients no
harm were not supposed to administer abortifa-
cients, but this prohibition was probably aimed
at not harming the mother rather than at pro-
tecting the fetus.

Roman physicians built on Greek medicine
and continued many of the same approaches to
abortions. Soranus, a physician who favored
abortion, gave the most complete description of
how to induce abortions. The least intrusive (and
least effective) of his recommendations involved
the pregnant woman’s leaping and carrying
heavy objects. Then the woman could try inject-
ing hot olive oil into her uterus. If those tech-
niques did not work, Soranus recommended a
list of herbs that could be used as poultices or in-
jections or taken internally, usually as a vaginal
suppository. Soranus warned women to be care-
ful not to use anything too strong for fear of in-
jury: “[B]eware of things that are too powerful
and of separating the embryo by means of some-
thing sharp-edged, for danger arises that some of
the adjacent parts be wounded” (Lefkowitz and
Fant 161).

The Roman Empire produced people with
opinions on both sides of the abortion issue. So-
ranus strongly recommended abortion when the
woman was so young that her uterus was still
small. Indeed, he claimed that there were only
two reasons for a doctor to refuse to help a
woman abort: when the child was the product
of adultery and when the woman’s only reason
for wanting an abortion was to preserve her
beauty. The Stoic philosophers, too, supported
abortion, claiming that the fetus resembled a
plant and only became an animal at birth; there-
fore they found abortion perfectly acceptable.

However, the Romans always had a problem
maintaining their population, so there were
many who argued against abortions. The earliest
Roman laws—the Laws of Romulus—gave the
husband the right to divorce his wife if she used
“drugs or magic” to prevent childbirth, and other
Roman critics from Ovid to Juvenal argued that
women used abortion to hide the results of adul-
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tery. In all these critiques, the men of the ancient
world were not concerned about the rights of the
unborn child. Instead, their legislation was
aimed at controlling their wives and maintaining
power over the decision about whether they
should raise a child or not.

In A.D. 211, Emperor Caracalla for the first
time banned abortion as a crime against the
rights of parents and punished it with tempo-
rary exile. By that time, Christianity was spread-
ing through the empire, and Christian writers,
including Tertullian in the third century A.D.,
condemned abortion. Later Christian writers
would continue this prohibition, although some
continued to allow abortion during the first
trimester, after which they believed the soul en-
tered the fetus. At this point, for the first time in
the ancient world, abortion became an issue
about the unborn child rather than about the
woman or about parental rights.

See also Contraception; Gynecology; Motherhood,
Roman
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Agnes
Virgin Martyr (d. ca. A.D. 304)
The Emperor Diocletian in about A.D. 304 insti-
tuted a persecution of Christians that was in-
tended once and for all to resolve the question of
whether Christians could be loyal Romans. Dio-
cletian required everyone to come forward and
perform a ritual sacrifice to the emperor, proving
his or her loyalty to the state. All citizens were to
obtain a certificate testifying to their sacrifice,
which could be checked later. This persecution
caused many Christians to flock to the market-
places of the empire and perform the required sac-
rifice, but it also led to examples of resistance that
created large groups of martyrs. Among the faith-
ful probably martyred during this persecution was
a young Roman girl, Agnes, who became one of

the most esteemed martyrs of the fourth century.
The earliest sources praise the martyrdom of

Agnes: Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine all
wrote of her bravery, and the fourth-century
bishop of Rome, Damasus (A.D. 366–384), had
an inscription engraved on marble commemorat-
ing her martyrdom. However, the most beautiful
account of her death comes from the pen of the
Iberian poet Prudentius, who published a hymn
to Agnes in about A.D. 400. This account gives
the details of the martyrdom (whether accurate
or not we cannot know) and outlines the story
that captured the imagination of Christians and
was retold for centuries.

According to the account of the poet Pru-
dentius, when Emperor Diocletian called for
sacrifices, Agnes, a young twelve- or thirteen-
year-old virgin, came forward to defy the decree.
The judge threatened her with torture, but her
resolve remained firm. The judge then com-
manded that she be shamed and placed naked in
the public square for all to see. Most turned
their eyes away from the modest maiden, but
one young man looked at her with lust. As the
poet wrote:

It chanced that one man was forward
enough to fix

His gaze upon the maiden and did not fear
To look with lustful eye on her sacred form.
But lo, a flame as swift as a lightning flash
Quick struck his wanton eyes with its

trembling dart. (Prudentius 276)

The youth was blinded, and Agnes sang praises
to God for protecting her chastity. (The poet re-
counts that some people said the generous girl
prayed to restore the reckless youth’s eyesight.)
The furious judge put an end to the spectacle
and had the girl beheaded by his swordsman.
Prudentius ends his hymn with the virgin’s as-
cent into heaven.

Agnes’s body was placed in a sepulcher in
Rome, where many came to venerate her. Dur-
ing the reign of Constantine (A.D. 306–337),
the emperor caused a church to be erected in
Agnes’s honor over her grave. This church was
remodeled in the seventh century and has re-
mained substantially unaltered since then. Since
the fourth century, the veneration of St. Agnes
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has been included in church calendars, and the
young, courageous virgin has become a symbol
of purity and faith.

See also Constantina; Helena; Martyrs
Suggested Readings
Prudentius. The Poems of Prudentius. Trans. M. C.

Eagan. Washington, DC: Catholic University of
America Press, 1962.

Agrippina the Elder
Granddaughter of Caesar Augustus 
(ca. 14 B.C.–A.D. 33)
In the Julio-Claudian dynasty founded by Cae-
sar Augustus, one of the main qualifications for
emperor was to belong to Augustus’s family.
Thus, daughters were as significant as sons, for
they could offer legitimacy to a claimant of the
throne of the Roman Empire. However, their
political significance also caused some of these
daughters to suffer in the political struggles of
the day. It would seem that a granddaughter of
the great Caesar Augustus would have her for-
tunes guaranteed, but Agrippina the Elder
would not be so fortunate.

Agrippina was one of the five children of Au-
gustus’s daughter Julia, and since Augustus had
no more children of his own, the succession to
the imperial throne lay clearly through Julia’s chil-
dren. Augustus was proud of Agrippina—the an-
cient historian Suetonius claims her grandfather
wrote a letter praising her intelligence and direct-
ing her education. Augustus arranged a good
match for Agrippina: she married Germanicus,
the grandson of Augustus’s sister, Octavia. Ger-
manicus was a popular military commander who
was greatly loved by the people of Rome. He had
a charismatic personality, and he seemed the per-
fect successor to Augustus.

As Augustus aged, he decided to adopt
Tiberius, his stepson, as his heir. Tiberius was
not popular; he was reclusive and morose, but
Augustus believed he would secure the succes-
sion. Augustus did insist that Tiberius adopt
Germanicus as his own son, promising the suc-
cession to him. However, this was not to be.

In A.D. 19, Germanicus died in Antioch dur-
ing a campaign. Contemporaries (and historians
ever since) have wondered whether his death

was an accident or whether Tiberius had man-
aged to rid himself of his popular rival by mur-
dering him. Agrippina was certain her husband
had been assassinated, and she voiced her opin-
ion widely. Tiberius’s popularity dropped even
lower. The relations between Agrippina and
Tiberius finally ended at a dinner party, when
the emperor offered Agrippina an apple. She re-
fused to accept it from his hand, thus implying
it was poisoned. He never invited her to dine
again and began to look for a way to remove her
and her family from the imperial succession.

Finally, in A.D. 29, Agrippina and her two
teenaged sons were accused of plotting to over-
throw Tiberius. They were tried and condemned
to exile. Agrippina’s son Nero committed sui-
cide soon after the trial, and her other son,
Drusus, died of starvation while imprisoned in
Rome a few years later. Agrippina was exiled to
the island of Pandateria (where her mother had
been exiled years before). Suetonius writes of her
ill treatment, which had been ordered by
Tiberius: “In punishment for her violent
protests he [Tiberius] ordered a centurion to
give her a good flogging; in the course of which
she lost an eye. Then she decided to starve her-
self to death and, though he had her jaws pried
open for forcible feeding, succeeded” (Suetonius
140). Whether she succeeded in starving herself
or whether Tiberius had her killed in this way
we do not know.

Tiberius was not content solely with Agrip-
pina’s death. He slandered her memory, per-
suading the senate to decree her birthday a day
of ill omen. Historians, however, have been
much kinder to the memory of Agrippina the
Elder, whose fierce defense of her husband led
her to such a tragic end.

See also Julia; Octavia
Suggested Readings
Suetonius. The Twelve Caesars. Trans. Robert

Graves. New York: Penguin, 1979.

Agrippina the Younger
Roman Empress (A.D. 15–59)
The Julio-Claudian dynasty of emperors defined
their legitimacy to rule based on their relation-
ship to the great Caesar Augustus, who had been
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the first emperor of the Romans. This signifi-
cant tie of blood made the female relatives
highly important, because through marriage
with them and creation of heirs one could legit-
imately claim the imperial throne. At least one
woman, however, was not content to be the pas-
sive conduit of imperial power; she wanted to
rule in her own right—at least as regent. Agrip-
pina the Younger, niece and fourth wife of the
Emperor Claudius, was an active and perhaps
violent emperor maker, and the ancient histori-
ans were not kind to her.

Agrippina was one of eight children of Ger-
manicus and Agrippina the Elder, and she was
only four years old when her father died tragi-
cally in Syria. The Emperor Tiberius was no
friend of the family, since most Romans had
wished for the popular Germanicus to become
emperor. It did not take long for imperial poli-
tics to strike the family: her mother and her el-
dest brother were banished in A.D. 29. By then,
Agrippina the Younger was already out of the
household. She had been married in A.D. 28—
when she was thirteen—to C. Domitius Aheno-
barbus, a man whom contemporaries described
as “in every aspect of his life utterly detestable.”
It seemed as if her life were destined to be mis-
erable and short. In a few years, however, her
fortunes dramatically changed.

By A.D. 37, Agrippina’s parents were dead,
but so was Tiberius. Two days after Tiberius’s
death, Agrippina’s brother Gaius Caligula was
emperor. Caligula was extremely attached to his
sisters, and they received unusual public honors.
One distinction was particularly bizarre: all
three were awarded the status of “honorary
vestal virgins” even though they were all mar-
ried. Agrippina was even pregnant at that time,
and on 15 December 37 she gave birth to Nero.
Her husband was reputed to have said on that
occasion that “any child of Agrippina and him-
self must be a loathsome object and a public dis-
aster” (Suetonius 216). Her husband died
within two years, but for Agrippina the overrid-
ing fact was that she had a son, and for the next
fourteen years she held the ambition to be the
mother of an emperor. Her impatience, it
turned out, almost led to her downfall.

Agrippina became the lover of her deceased

sister’s husband Lepidus, which in itself would
not have caused much scandal. However, Lep-
idus was involved in a plot to overthrow
Caligula and take power himself. Was the ambi-
tious Agrippina involved? We cannot know, but
when Caligula discovered the plot he had Lepi-
dus executed in A.D. 39. Caligula handed Agrip-
pina the urn containing Lepidus’s ashes, with
the instruction that she should bury it. She and
her sister were banished, and Caligula himself
auctioned off their possessions. A year later,
Caligula banished one of his guard on the alle-
gation that Agrippina had been his mistress. It
seemed that having an imperial princess alive
was hazardous to Caligula. Surely she would
have been next to die, but Caligula himself was
assassinated in January 41.

The new Emperor Claudius recalled his niece
Agrippina and restored her property. In A.D. 44
she married an extremely wealthy Roman
(Passienus Crispus), and she no doubt hoped his
money and position might help forward the
prospects of her son, Nero. He was moved fur-
ther from the throne, however, by the birth of
the son Britannicus to Claudius and his wife
Messalina. Agrippina’s moment came when the
young Messalina betrayed her husband.

When the Emperor Claudius had discovered
the adultery of his third wife Messalina and
arranged for her execution, a power gap was left
in the court, raising the question of who would
become the emperor’s next wife. Almost at once
he considered marrying the previous emperor’s
widow or remarrying an ex-wife of his; however,
his niece Agrippina won his heart. According to
the ancient historian Suetonius, she seduced
Claudius: “She had a niece’s privilege of kissing
and caressing Claudius, and exercised it with a
noticeable effect on his passions” (Suetonius
203). He persuaded a group of senators to pro-
pose that a union between them be arranged “in
the public interest” and that the laws against in-
cest be changed to allow other uncles to marry
their nieces. The wedding took place a day later
in A.D. 49. (Suetonius claims that only two other
men took advantage of the change in the incest
law to marry their nieces—most men were not
interested.)

Now Claudius fell under the spell of a woman
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with more experience and ambition than his pre-
vious wife, and the ancient historian Tacitus was
not generous to her influence: “From this mo-
ment the country was transformed. Complete
obedience was accorded to a woman. . . . This
was a rigorous, almost masculine despotism. In
public, Agrippina was austere and often arro-
gant. Her private life was chaste—unless power
was to be gained. Her passion to acquire money
was unbounded. She wanted it as a stepping-
stone to supremacy” (Tacitus 253).

Within a year of the marriage, Agrippina per-
suaded Claudius to adopt her son, Nero. As
Claudius’s eldest son, Nero was Claudius’s heir.
He was married to Claudius’s daughter Octavia
to further ensure that the dynasty of the Julio-
Claudians would continue through her son.

Agrippina was not content to ensure that her
son would inherit; she wanted to exert some au-
thority in her own right. She took the title Au-
gusta—empress—and became the third woman
in Roman history (after Livia and Octavia) to
carry this honorable title in her lifetime. Unlike
the other two women, she was the first to carry it
during the lifetime of her husband; she seems to
have considered herself as coruler with Claudius.
Tacitus even describes an incident in which she
sat on a throne before the Roman army to receive
prisoners, an occasion described by the historian
as a “novelty, quite alien to ancient manners.”
However, Tacitus continues, “In fact, Agrippina
boasted that she was herself a partner in the em-
pire which her ancestors had won” (Tacitus 267).

Claudius seems to have regretted marrying
Agrippina and displacing his son Brittanicus.
His advisers began to urge him to intervene to
weaken the hold his wife had on the household
and the state, but it was too late. Claudius grew
sick after eating and died the next day. Some of
the ancient historians claimed he was poisoned,
and some even suggested that Agrippina poi-
soned a dish of mushrooms, which were his fa-
vorite food. Agrippina’s hope had come to pass:
her seventeen-year-old son Nero was proclaimed
emperor. She planned to continue her authority
as imperial mother. In time, however, her son
would chafe at her authority.

When Nero protested at his mother’s pres-
ence everywhere, Agrippina threatened the

young emperor with the existence of his half-
brother, Britannicus. She said she would reveal
the sinister facts of Nero’s accession to the
throne and support Britannicus’s claims. Nero
had learned from his mother and had Britanni-
cus poisoned at an imperial dinner party. In the
same year—A.D. 55—he evicted his mother
from the palace to live in a private house in
Rome.

Now her old enemies found her vulnerable
and went to the emperor with charges of her
conspiring against him. She demanded an audi-
ence with the emperor and persuaded him of
her unstinting devotion to him. Her enemies
were exiled, and Nero’s aunt died from poison.
Agrippina, however, would find an enemy who
was even closer to her son than she—Nero’s mis-
tress Poppaea. The ancient historians claimed
that Agrippina appeared in broad daylight elab-
orately made up and kissed her son “with inde-
cent passion” (Suetonius 228), with the unmis-
takable suggestion of incest. Such scandals
affected the emperor and his mistress, and they
decided that it was time for Agrippina to die.

The assassination plans were elaborate. They
wanted her death to appear an accident to pre-
vent political opponents from using her death
against Nero. They also did not trust poison, for
it was said that Agrippina dosed herself regularly
on antidotes. In the end, they tried a ruse by
which she would be lured onto a ship that had
been set up to fall apart at sea, where she could
drown “by accident.” However, it did not work.
The ship fell apart, and one of her handmaidens
unwisely called out: “I am Agrippina. Help for
the Emperor’s Mother.” She was bashed to death
with oars, and the real Agrippina escaped by
swimming until she was picked up by a small
boat. She knew that the assassination order had
been placed and attempted to save herself.

The situation seemed desperate for Nero, for
the senate and the army still loved the dead Ger-
manicus, and his daughter still generated sym-
pathy. A freedman of Nero’s household said he
would do the deed. When he and his escort en-
tered her chamber, she knew that she would die.
When the officer drew his sword, she pointed to
her womb and said, “This is the place to strike.”
She received many blows and died. Reputedly,
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when she had been younger, she had consulted
astrologers about Nero and had received the an-
swer, “He will be Emperor and will kill his
mother.” She responded, “He is welcome to kill
me, as long as he becomes Emperor” (Tacitus
326). The ambitious woman seems to have got-
ten her wishes—both for her own authority and
her son’s power. The historian Suetonius
claimed that for the remaining nine years of his
rule Nero suffered from bad dreams over the
murder of his mother, who had committed
many crimes to be sure he would rule Rome
(Suetonius 232).

See also Agrippina the Elder; Messalina; Poppaea
Sabina
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Alexandra Salome
Queen of Judea (140–67 B.C.)
In about 168 B.C., the Jews of Judea led by Judas
Maccabeus led a revolt against the Hellenistic
monarchy and succeeded in establishing a theo-
cratic state ruled by the Hasmonean kings, who
were strong enough to extend the dynasty’s pow-
ers over some neighboring states. The dynasty
was soon drawn into the politics of the Roman
Empire, which became involved in the dynastic
struggles and would ultimately replace the Has-
monean dynasty with the Herodian one in 37
B.C. Queen Alexandra Salome, one of the late
Hasmonean rulers, successfully preserved the dy-
nasty through an excellent reign; she was praised
by the ancient historian Josephus as a far more
successful sovereign than the men of her family.

Alexandra was first married to Aristobulus I,
who may have been the first formal king of
Judea, although the sources are contradictory.
Aristobulus ruled briefly—only from 104 to
103 B.C.—but he accomplished quite a lot. He
extended the lands of Judea by taking the neigh-

boring area of Galilee, and he forced all the men
of that land to be circumcised and live accord-
ing to Jewish customs. Aristobulus was particu-
larly brutal to his family members—he impris-
oned and starved his mother, had one of his
brothers killed, and imprisoned the other three.
At his death in 103 B.C., Alexandra Salome had
his brothers released from prison and married
one of them, Alexander Jannaeus, thus making
him the official king of Judea.

Alexander Jannaeus ruled for twenty-seven
years, and the reign was filled with bloodshed,
civil wars, and foreign conquests. He died of
drunkenness and other excesses in 76 B.C., and
the historian Josephus related his deathbed con-
versation with his wife. The dying king told
Alexandra Salome to take over the kingdom and
to reconcile with his enemies, the Pharisees, and
give them a share in the government. She took
his advice and remained the sole ruler from 76
to 67 B.C.

The Pharisees were a sect of Judaism that, un-
like the religiously conservative Sadducees,
adopted a more flexible approach to the Laws of
Moses and emphasized tradition as well as writ-
ten scriptures. Some historians suggest that the
Pharisees’ opposition to established order drew
the patronage of aristocratic women; it is cer-
tainly likely that the support of the queen helped
strengthen the position of the Pharisees during
this period. Josephus was less enthusiastic about
her support of the Pharisees; he praised her rule,
but he said that though she ruled the nation, the
Pharisees ruled her.

Josephus’s overall laudatory assessment of the
queen’s administration seems to overwhelm any
criticism he might offer of her support of the
Pharisees. Josephus writes: “She was sagacious in
the highest degree in the exercise of authority
and demonstrated by her acts her practical un-
derstanding of politics, which far exceeded that
of the men, who constantly came to grief in af-
fairs of government. She always counted the bird
in the hand preferable to the bird in the bush
and held that an iron will in government was a
sine qua non, from which policy she was not de-
terred by considerations of honor or justice. . . .
She did keep her people in peace throughout her
reign” (Macurdy 66).
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Like many fine rulers of the ancient world,
Alexandra Salome was less able to control her
sons, Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, who soon after
her death began fighting each other for power.
The rivalry between them gave Pompey—the
Roman general—an excuse to annex Judea in 63
B.C. Imprudent alliances on the part of the
Judean rulers caused the Romans to end the
Hasmonean dynasty in 37 B.C. and appoint
Herod the Great to be king of Judea, thus intro-
ducing the Herodian dynasty to the area.
Through these tumultuous times, the Jews had
cause to look back fondly to the rule of Alexan-
dra Salome, who had brought peace and justice
to the troubled land.

See also Glaphyra; Mariamne; Salome I
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Amazons
Ancient Warrior Women
Many ancient Greek writers told of a race of
women warriors who were descended from Ares,
the god of war, and the nymph Harmonia. They
were said to live without men, wear masculine
clothing, and spend their days hunting, farm-
ing, and above all fighting; their favorite god-
dess was Artemis, the virgin huntress. There has
been no archaeological evidence that proves the
existence of such a tribe of women warriors (al-
though archaeologists have found evidence of a

people—the Sauromatians—whose women
hunted and fought alongside their men). Never-
theless, the myth of the Amazons was popular;
classical writers repeated the tales, and artists
portrayed the Amazon women prominently in
their art. Even in the modern period, the myth
has held an allure—Spanish explorers of Brazil
named the great river “Amazon” because they
saw native women fighting alongside their men
to repel the invaders. How did ancient writers
describe this imaginary tribe of powerful, inde-
pendent women?

The Amazons were placed in a variety of geo-
graphical locations, and the one mentioned most
frequently is the area bordering on the south-
eastern shore of the Black Sea (in modern north-
ern Turkey) around the city of Themiscyra and
the Thermadon River—see Map 3 for the loca-

Figure 1. Amazon in Oriental dress on horseback,
Athenian red-figure amphora, ca. 420 B.C. (Staatliche
Antikensammlungen, Munich, inv. 2342)
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tion. When Greek travelers in the sixth century
B.C. went to that region and discovered no Ama-
zons, they did not abandon the myth; they sim-
ply moved the location to distant Scythia or
north Africa. What was most important about
the presumed location of the Amazons was that
they were outside the “civilized” world inhabited
by the Greeks.

For most of the writers, the Amazons lived
not only far away but also in a distant time—
usually before or during the Trojan War, and
thus at least 500 years before the first mention
of them in the Greek literature (in Homer’s
work). One set of narratives did set the Amazons
in a historical period—late in the fourth century
B.C. when Alexander the Great was reputed to
have met a troop of Amazons led by their queen
Thalestris when he traveled in the far north of
the Persian Empire. The historian Arrian men-
tions a contact between Alexander and the Ama-
zons but does not give it much credence, since
he said he thought that Amazons no longer lived
during the time of Alexander. Even the ancient
historian who was recording the supposed con-
tact placed the Amazons in a time before mem-
ory—a time of myth.

Amazonian customs generated a great deal of
attention from ancient authors who were drawn
to speculations about exotic women who were
so different from the ideal Greek women. The
Greek geographer Strabo said that in order to re-
produce themselves, the Amazons set aside two
months every year for visits to the mountainous
area on the border between their own country
and that of a people called Gargarians. The men
from the other side of the border met them and
all participated in promiscuous sexual relation-
ships. If the babies born as a result were female,
they were kept by the Amazons; if they were
male, they were returned to their fathers to be
raised as Gargarians.

Some writers said that the right breasts of the
young girls were either cut off or seared with a
hot iron so that all the strength and bulk that
might otherwise have gone to the breast went
instead to the right shoulders and arms,
strengthening them for fighting. One reason
why this story was popular was that it explained
to the Greeks a possible origin of the name: the

Greek word a-mazon could be translated as
“without a breast.” However, this explanation
probably did not accompany the early stories,
for all the visual representations of the Amazons
produced in the fifth century B.C. show them
with two breasts.

While some ancient authors (such as Strabo)
claimed that the Amazons lived entirely without
men, other authors (such as Diodorus) claimed
that the Amazons lived with men but simply in-
verted the normal sex roles of Greek society.
Diodorus said that women were the fighters,
rulers, and administrators; the men, “like mar-
ried women in our own society,” looked after
the home, reared the children, and obeyed the
orders given to them by their wives. To ensure
this inverted order, Diodorus claimed that
mothers dislocated the legs of infant boys to
make them crippled when they grew up. This
ensured that they were unfit for war and thus
would not challenge the women’s predominance
in this arena.

While all the authors claimed that the women
in some way wanted to stay separate from men,
they also claimed that the Amazons were suscep-
tible to sexual desire. The fifth-century Greek
historian Herodotus told of a group of Amazons
who were seduced by men of the Scythian tribe
who lived on the northern shore of the Black
Sea. Although in love with the Scythians, the
Amazons were nevertheless unwilling to enter
into conventional Scythian society because they
would have to give up the customs they had be-
come used to. According to Herodotus, the cou-
ples decided to establish a new community sepa-
rate from both, and this was the origin of the
Sauromatians, whose women in his day still en-
gaged in hunting and fighting (and who modern
archaeologists have discovered were buried with
their precious weapons).

If Herodotus claimed that Amazons could be
“tamed” by sexual intercourse, other authors in-
sisted that their way of life came to an end by
force of arms. At least as far back as the fifth
century B.C., the story circulated that the Greek
hero Heracles (known to the Romans as Her-
cules) was given the task of bringing back to
Greece the girdle of the Amazon queen Hip-
polyta. To achieve this, he and his followers



anna 9

fought a battle against the women warriors dur-
ing which Heracles killed Hippolyta and took
the girdle from her dead body.

Some of the versions of the Heracles episode
claim that the hero was accompanied on this ad-
venture by his Athenian comrade Theseus. The-
seus became the consort of Hippolyta’s sister An-
tiope, and he took her to Athens. This incident
became one of the major events in Athens’s
mythical past, for according to the story, the
Amazons invaded Greece from the north and
marched on Athens. They launched a siege of the
Acropolis, which lasted three months until The-
seus’s forces finally defeated the Amazon army.

In one other incident, the Amazons were rep-
resented as enemies of the Greeks: The Amazon
queen Penthesilea brought her army to Troy to
defend the city against the Greeks after the death
of the Trojan hero Hector. According to the
myth, the hero Achilles met Penthesilea on the
battlefield, and it was only after his spear had
pierced her breast that he noticed her beauty and
fell in love with her; but it was too late—he had
killed her.

Since there was no real basis for these myths,
their origins remain obscure. There can be no
doubt, however, about the popularity of the
Amazon stories to the ancient Greeks. Several
places in mainland Greece boasted tombs that
were reputed to be of defeated Amazons. For ex-
ample, there was a marker by one of the Athen-
ian gates that was said to mark the grave of the
Amazon Antiope, and there were several other
tombs farther from Athens that were explained
as the burial places of Amazons who had died
while fleeing the battle against Theseus. Art, too,
revealed the popularity of the legend, for there
were many portrayals of Amazon women in
sculptures and vase paintings. Why was this leg-
end so popular, and what did it mean for the an-
cient Greeks who happily repeated the stories?

The Amazons represented the enemies of
Greece, and in some vase paintings the Amazons
were shown in Persian dress to emphasize both
that they were “foreign” and enemies. The Ama-
zon shown in Figure 1 is shown in Oriental dress
as she rides the horse into battle. But the message
of the Amazons had implications for Athenian so-
ciety as well, for the myth reminded men and

women alike that anyone who did not follow or-
dinary family life with its carefully circumscribed
roles was dangerous to society. While we some-
times admire the independent women of the
Amazon myths, most of the ancient Greeks
would have recognized that the message of the
myth of the Amazons was that an ordered society
depended upon women’s behaving in ways com-
pletely opposite from the Amazons—leaving the
fighting to the men and staying indoors to keep
the home and society in order. Yet, one can imag-
ine that some young girls dreamed of fighting and
hunting and ruling as the mythological Amazon
women did.

See also Greek (Athenian) Women; Nymphs
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Anna
Jewish Prophet (ca. A.D. 10)
Throughout the ancient world, prophecy was
seen as one of the significant marks of the pres-
ence of the divine. This was true among pagans,
Jews, and early Christians—people who pos-
sessed the gift of prophecy were accorded great
respect. Prophecy could include speaking with
the voice of a spirit or foretelling the future.
Jesus’ divinity was “seen” by two prophets during
his childhood—Simon (a blind man) and Anna.

In the Gospel of Luke, he describes how after
Jesus was born, Mary and Joseph fulfilled two
ritual requirements: circumcising the infant and
taking him to the Temple for purification. When
they arrive at the Temple, Simon the blind
prophet praises the child in song. At the same
time, another prophet—Anna—sees the child.

Luke (Luke 2:36–39) says that Anna had been
married and had lived with her husband seven
years before he died, leaving her as a widow. In-
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stead of remarrying, Anna lived in the forecourt
of the Temple, “worshiping with fasting and
prayer night and day.” Since Anna was eighty-
four years old at this point, that would mean she
had lived in the Temple for over fifty years. This
is a curious statement; for while it was possible
for a woman to live within the women’s court of
the Temple, no other known examples attest to
anyone living there for so long. However, it may
be that this is a reference to an early practice of
widows dedicating themselves to the service of
the church in good works.

When Anna saw Jesus, she “gave thanks to
God, and spoke of him to all who were looking
for the salvation of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38). That
is all that we know about Anna the prophet, but
she forecasts more than Jesus’ mission; she also
introduces a tradition of Christian women
prophets who will be instrumental in spreading
the Christian message.

See also Christian Women; Mary; Perpetua the
Martyr
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Anyte of Tegea
Hellenistic Poet (ca. third century B.C.)
Anyte of Tegea in southern Greece was a poet
who received much contemporary acclaim. A
first-century literary critic—Antipater of Thes-
salonica—described her as the “female Homer”
because her poetry was so admired. Unlike her
contemporary Nossis of Locri, Anyte wrote on
varying themes. Like male poets, she wrote cel-
ebrating war, and she was one of the first Hel-
lenistic poets to write bucolic poetry praising
country life. Anyte’s verses appealed to both
men and women.

Anyte also wrote epigrams, which were proba-
bly intended for inscriptions on graves, and sev-
eral of these epigrams reveal her deep sensitivity
to women. A number of the most poignant verses
mourn girls who died before they were married.
In the ancient world, marriage was considered the
most important event in a woman’s life, so when
a girl died unwed, the lamentations were greater

for a “life unfulfilled.” Two of Anyte’s verses cap-
ture these feelings:

No bed-chamber and sacred rites of
marriage for you.

Instead, your mother put upon this marble
tomb

A likeness which has your girlish shape and
beauty,

Therisis; you can be addressed even though
you are dead.

I mourn for the maiden Antibia, to whose
father’s house many suitors came, drawn by
Report of her beauty and wisdom. But

deadly Fate
Whirled away the hopes of all of them.

This last verse includes a praise of Antibia’s in-
telligence as well as her beauty, and it shows the
value Hellenistic families placed on the educa-
tion of their daughters.

Finally, one verse reveals poignantly the love
that existed within ancient families:

Throwing her arms around her dear father,
Erato, melting away in moist tears, spoke
these last words.
“Father, I am no more; dark black Death
covers my eyes as already I perish.”

(Fantham et al. 166)

While we may lament that more of Anyte’s
verses have not survived, we can be grateful that
these beautiful lines remain to give us a glimpse
of the emotions of ancient men and women.

See also Corinna of Tanagra; Nossis of Locri
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Aphrodite
Greek Goddess
Aphrodite was the goddess of desire, an impor-
tant deity highly respected throughout the an-
cient world under various names. The myths
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about her recognized the central place that love,
beauty, and desire took in the lives of the an-
cient peoples. The myths said Aphrodite was
born by rising naked from the foam of the sea,
riding on a scallop shell. She first stepped ashore
on the island of Cythera, which she found too
small. She continued on until she landed at Pa-
phos in Cyprus, where the Seasons welcomed
her and adorned her and led her to the home of
the Immortals. Grass and flowers sprang from
the soil wherever she walked, and Paphos be-
came the main center of her worship.

All the myths agree she came from sea foam,
but they differ in their accounts of her parent-
age. Some say she sprang from the genitals of
Uranus when he was castrated by his son
Cronos, who threw his father’s genitals into the
sea. Other myths say that her father was Zeus,
who sired her with a sea nymph. She was called
“she who was born of the sea” or “she who was
born of the god’s seed,” and her associations
with the sea caused her to be venerated as a pa-
tron of seafaring. In all her functions, she was a
powerful goddess not to be trifled with.

Various legends arose about Aphrodite, and
instead of a coherent story, these consisted of
different episodes in which the goddess played a
part. In one, Zeus had given Aphrodite in mar-
riage to Hephaestus, the lame smith-god. How-
ever, Aphrodite loved Ares, the god of war.
Aphrodite bore several children by Ares—Eros
and Anterus, Phobus and Deimus (Terror and
Fear), and Harmonia. Some legends add Pria-
pus, the protecting deity of gardens—a god with
enormous genitals—to this list.

Homer tells how the love affair between
Aphrodite and Ares was discovered when the
lovers stayed too long together in bed at Ares’s
palace, and the Sun saw them when he arose. He
told Hephaestus about the affair. The smith an-
grily went to his forge and made a bronze hunt-
ing net as fine as gauze, but unbreakable, to en-
trap the lovers. He attached it to Aphrodite’s
bed, and one night when Aphrodite summoned
Ares, Hephaestus closed the net over them and
summoned all the Olympian gods to witness his
dishonor. Poseidon persuaded Hephaestus to re-
lease them, and Aphrodite fled to Paphos, where
she renewed her virginity in the sea.

Some myths say that Zeus grew angry with
Aphrodite and wanted to humiliate her by hav-
ing her fall in love with a mortal—the hand-
some Anchises, king of the Dardanians. She ap-
peared to him disguised as a human and slept
with him. When they parted at dawn, she re-
vealed her identity and made him promise not
to tell anyone. Once when he had been drink-
ing, however, the mortal bragged about his ac-
complishment; Zeus was so angry that he hurled
a thunderbolt at Anchises. Aphrodite saved her
lover, making the bolt land on the ground in
front of him, but the force was so strong he was
left crippled. Aphrodite bore him a son—Ae-
neas, who would become famous as the mytho-
logical founder of Rome. The powerful
Aphrodite protected her son Aeneas during the
Trojan War and helped him found Rome. Thus,
Aphrodite, under the name Venus, became one
of the special patrons of Rome.

Aphrodite’s power was also manifested in her
anger at humans who offended her. For exam-
ple, she reputedly punished the women of Lem-
nos for not honoring her by making them smell
so horrible that their husbands abandoned
them. She also punished the daughters of
Cinyras in Paphos by compelling them to be-
come prostitutes for strangers. One of the most
famous examples of the effects of her rage con-
cerned one of the daughters of Cinyras named
Smyrna (or Myrrha). Aphrodite made Smyrna
fall in love with her own father and Smyrna de-
ceived him into sleeping with her. When
Cinyras realized he had been deceived, he
chased his daughter with a knife. The gods took
pity on Smyrna and turned her into a myrrh
tree. Nine months later the bark of the tree burst
open and a child emerged; he was called Adonis.

Aphrodite showed that her capacity for com-
passion was as great as her wrath by taking in the
beautiful child Adonis. She entrusted him se-
cretly to Persephone, Queen of the Dead. When
Aphrodite returned to claim the child, Perse-
phone, who loved him, would not give him up.
The two powerful goddesses submitted the mat-
ter to Zeus, who decided that the youth should
spend one-third of the year with Aphrodite,
one-third with Persephone, and one-third wher-
ever he wanted. Adonis so favored the goddess
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of love that he ended up spending two-thirds of
the year with her. Soon afterwards, Adonis was
wounded by a wild boar and died, possibly a
victim of the jealousy of Ares. A popular cult
arose about Adonis, the beloved of Aphrodite,
which spread throughout the Mediterranean
world.

Through all these stories, the Greeks recog-
nized the power of Aphrodite, the goddess of
love. She was a divinity who was strong in her
passions, her rage, and her compassion, and she
was venerated throughout the ancient world.

See also Athena; Helen of Troy in Greek
Mythology; Ishtar; Mythology; Venus
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Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles
(ca. A.D. 200)
Sometime between A.D. 160 and A.D. 250 in
Asia Minor or Greece, a number of fascinating
texts were produced by early Christians. These
texts told of heroic Christian women and often
purported to recount the activities of such early
followers of Jesus as John, Peter, and Paul, thus
giving the texts greater authority. Because of the
inclusion of these apostles, the texts collectively
are called Acts of the Apostles. These stories de-
rive from a period in Christian history when the
Christian communities were changing. The
early church of charismatic leadership in which
some women who could prophesy could take a
leadership role (see Perpetua the Martyr) was be-
coming more institutional, and leadership was
moving to officials who did not necessarily de-
rive their authority from charismatic powers. As
women moved from leadership in the commu-
nities as a whole, they continued to play central
roles in ascetic communities of women. These
Acts were composed in these times of tension
between charisma and hierarchy—between
women’s power and men’s authority. As such,
they offer fascinating insights into a critical time
in the development of Christian thought.

Among the many texts with names of the
apostles, the ones that most likely date from this
period are the following: The Acts of John, The

Acts of Peter, The Acts of Paul, The Acts of An-
drew, The Acts of Thomas, and The Acts of
Xanthippe. These are anonymous, but a number
of scholars have made a compelling case arguing
that they were most likely written by women for
communities of women. There were plenty of
Christian women with opportunity and interest
in creating such texts, for most of the Christian
communities by this time had a group of
women associated with the church. This “order
of widows” included Christian women whose
husbands had died and who had taken vows of
chastity, but the sources indicate that it also in-
cluded young virgins, who also wanted to dedi-
cate themselves to God. These women served a
number of functions for the communities, but
most importantly they were to pray for the con-
gregation and, in return, the church had an obli-
gation to offer these women financial support
and care. The number of these women by the
late second century was significant—for exam-
ple, the records of the church in Rome show
that 1,500 widows and “other needy” were sup-
ported by the congregation. It is probable that
women in these orders of widows produced the
Acts of the Apostles for themselves and each
other. If this is so, these texts offer an excellent
window into the outlook of a too-silent group of
women, and by looking at the themes within
the texts we analyze this point of view.

The overriding lesson of all these Acts is that
chastity is the most important quality for a
Christian. In The Acts of Paul, the authors
transform the beatitudes of Jesus into a praise of
chastity, saying: “Blessed are they who have kept
the flesh pure, for they shall become a temple of
God. Blessed are the continent, for to them will
God speak. Blessed are the bodies of the virgins,
for they shall be well pleasing to God, and shall
not lose the reward of their purity” (“Apoc-
rypha” 487). This extreme position even in-
cluded a rejection of producing children, which
most church leaders advocated. The Acts of
Thomas argues that children are not blessings,
for “the majority of children become unprof-
itable . . . either lunatic or half-withered or crip-
pled or deaf or dumb or paralytic or stupid.
Even if they are healthy, again will they be un-
serviceable, performing useless and abominable



apocryphal Acts of the Apostles 13

deeds . . .” (537). This suggests that these Acts
were taking a strong antisocial position, and in-
deed this was the case.

In their advocacy of chastity, the authors of
the Acts make villains of suitors, husbands, fa-
thers, and even occasionally mothers who stand
for the social life of marriage. Thecla (see Thecla)
rejects her mother’s entreaties and her suitor’s
pressure to follow Paul in chastity. In The Acts
of Peter, the apostle has converted many
women, including the beautiful Xanthippe. Her
husband was “filled with fury and passionate
love for Xanthippe, and amazed that she would
not even sleep in the same bed with him, was
raging like a wild beast and wished to do away
with Peter; for he knew that he was responsible
for her leaving his bed. And many other women
besides fell in love with the doctrine of purity
and separated from their husbands . . .” (Burrus
123). The story blames the martyrdom of Peter
on the crowds of women who converted to
chastity at his words, which highlights the fact
that Christian virtue comes with the rejection of
family ties—and sexuality.

The apostles who are the charismatic role
models in the stories sometimes are not even
strong enough to support the women against the
pressures of society and family, thus making the
women even more heroic than the male apostles.
In The Acts of Thomas, Mygdonia’s husband
threatens Thomas with death if he will not en-
courage Mygdonia to return to him. Thomas
tells the wife to “obey what your husband says.”
Mygdonia reprimands the apostle, saying: “If
thou couldst not name the deed in word, how
dost thou compel me to endure the act?” (“Apoc-
rypha” 547). By this exchange, the woman is
shown to be even stronger in faith than the apos-
tle, and she withstands her husband’s pressure.
Repeatedly, then, in these stories chaste women
are praised as models of heroic Christians, and in
all of them men are shown to be weaker than the
women. This reversal of the standard view must
have been highly satisfying to the women who
were reading these widely circulated texts!

Another striking feature of the Acts is the ab-
sence of mention of the church hierarchy, which
by the second century was certainly visible in the
Christian congregations. There is virtually no

mention of priests or even deacons, in spite of
the fact that they were the ones organizing the
payments to the orders of widows, and the very
absence of mention suggests some criticism of
hierarchy. Instead, the heroes of the works—
aside from the chaste women themselves—were
the apostles, who wandered from city to city
preaching and performing healings and other
miracles. During the second century, there were
still prophets who went from city to city visiting
the Christian congregations. In some regions,
these wandering prophets were called “apostles,”
so the Acts of the Apostles serve as praise for
these charismatic holy men. It is perhaps not
surprising that texts written for communities of
women would praise these wandering prophets,
because when they dominated the church, there
was a good deal of space for women to exert
their own charismatic authority. The Acts urge
rebellion against husbands, and they nowhere
encourage subservience to the authority of bish-
ops or priests. These are texts about freedom
from restriction. Under the increasing guidance
of priests and bishops, women’s roles were reced-
ing from the Christian communities, and these
texts seem to offer one source of information
about how some women felt about the change.

The works also point directly to a time when
women had authority in the Christian commu-
nities. Thecla baptizes herself in the arena, and
she preaches to a queen and a governor to con-
vert them. Another Christian heroine, Polyxena,
also preached to the prefect of the city and con-
verted him to Christianity. The Acts of Xan-
thippe (probably written the latest) show a
strange ambiguity about women’s preaching,
which may show how women were being af-
fected by the changing status that was restricting
their voices. Xanthippe says, “I desire to keep si-
lence, and am compelled to speak, for some one
inflames and sweetens me within. If I say, I will
shut my mouth, there is some one that murmurs
in me” (Burrus 125). By this speech, Xanthippe
begins a tradition that will continue for cen-
turies: Christian women who are forbidden to
speak the words of God claim that they are di-
vinely inspired to such speech; thus it is God
who is speaking through them. They claim the
gift of prophecy that had inspired women in the
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earliest congregations to speak out and take
charismatic leadership of the communities.
Even though that leadership role had been
transformed by the beginning of the third cen-
tury, and women were to be silent, these texts
preserved the idea of a different role for women.

Beyond these larger issues of spirituality and
power, the Acts of the Apostles record incidents
that point to the everyday problems of widows
living in orders and depending upon the charity
of the congregations. Repeatedly the Acts urge
generosity to widows. In one incident, the Apos-
tle Peter reputedly raised a boy from the dead.
The grateful mother claimed that she would give
some of her property to newly freed slaves in
gratitude, but the apostle immediately told her to
distribute the money “to the widows.” In another
incident in The Acts of Thomas, a woman tells of
a vision she had of hell and of the devil, and the
people were so impressed that they “brought
much money for the service of the widows,” and
they sent them “both clothing and provision for
their nourishment” (“Apocrypha” 546).

The widows did not only need food and
clothing; they were also preoccupied with ill
health and the problems of aging. In The Acts of
John, the apostle heard about the condition of
one of the orders of widows: “Out of the old
women over sixty that are here I have found
only four in good bodily health; of the others
some are paralytic and others sick.” After repri-
manding the men of Ephesus for neglecting the
elderly women, John healed them all. Peter, too,
restored the sight to blind widows in a miracu-
lous act. Since most of the Acts show specific
concern for the health and financial security of
widows over and above a general concern for the
poor and weak, it seems that there were com-
munities of widows known to the composers of
the Acts and that the Acts show intense respect
for these communities. The women writing
these works must have believed that the widows
did not always receive the care they needed,
since the references often include some sort of
rebuke. Through these writings, we can perhaps
glimpse some of the struggles of elderly women
living in communities devoted to prayer.

How did men of the official church respond
to these texts that clearly empowered women?

Not well at all. The influential third-century
church father, Tertullian, railed against The Acts
of Paul because within them women were as-
sumed to have the right to preach and to baptize,
both activities he forbade. Many churchmen con-
demned these Acts as heretical because they
seemed to be too much against marriage and con-
tained other elements that seemed suspect. In the
late fourth century A.D., Pope Gelasius even is-
sued a decree specifically condemning the Acts of
Peter, Philip, and Andrew. The church had
changed from the early centuries—now the au-
thority of bishops and priests was paramount,
and wandering charismatic preachers and women
who claimed divine inspiration were suspect.
These ancient Acts were called “apocryphal,”
meaning they were not genuinely biblical.

We can be grateful, however, that in spite of
the condemnations, these texts have survived.
They offer us a rare and precious glimpse into
the lives of some anonymous ancient women
who would otherwise have been lost. Widows
and virgins living together in semiofficial orders
were instrumental in building the Christian
communities that so transformed the Western
world during the late antique period. Through
these texts that were probably written by and for
women, we can see that they thought of their
roles as heroic and that they struggled to main-
tain their status in spite of difficulties of every
sort from hostile families to financial hardship to
neglected old age. The texts also show that these
Christian women never lost their taste for fast-
paced, lively stories. The Apocryphal Acts of the
Apostles remain entertaining reading today.

See also Anna; Christian Women; Eve; Perpetua the
Martyr; Thecla
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Aristodama of Smyrna
Hellenistic Poet (ca. 218 B.C.)
During the Hellenistic age there were more op-
portunities than ever before for women to get
an education and, perhaps more important for
us, to become public figures and use their edu-
cation in the arts. These circumstances con-
tributed to the emergence of women poets
throughout the Greek world, and some of these
poets were honored in their lifetimes by their
contemporaries. One such poet was Aristodama
of Smyrna.

Unfortunately, none of Aristodama’s lyrics
have survived; we only know of her fame be-
cause of an inscription erected in her honor by
the citizens of Lamia. The inscription describes
the honors she won for her poetry:

Since Aristodama, daughter of Amyntas, a
citizen of Smyrna in Ionia, epic poet, while
she was in our city, gave several public
recitations of her poems in which the nation
of the Aitolians and the People’s ancestors
were worthily commemorated and since the
performance was done with great enthusi-
asm, she shall be a “friend of the state” and
benefactor, and she shall be given citizen-
ship and the right to purchase land and a
house and the right of pasture and inviola-
bility and security on land and sea in war
and peace for herself and her descendants
and their property for all time. (Fantham 
et al. 163)

The grateful citizens awarded the rights of citi-
zenship to her brother as well.

This was an extraordinary reward for a poet in
the ancient world, and that it was given to a
woman is particularly noteworthy. It not only
testifies to Aristodama’s skill but also points out
that during the Hellenistic centuries some an-
cient women were able to succeed in public cre-
ative enterprises.

See also: Erinna of Telos; Nossis of Locri; Sappho of
Lesbos
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Arsinoë II
Ptolemaic Queen of Egypt (315–ca. 270 B.C.)
The generation of Macedonians who took
power after the death of Alexander the Great in
323 B.C. boasted a number of remarkable
women who became queens and engaged in the
violent political intrigues of the times. Out of
these intrigues grew great kingdoms that lasted
for centuries (until conquered by the greater
power of Rome). The richest of these kingdoms
was that of the Ptolemies, ruled by the Mace-
donian family who conquered and established a
dynasty in the land of the Nile—the old king-
dom of the pharaohs. The early queens were in-
strumental in establishing this spectacular dy-
nasty, which had its capital at Alexandria.
Historians agree that one of the most talented of
these women was Arsinoë II, wife of kings.

Arsinoë was the daughter of the first Ptolemy
of Egypt (the successor of Alexander) and his wife
Berenice I. The sources praise Arsinoë’s beauty,
and surviving busts show that she was regularly
portrayed in the traditional Greek way with per-
haps an idealized beauty. When she was only
about fifteen years old, her parents arranged an
exceptional marriage for her to Lysimachus, the
king of Thrace (east of Macedonia, by the Black
Sea). As was customary in the ancient world, this
older king already had taken two wives. One was
a Persian woman to whom he had been married
for two years and who had borne him a son
named Alexander. Upon Arsinoë’s arrival, the Per-
sian wife returned to her lands in the east. Lysi-
machus had another son, named Agathocles,
whose mother was Nicaea (a daughter of Antipa-
ter, Alexander’s regent). Agathocles was twenty
years old when Arsinoë arrived at the court, and
some sources suggest the new teenaged bride
found the son much more attractive than her hus-
band. (And after all, her acquaintance, Stratonice,
had married her husband’s son, and Arsinoë must
have been aware of this.) However, Agathocles re-
jected her advances. Arsinoë bore three sons to
Lysimachus before trouble arose between her and
Agathocles. Her stepson, a successful general, was
married to Arsinoë’s half-sister, Lysandra, when
Arsinoë accused him of disloyalty to Lysimachus.
According to one source, Arsinoë prepared the
poison for the old king (who was now almost
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Figure 2. Queen Arsinoë (Metropolitan Museum of New York)
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eighty years old) to give to his son, and the young
man died, paving the way for Arsinoë’s son to in-
herit his father’s throne.

At the end of his life, the old king had to
fight a war against the Seleucid dynasty of Syria.
In the course of the battles, Lysimachus died
and his armies defected to Seleucus; Arsinoë was
no longer safe in her city and developed a strat-
egy to escape: She dressed as a beggar, rubbing
dirt on her face, and dressed her maid in her
royal robe. The unfortunate maid was killed by
men who thought she was the queen, while Ar-
sinoë escaped to shore where ships sped her and
her three children to Macedonia. She had great
wealth and could have lived in retirement, but
the Hellenistic queens were seldom willing to be
far from the centers of power. Arsinoë hoped her
son Ptolemy would be able to take the throne of
Macedonia with the help of her brother, the
king of Egypt.

However, a new general rose up to claim the
Macedonian throne—Arsinoë’s half-brother
Ceraunus. Ceraunus sent Arsinoë a message of-
fering to marry her, make her queen of Mace-
donia, and adopt her children so young Ptolemy
would be his heir. She and her son were suspi-
cious of his offer—Ptolemy fled the city before
the pretender’s arrival, and Arsinoë insisted that
she be proclaimed queen by the army before
opening the city gates. Ceraunus consented and
Arsinoë heard herself hailed queen of Macedo-
nia as she threw open the gates. She should have
been more prudent—Ceraunus marched into
the town and killed her two younger children as
they clung to their mother for protection.
Strangely, Arsinoë lived and escaped to Egypt to
the protection of her brother the king. There her
ambitions were finally fulfilled.

Within her brother’s household, Arsinoë II
first accused her stepdaughter Arsinoë I, her
brother’s wife, of plotting against him. Her
brother Ptolemy believed her, exiled his wife, and
in about 265 B.C. married his full sister Arsinoë
II; she was now queen of Egypt. The marriage of
brother and sister was traditional among Egyp-
tian pharaohs but forbidden among the Greeks
and Macedonians. This act began to move the
Macedonian dynasty of the Ptolemies closer to
the traditional Egyptian rulers, and to note this,

Ptolemy II and his sister were called Philadel-
phus, which means “sibling-lover.” A new blend-
ing was occurring that would help shape this
new strong dynasty of Egypt. The bust of Arsi-
noë II shown in Figure 2 shows the new queen
wearing the headdress of the traditional Egyptian
rulers. She is also portrayed in the Egyptian
manner with eye makeup and presumably a
shaved head. This treatment of the figure  shows
that the Greek queen has become an Egyptian
one.

Arsinoë II served as queen of Egypt for only
five years, and historians have disagreed on how
many of the accomplishments of Ptolemaic
Egypt at that time were due to her influence or
her brother’s rule. The reign of Ptolemy
Philadelphus and his sister-wife is remembered
for several accomplishments. One is the linking
of the Macedonian dynasty with the Egyptian
tradition (shown in Figure 2). Another is a series
of military victories that allowed Egypt to win
the Syrian War (between 276 and 274 B.C.). Ar-
sinoë traveled to the borders in Egypt in 273
B.C. to survey the defenses, so some historians
suggest that she was instrumental in the plan-
ning that led to Egypt’s military victory. During
this period, Egypt built a large navy, which
made the nation into a sea power, and again his-
torians are divided about how much influence
Arsinoë had in this decision. Finally, Ptolemy II
Philadelphus founded the great museum in
Alexandria, which would serve as the center of
learning in the Mediterranean world for almost
the next thousand years.

Whatever modern historians think of the
queen’s influence, her contemporaries—includ-
ing her brother-husband—had no doubt about
her power. She was the first Macedonian queen
to be worshipped as a goddess during her life-
time, and she was venerated in many temples.
Poems that survive praise the newly declared
goddess and testify that prayers to her would
help sailors and others in distress. After her death
in 270 B.C., her husband did not remarry but
continued to bestow honors upon Arsinoë II. He
awarded her the title King of Upper and Lower
Egypt, which strongly suggests that he credited
her with an active role in his reign; that she
served as a coruler. Furthermore, to stimulate her
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worship, he diverted taxes from other temples to
the cult of Arsinoë Philadelphus. Finally, it is
certain that the model of this strong, capable
queen would serve as precedent for other rulers
in the Ptolemy dynasty, which had more than its
share of competent female rulers.

See also (Julia) Berenice; Cleopatra VII; Egyptian
Women; Phila; Stratonice I
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Arsinoë III
Ptolemaic Egyptian Queen (ca. 224–ca. 203 B.C.)
In the dynasty of the Ptolemies in Egypt, one of
the worst kings was Ptolemy IV, the son of
Berenice II. This young man had killed his
brother and mother when he took the throne,
and in the Egyptian manner, her married his
very young sister, Arsinoë III. Ptolemy’s reign
was dominated by Sosibius, an unscrupulous
prime minister, who indulged the weak king’s
drunkenness and debauchery. The histories pre-
serve only a bit of information about the life of
Arsinoë, who must have had a difficult time in
the decadent court of her brother. We know of
her travels through inscriptions and artwork.
One incident, however, suggests that even as a
young girl she had the strong spirit of her
mother and grandmother.

Early in his reign, Ptolemy IV was engaged in
the Fourth Syrian War (221–217 B.C.) against
the Hellenistic kingdom of the Seleucids. At
first, he had lost much of the Syrian coast to An-
tiochus III, but the final battle of Raphia in 217
B.C. turned the tide. The apocryphal book of the
Bible III Maccabees and the historian Polybius
relate the role of the girl Arsinoë in this decisive
battle. Ptolemy brought the young girl to the
front, and she repeatedly appeared before the
disheartened Egyptian troops to urge them to

bravery. She stood before them weeping, with
hair flying loose in the wind, as she told them to
fight bravely for their wives and children and for
their own safety. Thus stirred, the Egyptian
troops won the decisive victory, and Antiochus
was driven back, leaving Syria and Phoenicia in
Egyptian hands.

For the next three months, Ptolemy and Ar-
sinoë traveled in the region, and according to
III Maccabees Ptolemy demanded to be allowed
to enter the inner sanctum of the Jewish Temple
in Jerusalem. He was told he could not, and
when he was about to use force, the text says
that God struck him with a fit that left him
shaking on the ground. He gave up his attempt
to enter the forbidden parts of the temple. After
touring, the couple returned to Alexandria.

Arsinoë did not have a child until 209 B.C.,
and historians suggest that the delay was due to
her very young age at marriage. She had a son,
Ptolemy. When the boy was six years old, he suc-
ceeded to the throne after his father’s mysterious
death. Arsinoë was probably murdered at the
same time, for Polybius tells how the young
Ptolemy was crowned before the soldiers with
urns containing the ashes of Ptolemy VII and his
young sister-wife Arsinoë III.

See also Berenice II; Egyptian Women
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Artemis
Greek Goddess
Artemis was the virgin goddess of the hunt and
the protector of small children and suckling an-
imals. She was very popular and was worshiped
in many shrines in ancient Greece. According to
some Greek myths, Artemis was the sister of
Apollo (the god of archery, music, medicine,
prophecy, and so on). Their mother was Leto,
daughter of Titans, and their father was Zeus.
Zeus transformed himself and Leto into quails
so he could seduce her without his sister-wife
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Hera’s finding out. However, Zeus’s jealous wife
sent the serpent Python to pursue Leto and de-
creed that she would not deliver her children
anywhere that the sun shone. Carried on the
wings of the south wind, Leto came near Delos,
where she bore Artemis, who then helped her
mother give birth to her brother. Women in
labor prayed to Artemis as the patron of child-
birth because her mother Leto bore her without
pain. Artemis was eternally young—a wild
young goddess who loved to hunt more than
anything else.

Artemis used a silver bow to kill stags but also
to inflict sudden death, often upon women who
died in childbirth. She was vindictive, and
many, such as the children of Niobe, suffered

from her anger. Artemis took part in the battle
against the Giants, where she killed the giant
Gration with the help of Heracles. She also de-
stroyed other monsters and Orion, the giant
huntsman. In all the myths, Artemis is por-
trayed as a ferocious goddess of the woods and
mountains, who shunned cities and hunted in
the hills. She was held in honor in all the wild
and mountainous areas of Greece and was the
protecting deity of the Amazons, who were war-
riors and huntresses like her.

The most famous shrine of this goddess was
at Ephesus, where the temple was one of the
seven wonders of the ancient world. At this
shrine the worship of Artemis was integrated
with veneration of an ancient fertility goddess,
Cybele. The statue of Artemis there (shown in
Figure 3) shows her covered with breasts to
mark her connection with childbirth and with
suckling animals. Artemis is mentioned in the
New Testament of the Bible, which in the Book
of Acts describes the Apostle Paul when he
preached at Ephesus. Paul gained so many con-
verts that the followers of Artemis were con-
cerned. A silversmith who made small silver
shrines of the goddess gathered people to re-
mind them that their economy rested on the
worship of Artemis. He said: “And there is dan-
ger not only that this trade of ours may come
into disrepute but also that the temple of the
great goddess Artemis may count for nothing
and that she may even be deposed from her
magnificence” (Acts 19:27). Hearing this, the
crowd rioted, saying “Great is Artemis of the
Ephesians,” and they attacked some of Paul’s
companions. The riot was finally quieted and
Paul moved on.

This incident shows how popular the wor-
ship of the virgin huntress was throughout the
ancient Mediterranean world. She was a goddess
who commanded respect even as the message of
Christianity was slowly spreading through the
Roman Empire. There would continue to be
many men and women who found comfort in
the worship of this powerful deity.

See also Cybele; Diana; Hera; Niobe
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Figure 3. Artemis of Ephesus (Ann Ronan Picture 
Library)
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Artemisia
Admiral in the Persian Navy (480 B.C.)
By 500 B.C., the Greek city-states were well es-
tablished and had placed colonies on the main-
land of Asia Minor. These colonies became
more prosperous, and it was perhaps inevitable
that the Greeks would clash with the neighbor-
ing and powerful Persian Empire. The first dra-
matic confrontation came in 490 B.C., when the
Persian great king Darius I sent an army against
Greece. It was resoundingly defeated at the Bat-
tle of Marathon, when an outnumbered Athen-
ian army beat the invading Persians. Although
the Greeks celebrated their victory, everyone
knew the Persians would be back to take re-
venge. Ten years later, Darius’s son, Xerxes,
gathered the full strength of the Persian forces
and coordinated a land and sea attack against
the Greek city-states. The famous Greek histo-
rian Herodotus (ca. 484–424 B.C.) was from
Asia Minor near Persia, so he knew of many of
the details of the Persian advance. Within his
history, Herodutus recounts the details of these
great Persian wars, including the story of a bril-
liant admiral who commanded ships in the Per-
sian navy—Artemesia, queen of Caria (in the
Persian Empire) and Xerxes’s trusted admiral.

Xerxes’s armies swept down the Greek penin-
sula, and while the Spartans made a brave stand
at the mountain pass of Thermopylae, they were
eventually defeated by the Persian forces. Now
the way to Athens was open to the invading
armies, and it looked as if the Persians would
avenge their humiliating loss at the Battle of
Marathon. The outmatched Athenians con-
sulted the Delphic oracle, who told them to
trust to wooden walls. The Athenian leader,
Themistocles, persuaded the people that the or-
acle meant the wooden “walls” of their ships,
not the walls of Athens, so the Athenians scat-
tered, taking refuge in their fleet and abandon-
ing the city for nearby islands. Many horrified
Greeks were close enough to watch as the Per-
sians plundered Athens and burned the temples
on the Acropolis, the hill that was the center of
Athens. Yet as in Marathon, the tide once again
turned against the mighty Persians—this time in
the bay of Salamis.

Themistocles had devised a plan to trap the

Persian navy in the narrow straits near Salamis.
He sent a spy to the Persians to try to persuade
them that the Greek fleet was fleeing and that
swift action would allow the Persians to catch it
unawares and defeat it. Xerxes consulted his ad-
mirals, including the skilled Artemisia, who
commanded five ships in his navy. Artemisia ad-
vised Xerxes against confronting the Greek fleet
at Salamis, but the king ignored her advice and
sent his ships into the straits. At dawn, the 380
Greek ships faced a much larger Persian fleet,
but the narrow straits worked to the Greek ad-
vantage. When the Greeks sprang their trap and
the battle began to go badly for the Persians,
Artemisia demonstrated her skill and resource-
fulness. Herodotus described the battle. When
the Persian forces had been reduced to utter
confusion, a Greek ship was pursuing
Artemisia’s ship. She could not escape because
the way was blocked by other ships of the Per-
sian allies. Artemisia conceived of a bold plan:
she turned her ship and rammed a friendly
ship—that of the Persian ally, the king of the
Calyndians. Herodotus did not know whether
the queen took the advantage of battle to settle
an old score with the king, or whether the Ca-
lyndian ship just happened to be in her way, 
but she sank it. When the Greek ship that was
pursuing her saw her action, the captain as-
sumed that she was helping the Greeks, so he
stopped chasing her and turned his attention to
other ships. She was free to escape the de-
struction (Herodotus 85).

Artemisia’s good luck continued; as the Per-
sians on shore watched her action they misun-
derstood what had happened, for as they saw the
ramming, one of the king’s advisers said, “Mas-
ter, do you see Artemisia, how well she fights?
And, lo, she has sunk a vessel of the enemy.”
Xerxes asked if the action was really that of
Artemisia, and the adviser said absolutely, for
they could read her identifying mark on the
ship. None of the men in the Calyndian ship
survived to accuse the queen of betrayal, so
Xerxes gave her remarkable credit for skill in bat-
tle. He was reputed to have said as he watched
the Persians lose the struggle: “My men have be-
come women, and my women men” (Herodotus
85–86). Perhaps he also remembered her sound
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advice that he avoid this devastating battle in
the straits of Salamis.

The Persian fleet was destroyed, and the
Greeks once again had beaten back the Persian
menace. Artemisia seems to have kept her fa-
vored status with Xerxes, for when she and her
ships returned to the great king, he asked her
what he should do now that he had lost much of
his fleet. She prudently suggested that he retreat,
and this time he listened. He then entrusted to
her his children who had accompanied him, and
she returned them safely to Asia Minor. Histor-
ical records do not tell the rest of Artemisia’s ca-
reer—she disappears from the sources, but luck-
ily Herodotus preserved this account of a highly
skilled woman of the ancient world.

See also Persian Women
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Artists, Hellenistic
During the Hellenistic period (beginning with
the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C.),
there were many more opportunities for women
to be involved in work and in the arts than there
had been in ancient Greece. In these new cosmo-
politan cities, women were not restricted to the
household and frequently were employed in
trades or shops. Most such women learned their
vocations from their families, and girls some-
times worked in the workshops of their fathers;
this was true of painters and sculptors. Most of
the artists (male and female) of the ancient world
worked anonymously; their names have been for-
gotten even though we still admire their works.

Thanks to the work of the Roman, Pliny the
Elder (A.D. 23–79), we do know a few names of
ancient women painters. Pliny, in his large work
Natural History, compiled much information
about the ancient world. He assiduously col-
lected information about many subjects, and
this book remained hugely popular for cen-
turies. Within his catalog, Pliny named some
women painters: “Timarete the daughter of
Micon, who painted the very ancient picture of
Artemis at Ephesus; Irene, daughter and pupil

of the painter Cratinus, who did the girl at
Eleusis, a Calypso, an old woman, and Theo-
dore the juggler and Alcisthenes the dancer; and
Aristarete, daughter and pupil of Nearchus,
who painted an Asclepius” (Fantham et al. 168).
In his catalog, Pliny inadvertently shows the
typical pattern of ancient women painters: they
studied and worked with their fathers. How-
ever, Pliny also recorded an exceptional artist, a
woman who was not associated with either fa-
ther or husband:

When Marus Varro was a young man [mid-
first century B.C.], Laia [or Lala] of Cyzicus,
who never married, painted pictures with
the brush in Rome, chiefly portraits of
women, as well as a large picture on wood
of an old woman, at Naples, and a self-por-
trait done in a looking glass. No one else
had a quicker hand in painting, while her
artistic skill was such that the prices she ob-
tained far outstripped the most celebrated
portraitists of the day. (Fantham et al. 168)

It is unfortunate that we know no more about
these reputedly talented women. However,
Pliny’s record serves to show us that during the
ancient world some women painted and earned
a reputation (and a living) from their skill.
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Asella
Roman Christian Virgin (b. ca. A.D. 334)
In the fourth century A.D., a number of wealthy
Roman families were becoming Christian, and
in the process, many women practiced their
faith by living lives strikingly different from
those of other contemporary women. Some be-
lieved that the way to follow Christ was to re-
nounce society, families, and the luxuries that
had marked their lives, and as they did so, they
brought a form of monasticism to the great city
of Rome itself. Many women who chose these
special ascetic paths to God were influenced by
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family members, so we can see asceticism run-
ning in families in some of the great households
of the late Romans. One such household was
that of the virgin Asella—sister of Marcella—in
which the daughters grew to be influential
founders of the monastic life.

Asella’s parents were wealthy, influential Ro-
mans, but they were also Christians, and their
religious beliefs were passed on to their daugh-
ters. While Asella’s mother was pregnant with
Asella, her father had a dream that she was de-
livered to him as a virgin in a bowl of shining
glass “brighter than a mirror.” Believing this a
call from God, the father consecrated her to a
life of virginity and serving God, while placing
the family’s hopes for heirs in her sister Mar-
cella. At the age of ten, Asella was consecrated to
the religious life in a formal ceremony. Since
there were as yet no established convents for
women, the dedicated young girl continued to
live at home, creating a religious life within the
busy household.

It would be easy to imagine that a young girl
dedicated to a religious life before she was born
might rebel against this role, but Asella was fully
committed to it. The church father, Jerome (ca.
A.D. 340–420), wrote how by the age of twelve,
Asella demonstrated that she felt a deep call to a
religious life of renunciation. At that age, she
took her gold necklace and sold it without her
parents’ knowledge (an unusual sign of rebellion
for a well-brought-up Roman girl). She then put
on a dark dress “such as her mother had never
been willing that she should wear,” and by these
acts she demonstrated that she was renouncing
the world of Roman society. As Jerome wrote,
“She sought all her delight in solitude, and
found for herself a monkish hermitage in the
center of busy Rome” (Jerome 43).

She lived very privately within her home,
shutting herself up in a small room and rarely
speaking to anyone, especially men. She even
avoided the company of her elder sister, Mar-
cella, who was being raised to marry. Asella
fasted all year, eating only bread and salt and
cold water, and sometimes going for three days
eating nothing. Jerome (who was always an ad-
vocate of fasting) praised her ways, saying “Fast-
ing was her recreation and hunger her refresh-

ment” (43). He further noted that even at the
age of fifty, this life had not weakened her di-
gestion or caused her any stomach pains. Fasting
was not her only austerity, for she slept on the
hard ground and wore rough cloth that
scratched her skin. She prayed constantly, mak-
ing “her holy knees hardened like those of a
camel from the frequency of her prayers” (43),
and her only visits outside the home were to
martyrs’ shrines.

In one way she kept the traditional life of a
Roman woman—in her work. In her solitude
she worked with her hands—probably spinning,
weaving, and sewing to keep herself busy. When
her sister, Marcella, made their house a center of
religious gatherings for women, Asella joined
them. Later she became the leader of the group
of religious women who gathered in the palace
on the Aventine hill in the rich southern side of
the great city of Rome. When Jerome had to
leave Rome amid a frenzy of criticism and accu-
sations that he was traveling inappropriately
with women (Paula and Eustochium), he turned
to the quiet, gentle Asella. While he was on the
ship preparing to depart, he sent her a letter
(which has survived) reassuring her of the purity
of his life and intentions and urging her not to
listen to the gossip. Perhaps he felt that the gen-
tle, quiet, elderly woman who had lived a holy
life for so long would be one who could under-
stand his motives for leaving Rome in the com-
pany of two other holy women. Or perhaps he
had written his letter to quiet the fears of one
critic whose opinion he valued—Asella herself.
We shall never know, for the silent Asella lives
on in our memory only through the words of
Jerome, not through any writings of her own.
But, certainly, her example spurred other
women to choose a religious life within their
own homes.

See also Eustochium; Marcella; Melania the Elder;
Paula
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Aspasia
Greek Philosopher, Politician, and Courtesan 
(ca. 470–ca. 401 B.C.)
At the time that Aspasia was born in Miletus, a
Greek city in Asia Minor (see Map 4), it was
clear that Athens had become the dominant
power among the Greek city-states. Athens had
led the Greek coalition to victory against Persia
by 480 B.C., and in 478 B.C. had established the
Delian League, a coalition of city-states that
would prepare for any future aggression by Per-
sia. Organized as a coalition of equals, the league
soon became an Athenian Empire, for Athens
would not allow any member to withdraw. The
strength of Athens became clear when Pericles—
a great orator—became leader in Athens. From
about 461 to 430 B.C. he would guide Athens in
what would become its golden age. In 454 B.C.,
Pericles moved the treasury of the Delian League
to Athens (ostensibly to protect the funds from
the Persians), then used the money to build
Athens into the artistic center that has made it so
memorable. At Pericles’s side was the most fa-
mous woman in Athenian history—Aspasia the
courtesan, who many claimed shaped some of
his policies and even his speeches.

We know nothing of Aspasia’s youth in Mile-
tus; in fact, Aspasia probably was not even her
given name, since it means “the desired one,” so
she likely took this name as a courtesan. She was
either orphaned, sold into slavery, or born of a
prostitute, but she seems to have been raised to
be a courtesan—a highly trained professional
prostitute. In ancient Greek society, there was a
large distinction between prostitutes, who plied
their trade as streetwalkers, and courtesans, who
stayed at home and entertained wealthy clients.
Aspasia was one of the latter—a respected, cul-
tured courtesan. Probably when she was in her
late teens, she moved to Athens, along with
many merchants and others who wanted to take
advantage of Athens’s growing prosperity. There
she established a house of prostitution; there
were many public and private ones in the city,
and they were legal as long as they were regis-
tered and paid the required tax. According to the
ancient biographer Plutarch (ca. A.D. 46–120),
“she managed a business that was neither seemly
nor respectable; she raised young girls as courte-

sans” (Kebric 132). While Plutarch objected, the
Athenians permitted this occupation for noncit-
izen women, and it was customary to raise young
girls to learn the trade, which was a profitable
profession in Athens, where there were very few
professions open to women.

Aspasia’s house quickly became the fashion-
able place for gentlemen of quality to gather.
Politicians, playwrights, philosophers, artists,
and literary celebrities passed through her doors,
and she came to know the most famous archi-
tects of the Athenian golden age. One of her
renowned visitors was the philosopher Socrates,
and through this relationship Aspasia acquired a
reputation for skill in philosophy. The philoso-
pher Plato, in his work Menexenus, created a di-
alogue between Aspasia and Socrates, and this
work, which has generated much scholarly con-
troversy, offers information about the brilliant
woman. Some scholars argue that Plato recog-
nized Aspasia’s reputation as a philosopher/
rhetorician but disapproved of the influence
philosophers like her had on Greece. What was
Aspasia’s influence? It seems that Plato regarded
her as representing the abuses of philosophy: of
using wisdom and the truth in the form of her
mastery of rhetoric to control and deceive the
people. In a sense, he accused her of being a con-
summate politician. However Plato’s work is to
be interpreted, it is clear that he—and many oth-
ers—believed in Aspasia’s talent and influence.

Perhaps it is not surprising that this remark-
able woman became the mistress of the most
powerful man in Athens—Pericles. The influen-
tial statesman was in his fifties when he met As-
pasia (who was perhaps thirty or younger). Per-
icles had been married and had children, but he
divorced his wife (either before or after he met
Aspasia) and came to live with the courtesan.
This arrangement was highly unusual in
Athens—influential men visited their courte-
sans; they did not live with them. Athenians
were also surprised at the depth of Pericles’s love
for Aspasia because they reported in shock that
the statesman kissed her every morning when he
left and again when he returned home. Aspasia
bore Pericles an illegitimate son, also named
Pericles. Later in his life, after plague claimed his
legitimate sons, the elder Pericles pleaded before
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the assembly to confer citizenship on Aspasia’s
son. The Athenians were not compelled to take
this unusual act, but they did so, perhaps in re-
turn for all that Pericles had done for Athens.
Young Pericles would later serve the state at the
highest levels.

For all that the Athenians loved Pericles, they
were not pleased with the influence of the bril-
liant courtesan. Comic poets wrote satires that
ridiculed Aspasia—calling her a “dog-eyed
whore.” At one point, citizens brought charges
of impiety against Aspasia in court, and it was
said that Pericles himself handled her defense.
She was found innocent of those charges, but in
the marketplace of Athens, people repeatedly
claimed she exerted too much influence on the
smitten Pericles. For example, some were con-
vinced she had prodded him into a nasty war
with Samos in 441 B.C. to support her native
city of Miletus. Others even made her responsi-
ble for the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War
between Athens and Sparta that decimated the
Greek states. (She may have supported the en-
terprise, but the war surely would have begun
without her support.) Plato later even offered
the hint that Aspasia composed Pericles’s famous
“Funeral Oration” in which he extolled the
virtues of Athenian democracy. Her rhetorical
skills were well known, and it is certainly plau-
sible that she influenced Pericles’s style.

Pericles died of the plague in 429 B.C., while
the war still raged. It is perhaps testimony to As-
pasia’s skills that her influence did not recede
even after the death of her powerful patron.
Shortly after his death, she became consort to
Lysicles, a rich wool merchant. She used her in-
fluence to help this commoner obtain high of-
fice, and he became a general in the war. He
died in battle a year later, however, and after that
Aspasia fades from the direct sources—although
we know her son grew to take high office in
Athens. If the philosophers’ references are accu-
rate, she probably lived on in Athens—training
young girls to be courtesans and continuing to
entertain the brightest minds of a golden age.

See also Greek (Athenian) Women; Philosophers,
Greek; Prostitution
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Athena
Greek Goddess
Athena was one of the most important deities of
ancient Greece, and although she was worshiped
in temples all over the peninsula, she was partic-
ularly venerated in Athens, where she was the
special protector of that city. She was the god-
dess of war and wisdom and was also known as
the goddess of crafts. She was essentially a civi-
lized and urban goddess (the opposite in many
respects of the outdoor goddess, Artemis).

The myth of Athena’s birth reinforces her tra-
ditionally male attributes of wisdom and war by
making her not born of a woman. According to
Hesiod’s version, Zeus, the father of the gods,
lusted after a Titaness named Metis, who tried to
escape from Zeus. Metis means “prudence” or “in-
telligence,” and she passed these qualities on to
her divine offspring. Zeus finally caught Metis
and impregnated her. An oracle of mother earth,
however, then proclaimed that this would be a
girl-child, but if Metis conceived again, she would
bear a son who would depose Zeus just as Zeus
had deposed his father. To stop the cycle, Zeus
wanted to ensure that Metis would never bear an-
other child, so he swallowed the pregnant Metis.

When the time came for the child to be born,
Zeus told Hephaestus, the smith-god, to split
Zeus’s skull with an axe. The goddess Athena
sprang fully armed from Zeus’s head, thus pre-
serving all her parents’ wisdom as well as the
military prowess usually given to men. As she
leaped, she uttered a war cry that resounded in
heaven and earth. A new powerful goddess had
been born. She was armed with a spear and aegis
(a goatskin breastplate). Later she added to her
shield the head of the Gorgon (which Perseus
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had given her), which turned anything that
looked at it to stone. She was described as being
tall, majestic, with calm features—the “goddess
with the gray eyes.”

She played an important part in the struggle
against the Giants, ruthlessly killing opponents.
In the narrative of the Iliad, she participated in
the fighting on the side of the Greeks, and she
also helped Odysseus to return home in the nar-
rative of the Odyssey. The help Athena gave he-
roes such as Odysseus and Heracles is a symbol
of the help that intellect can bring to brute
strength, and especially in Athens, she was
viewed as the goddess of Reason. While strong
and ruthless, the goddess brought intellect to the
mighty warfare of the Greeks.

Some myths say that Athena and Poseidon

competed to see who would receive the worship
of Attica. Poseidon bribed the people with the
horse or, some myths say, with a saltwater
spring, but Athena gave them olive trees. Olives
were perceived to be the most valuable (indeed,
Athenian economy depended upon olive culti-
vation), and Athena won their allegiance.

In her role of the goddess of intelligent activ-
ity, Athena was credited with many inventions:
the flute, the trumpet, earthenware pots, plows,
rakes, the horse bridle, the ox-yoke, chariots,
and ships. She gave people the science of math-
ematics and all of women’s arts—cooking, weav-
ing, and spinning. She also represented the in-
tellectual and civilized side of war instead of just
bloodlust. She brought victories because of her
skill in tactics and strategy, and she was the god-
dess of good counsel. Wise warriors always con-
sulted her.

While the myths said that many of the gods
wanted to marry Athena, she rebuffed them all.
She remained a virgin goddess, which the an-
cient Greeks believed was a key to her preserva-
tion of her powers. One myth claims that she
had a child even though she remained a virgin.
In this legend, Hephaestus, who had been de-
serted by Aphrodite, fell in love with Athena
and began to chase her. She fled, but Hephaes-
tus caught up with her and embraced her. She
did not yield to him, but in his passion, Heph-
aestus ejaculated on the goddess’s leg. In her re-
vulsion, she wiped her leg with some wool and
threw it on the ground. From the earth that was
fertilized in this way, Ericthonius was born, and
Athena regarded him as her son. She brought
him up without the knowledge of the other gods
and entrusted him to the daughters of the kings
of Athens.

After the Athenian victory in the Persian
Wars in the mid-fifth century B.C., the grateful
Athenians built a magnificent temple on the
Acropolis (the high ground) of their city. They
called the temple the Parthenon, which means
“virgin,” after their virgin goddess. The greatest
sculptor of the day, Phidias, built a huge statue
of Athena out of gold and ivory to reside in the
Parthenon. The statue is lost, but we know it
from Roman copies made in marble, such as the
one shown in Figure 4. Athena is commonly

Figure 4. The Varaklon, a Roman marble copy (ca.
A.D. 130) of Phidias’s gold and ivory statue of Athena
(438 B.C.) (Alinari Art Resource, NY)



26 athena

shown in ancient art with her helmet, spear, and
shield as she is shown here.

According to the playwright Aeschylus,
Athena was credited with founding the Areopa-
gus, Athens’s citizen council. She further shaped
this body’s decision making by breaking a dead-
lock of the judges in favor of the defendant. This
set the precedent, followed throughout Athens’s
history, that a tie vote signified acquittal.

All these myths suggest that although she
could be fierce, Athena was compassionate, in-
telligent, and profoundly civilized. There is one
myth, however, that reminded people that none
of the ancient gods would put up with chal-
lenges from humans. In one legend, a girl
named Arachne challenged Athena to a tapes-
try-weaving contest. Athena searched Arachne’s
work for a flaw but could not find one. Furious,
Athena destroyed the tapestry. When the terri-
fied Arachne tried to hang herself to escape the

goddess’s wrath, Athena turned her into a spider,
so she could spend her life (and all other spiders’
lives) weaving endless webs.

Athena made a perfect patroness for a city
that valued its skill in war, peace, the arts, and
the creation of a perfectly governed society. Her
favorite animal was the owl and her favorite
plant the olive tree. Athenians had been blessed
by the favor of a magnificently powerful goddess
who brought that city greatness.
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Bathsheba
Hebrew Queen and Mother of a King 
(ca. 1000 B.C.)
In the late second millennium B.C., the Hebrew
tribes who had been seminomadic began to set-
tle in the eastern Mediterranean and to become
farmers and craftsmen. These permanent settle-
ments changed the social patterns of the ancient
Hebrews, and one significant transformation was
in leadership. During the period of settlement, a
new kind of leader arose—the “judge”—who
confronted external military threats and medi-
ated internal stresses (see Deborah). In time,
however, as the tribes moved toward a national
unity, the elders began to see the need for a king.
They persuaded Samuel, the last of the judges, to
anoint their first king—Saul (ca. 1020–1000
B.C., although there is much scholarly contro-
versy about his dates). After Saul died in battle
against the Philistines, David was accepted as
king, and he united the southern tribes of Judah
and the northern tribes of Israel. Shortly after his
reign began, David captured the city of
Jerusalem and made it his capital.

The account of the reign of David is told in
the Bible in the Second Book of Samuel, known
as 2 Samuel. Historians credit this book with a
good deal of accuracy and assume it was written
in the generation after David’s death. Within
this account the author tells of Bathsheba, the
beautiful and influential woman who became
King David’s favorite wife. This story also re-
veals once again the informal influence of indi-
vidual women as the history of the ancient He-
brews unfolded.

One warm moonlit night early in David’s
reign, the king was unable to sleep and paced
restlessly along the rooftop of his palace in
Jerusalem. Glancing down, he was startled to see
a beautiful young woman bathing herself on a
nearby roof. In the hot Middle East, it was not
unusual for people to seek a private place out-
doors to bathe (see Susanna), and the flat roofs
of the houses were frequently used for sleeping
or bathing on hot nights. Ordinarily, people
could assume a good deal of privacy on their
roofs, but the king’s palace was higher than the
other buildings, so Bathsheba’s bath was exposed
to David’s sight.

The king sent to find out who the lovely
woman was and discovered she was the grand-
daughter of his chief councillor and the wife of
Uriah, an army officer serving in David’s com-
mand. Unable to forget the lovely woman,
David sent servants to bring Bathsheba to him.
He made love to her, and she returned secretly
to her own home. Some time later, she sent
word to David that she was pregnant. To avoid
scandal, David summoned Uriah home, ostensi-
bly to report on the campaign, but mostly to
sleep with Bathsheba so that the unborn child
might be thought to be her husband’s. However,
Uriah was not interested in his wife, and he
spent his leave in Jerusalem with his army com-
panions. David had to find another way to save
Bathsheba from the scandal created by his lust.

The king sent his commander a letter: “Set
Uriah in the forefront of the hardest fighting, and
then draw back from him, that he may be struck
down and die” (2 Sam. 11:15). It happened as
the king commanded, and Uriah was killed in
battle. Bathsheba fulfilled the necessary period of
mourning required by a widow, but then David
brought her to the palace and married her. In due
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course, the new queen bore David a son. How-
ever, the infant fell sick and died. Soon, she was
pregnant again, and this time she bore a son
who would grow to be a great king—Solomon.

Bathsheba continued to exert influence at the
court in Jerusalem. When David had grown old
and frail, Bathsheba made him promise that
Solomon would succeed him on the throne,
even though David had older sons. But even be-
fore the king died, one of his elder sons—
Adonijah—began to gather support and make
the necessary religious sacrifices to become king.
David’s chief adviser, Nathan, warned Bath-
sheba once again to use her influence on the
aging king. She went to him, bowed low on the
floor, and reminded him of his promise to her.
He acknowledged his pledge and showed he still
had the political wisdom that had marked his
long reign: He had his son Solomon crowned
king immediately and gave him the throne
while David still lived. Solomon forced his half-
brother Adonijah to swear allegiance, then let
him leave.

When King David died, Bathsheba contin-
ued to be influential in the court of her son, the
new king. We can see evidence for this influence
in the actions of Adonijah, who wanted a favor
from King Solomon, but approached his
mother. Bathsheba went to Solomon, who re-
ceived her with all honor: “And the king rose to
meet her, and bowed down to her; then he sat
on his throne, and had a seat brought for the
king’s mother; and she sat on his right.” (1
Kings 2:19). However, Solomon was not to
grant Bathsheba’s request, for Adonijah had
asked to marry a beautiful young woman who
had been a concubine of the old king David.
Traditionally, the members of the king’s house-
hold were considered royal property to be
passed on to the next king, so Adonijah was
treading on royal prerogative by asking for her
hand. Was he so in love with the woman that he
was willing to risk the new king’s wrath? Was
this a political move to claim the throne after he
claimed the king’s concubine? We cannot know,
for Solomon used the inappropriate request as
an excuse to execute his half-brother. His respect
for his mother did not extend to politics.

The story of Bathsheba captured the imagi-

nation of readers for millennia. Many women
learned to hope that if their beauty caught the
eye of a king, they could achieve a measure of
power. In modern times, painters have loved to
depict the moment in a moonlit night when a
modest bather captivated a king and changed
the course of ancient Hebrew history.
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(Julia) Berenice
Jewish Queen (ca. A.D. 28–after 80)
At the time Jesus was born in Judea, it was a
subject kingdom of the Roman Empire. King
Herod the Great (37–4 B.C.) had been ap-
pointed king of Judea by the Roman senate, and
he expanded the Temple there, making it a mag-
nificent building. Herod was disliked by many
of the Jewish factions, however, and was never
able to bring peace to the stormy province. Jesus
was probably born shortly after Herod’s death,
and the followers of Jesus added to the contro-
versial religious disputes that often led to vio-
lence in the territory. In A.D. 70, Rome finally
lost patience with the revolts of the Jews, de-
stroyed Jerusalem, and placed Palestine under
direct Roman rule. The last queen of this Hero-
dian dynasty—Julia Berenice—was intimately
involved with both the Christian controversy
and the Roman destruction.

Berenice (also known as Julia Berenice) was
born about A.D. 28; she was one of the five chil-
dren of Agrippa I as well as a great-granddaugh-
ter of Herod the Great. At a relatively young age
(probably in her early teens), she was married to
a man from a wealthy Alexandrian Jewish fam-
ily—Marcus Julius Alexander. When Marcus
died, her father then married her to Herod of
Chalcis, with whom she had two sons. By A.D.
50, she was a widow for the second time. The
historian Josephus claims that Berenice next
arranged her own marriage to Polemo, the king
of Cilicia. He was not Jewish but agreed to be
circumcised for the marriage. The marriage soon
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failed, however, when Berenice divorced Polemo.
The Roman historian Josephus claimed that she
was motivated by “inappropriate sexual desire,”
leading to the divorce, but again it is impossible
to tell what motivated her action. Was it personal
or political?

Instead of marrying again, she ruled as queen
with her brother Agrippa II, and an inscription
on a statue set up to honor her in Athens refers
to her as a “great” queen. Josephus (who was no
fan of Berenice) claimed that she was living in-
cestuously with her brother during their joint
rule, but there is no other evidence for this claim.

During her joint rule with her brother,
Berenice became involved with the early Chris-
tian movement and secured a place in the Chris-
tian Bible in the Book of Acts. The Apostle Paul
had come to Jerusalem as he traveled about
preaching. There, many Jews rose up against
him, accusing him of overturning the Laws of
Moses that had identified Jews as a people. Paul
addressed the Jews and explained how he had
been miraculously called to Christianity and told
to preach to the gentiles (non-Jews). But many
were unpersuaded and plotted to kill the apostle.
The Romans were warned of the plot and took
Paul away to protect him, since he was a Roman
citizen. They brought him to Caesarea (shown
on Map 8) so the governor there could decide
what to do. The governor, Felix, was accompa-
nied by his Jewish wife, Drusilla, and he sent for
Paul and heard him speak about the Christian
faith. Felix did not make a judgment in the case;
instead, “desiring to do the Jews a favor, Felix left
Paul in prison” (Acts 25:24). Two years later,
Felix was succeeded by Festus as governor.

The chief priests of Jerusalem wanted to per-
suade Festus to allow Paul to go to Jerusalem be-
cause they planned an ambush to kill him. But
Festus said he would keep Paul in Caesarea in
order to hear the case. When Festus questioned
Paul, the Apostle said he wanted to appeal to Cae-
sar, which was his right as a Roman citizen. Some
days later, Agrippa and Berenice, king and queen
of Judea, arrived at Caesarea to welcome Festus,
and the governor presented Paul’s case to them.
Agrippa said he wanted to hear the case himself.

The next day, Agrippa and Berenice entered
the hall with great ceremony. Paul was brought

in, and Festus asked the king to question him
and prepare charges for him to send to the em-
peror. Paul was pleased to present his case to
Agrippa, saying “because you are especially fa-
miliar with all customs and controversies of the
Jews” (Acts 26:3). After hearing Paul’s testi-
mony, Agrippa, Berenice, and Festus said to one
another, “This man is doing nothing to deserve
death or imprisonment” (Acts 26:31). But since
Paul had appealed to the emperor, they let him
set sail to Italy.

By A.D. 66, the Romans sent an army to put
down a general rebellion in Judea. Vespasian
commanded three legions, and his son Titus ac-
companied him. In A.D. 69, the armies were be-
sieging Jerusalem itself after subduing the coun-
tryside, and at that time Vespasian heard he had
been named emperor. He returned to Rome,
leaving his son Titus to finish the subjection of
Judea. When Vespasian left, King Agrippa and
Queen Berenice were in Titus’s camp as guests,
for they had put their allegiance with Rome.
(This was the source of the historian Josephus’s
animosity toward Berenice.) Although the
queen was forty-one years old and Titus was
twenty-eight, the two fell in love. In the next
year, Titus sacked Jerusalem and burned down
Herod’s great Temple, which has never been re-
built. Titus continued the suppression of the re-
volt, and in A.D. 73, he destroyed Masada—near
the Dead Sea—which was the last pocket of re-
bellion. As he was about to take this mountain
fortress, all the inhabitants committed suicide
rather than surrender to Rome. With peace in
the province, Titus returned to Rome, and
Berenice joined him.

In A.D. 75, Berenice was in Rome as Titus’s
lover. She was a queen and immensely wealthy,
and it seems likely that she expected to become
empress of Rome at Titus’s accession. It may be
that he even proposed marriage to her, but
Rome was not prepared to have a Jewish queen
in the imperial palace. Philosophers spoke
against her, the Roman people reacted strongly,
and Titus was persuaded to send her away.
When he was proclaimed emperor in A.D. 79,
Berenice returned to Rome once more, perhaps
hoping that as emperor he would be able to
marry her. Titus succumbed to popular pressure
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again and sent her away for good. That is the
last record we have of this extraordinarily inde-
pendent woman who influenced some of the
pivotal events in the history of Judaism, Chris-
tianity, and the Roman Empire.
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Berenice I
Egyptian Queen, Dynasty of the Ptolemies 
(b. ca. 340 B.C.)
After the death of Alexander the Great in 323
B.C., his closest supporters founded dynasties of
their own from the lands they carved from his
empire. Ptolemy went to Egypt and established
a dynasty there that would last for centuries. In
this Macedonian dynasty, most of the rulers
were named Ptolemy—after the founder—and
many of the queens were given the famous
Macedonian name of Cleopatra. The
Ptolemies—like the other Hellenistic kings—
conducted much of their diplomatic negotia-
tions through marriages of their high-born
princesses. The women of this dynasty in Egypt
began to wield considerably more power than
had previously been the case in the land of the
Nile. The early female head of the dynasty of the
Ptolemies—Berenice I—was by all accounts an
extraordinary woman.

As soon as Ptolemy took control of Egypt, in
322 B.C., Alexander’s friend and regent, Antipa-
ter, arranged to have his daughter Eurydice
marry Ptolemy to be certain his family would
share in the new emerging power structure. (An-
tipater had married another of his daughters,
Phila, to the successor kings in Syria.) Eurydice

dutifully bore Ptolemy four children, and it
seemed as if Antipater’s family would be the
founders of the new Egyptian dynasty. Compe-
tition, however, would come from a surprising
source.

Several years after the marriage, Ptolemy fell
in love with a young widow—Berenice—who
had come from Macedonia as a lady-in-waiting
to Eurydice, to whom she was related as a
cousin. Berenice had two children with her
when she came to Egypt, but by 316 B.C. she
was at least Ptolemy’s mistress, if not his second
wife. The king so favored her company that he
took her with him on campaign to Greece in
309 B.C. Certainly by 287 B.C., Ptolemy had re-
pudiated Eurydice and married Berenice.

It is remarkable that Berenice, with no family
position to speak of, should have replaced the
politically connected Eurydice in an age when
the successors married for political reasons. It
seems that he was won over to her by her per-
sonal charm and her good sense (such sources as
Plutarch praise her intellectual power). The
carving on the gem in Figure 5 shows a Ptole-
maic queen in the form of the goddess Isis, and
scholars believe it is probably Berenice I. If so,

Figure 5. Gem with portrait of Berenice I as Isis
(Boston Museum of Fine Arts)
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the queen was certainly beautiful, and the con-
temporary poet Theocritus praised the affection
between Ptolemy and Berenice, writing: “They
say that no woman ever won such love from a
husband as that with which Ptolemy loved his
wife, and still greater love did he receive from
her” (Macurdy 106).

Ptolemy renounced his children by Eurydice
in favor of Berenice’s, and her son Ptolemy II
was proclaimed king in 284 B.C. It is not clear
whether Berenice was alive to see her son be-
come king, but it is certain that the new king re-
membered his parents fondly, for he was the first
of the Hellenistic kings to build temples to his
parents. Berenice was given the sacred title “sav-
ior,” and she and Ptolemy were put in the offi-
cial list of deified kings along with Alexander.
Two towns were named in her honor, but her
greatest accomplishment was the long-standing
dynasty she founded.
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Berenice II
Ptolemaic Queen of Egypt 
(ca. 273–ca. 223 B.C.)
When Alexander the Great’s empire dissolved in
the early fourth century B.C., several kingdoms
arose in its place. Many queens of these Hel-
lenistic kingdoms came to prominence. Their
contemporaries and modern historians record
their political machinations during these violent
times, and many proved as ruthless as their fa-
thers and husbands as they struggled to main-
tain the power they believed was their
birthright. Occasionally, however, one of these
rulers stands out precisely because she was able
to be remembered for virtue and peaceful pur-
suits in an age of turmoil. One such queen was
the founder of the Egyptian dynasties of the
Ptolemies, Berenice I; another was her grand-
daughter, Berenice II.

Berenice II was the daughter of Magas, Bere-
nice I’s son by her first husband, and Apame,

daughter of Stratonice, one of the indomitable
Macedonian queens. This high-born woman
could expect a good marriage, and her parents
selected the son of Demetrius the Besieger and
Phila. The young man, called Demetrius the Fair
because he was so handsome, was to be king of
Cyrene, in North Africa. Berenice was very
young at the time of this marriage, which would
come to a violent end. Demetrius was so good-
looking that Berenice’s mother, Apame, fell in
love with him and took him as her lover. This
behavior so outraged Berenice and the others at
the court that they arranged for his death. Sol-
diers entered Apame’s bedchamber while
Demetrius was there. Berenice stood at the door
and watched, warning the murderers not to kill
her mother, who tried unsuccessfully to shield
Demetrius’s body from the swords.

The young widow found a happier second
marriage with her cousin, Ptolemy III of Egypt.
By all accounts, this marriage was exceptionally
happy in contrast to the scandals that plagued so
many of the marriages of the Ptolemies. They
had four children—Ptolemy, Arsinoë, Magas,
and Berenice. The young Berenice died while
she was still a child, and the couple mourned her
by establishing a temple in her honor. Beyond
this tragedy, Berenice’s married life seems to have
been filled with pleasures—at least that is what
the sources report.

The queen—rich as all the Hellenistic royal
women were—indulged her passion for horse-
back riding. She even entered some chariot
teams in the Olympic Games and won a prize—
a high honor indeed. (After her death, when her
son inaugurated a cult in her honor, he called
the presiding priest athlophore, meaning “prize-
bearer,” and he may have been referring to
Berenice II’s victorious teams in the Olympics.)
She also loved perfume made of roses and en-
couraged the rose growers to develop particu-
larly fragrant blooms. She is possibly most re-
membered as a literary patron, for she supported
the poet Callimachus (ca. 305–240 B.C.), whose
surviving works remain masterpieces of hymns
and epigrams. Callimachus’s poem “The Lock
of Berenice” preserves a charming incident of
the queen’s dedicating a lock of her hair to guar-
antee her husband’s safe return from a war.
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All these incidents suggest that this queen re-
mained fairly distant from the political events
that so tormented many of her contemporaries.
The Greek writer Aelian does preserve one inci-
dent in which Berenice was shown to have some
sensitivity to the plight of her people. Her hus-
band was playing dice while a page read him a
list of people condemned to death. Berenice rep-
rimanded her husband, saying it was right to
give one’s full attention when deciding matters
of life and death. Ptolemy was pleased with her
insights and promised never again to judge
while engaged in frivolous pastimes.

Berenice’s life may have been peaceful, but
she would die by violence, as did so many other
Hellenistic rulers. Her son Ptolemy IV inherited
the throne at his father’s death, and the sources
say he was a violent man. He ordered his
brother, Magas, scalded to death in the bath,
and when he believed that his mother favored
Magas over him, he had her murdered as well.
She died bravely, and the people remembered
the gentle queen fondly.

See also Berenice I; Egyptian Women; Olympic
Games; Phila; Stratonice I

Suggested Readings
Macurdy, Grace Harriet. Hellenistic Queens.

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1932.

Pomeroy, Sarah B. Women in Hellenistic Egypt:
From Alexander to Cleopatra. New York:
Schocken Books, 1984.

Blaesilla
Roman Christian Widow (A.D. 364–384)
Rome in the fourth century A.D. included a vig-
orous Christian community, and wealthy Roman
women were in the forefront of this Christian life.
Some widows—such as Paula and Marcella—sur-
rounded themselves with women who prayed,
studied scripture, and formed almost monastic
communities within their great mansions. The
women in these households did not follow
monastic rules, but instead selected lifestyles that
suited their individual temperaments. All rejected
the luxurious lives of wealthy pagan women, but
some, such as Marcella, chose moderate lives in
which they ate plain food and drank a bit of wine
while wearing modest attire. Others, such as

Asella, secluded themselves in the households,
withdrawing from the company of other people.
Some, however, believed that Christian worship
included a requirement for more rigorous asceti-
cism. Asella ate only bread and water in her fasts,
and Paula always slept on the hard floor. The
church father Jerome, who served as spiritual ad-
viser to many of the women, was a strong advo-
cate of asceticism, and he believed that severe fasts
would control the flesh and help people focus on
God. One woman—Blaesilla—took his advice to
heart, with mortal consequences.

The widow Paula had four daughters, of
whom the eldest was Blaesilla. She was a beauti-
ful, talented young girl who loved the merry life
of aristocratic Rome. She enjoyed dinner par-
ties, theater, and the company of other young
people. At the age of about eighteen, she made
a good marriage, but her husband died only
seven months after the wedding, leaving her a
prosperous widow. Although Blaesilla mourned
his death, she was still too young to be willing to
forgo the exciting life she had loved. She lav-
ished time and money on her dress and her ap-
pearance as she continued to enjoy the pleasant
company she loved.

Jerome, who spent a great deal of time in
Blaesilla’s household talking to her pious mother,
Paula, and her equally religious sister, Eu-
stochium, was deeply worried about the state of
Blaesilla’s soul. He reprimanded her in the
strongest terms against her frivolous life. Her rel-
atives were very annoyed at his interference with
the bright young woman, but it seems that she
took his words to heart.

Blaesilla became very ill with a fever. She re-
covered, but she was a changed woman. Instead
of returning to her previous habits, she took on
the ways of an extreme ascetic. She dressed in
the plainest clothes, described as “no better than
her maids,” and she indulged in extreme fasts
that weakened her dramatically. Jerome wrote
that “her steps tottered with weakness, her face
was pale and quivering, her slender neck scarcely
upheld her head” (48). This behavior delighted
Jerome, for he saw it as a sign of intense spiritu-
ality, but it outraged her previous friends and
some relatives, who feared for the health of the
young woman.
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In addition to ascetic practices, Blaesilla
began to study scriptures, and she demonstrated
a remarkable intellectual talent. Jerome wrote,
“Who can recall without a sigh the earnestness of
her prayers, the brilliancy of her conversation,
the tenacity of her memory, and the quickness of
her intellect?” (49). She learned Greek with a
perfect accent and mastered Hebrew within a
few months. She carried books with her every-
where and demanded that Jerome write Bible
commentaries for her to study. However, her
young body was not up to the rigorous demands.
Before four months had passed, she was dead
from her ascetic extremes. Many Romans were
outraged at the premature death of the bright
young woman and blamed Jerome for influenc-
ing her to practice extreme fasts.

Blaesilla’s mother, Paula, collapsed in grief at
her daughter’s funeral, but she did not reject her
mentor. Jerome wrote her a letter to console her
for Blaesilla’s death, and many modern readers
find it a little unsympathetic. Jerome reminds
Paula that he, too, loved Blaesilla and that the
mother’s grief was excessive. He told her that
Blaesilla should not be mourned, but instead
they should be pleased that she had gone to
Christ and that the daughter would be distressed
to see her mother’s grief. Jerome concluded his
letter by promising to keep Blaesilla’s name alive
by including her in all his writings. “Everlasting
remembrance will make up for the shortness of
her life. . . . In my writings she will never die.
She will hear me conversing of her always, either
with her sister or with her mother” (54).

Blaesilla’s death polarized Roman opinion
against Jerome and his seemingly endless calls to
rigid asceticism. The following year, the church
father decided to leave Rome to go to the Holy
Land, and he was accompanied by Paula and Eu-
stochium, the mother and sister of the dead
widow. They seemingly did not blame him for the
asceticism of Blaesilla and seemed certain that she
had died in a state of grace. Jerome’s writings did
keep alive the name of this ancient woman who
starved herself to death in the name of Christ.
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Blandina
Martyr (d. A.D. 177)
A brisk trade along the River Rhone in Gaul (in
modern France) brought goods and people from
the east to the cities of Gaul. As early as the first
century A.D., Christians had come from the
Greek-speaking cities of the east—from as far
away as Syria—and taken up residence in these
Latin towns along the Rhone. Many of these
Christians were wealthy and well educated—
physicians and lawyers as well as merchants—
and many had slaves. Some of the slaves were
Christians, but some were pagans, who would
testify against their masters when trouble began.
In the summer of A.D. 177, trouble did come to
the Christians of Lyons and Vienne, and pagans
turned on their Christian neighbors as persecu-
tion escalated. Among those who would be
killed was the slave woman Blandina, whose
courage raised her far above her social status. A
Christian eyewitness wrote of the events of the
persecution in a letter circulated to Christians in
the churches of Asia, whence the Gallic Chris-
tians had come. The fourth-century historian
Eusebius reproduced the letter in his History of
the Church, and it offers a remarkable glimpse
into the early Christian communities of ancient
western Europe.

The Christians in Gaul began to experience
persecution of various sorts from pagan neigh-
bors who were suspicious of them. The text does
not say what triggered the animosity, so we can-
not know for certain. In some parts of the em-
pire, Christians were falsely reputed to engage in
practices from cannibalism to sexual promiscu-
ity, but we cannot know whether pagans in
Lyons and Vienne had heard these rumors. For
whatever reason, Christians were first banned
from the public places of the town—the baths
and the forum—and finally were told they
could not be seen anywhere at all. If they did
appear, crowds attacked them, beating them and
dragging them on the ground. Finally, officials
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became involved, and many Christians were im-
prisoned and brought to trial. Some renounced
their faith in the face of such pressure, but oth-
ers continued on to face martyrdom.

The writer of the letter spoke of the trial and
of the tortures that many of the Christians expe-
rienced, and the author introduced with wonder
a brave slave woman. The narrator described
Blandina as “worthless and ugly and despicable,”
but he noted with wonder that God’s grace could
make even such a one “worthy of great glory.”
Blandina withstood “every kind of torture from
morning to evening,” but “like a noble athlete,
she gained her strength by her confession, find-
ing refreshment and freedom from pain in saying
‘I am a Christian’” (Eusebius 196). After the trial
and torture, the intransigent Christians—in-
cluding Blandina—were sentenced to death in
the amphitheater of Lyons.

Blandina was hung on a stake, exposed as
food for wild beasts who were driven into the
arena. However, she gladly accepted that trial,
imagining that the stake was a cross like that of
Jesus’ torture, and her courage inspired other
Christians to hold firm to their faith while they
were attacked in the arena. Blandina’s ordeal was
not over, however. The beasts refused to touch
her, so she was taken down from the stake and
sent back to prison to wait for another day. The
narrator again commented on the contrast be-
tween her lowly stature and her inspiring
courage: “for she, small and weak and despised
as she was . . . won through conflicts” (200).

Finally, on the last day of the games, Blan-
dina was again brought forward with a boy of
about fifteen. They both had been brought each
day to witness the deaths of the others and had
been pressed to worship the pagan gods. Be-
cause Blandina and the boy had remained con-
stant in their faith, the people had grown very
angry with their stubbornness, and “they re-
spected neither the youth of the boy nor the sex
of the woman; but they made them pass
through every form of terrible suffering, and
through the whole round of punishments, urg-
ing them to swear after each one” (202). The
writer said that Blandina was like the Mac-
cabean mother who urged her seven sons to die
before her, because she encouraged the youth to

die bravely as he was tortured. Finally, they
placed Blandina in a basket and threw her to a
bull. Time after time the animal tossed her, but
she was at last insensitive to any pain, and she
died. As the text concluded, “even the heathen
themselves confessed that never yet amongst
them had a woman suffered such manifold and
great tortures” (202).

Blandina was an early martyr, but she was
only one of many women who would die
bravely for their faith. Her example, which was
circulated widely, spurred other women and
slaves to confess their faith bravely and demon-
strated that even those who were “despised”
could find a privileged place in the new religion.
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Boudicca
British Queen (ca. A.D. 26–60)
The island of Britain in the first century A.D.
was inhabited by Celtic tribes, each led by its
own ruler, and each fiercely independent. The
Celts fought almost endless wars, and their war
leaders used light wicker chariots to lead into
battle as their fierce but undisciplined armies
swarmed behind them shouting loud battle
cries. The victorious bands of armies expected to
plunder the defeated and bring home booty. All
the while, the women and children of the war-
riors followed the bands to watch the carnage
and the victory, and at times women fought as
well. This way of life had continued for cen-
turies, but contact with the Roman Empire
changed the way of life and the traditional war-
fare of the Celts.
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In A.D. 43, the Emperor Claudius sent
Rome’s legions to Britain, and they conquered
eleven tribes of Britain, all located in the south.
Among the conquered were the Iceni, probably
located on the eastern edge of the island, shown
on Map 10. (This is the modern location of Nor-
folk and Suffolk.) The tribes must not easily have
given up their freedom to the Roman rulers, so
in A.D. 47 the governor of Britain (Ostorius
Scapula) disarmed all the British “allies,” but that
did not bring peace. In about A.D. 49, the Iceni
led a rebellion against the Romans, which was
put down. This would not be the last revolt of
the Iceni; indeed, their queen Boudicca would
lead a violent revolt that almost eliminated the
Roman presence in Britain.

After the rebellion of A.D. 49 was put down,
the Iceni became a client kingdom of Rome, led
by their king Prasutagus. He was married to
Boudicca, and they had two daughters. Prasu-
tages was very wealthy, but he knew that his
wealth was tempting to the Roman overlords.
Therefore, he tried to protect his daughters’
legacy by preparing a will in which half his
wealth was bequeathed to the emperor Claudius
and half to his two daughters (to be held in trust
by Boudicca). The king had probably hoped that
his attention to the emperor would demonstrate
his loyalty enough to allow Rome to protect his
family. He was mistaken.

The local Roman administrators reacted im-
mediately to King Prasutagus’s will—they seized
all the king’s estate and the total of his treasury.
In general, the Romans had been taking profits
(often illegally) from the conquered Britons,
and resentment was growing as the old nobility
often began to feel they had nothing to lose by
rebellion. This was not the end of the insult,
however. Perhaps to prove their dominance, the
Romans flogged Boudicca and raped her two
daughters. The queen then called her people to-
gether for revenge.

The Roman historian Dio Cassius (who could
not have witnessed the events) described
Boudicca: She had a wild mass of red hair hang-
ing to her waist, and she was very tall, “in ap-
pearance almost terrifying” (Fraser 59). This de-
scription is plausible for the Celtic tribes of the
time and has been fixed in the imaginations of

modern Britons who see in Boudicca’s actions the
struggle of freedom over tyranny. Dio said that
the queen gave an elaborate speech stirring her
people, calling upon them to prefer freedom over
slavery, and reminding them how the Britons had
suffered under the Romans. Then she pulled a
hare from the folds of her dress, using it as a
means of divination. When she released the hare,
it ran “in an auspicious direction,” so the people
believed the signs were right to revolt. Boudicca
then prayed to a goddess named Andraste, calling
upon her “as woman speaking to woman” and
evoking this goddess of war and victory (71).

The queen mounted her chariot and led an
initial army of about 120,000, according to Dio
(although those figures are probably exagger-
ated). Their first target was Camulodunum (the
modern city of Colchester shown on Map 10).
This was a newly established town that the Ro-
mans used to give land to their veterans. Within
this town they were building a huge, opulent
temple dedicated to the Emperor Claudius, and
the building costs further oppressed the local
Britons. Camulodunum was not walled and had
a token presence of only about 200 troops.
Boudicca overran the town easily and sacked
and burned it. The temple itself (made of
durable stone) held out for two more days be-
fore the veterans were overrun by the British
forces. All were killed and the temple battered
down and burned. Modern excavations at
Colchester testify to the destruction and burn-
ing of the city.

A Roman force—the IXth Legion Hispana—
set off for Camulodunum to rescue the Romans
in the area and to end the rebellion. The British
were waiting for them, however; they laid an
ambush that was strikingly effective. The
Roman infantry was cut to pieces, and the com-
mander and the cavalry took refuge back at the
legionary camp. The Romans had lost another
2,500 men and were no nearer to stemming the
British advance.

Boudicca then went south to London—
known as Londinium. The Roman governor
Suetonius had rushed back from quelling rebel-
lions in the west of Britain and reached Lon-
dinium before Boudicca. However, he decided
that the city—which probably had about
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30,000 inhabitants—was not defensible. As the
Roman historian Tacitus (who was contempo-
rary with the events) said, “He decided to save
the whole situation by the sacrifice of a single
city” (Tacitus 339). This caused panic among
the inhabitants, who had heard of the ruthless-
ness with which Boudicca had sacked the first
city, and as Tacitus was later to write, “Never be-
fore or since has Britain ever been in a more dis-
turbed and perilous state” (339).

The queen led the armies into Londinium,
and the earlier massacre was repeated. The
Roman sources described many brutalities that
the angry British inflicted on the residents of
Londinium. They did not take prisoners, and as
Tacitus wrote, “They could not wait to cut
throats, hang, burn, and crucify” (Tacitus 339).
Captives—both men and women—were tor-
tured and sacrificed, and the city was burned.
Excavations have found a red layer of scorched
earth under the modern city of London that
preserves the memory of Boudicca’s wrath. After
the armies had taken everything of value, they
turned north to take yet one more city.

The British army swept north to Veru-
lamium (modern St. Albans, shown on Map
10). This city was different from the previous
two because it was populated not by Romans
but by Britons who were friendly to Rome.
Once again the city was burned, as the Romans
had not yet brought their legions to confront
the queen’s forces. However, in the glory of their
victories, the British armies showed their weak-
ness: their love of plunder. As Tacitus described
Boudicca’s strategy: “The natives enjoyed plun-
dering and thought of nothing else. Bypassing
forts and garrisons, they made for where the loot
was richest and protection weakest” (Tacitus
340). This desire prevented Boudicca from
striking at the Roman commander Suetonius
before he was prepared and while she was at her
strongest. This would prove a fatal mistake.

Even though the British forces greatly out-
numbered the available Roman legions, Sueto-
nius finally decided it was time to confront
Boudicca—while he could select the terrain and
the time. He chose a position at the end of a
deep ravine with a thick, impenetrable woods at
his back. Modern historians have searched for

this site, and most believe it is in the Midlands
area, possibly near Warwick. Regardless of the
uncertainty of the location, the final results were
well described.

The battle was preceded by a series of
speeches that Tacitus described. He said Queen
Boudicca drove round and round the assembled
troops in her chariot, spurring them on. She
told them to win the battle or perish: “That is
what I, a woman, plan to do! Let the men live in
slavery if they will” (Tacitus 340). The Roman
commander commented on the presence of
women in the army, scornfully dismissing their
force and urging his own troops to rely on their
experience and discipline. Suetonius was right
that the Romans were better armed and had
armor, while the Britons fought seminaked with
swords. But perhaps the greatest advantage of
the Romans was their strategy.

As was their custom, the Britons brought
their women and children in wagons to watch
the battle, and the lay of the land dictated that
the wagons would be at the end of the ravine
(sadly blocking any retreat). As the Britons
charged up the ravine, their greater numbers
were not useful in the narrow terrain, and the
Romans methodically killed the recklessly
charging Britons. Tacitus says that according to
one source, 80,000 Britons died compared 
to 400 Romans. The women and children
watching the fray were also slaughtered as the
Romans made sure to take revenge for the pre-
vious losses.

Queen Boudicca did not die in the battle. In-
stead, Tacitus said that she took poison and died
rather than let herself be taken captive. Tacitus
did not tell what happened to her daughters,
but later historians claimed that they, too, took
poison.

The Romans’ victory and the subsequent re-
pression of the local population ensured the
Roman presence on the island that would last
another 350 years. But Boudicca was not for-
gotten. Dio Cassius says that her people gave
her a splendid burial, and even today, the British
remember the valiant uprising of the native
queen, who came to be called Baodicia. Indeed,
there is a romantic (and rather fanciful) statue of
her in London, in which she is shown riding in
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her chariot with her two daughters and led by
rearing horses. The spirit of this brave woman of
the ancient world has been adopted by modern
men and women alike.
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Women
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Caerellia
Wealthy Roman Matron (ca. 116–ca. 36 B.C.)
In the Roman world, if a woman had wealth
and family connections, she was able to exert a
good deal of independence and influence. Many
such women pursued their interests, whether in
the arts (such as Clodia) or making money (such
as Terentia), and maintained love affairs or
friendships with whomever they chose. Most of
these women’s lives are forgotten now, but one
wealthy independent woman is remembered be-
cause she was the good friend of Cicero, the fa-
mous orator who wrote speeches and letters that
continue to be much studied today. Within his
letters, he tells of his friend Caerellia, a wealthy
woman ten years older than he.

Cicero and Caerellia seem to have become
friends based on a mutual love of philosophy
and literature. Cicero rejoiced to find in her an
admirer whose ability gave him as much plea-
sure as her enthusiasm, and he even sent her ad-
vance copies of some of his works. Caerellia re-
peatedly exchanged letters with Cicero that
reveal this ongoing intellectual interest.

Perhaps not surprisingly, the scandalmongers
in Rome accused Cicero of having a more carnal
interest in Caerellia. People who wanted to at-
tack the orator claimed that she had been his
mistress and that he continued to court her
when he was in his sixties and she in her seven-
ties. However, his letters belie the rumors; he re-
peatedly calls her his friend, and there is no in-
dication of any other form of the relationship.

Cicero, who frequently had money prob-
lems, turned to his wealthy friends for help, and
he was not shy about approaching Caerellia. In
45 B.C., when his finances were at a low point,
Caerellia advanced him a large loan. Cicero’s
secretary bluntly told Cicero that if he valued

his dignity, he must repay this loan immediately,
but Cicero postponed repayment and used her
money liberally.

The extent to which Caerellia’s friendship
was important to Cicero may be seen toward the
end of his life, when his daughter Tullia had
died and when his second marriage to the very
young Publilia seemed to be failing (which it did
within a few months of the wedding). Publilia
and her family approached Caerellia to serve as
an intermediary to try to smooth things out be-
tween Cicero and his bride. Her efforts to dis-
suade Cicero from seeking a divorce were un-
successful, but her role is indicative of how
influential Cicero’s acquaintances perceived her
to be.

Unfortunately, most of our information
about Caerellia comes from Cicero, so we do
not know her feelings about all these events.
However, we may draw a few conclusions: Her
wealth gave her the independence to pursue her
love of philosophy, to befriend Cicero, and to
ignore the rumors that circulated through the
city. She could follow her own inclinations and
did so, and it is likely that other anonymous
Roman women similarly placed were able to do
the same thing.

See also Clodia; Terentia; Tullia
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Calpurnia
Roman Wife of Julius Caesar (ca. 85–45 B.C.)
In the last decades of the Roman Republic,
Rome was swept with civil war as powerful men

39
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used their popularity with the Roman people
and their leadership of the armies to take con-
trol. The government was still nominally a re-
public, where men were elected to administer the
increasingly complex government, but the con-
stitution allowed for the office of “dictator”—in
which a man could take full powers during
emergencies. This office became the coveted one
as men sought to circumvent the constitution,
and the old system of checks and balances no
longer worked. One group of popular leaders by-
passed most of the formal structures and made a
private alliance to share power. Modern histori-
ans have called this agreement the First Triumvi-
rate, or the rule by three men. Contemporaries
called it a three-headed monster.

The First Triumvirate (ca. 60–49 B.C.) was
made up of three men who appealed to various
sectors of Roman society. Pompey was a brilliant
general who had won striking battles in the east.
Julius Caesar was probably an even more tal-
ented general and brilliant orator, who had the
support of the people. The third man was Cras-
sus, a fabulously rich leader of the business com-
munity. Instead of bringing peace, however, the
triumvirate simply became an arena in which
the three powerful figures jockeyed for control.
Throughout this struggle for power, marriage al-
liances were used to cement political alliances.

Julius Caesar was known for being attracted
to many women, and his sexual escapades were
the talk of Rome, even during a time when sex-
ual mores had become somewhat loose. In his
youth, he had a long affair with a married
woman named Servilla, and at the end of his life
he scandalized Rome with his liaison with the
Egyptian queen Cleopatra VII. He also married
women to form political alliances (as was com-
mon in the senatorial class at that time). His
first wife was Cornelia, whom he married in 84
B.C. when he was only sixteen years old; she was
the daughter of a leading follower of the popu-
lar leader Marius. After her death, he married
Pompeia, whom he later renounced after a scan-
dal. His last wife was Calpurnia, who earned
Rome’s admiration by her support of her tal-
ented but errant husband.

Calpurnia was the daughter of an influential
man named Piso; Caesar married her in 59 B.C.

Her father was made consul the next year, a re-
ward for this influential marriage. This political
match caused Cato—a Roman critic—to re-
mark that it was intolerable that the government
“should be prostituted by marriages, and that
they should advance one another to commands
of armies, provinces, and other great posts, by
means of women” (Plutarch 862). Although
Cato’s accusation was true and the marriage was
made for political reasons, Calpurnia remained
by Caesar’s side through the civil wars that
brought Caesar to the highest power that a
Roman had yet achieved.

The triumvirate fell apart by 49 B.C., and
Caesar’s armies crossed the Rubicon River into
Italy from Gaul, beginning the civil war against
Pompey. As Caesar led his armies across the
Mediterranean (and into Egypt where he fell in
love with Cleopatra), Calpurnia remained faith-
ful in Rome. By 48 B.C., Caesar had accepted the
office of dictator, and four years later he took the
title dictator for life in a shocking breach of
Roman custom. He may have turned down the
title of king, but there were many who believed
he was acting like one. He struck coins with his
own image on them (as a king did), and he
wielded total power over the state. Finally, in 44
B.C. a coalition of senators conspired to kill him
to end this threat to the republican constitution.

According to Roman historians, soothsayers
had warned Caesar to beware of the Ides of
March (15 March), and Calpurnia, too, worried
about her husband. The night before his assassi-
nation, when he was in bed with his wife, all the
doors and windows flew open from a wind.
Caesar was awakened by the noise, and by the
moonshine saw Calpurnia asleep. She was
dreaming, and Caesar heard her speaking and
groaning in her sleep. Later she said that she
dreamed she was weeping over Caesar and hold-
ing his bleeding body in her arms.

When it was morning, she begged Caesar not
to go out, but to adjourn the senate to another
day. She further said if he did not believe her
dream, he should consult his fate by other forms
of divination. He, too, was concerned, as
Plutarch writes, “for he never before discovered
any womanish superstition in Calpurnia, whom
he now saw in such great alarm” (Plutarch 891).
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He tried to delay the senate meeting, but some
of the conspirators mocked his fears, asking
whether they should hold up government until
Calpurnia had better dreams. Caesar went
ahead to the senate meeting, where he was
stabbed to death on the Ides of March in 44 B.C.
Calpurnia’s dream had come true.

See also Cleopatra VII; Pompeia; Porcia; Servilia
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Cartimandua
British Queen (ca. A.D. 47–69)
When the Romans began their northward con-
quest of Britain, they encountered a loose con-
federation of tribes, collectively called the Brig-
antes. In A.D. 47, the Romans noted that one of
the tribes was led by an effective queen, Carti-
mandua (whose name means “sleek pony”). The
Roman historian Tacitus (ca. A.D. 56–ca. 120)
wrote that she was of “noble lineage” and “flour-
ishing in all the splendor of wealth and power”
(Ellis 83). Cartimandua decided to become an
ally of the Romans and retained power as a client
ruler of the empire. Internal dissent, however,
would threaten the peace treaty she had made.

In A.D. 48, a tribe in the southwest portion of
her kingdom threatened the peace with Rome
by attacking Roman armies that were heading
into what is now Wales. The Roman army de-
feated the rebellious forces of Caractacus, who
fled to Cartimandua’s court looking for sanctu-
ary. The queen honored her treaty with Rome,
however, and handed over Caractacus and his
family to the Romans. They were taken to
Rome in chains, where they lived out the rest of
their lives. Cartimandua had proven her loyalty
to Rome, and it would stand her in good stead.

The queen had married a British chieftain,
Venutius, who was known as a valiant warrior.
Within a few years, however, there was strife
within the royal household. According to Taci-
tus, many of the subjects were unwilling to sup-
port their queen: “They scorned to submit to a
female government . . .” (Ellis 84). It is more

likely, however, that the civil war grew out of a
power struggle between Venutius and Carti-
mandua. The queen called on the Roman gov-
ernor to send his troops to protect her rule, and
he did so. With the presence of the Roman le-
gion, the queen and her husband reconciled,
and peace seemed once again ensured under the
strong rule of Cartimandua. The close associa-
tion between the queen and the Romans proba-
bly explains why the Brigantes did not join in
the rebellion of Boudicca in A.D. 61.

Cartimandua’s marital problems were to
bring the Roman legions again into her terri-
tory. In A.D. 69, she divorced Venutius in favor
of his charioteer. The spurned husband raised an
army from tribes outside the Brigantian confed-
eration and threatened Cartimandua’s rule. The
queen again called on her Roman allies to help
her, but this time they were less successful. Tac-
itus says that the Romans suffered several losses
at the hands of Venutius and were unable to re-
store Cartimandua to her throne. They settled
for removing the queen and her new husband
safely from the disputed territory, leaving Venu-
tius as king of the Brigantes. Cartimandua dis-
appears from the historical sources at this point.
The Romans would eventually defeat Venutius
and take over the independent kingdom of the
Brigantes. This resolution suggests the wisdom
of Queen Cartimandua in preserving her rule by
allying with the powerful Romans.

See also Boudicca
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Cassandra
Mythological Greek Prophet
The Trojan War was fought between Greeks and
Trojans over the abduction of the beautiful
Helen, and according to the ancient legends,
many tragedies arose from this long and brutal
war. One of the popular ones described the fate
of Cassandra, the most beautiful daughter of
Priam and Hecuba (Hecabe)—king and queen
of Troy. Hecabe had borne Priam many children
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(some legends place the number at over nine-
teen), and among her youngest children were the
twins Cassandra and Helenus. At their birthday
feast, the twins fell asleep in a corner, while their
forgetful parents went home without them.
When Hecabe returned to the temple, she found
sacred serpents licking the children’s sensory or-
gans in order to purify them. The queen
screamed in terror, and the serpents disappeared
at once. From that hour, both Cassandra and He-
lenus possessed the gift of prophecy that had been
given them by the purification of the serpents.

Another legend gives a different version of
how Cassandra came to have the gift of
prophecy. One day she fell asleep in the temple,
and Apollo appeared and promised to teach her
the art of prophecy if she would yield to his ad-
vances. Cassandra accepted his gift, but then
went back on the bargain, refusing him. Apollo
begged her to give him one kiss. As she did, he
spat into her mouth, thus ensuring that no one
would believe what she prophesied.

Cassandra vainly tried to warn the Trojans
against pursuing the disastrous war, and when
the Greeks left the great horse outside the walls,
Cassandra uselessly warned the Trojans not to
bring the wooden horse within the walls. As her
warnings fell on deaf ears, Troy fell in flames. As
the citizens were being massacred, Cassandra fled
to the temple of Athena for safety. She was pur-
sued there by Ajax, one of the Greek heroes, who
tore her from the statue of the goddess. In doing
so, he loosened the statue. Confronted by this
act of sacrilege, the Greeks were ready to stone
Ajax, but he saved himself by demanding sanc-
tuary at the altar of the goddess he had insulted.

When the booty of the war was divided up,
Agamemnon claimed Cassandra as his prize and
forced the virgin to his bed. Cassandra contin-
ued to prophesy disaster even as Agamemnon
took her back to his home in Greece. Some
sources say she bore Agamemnon twin sons. All
were murdered by Agamemnon’s wife, Clytem-
nestra, when they returned to Greece.

The popularity of this legend has led to a
continued use of the word Cassandra to mean
anyone who repeatedly predicts disaster, but
who is never believed. This is a sad heritage of
this ancient myth of Cassandra.

See also Clytemnestra; Helen of Troy in Greek
Mythology
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Çatal Hüyük
Neolithic Settlement (ca. 6500 B.C.)
People first began living in relatively large set-
tled communities in the Neolithic (New Stone
Age), when tribes began to change from hunting
and gathering societies to a culture that prac-
ticed agriculture and kept domestic animals.
Since this development took place sometime
around 8000 B.C., it is extremely difficult to
find information about women’s roles in these
early settlements. One remarkable excavation,
however, has offered some tantalizing informa-
tion about women in these early cities. Çatal
Hüyük, in modern Turkey, is the largest Ne-
olithic site excavated to date, and it sheds light
on the hidden period when people began to
shift from hunting to agriculture. It covers
about thirty-two acres, and perhaps as many as
8,000 people lived there. It was founded about
6500 B.C. and was inexplicably abandoned
about 5650 B.C.

Families in this extensive village lived in
mud-brick houses packed closely together, and
it seems that the town layout was planned, not
random. These houses had neither doors nor
windows; people entered by descending a ladder
through a hole in the roof. The hole also served
as a vent for smoke from the family’s hearth.
This construction provided excellent insulation
from the elements and offered another impor-
tant advantage: safety from threatening neigh-
bors. This seems to have been quite effective, for
there is no evidence of warfare at Çatal Hüyük
at any point in its 850 years of existence.

The interior of the buildings had plastered
walls that were sometimes painted with geomet-
ric patterns. Many of the houses had walls that
had been replastered repeatedly, so we can as-
sume that people gave a great deal of care to the
interior of their homes. Within the houses, men
and women slept on separate sleeping platforms.
Archaeologists designate the occupants of these
areas because adults were buried under them by
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gender. The bones of the dead were buried in
the houses only after the flesh had decomposed
or had been removed by vultures or other ani-
mals. Then the bones were carefully wrapped in
cloth and placed in the earth graves below the
sleeping platforms. This burial pattern has al-
lowed archaeologists to speculate on some of the
gender relationships in this ancient town, since
the burials allow scholars to identify the owners
of the sleeping platforms.

The women’s platforms were larger and fixed,
while the men’s were smaller and more portable,
suggesting that the men moved around more
often. Some archaeologists suggest that this
arrangement indicates matrilocal marriage; that
is, arrangements in which the bridegroom
moves to live with the bride’s family. Children’s

skeletons have been found only under the
women’s beds, which suggests that women had
most of the responsibility for the children. It
may also suggest that in this society inheritance
passed through the women’s line, but the infor-
mation is too scarce to be certain.

The many skeletons have also provided in-
formation about the lives of the people them-
selves. The average height for women was be-
tween 5 feet and 5 feet 4 inches, while men were
between 5 feet 4 inches and 5 feet 10 inches.
None of the skeletons showed signs of violent
death, which again argues for a peaceful exis-
tence. As one would expect, a few had had bro-
ken limbs, which had been set. None seem to
have lived beyond the age of about forty years,
and it seems that childbirth, infection, and
pneumonia were the main causes of death.
Among the skeletons, women and children far
outnumber men, but scholars have no specula-
tion about why this is so.

Excavations at this rich site also reveal the re-
ligious interests of the inhabitants. Within the
town there were many buildings that were larger
and more elaborately decorated than the others,
and archaeologists assume these were religious
shrines. They had decorative wall paintings, in-
cluding representations of animals, and they
also had plaster images of great bulls’ horns and
stags’ heads set into the walls. In other shrines
there were many plaster representations of
breasts set in the walls. In all levels, there are
both male and female deities worshiped (al-
though the males are only represented by the an-
imals’ horns), and in the earliest levels there are
wall paintings that depict lively hunting scenes.
After 5800 B.C., art increasingly focused on a
mother goddess—pregnant with large breasts.
Presumably, this shift in religious emphasis ac-
companied a shift from hunting-gathering to
agricultural activities, and the villagers were
concerned with fertility to ensure their survival.

The Çatal Hüyük villagers first settled in the
area probably because of its proximity to great
grasslands that had huge herds of wild cattle
and deer. Figure 6 shows a stylized deer with a
great rack of antlers that was excavated from
the site. Hunters also had abundant wild sheep
to bring to the table, but paintings also show

Figure 6. Anatolian cultural relic  (Ann Ronan Picture
Library)



44 ceres 

that they confronted leopards and lions in their
hunts. Soon after the settlement began, there is
evidence for a growth of agriculture—barley
and lentils were planted, and people (probably
women) brewed ale. They also had domesti-
cated sheep and goats, which were kept largely
for milk, and women may have used the acid in
the local acorn caps to make yogurt.

The Çatal Hüyük residents proved so success-
ful at farming that they began developing spe-
cialized skills. For example, some workers made
traditional tools of stone, wood, and bone. Oth-
ers specialized in the new skills of textile weaving
and pottery making. Trade was also a prominent
feature of the economy of Çatal Hüyük. Resi-
dents imported decorative shells from the
Mediterranean Sea and exported obsidian, a vol-
canic rock from a nearby mountain. This site
also shows the beginnings of metalworking, an
innovation that ultimately freed people from re-
liance on stone. That would take time, though,
for the Çatal Hüyük townspeople began to ex-
periment with metals first for ornament, not
tools, by pounding copper and lead into jewelry.
Life in Çatal Hüyük shows a growing complex-
ity that marks the beginnings of civilization. In
addition, the provocative site offers tantalizing
evidence of a time when women’s roles were cen-
tral in religion and in the community.

See also Jewelry; Stone Age Art
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Ceres
Roman Goddess
Ceres was an ancient goddess representing the
regenerative power of nature. She was wor-
shiped in a temple on the Aventine hill in
Rome, with games in her honor and a popular
spring festival that took place in April. During a
famine in Rome in 496 B.C., the Sybylline books
recommended that the Greek deities Demeter,
Persephone, and Bacchus be identified with the

Roman gods Ceres, Liber, and Libera. There-
fore, the myths associated with Demeter and
Persephone became identified with the Italian
corn-goddess Ceres.

See also Demeter
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Christian Women
(ca. A.D. 30–400)
As soon as Jesus began his brief ministry in
Palestine, his followers included women. We
glimpse some of these women in the Gospels
(which were written from 75 to 100 years after
Christ’s crucifixion) and others in the Acts and
letters of the apostles written slightly earlier.
These sources, however, seem to have been
shaped by contemporary ideas and also at times
contain contradictory information, so historians
(and theologians) sometimes disagree on the
exact roles women played in the formative cen-
turies of Christianity. This issue is particularly
significant—and controversial—because many
people believe that the precedents set in the
early church should inform modern issues, such
as whether women should serve as priests and
pastors. In spite of the controversies that sur-
round elements of interpretation of these early
sources, it is possible to draw some general con-
clusions about women in the early Christian
centuries and to say definitively that women
were centrally important during Christ’s min-
istry and beyond.

Women in the New Testament
All the Gospels indicate that women followed
Jesus as he traveled, spoke, and worked miracles.
Some of the anonymous women mentioned in
the Bible had been healed of demon possession
or illness and followed Jesus in gratitude. The
Gospel of Luke includes such examples as Jesus’
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curing a woman who had been bleeding (proba-
bly from her uterus) for twelve years and curing
another woman who had been crippled and bent
over for eighteen years. Jesus even cured the
mother-in-law of his apostle Simon Peter; she
then showed her gratitude by serving the men.

These women “ministered to” or “served”
Jesus and the Twelve Apostles, supporting them
with finances as well as with their labor. Women
such as Martha invited Jesus to stay in their
homes and supported them there, and she was
not unique. In fact, the early movement de-
pended upon the wealth of patrons, many of
whom seem to have been women. After Jesus’
death, the religion spread through “house
churches” where the faithful met, and many of
these churches were owned by wealthy women
who offered their homes within which the new
congregations could gather.

Women also served as the catalyst for Jesus to
offer significant points of his teachings, and the
fact that the Gospels include women at these
moments indicates that women were important
in the early movement. For example, one
woman sinner described in the Gospel of Luke
washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and dried them
with her hair. In another example, Jesus used
this story to show that sins can be forgiven by
great love, and he used the example of a woman
to teach this important message. Jesus spoke to
Martha about the resurrection of the dead be-
fore he raised her brother Lazarus from his
tomb, and this formed the core of his teaching
about the afterlife. The Gospels also report that
Jesus cured a Canaanite woman—a non-Jewish
(or Gentile) woman—after first refusing, saying
that his mission was only for Jews, then relent-
ing because of her faith. This incident is often
thought to forecast Christianity’s spread to Gen-
tiles. All these incidents point to women at the
central moments of the teachings that would be-
come the core of the growing Jesus movement.

Women were present at Jesus’ last hours, for
the Gospels say that many women who had fol-
lowed Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem watched
the crucifixion. Mark (15:40) says that three
women—Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of
James the younger, and Salome—stood closely
and witnessed Jesus’ death. (Luke agrees that

Mary Magdalene was a witness but names two
other women—Joanna and Susanna—as her
companions.) These women were included as
significant witnesses to Jesus’ death and burial
when the male disciples had all fled.

Three days later, it was women who discov-
ered that Jesus had risen from the dead, and he
spoke to Mary Magdalene. It was she who
brought the news to the apostles. Finally, the
Gospel of Luke describes how Jesus ascended
into heaven after telling his followers to wait for
a sign to begin their ministry. The Book of Acts
picks up the account of the apostles gathering to
pray in an upstairs room in Jerusalem. With
them are Mary the mother of Jesus and a num-
ber of unnamed women. These surely included
those who had witnessed the crucifixion.

Acts then talks primarily about the deeds of
the male apostles. It is surprising that Mary
Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus did
not continue the missionary activity. These two
Marys are important in the Apocryphal Acts
and in other noncanonical works of the early
church, so it may have been that the author of
Acts was interested in only a portion of the his-
tory of the early church. Within scriptures, the
role of women is played down, but it certainly
does not disappear.

The Acts of the Apostles talk about the mis-
sionary work of Paul and the other apostles.
They traveled throughout the Roman Empire
preaching about Jesus and establishing small
congregations in house churches that were often
run by women. We have more information
about women in these house churches from the
letters of Paul as he wrote to various churches
within his ministry. Within these letters—that
became scripture—we can see the formation of
the attitudes toward the role of women that
came to characterize the early Christian church,
and we can also see the many controversies that
began to arise on the subject of women.

In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul ad-
dressed the issue of marriage and established
principles that have continued to affect women
(and men) today. While Paul preferred people to
remain unmarried and devote their lives to serv-
ing God, he nevertheless acknowledged that
marriage was a central part of the Roman world.
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Thus, he told married women to continue to
have sexual relations with their husbands to
keep their husbands from being lured into sins
of lust. Furthermore, in a world in which di-
vorce was common (see Roman Women), Paul
told women not to divorce their husbands if
they were Christian. Even if their husbands were
pagans, women were not to initiate divorce; in-
stead they were to stay with their spouses and
try to convert them. This latter requirement
proved influential in converting many Romans,
for women often seemed to have converted first
and then husbands and families followed the
woman’s lead. (Monica is an excellent example
of this pattern.)

Paul’s letter to the Corinthians also contains
other requirements that have proven much more
ambiguous and troubling to many feminist
scholars. It is clear that in the Corinthian
church, a number of women prophets took the
lead—speaking in tongues and prophesying in
the services. This tradition of Corinth went back
to the origins of this church, when women such
as Prisca and Phoebe (mentioned in Rom. 16:1)
served as leaders. Tension seems to have grown
up within the church, however, and to bring
harmony once more to the congregations, Paul
wrote to emphasize love rather than spiritual
gifts (such as prophecy). In the process, he wrote
restricting women’s participation.

Paul also took up a conflict in the Corinthian
church about appropriate costume during wor-
ship, and in the course of this discussion, he
urged women to cover (or veil) their heads or
else shave their heads. “Any woman who prays
or prophesies with her head unveiled dishonors
her head—it is the same as if her head were
shaven. For if a woman will not veil herself, then
she should cut off her hair; but if it is disgrace-
ful for a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her
wear a veil” (1 Cor. 11:5–6). Readers of these
rather ambiguous passages have found evidence
for both the subordination of women (to men’s
leadership) and the freedom of veiled women—
later interpreted as nuns—to conduct their own
affairs.

Paul’s further comments have been even
more criticized by feminists. In the famous pas-
sage of 1 Cor. 14, Paul writes of the spiritual

gifts that came to the early congregations, when
people spoke in tongues and prophesied in the
church. He wrote, “When you come together,
each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a
tongue, or an interpretation” (1 Cor. 14:26).
This passage describes what the early services in
the house churches would have looked like—all
the faithful contributing something as the Spirit
moved them. Then Paul rapidly inserts a state-
ment that is surprising, since he had already ac-
knowledged that women within the church
were prophesying: “As in all the churches of the
saints, the women should keep silence in the
churches. For they are not permitted to speak,
but should be subordinate, as even the law says.
If there is anything they desire to know, let them
ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful
for a woman to speak in church” (1 Cor.
14:33–35). Paul then concludes this verse by
saying that no one should forbid speaking in
tongues but that “all things should be done de-
cently and in order” (1 Cor. 14:40).

This passage has been used for most of Chris-
tian history to deny women participation and
leadership in the Christian community. Not sur-
prisingly, these verses have received an enor-
mous amount of scholarly scrutiny to try to re-
solve the apparent contradiction within Paul’s
words. Should women speak out in the church
when they feel moved by the Spirit? Some
scholars suggest that the passage was a later in-
sertion into scripture, written by someone who
wanted to exclude women from an active part of
the services. Other scholars say that Paul wrote
it, but he simply wanted to reprimand women
who were gossiping during the service. These
questions are not resolved, and it is certain that
these passages will continue to generate much
scholarly (and nonscholarly) discussion.

Women in the Postapostolic Churches
Even if Paul had intended for women to be silent
within the churches, it is clear that they were
not. As Christianity spread to more and more
house churches throughout the Roman Empire
in the next two centuries, women continued to
speak and take leadership roles within the
church. In the third century and the beginning
of the fourth century, women took leadership
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roles in four principal ways: (1) as owners of the
house churches and wealthy patrons of the con-
gregations, (2) as members of an order of “wid-
ows” who served the church in charitable and
other ways, (3) as prophets who spoke in tongues
and manifested other forms of spiritual gifts, and
(4) as deaconesses, ordained to perform some
liturgical functions specifically for women in the
congregations.

Throughout the third and fourth centuries,
there were periodic tensions within the churches
about the roles and powers of women within the
congregations. Sometimes women who spoke of
prophecies seemed to claim more respect and au-
thority than priests or bishops, and it was in-
creasingly difficult to identify a clear and orga-
nized hierarchy. For example, the North African
church father Tertullian (at the beginning of the
third century A.D.) described the Christian com-
munity as being led by elders of high moral char-
acter and presided over by a hierarchy of deacons,
presbyters, and bishops. At the same time, Ter-
tullian wanted to preserve the expression and
value of charismatic gifts that were at the heart of
the earliest communities. As long as prophecy
yielded leadership, women would remain in po-
sitions of authority in the congregations. How-
ever, that situation would not remain in effect,
and even Tertullian was condemned for trying to
preserve an earlier form of worship.

By the fourth century, as the church became
more and more linked to the established order
of the Roman Empire and as it began to appeal
to wealthy and influential people, the congrega-
tions increasingly became organized in a hierar-
chical fashion. Now women would be excluded
from leadership roles. This did not happen im-
mediately (and the tendency began earlier than
the fourth century), but slowly it was so. Some
Christian leaders wrote to reduce the power of
widows, placing them under vows of obedience
to their bishops. It appears that this group of
women was the first to be regulated within the
church. When the church was no longer perse-
cuted, the house churches were replaced by pub-
lic buildings, and the female owners of the
houses no longer held the privileged positions
that came with being the acknowledged heads of
the households.

As early as the third century, prophecy within
the church came to be restricted. Owing to the
popularity of heretical groups like the Mon-
tanists and Gnostics, both of which offered sig-
nificant roles for women prophets, the official
church began to restrict the right of women to
prophesy in church. Churchmen also slowly
began to exclude texts that gave women a signif-
icant leadership role—texts such as The Gospel
of Mary that depicted Mary Magdalene as a
church leader or The Acts of Paul and Thecla
that showed Thecla preaching and baptizing
were called apocryphal, that is, false. As
prophecy faded from the churches, so did the
women who had spoken loudly as the Spirit
moved them.

The deaconesses (such as Olympias) were the
group most easily integrated into a church hier-
archy, and thus they remained central through
the fourth century. Deaconesses were to help
priests in their ministry and tend specifically to
the women of the congregations. For example,
deaconesses were needed to assist the priest in
the baptism of women, for in these early cere-
monies, women emerged naked from the bap-
tismal pool and were then anointed all over with
oil. It would have been unseemly for men to per-
form the anointment. This procedure did not
give women permission to perform the bap-
tism—indeed by the late third century, texts
specifically forbade women’s performing this sa-
cred act. Deaconesses also were permitted to
teach women as they were preparing for baptism.
Thus, deaconesses—under careful supervision—
performed many of the day-to-day acts central to
the Christian congregations. Later, beginning
sometime in the late fourth century, women
were excluded from these church offices as well.

Does all this mean that women had leadership
roles in the early centuries of Christianity? Cer-
tainly it does. Can we then assume that in today’s
church women should be ordained as priests and
ministers? This remains controversial because the
modern roles of priest do not exactly parallel the
early leadership roles, and the churches of mod-
ern times are not the simple house churches of
the earliest centuries of Christianity. Others say
that women should be church leaders today, for it
was in large part under the initiative of brave and
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enterprising women of the ancient world that
Christianity spread. This argument will not be re-
solved easily.

See also Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles; Martha
[Christian Woman]; Mary; Mary Magdalene;
Monica; Olympias [Christian Deaconess];
Perpetua the Martyr; Thecla
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Cleopatra I (“The Syrian”)
Ptolemaic Egyptian Queen (d. ca. 173 B.C.)
King Ptolemy V (203–180 B.C.) was a young
boy when he succeeded his father to the throne.
He was faced with many problems, both do-
mestic and foreign. In 197 B.C., when Ptolemy
was twelve years old, he officially came of age,
and he had to negotiate careful compromises to
bring peace to his land. In 201 and 200 B.C.,
there had been uprisings against Macedonian
rule among Egyptian natives in the Nile Delta,
and Ptolemy needed the support of the old
Egyptian priesthood to maintain his power. He
had himself crowned as a pharaoh—laden with
traditional sacred titles and gold snake-
crowns—in the old capital of Memphis, instead
of Alexandria, which had been preferred by the
Macedonians. Now the Macedonian kingship
was seen as truly Egyptian by the priests and the
people, and the riots were quelled. The great de-
cree proclaiming Ptolemy’s acceptance of the old
gods was inscribed on the famous Rosetta Stone
in three languages—Greek, sacred hieroglyph-
ics, and common Egyptian script. It was this

stone that helped nineteenth-century scholars
break the code of the ancient hieroglyphics.

Ptolemy’s foreign problems were resolved in a
way more traditional for the Hellenistic kings—
marriage. The powerful Seleucid king Antiochus
III, “the Great” (223–187 B.C.), had once more
gone to war against a weakened Egypt and had
taken back Syria and other lands won by Egypt
in part through the courage of the young queen
Arsinoë III. To seal the peace treaty, Antiochus
insisted that Ptolemy V take Antiochus’s daugh-
ter Cleopatra as wife. The terms were gener-
ous—Cleopatra would receive the lands of Syria
as dowry, returning to Egypt that territory that
Antiochus had won. It may be that Antiochus
hoped eventually to unite the Seleucid territory
with that of Egypt by this marriage, but that was
not to be. Whatever his motives, the marriage
took place in 193 B.C. at Raphia—the old bat-
tleground where Ptolemy V’s mother Arsinoë III
had stirred the troops to victory against the pre-
vious Seleucid forces. Instead of weakening the
Egyptian Ptolemies, however, this marriage
brought a strong woman to power who invigo-
rated the dynasty.

The historian Livy calls Ptolemy V and
Cleopatra I “kings of Egypt” (Macurdy 144),
which suggests that Cleopatra’s prestige as
daughter of Antiochus and her enormous dowry
gave her a position equal to that of her husband.
Her personal talents further secured her place as
a competent ruler. The couple had three chil-
dren; the eldest of the three may have been
Cleopatra II (although we are not sure of her
birth date), and the other two were sons, both
named Ptolemy. The elder was born in 186 B.C.
and the younger shortly thereafter.

In 180 B.C., Ptolemy V died, and Cleopatra’s
elder son Ptolemy VI—who was called Philo-
mater, which means “mother loving”—became
pharaoh. Ptolemy VI was only five years old at
his accession, so Cleopatra I became regent dur-
ing his minority. She seems to have governed
well during her regency, maintaining peace with
the Seleucid kingdom, the increasingly powerful
Rome, and her own people. She was the first
Ptolemaic queen to issue coins in her name
alone, which increased the precedent for strong
queens in Egypt.
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It is perhaps testimony to her strength that
the name Cleopatra—originally a Macedonian
royal name—became entrenched in Egypt. It re-
placed Berenice and Arsinoë as dynastic names
and became almost equal to Ptolemy in signal-
ing royalty. She was the first of a long line of
Cleopatras who would rule in Egypt.

See also Arsinoë III; Cleopatra II; Cleopatra Thea
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Cleopatra II
Ptolemaic Egyptian Queen 
(ca. 190–ca. 116 B.C.)
Cleopatra II was the eldest child of Cleopatra I
and Ptolemy V, and with the precedent of her
strong mother’s regency, the new queen might
have expected to enjoy a good deal of power and
peace during her reign. The events of her life,
however, would turn out to be as dramatic as
any of the Hellenistic queens.

Cleopatra and her brother Ptolemy VI Philo-
mater were married in about 173 B.C. after their
mother’s death; Ptolemy was about fourteen at
that time. Philomater was persuaded to enter into
a war against his uncle, the Seleucid Antiochus
IV, over the endlessly contested lands in Syria that
bordered the two kingdoms. Antiochus defeated
the Egyptian troops soundly, and Philomater was
captured by the Seleucid king. Antiochus invaded
Egypt itself, perhaps to have himself crowned
king. When he arrived, however, he discovered
that the younger brother—Ptolemy VII Euer-
getes (meaning “benefactor”)—had been chosen
king in Alexandria in place of the fleeing Philo-
mater and was reigning there along with his sister
Cleopatra II, Philomater’s wife. Antiochus threw
his support to Philomater, leaving him in Mem-
phis with a strong garrison. It is likely that Anti-
ochus hoped that dissension among the siblings
would weaken Egypt.

However, the three Ptolemies came to terms,

and all three reigned jointly in Alexandria. Rome
got involved in this dispute and ordered Anti-
ochus to cease the warfare against his two
nephews. The Seleucid king was forced to agree.
The Roman documents were addressed to the
“rulers of Egypt, Ptolemy and Cleopatra,” which
shows the regard that Rome gave to the queen.
Cleopatra’s difficulties in the future would not
come from afar but from her position of having
to be peacemaker between her two brothers.

Cleopatra II and Philomater seem to have en-
joyed a reasonable family life. They had four
children. The two sons were named Eupator
and Ptolemy Neos Philopater; the two daugh-
ters were both named Cleopatra. Philomater
made political marriages for his daughters: One,
known as Cleopatra Thea, would marry into the
Seleucid dynasty; the other would marry her
uncle Ptolemy Euergetes, who had been per-
suaded to rule in a North African country, leav-
ing Egypt to Philomater and Cleopatra. All
seemed in order in the land and in the Ptolemy
household until Philomater was thrown from
his horse; he landed on rocky ground and re-
ceived a wound from which he died. He was
forty-one years old, and his wife a few years
older. Now, she faced the most serious challenge
of her life.

Cleopatra II became regent with her son
Ptolemy Neos Philopater, but her younger
brother Euergetes wanted to rule. The sources
describe Ptolemy VII Euergetes as a thoroughly
cruel man. He was abnormally fat—his people
gave him the nickname of “fat-belly”—and 
he wore transparent robes to reveal his bulk. 
The Greek sources hate him because he exiled 
or killed many Greek scholars and other 
professional men. This despicable man killed 
his nephew Ptolemy Neos Philopater. One
source says he killed the boy while he was in 
his mother’s arms, but that may have been
sensationalism.

One might imagine that Euergetes would
have killed his sister as well, but remarkably he
married her instead. It may be that he was more
secure on the throne with his popular sister as
queen; her motives for the marriage may have
been simple survival or a desire for power. In any
case, they had a son called Memphites. Cleopa-
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tra II now was once again mother to the heir to
the throne. After several years of marriage, how-
ever, Euergetes fulfilled the engagement prom-
ised by his brother and married his niece Cleopa-
tra III (Cleopatra II’s daughter). There were
thereafter two queens named Cleopatra married
to the king. The formula in documents and in-
scriptions reads “King Ptolemy and queen
Cleopatra the Sister and queen Cleopatra the
Wife.” This situation became untenable.

In 130 B.C. Euergetes was driven out of
Alexandria, and Cleopatra II ruled the city. The
king fled to Cyprus with his wife, Cleopatra III,
and their children. He also took with him his
son by his sister, Memphites, who was about
fourteen years old. The Greek historian
Diodorus claims that the king killed their son
and sent his dismembered body in a birthday
box to his sister. There followed a period of war-
fare in Egypt between supporters of Cleopatra II
and those of the king. Finally, and again re-
markably after all that had transpired, the king
and sister made peace in 118 B.C. Ptolemy VII
Euergetes died in 116 B.C., and Cleopatra II
lived for a few months longer, sharing rule with
her daughter.

Perhaps the most extraordinary thing about
Cleopatra II was her longevity. She was queen
for almost fifty-seven years and was probably
over seventy when she died. To have stayed alive
in such a violent age, particularly with a mur-
derous brother, testified to an extraordinary re-
silience. She was not able, however, to keep her
sons alive to inherit the throne of Egypt. In-
stead, her indomitable daughter Cleopatra III
would rule next.

See also Cleopatra I; Cleopatra III; Cleopatra Thea
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Cleopatra III
Ptolemaic Egyptian Queen 
(ca. 160–ca. 101 B.C.)
Cleopatra III was faced with the difficult situa-
tion of being the second wife of her uncle,

Ptolemy VII Euergetes, who was also married to
her mother, Cleopatra II. Cleopatra III bore five
children to her husband—Ptolemy VIII Soter
II, Ptolemy Alexander, Tryphaena, Cleopatra IV,
and Cleopatra V Selene. Cleopatra III’s married
life began in family turmoil as her husband and
her mother went to war. In time, the family rec-
onciled, and by 124 B.C. all three ruled together
again—although uneasily. Ptolemy VII Euer-
getes died in 116 B.C., and Cleopatra II and
Cleopatra III ruled jointly with Ptolemy Soter.
When Cleopatra II died (or was murdered by
her daughter), Cleopatra III was left to try to
manipulate her high-strung children—while
keeping power herself.

The people of Alexandria preferred her elder
son, Ptolemy Soter, as joint ruler with her, and
he married his sister Cleopatra IV in traditional
fashion. However, Cleopatra III found both her
elder son and her eldest daughter too strong,
and the mother conspired to weaken the pair.
She forced her son to divorce Cleopatra IV,
whom he loved, and made him marry his more
tractable younger sister, Cleopatra V Selene.
Cleopatra IV had money and spirit enough to
challenge this move, so she went to Cyprus,
where her brother Ptolemy Alexander ruled, and
raised an army.

Cleopatra IV went with her army to Syria
and offered her services to her cousin Antiochus
Cyzicenus, who was at war with his half-brother
Antiochus Grypus. Both of these men were sons
of Cleopatra Thea, sister of Cleopatra III of
Egypt. The eldest daughter of Cleopatra III—
Tryphaena—was married to Grypus. Thus, this
war was fully a family affair between the several
branches of this dynasty as they struggled for
power. Cleopatra IV married Cyzicenus to
strengthen his ability to rule.

Unfortunately, Cleopatra IV was in Antioch
when that city was besieged by Grypus. The city
fell, and Cleopatra fell into the hands of her sis-
ter Tryphaena. Grypus wished to spare Cleopa-
tra IV—and a speech is preserved in which he
asks his wife to consider their common blood
and the sanctuary of the temple in which
Cleopatra had taken refuge. However,
Tryphaena thought her husband loved her sister
and in a rage had Cleopatra IV killed at the altar
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where she clasped the image of Artemis. When
Cleopatra IV’s husband Cyzicenus was again
victorious, he killed Tryphaena—offering her to
appease the spirit of his murdered wife.

Cleopatra III had thus lost two daughters
and sown discord among her nephews. She also
continued her struggle against her elder son, try-
ing to replace him with her younger, Alexander.
The succeeding wars were fought in Palestine
and the eastern Mediterranean, and they in-
volved the people of Alexandria, who became
involved in favoring one son and then another.
Finally, sometime about 102 B.C., Cleopatra
III’s favored son, Alexander, seems to have tired
of his mother’s involvement and raised an army
against her. She sued for peace, and her name
soon vanishes from the records, so she must
have agreed to retire from political life. She died
sometime in the summer of 101 B.C., and some
contemporary historians claim she was killed by
Alexander. It might well have been the case. She
had fostered discord among her family but had
outlived many of them in the turmoil. Her sis-
ter, Cleopatra Thea, had long been dead, and
Cleopatra III survived the longest of the chil-
dren of Cleopatra II and Philomater. Cleopatra
III was survived by both of her sons and by her
daughter Cleopatra V Selene, who would be the
next Hellenistic queen to fight for power in the
Mediterranean world.

See also Cleopatra II; Cleopatra V Selene; Cleopatra
Thea

Suggested Readings
Macurdy, Grace Harriet. Hellenistic Queens.

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1932.
Pomeroy, Sarah B. Women in Hellenistic Egypt from

Alexander to Cleopatra. New York: Schocken
Books, 1984.

Cleopatra V Selene
Ptolemaic Egyptian Queen (ca. 131–69 B.C.)
Cleopatra V Selene was the youngest daughter
of Cleopatra III and Ptolemy VII Euergetes.
Early in her life she became a pawn in the
struggles between her mother and her brothers
for power, and her life perhaps best illustrates
the way marriage was used among the families
of the Hellenistic monarchies. Some queens
had been able to exert some independent au-

thority on their own; others like Selene used
their own noble birth and great wealth as an in-
strument to influence the politics of power that
brought almost incessant warfare to the Hel-
lenistic dynasties.

Selene’s first husband was her brother
Ptolemy VIII Soter II, when her mother made
her replace her sister Cleopatra IV as his wife so
Cleopatra III might more easily control her son.
When that marriage proved politically inexpedi-
ent, Cleopatra III found another husband for
Selene. In 102 B.C., Selene was sent to Syria
with an army and a great deal of money as a
dowry to marry Antiochus Grypus, widower of
Selene’s sister Tryphaena. When Grypus’s power
failed, Selene married his enemy Antiochus Cyz-
icenus, who had killed Tryphaena.

The wealthy queen was still not through
marrying. In her forties, she married once again
to Antiochus Eusebes, son of Cyzicenus and
nephew of Grypus. The contemporary com-
mentator Appian claimed—surely sarcasti-
cally—that the Syrians gave Eusebes the title
“the pious” because he had honored his father’s
and uncle’s wishes so much that he was willing
to marry his stepmother. She did have two sons
by Eusebes, and Selene wanted them to claim as
much of the Hellenistic world as they could. She
turned to the great power emerging in the
west—Rome.

According to Cicero, she sent these two sons
to claim the throne of Egypt, which was occu-
pied by Ptolemy XII Auletes, a bastard son of
Ptolemy VIII Soter II, Selene’s first husband. Ci-
cero stated with some surprise that they did not
come to claim the Syrian throne, for they undis-
putedly held that through their father. Instead,
they claimed that their ties through their mother
gave them the throne of Egypt as well. Rome
was not impressed and refused to intervene.

For all of Selene’s marriages, the Syrian
branch of the family was soon to lose power.
Cleopatra Selene herself was murdered in 69
B.C. by political enemies in Seleuceia on the Eu-
phrates River. Her son Antiochus XIII (by her
husband Grypus) was the last of the Seleucid
kings; he was killed by an Arab chief. Rome an-
nexed the province of Syria in 64 B.C., ending
the Hellenistic kingdom of the Seleucids that
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had produced a dynasty of strong queens as well
as ruthless kings.

See also Cleopatra III; Cleopatra Thea
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Cleopatra VII
Ptolemaic Egyptian Queen (69–30 B.C.)
The last of the Ptolemaic rulers of Egypt is by
far the most famous of the Hellenistic queens—
celebrated in theater and literature into modern
times. This Cleopatra—like many of her ances-
tors—boldly played the power politics of the
day and used all her talents to try to preserve the
Ptolemaic line of rulers in Egypt. Ultimately she
failed, but she did so with such courage that her
story is still told today as an example of a bold
woman of the ancient world.

Cleopatra VII was the daughter of Ptolemy
XII Auletes, the illegitimate son of Ptolemy VIII
Soter II whom Cleopatra Selene had tried to
have deposed in favor of her sons. Cleopatra Se-
lene had appealed to Rome—the new strong
power in the west—and although the Romans
decided that Ptolemy XII Auletes should retain
the right to rule, the family of the Ptolemies
clearly saw that no ruler in Egypt would be se-
cure without Rome’s blessing. Cleopatra would
remember this lesson. When Ptolemy XII
Auletes died in 51 B.C., he willed Egypt to his
seventeen-year-old daughter and his ten-year-
old son, who ruled jointly as Cleopatra VII and
Ptolemy XIII Philopater.

The young Ptolemy soon fell under the influ-
ence of advisers who persuaded the boy that he
should rule without his energetic and intelligent
sister. As a result, Cleopatra VII was driven from
Alexandria. At this point, the history of Egypt
becomes intimately intertwined with the history
of Rome, for Julius Caesar, who was engaged in a
civil war against his rival Pompey, entered Egypt
pursuing his opponent. When Caesar arrived,
Cleopatra was on the eastern border of Egypt

using her great wealth to raise an army against
her brother. Caesar—as Rome’s official represen-
tative—believed he had the right to mediate be-
tween the two siblings, but young Ptolemy re-
fused. In the resulting war, Caesar won. Ptolemy
and his advisers were all killed, and Cleopatra
was restored to the throne, this time with
Ptolemy XIV, her younger brother, as consort. By
48 B.C., Cleopatra was in control of Egypt.

Cleopatra was a shrewd enough politician to
realize that linking Egypt’s fortunes with those of
Rome would be the best way to secure her king-
dom, and in the traditional way of Hellenistic
queens, she used dynastic ties to try to protect
her rights. While Cleopatra was not traditionally
beautiful (she is shown in Figure 7), all the
sources indicate she was intelligent, charming,
and highly educated; she spoke at least five lan-
guages. Julius Caesar, then in his fifties, fell in
love with the twenty-one-year-old queen—much
to the horror of many Romans. Cleopatra bore
him a child named Caesarion, and it seemed as if
a new dynasty would rule in Egypt, but first Cae-
sar would have to marry the queen and declare
the child legitimate.

When Julius Caesar returned to Rome in 46
B.C., he celebrated a triumph in which he
demonstrated the subjugation of Egypt by hav-
ing Cleopatra’s younger sister—Arsinoë—
march in chains. Yet, Cleopatra was still the ac-
knowledged queen of Egypt, and Caesar placed
a statue of her made of gold in the temple of
Venus. Cleopatra, her son, Caesarion, and her
consort Ptolemy XIV joined Caesar in 46 B.C.,
and they stayed in Caesar’s villa outside Rome.
Caesar may have planned to gain special per-
mission from the Roman people to marry
Cleopatra, but his plans were cut short by his as-
sassination in 44 B.C. Cleopatra would need all
her wits and charm to hold her throne without
her champion.

As was customary in the Hellenistic dynas-
ties, Cleopatra first placed her hopes in her son,
Caesarion, expecting that he could rule and that
as a son of Caesar he would receive Rome’s sup-
port. Her younger brother stood in the way of a
clear succession, and he was poisoned about the
time of Caesar’s death. Historians differ about
Cleopatra’s role in her brother’s death. Cleopatra
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quickly returned to Egypt with Caesarion to
await the power struggle that was sure to come.

Power in Rome was soon split among three
men—Mark Antony, Lepidus, and Caesar’s heir
and nephew Octavian—who were called the
Second Triumvirate. In his eastern campaigns,
Mark Antony saw that the wealth of Egypt and
the strength of its queen would be extremely
useful to him. Or perhaps, like Caesar before
him, he simply fell in love with the extraordi-
nary woman. In 41 B.C., Antony stayed in
Egypt, being entertained by Cleopatra and ig-
noring the reality of his life in Rome—where his
first wife, Fulvia, was conducting a war. A year
later, Antony could no longer ignore Roman
politics, so he returned to Italy. After he left,
Cleopatra had twin children that he had fa-
thered—Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene
Apene. Cleopatra bore Antony a total of three
children—the third was a son, Ptolemy
Philadelphus.

While he was in Italy, Antony’s first wife, Ful-
via, died. Some sources suggest that his anger at
her drove her to suicide. Her death paved the
way for a reconciliation between Octavian and
Antony, which was sealed by Antony’s marriage
to Octavian’s half-sister, Octavia. Octavia was
beautiful and wise, and she won the heart of her
new husband for a time—he did not return to
Cleopatra for some years. Octavia bore him a
daughter their first year together. The ancient bi-
ographer Plutarch says that Cleopatra was afraid
of losing Antony and that she “conquered him
by her weakness and her tears” (Plutarch 1134).
Perhaps more likely she offered him the vision of
a kingship in the Hellenistic model that was still
impossible in Rome.

Antony came to Alexandria in about 37 B.C.
and the couple celebrated a great triumph there
(much to the horror of Romans, who felt this
was a serious breach of custom). Shortly after
this triumph another magnificent ceremony was

Figure 7. Cleopatra VII (Reuters NewMedia Inc./Corbis)
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celebrated, which announced to the world that
Antony and Cleopatra were emperor and em-
press of the east and that their children were
their heirs. They sat on golden thrones, with
their children arrayed before them, and Antony
proclaimed Cleopatra as queen of Egypt with
Caesarion as coregent. He also distributed
Roman provinces in the east to his three chil-
dren by Cleopatra.

For the next few years, Romans listened with
horror to reports of drunken revels coming from
Egypt. Romans believed that Antony had come
completely under the control of Cleopatra—her
charms, her wealth, and her great navy. Romans
also questioned whether Caesarion was indeed
Caesar’s son, for Octavian—Caesar’s heir—would
have much preferred if the child did not exist. All
this came to a head in 32 B.C. when Antony for-
mally divorced Octavia. War broke out between
Octavian and Antony. In September of 31 B.C.,
the fleets met in the great battle of Actium.
Cleopatra fled the battle and Antony followed
her, leaving Octavian with a decisive victory.

In Alexandria, Antony was surrounded by
Octavian’s forces and believed that Cleopatra—
who was hiding in her tomb—was dead. Recog-
nizing that he had no political future without
her, he took a sword and stabbed himself. The
blow was not immediately mortal, and she
brought him into her hiding place, where he
died in her arms.

Even in this desperate situation, Cleopatra
did not give up her desire to have her children
rule. She tried to charm Octavian, who would
not be moved. Octavian planned to bring her to
Rome in shame to march in his triumph, but ac-
cording to the contemporary sources (who have
been doubted on this point), Cleopatra
arranged for poisonous snakes (asps) to be deliv-
ered to her in a basket of fresh figs. She died by
the asp bites, and Octavian was robbed of his
captive. Her son Caesarion would not live to
rule—Octavian had him killed to make sure
there would be no other heir of Caesar to chal-
lenge his own position.

Cleopatra VII was the last Ptolemaic queen
of Egypt. After her death, Egypt was made into
a Roman province, and the great Hellenistic
kingdom that had lasted for almost 300 years

passed into the hands of a greater kingdom. Of
Cleopatra’s children, only one survived to rule—
her daughter, Cleopatra Selene Apene.

See also Cleopatra V Selene; Cleopatra Selene
Apene; Fulvia; Octavia
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Cleopatra Selene Apene
Queen of Numidia (ca. 40 B.C.–ca. A.D. 11)
When the last Ptolemaic queen of Egypt,
Cleopatra VII, committed suicide, she left three
children that she had borne Mark Antony:
Alexander Helios, Cleopatra Selene, and
Ptolemy Philadelphus. Remarkably for the vio-
lent times, the victor Octavian—soon to be
called Caesar Augustus—spared the children’s
lives. When Octavian celebrated his triumph in
29 B.C., they marched in the procession, and a
statue of their mother with an asp on her arm
was also carried in the celebration. The children
were then given over to the care of Octavia—
Mark Antony’s second wife and Octavian’s sister.
She raised them together with her two daughters
by Antony and Antony’s son by his first wife,
Fulvia. Octavia continued her reputation for
dignity and virtue by raising the children of her
rival with impeccable care.

When Cleopatra Selene was of marriageable
age, Octavian arranged for her marriage to Juba,
a prince of the province of Numidia in North
Africa. Caesar Augustus was fond of the young
man, who had a passion for historical research
and travel, and he gave him the kingdom in
North Africa to rule. Cleopatra, with her high
birth, ruled jointly with him. We have an epi-
gram by Crinagoras of Mitylene, probably writ-
ten to celebrate the wedding of Juba and Cleo-
patra, which expresses the hope of a new
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dynasty that seemed to be created by this wed-
ding: “Great lands of the earth, whose borders
touch, which the Nile with waters swelling sep-
arates from the black Aethiopians, you have got
sovereigns in common by marriage and you
make one race of Egypt and Libya. From gener-
ation to generation may the scepter pass from
father to son, firmly established forever over
both lands” (Macurdy 225).

The sovereigns clearly reigned together, for
Cleopatra issued coins in her own name, and her
head and legend were associated with those of
Juba on his coins. She must have considered her
lineage superior to his, and the coins showed this.

She had a son, whom she named Ptolemy,
suggesting that she was expecting to continue the
Ptolemaic dynasty of which she was so rightfully
proud. We hear little more of this royal couple.
Plutarch claims that Juba, with his love of his-
tory, traveled to Asia and took as a second wife
Glaphyra, the daughter of king Archelaus of
Cappadocia. We know from the testimony of the
coins that Cleopatra lived until after the year A.D.
11, and it is possible that she served as regent for
her husband during his travels in the east.

Her son, Ptolemy, succeeded his father and
reigned until A.D. 40, when he was killed by
Caligula, the Roman emperor, and the North
African kingdom was divided into Roman
provinces. Young Ptolemy seems to have had no
children, so the ancient line of the Ptolemies
that stretched back to the successors of Alexan-
der the Great had died out. It was a dynasty that
produced some of the most impressive women
of the ancient world.
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Cleopatra Thea
Seleucid Queen (d. ca. 121 B.C.)
The history of the queens in the Seleucid dynasty
is a catalog of dynastic marriages, wars, and vio-

lence that reflects the ferocity of the Hellenistic
kingdoms. Even in an age noted for its upheavals,
one queen—Cleopatra Thea—was caught up in
a series of particularly violent struggles and
emerged late in her life to rule on her own.

Cleopatra Thea was the wife of three Seleucid
kings—a testimony to the power of her family
ties that made her a prize to be won. She was the
daughter of Cleopatra II of Egypt and her
brother Ptolemy VI Philomater—perhaps their
eldest, but her date of birth is not known. In
150 B.C., her father gave her in marriage to
Alexander Balas, an ambitious man who
claimed to be the son of Antiochus IV and thus
a pretender to the throne of the Seleucid king-
dom in Syria and the east. Alexander killed the
reigning king—Demetrius I—and was received
in Antioch with much rejoicing. Alexander re-
ceived the blessing of the Roman senate to hold
power, and he returned to Antioch to reign. In
the tradition of the Hellenistic kings, Alexander
killed many of the family of the old king in
hopes of preserving his reign. Cleopatra Thea
bore Alexander a son, called Antiochus (one of
the popular family names of the Seleucids).

Alexander proved to be a poor king. Accord-
ing to Diodorus—the Greek historian—Alexan-
der “proved useless in the rank of king because
of the weakness of his soul” (Macurdy 95). The
king abandoned himself to drunken debauchery
and lost the support of many of the people.
Then, a serious threat appeared: a young son of
the late king Demetrius arrived with mercenar-
ies from Crete and the support of Cleopatra
Thea’s father, Philomater. Philomater renounced
his son-in-law, Alexander, and gave his daughter
in marriage to the young Demetrius (the son of
the late king of the same name) in 146 B.C. This
was to be her second husband-king. Alexander
Balas was assassinated by one of his officers, and
his head was brought to his ex-father-in-law.

However, the death of Alexander did not
bring peace to the Seleucid kingdom. There was
a time of anarchy, when soldiers could pillage at
will. Demetrius was too young to govern effec-
tively, and Cleopatra had not yet found the abil-
ity to rule on her own. It was a time of civil war,
and a new pretender to the throne appeared—a
mercenary leader named Diodotus, who took
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the name King Tryphon. Diodotus came to
power by finding the young son of Cleopatra
Thea and Alexander Balas, who had been hid-
den, and establishing him as the nominal king
Antiochus VI. Antiochus ruled in Antioch (see
Map 6) from 145 to 142 B.C., when he died.
Some said Diodotus had killed him and then
taken the title King Tryphon.

Now, Cleopatra Thea sought out her third
king—someone who could displace King
Tryphon, who had perhaps killed her first son.
She sent a message to the younger brother of
Demetrius—Antiochus VII—and invited him
to marry her and claim the kingdom. This new
Antiochus was tremendously popular—people
called him the “pious” and “savior”—and he
drove King Tryphon from the city and chased
him to Phoenicia, where he committed suicide.

Cleopatra Thea had lost her first son, but in
her next two marriages she had borne other chil-
dren. By her second husband, Demetrius, she
had two sons—Seleucus V and Antiochus Gry-
pus—and by her third husband she had another
son—Antiochus Cyzicenus. Antiochus VII had
proved a strong and energetic king, and he could
well have brought the order that the Seleucid
kingdom desperately needed after all the years of
civil war. But the perils of battle interfered—An-
tiochus died fighting in the east. In the power
vacuum that suddenly emerged, Cleopatra’s sec-

ond husband, Demetrius, returned to resume his
throne. Demetrius was unpopular with the peo-
ple and with Cleopatra. This time, the queen
was prepared to take action.

She sought the support of her relatives in
Egypt, the ruling Ptolemies, who defeated
Demetrius in battle. When Demetrius was cap-
tured, Cleopatra Thea reputedly ordered him
killed. Immediately, Cleopatra’s son by Deme-
trius, Seleucus V, assumed the crown without
Cleopatra’s permission, and the Roman histori-
ans say she killed her son by her own hand.

Cleopatra Thea now assumed the crown, rul-
ing as queen beginning in 125 B.C. Her son Anti-
ochus VIII Grypus seems to have shared the rule,
but Cleopatra Thea was able to be the senior ruler
for a time. She was the first Hellenistic queen to
strike coins in her name only, and the silver
tetradrachm shown in Figure 8 shows the face of
the queen (with her characteristic hairstyle and
the large nose of her family) on the front and on
the obverse the horn of plenty. The inscription
reads “of queen Cleopatra, goddess of Plenty.”

Two years later, her son Antiochus Grypus
became more powerful and in a position to
threaten his mother’s rule. In 123 B.C., he mar-
ried a daughter of the Egyptian Ptolemies, a
political match that would allow him to dis-
place Cleopatra Thea. The contemporary ac-
count by Justin tells how the aging queen tried

Figure 8. Cleopatra Thea, 125 B.C. (British Museum)



clodia 57

to hold on to power by killing her son. Anti-
ochus Grypus came in overheated from hunt-
ing, and Cleopatra greeted him with a cool
drink of poisoned wine. Feigning courtesy, the
young man insisted that his mother drink first.
At first she refused, and he insisted. Finally, he
produced evidence of her malicious intent to-
ward him, and she drank the poisoned wine
and died. Ironically, in one of the inscriptions
purchased by Grypus, he has among his titles
that of Philomater—“mother-loving.”

Historians have remembered Cleopatra Thea
as one of the cruelest of the Seleucid queens—
killing her own sons for power. Of course, it is
always possible that the contemporary accounts
were shaped by Antiochus Grypus, who gave his
mother a poisoned cup and who had good rea-
son to spoil her reputation and enhance his
own. We shall never know; all we have produced
by her are the images of this strong queen—on
her coin and in a bust—who was able to rule in
her own right in these turbulent times.

See also Cleopatra II; Laodice I; Stratonice I
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Clodia
Influential Roman Matron 
(ca. 97–after 45 B.C.)
During the Roman period, probably the single
most important thing to Romans was family
ties. The old and great families had alliances,
property, wealth, and influence. Their daughters
married well, and their sons could look forward
to powerful political careers. Sons and daughters
of the most influential families could also look
forward to a degree of independence not avail-
able to their less well placed contemporaries,
and this independence sometimes took the form
of ignoring social conventions. One of the most
illustrious families of the republic was the
Claudii, whose members from the third century
B.C. served as consuls and senators in Rome. In
the first century B.C., a daughter of this illustri-
ous family was so wealthy, beautiful, and tal-

ented that she became one of the most notori-
ous figures of the time.

Clodia was born in about 97 B.C., and in the
tradition of Roman patrician families, her father
arranged a good marriage for her when she was
fifteen years old. She married Q. Metellus Celer,
a twenty-year-old military man who could look
forward to a good career rising to politics
through the military ranks. It seems that as part
of her dowry, Clodia brought a great house on
the Palatine Hill in Rome—the most expensive
area of the city—and the couple settled there.
She bore him one child, a girl named Metella.

During her years of marriage, like so many of
the wealthy Romans, Clodia surrounded herself
with writers and entertainers. She seems to have
written mimes herself and perhaps even learned to
dance and perform. She was accused by her most
vocal detractor (the orator Cicero) of dancing las-
civiously at her own dinner parties. She may well
have done so, for the highborn Claudii did not
feel themselves bound by the same rigorous stan-
dards that constrained other republican Romans.
In about 62 B.C., Clodia became acquainted with
a poet, who would ensure her fame.

Catullus (ca. 84–54 B.C.) was a young poet
who was born in the province of Gaul. He went
to Rome in about 62 B.C. when he was in his
early twenties, and the lyrics he wrote during his
short life would transform Roman poetry. This
“new poetry” was personal, direct, often insult-
ing, and blunt and continues to be admired
today. Perhaps it is not surprising that this tal-
ented young man came to the attention of Clo-
dia, the wealthy patron of the arts, and Catullus
fell insanely in love with her. He wrote poetry
chronicling their love affair, but since she was
married, he gave her the pseudonym of Lesbia
(after the Greek women of Lesbos who were re-
puted to be beautiful, and perhaps indicating
his debt to the poet Sappho of Lesbos).

In Catullus’s poetry, we learn that a friend
brought him to Clodia’s house, where he fell in
love—“My radiant goddess appeared to me”—
and they quickly began an affair. Perhaps his
most famous poem (#5) celebrates their passion:

Lesbia, let us live and love,
And think what crabbed old men resent
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With all their talk, not worth a cent.
The sun which sets returns above
But once our short-lived light shall die
In endless darkness we must lie.
So kiss me, give me a thousand kisses,
Another thousand, hundreds more. 
(Catullus 7–9)

The love affair did not last, for Clodia moved
on to other lovers. Catullus wrote of his pain:
“Wretched Catullus, leave off playing the
fool:/Give up as lost what is forever past” (#8)
(Catullus 11), but he continued to write painful
poems that immortalized his love for Clodia,
whose free ways would bring her more notoriety.

In 59 B.C., her husband died, but the widow
continued her social life in her house on the Pala-
tine Hill. In the same year as her husband’s death,
another influential young man moved to the Pala-
tine. The twenty-nine-year-old Caelius moved
into an apartment owned by Clodia’s brother,
Clodius, and Caelius soon became Clodia’s latest
lover. Caelius was handsome, with a taste for an
extravagant lifestyle, and in the best Roman man-
ner, he combined his passions with politics.

The relationship between Caelius and Clodia
was made more complicated by the struggle
among the strong men of the First Triumvirate.
As Julius Caesar, Crassus, and Pompey jockeyed
for power, no one of the Roman upper classes
was left out. Clodia and her brother were sup-
porting Crassus, but Caelius secretly allied him-
self with Pompey. Perhaps this caused the lovers
to separate, or perhaps the affair between these
two strong-willed people simply could not last.
They fought, and Clodia even claimed that
Caelius tried to have a slave poison her. This pri-
vate scandal would soon become very public.

In 54 B.C., Caelius was brought to trial on
charges of political violence. He was accused of
beating up envoys and other disruptive acts. The
charges were pressed by the influential Claudii—
including Clodia. Caelius (who was probably
guilty) found a powerful advocate to press his
case—the brilliant orator, Cicero. Cicero (sup-
porter of Julius Caesar) had no love for the
Claudii, and his defense of Caelius rested upon
an attack on Clodia and her lifestyle. Through
Cicero’s accusations, Clodia’s infamy was sealed.

While the Claudii began by accusing Caelius
of a decadent life, Cicero turned the accusa-
tions back on Clodia. He accused Clodia of
being “a widow living loosely, a wanton living
promiscuously, a rich woman living extrava-
gantly and a randy woman living like a harlot”
(Fantham et al. 284). Through his rhetorical
skill, Cicero succeeded in proving that Clodia
was morally disreputable and that Caelius was
not. Cicero persuaded the jury that Clodia was
a scorned woman who wanted to get revenge on
her old lover. Caelius was found innocent, and
Clodia’s reputation was damaged (for all time,
due to the endurance of Cicero’s and Catullus’s
writings).

What happened to Clodia after this public
humiliation? Probably not much—her wealth
and connections continued to protect her and al-
lowed her to live as she pleased. She dropped out
of public life for the next eleven years, but she
probably continued to enjoy her properties and
her friends. She reappears briefly in the texts in
45 B.C., when she was fifty-two years old. Ironi-
cally, perhaps, her old adversary Cicero wanted
to buy her riverside gardens, for he was looking
for an agreeable property in which to retire. She
refused his offer, and Cicero probably quite ac-
curately explained her motivation for refusing:
“She likes the place and she’s not short of
money” (Wiseman 98). This short summary
might serve to indicate that the public loss did
not appreciably affect this rich, powerful, and ec-
centric woman of the ancient world who chose
to conduct her life on her own terms.

See also Calpurnia; Sappho of Lesbos
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Cloelia
Legendary Roman Heroine (ca. 508 B.C.)
In 509 B.C., the Romans had thrown off the rule
of the Etruscan monarchy and established their
republic. A year later, the young republic was
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threatened by an invasion of the Etruscans, who
under their leader, Porsena, sought to reimpose
their sovereignty. Romans remembered the
deeds of three heroic Romans who saved their
city in this dark hour: Horatius Cocles, Mucius
Scaevola, and a brave young woman, Cloelia.

The Etruscan general first thought to sweep
across the Tiber River and invade the small city.
All that lay between him and his goal was a
bridge across the river that offered access to the
city. A brave man, Horatius Cocles, said he
would stand alone on the far side of the bridge
to keep the invaders from crossing while other
Romans destroyed the bridge behind him, pre-
venting the Etruscans from crossing. At first
Horatius was joined by two companions, and
they bravely held off the armies. As the bridge
was collapsing behind them, Horatius’s com-
panions crossed the remainder of the structure,
while the hero was left holding the bridge alone.
When he heard the final collapse of the bridge,
he turned and dived in with full armor. He re-
markably swam the rushing river and emerged
safely on the other side. He was hailed as a hero
and rewarded. The threat of the Etruscans, how-
ever, was only temporarily put aside.

Seeing that he could no longer storm the city,
Porsena decided to besiege it. His ships con-
trolled the river, and he blockaded the city, mak-
ing sure no supplies were brought in. Famine
began to affect the inhabitants hiding behind
their walls. Slaves deserted what seemed to be a
lost city, but a number of young Romans did
not lose heart. The next hero who rose to the
occasion was Q. Mucius.

The young man got permission from the sen-
ate to execute a brave plan. He left Rome, hid-
ing his sword under his cloak, and secretly en-
tered the enemy camp. He arrived as the
Etruscan king and his paymaster were distribut-
ing the money for the troops. This was the op-
portunity for him to fulfill his mission—to kill
King Porsena. The only problem was that the
king and the paymaster were dressed alike.
Throwing his fate in the hands of the gods, Mu-
cius drew his sword and struck—and killed the
wrong man. The paymaster died, and the king
arrested the Roman.

Porsena threatened to torture Mucius until

he told of the nature of the conspiracy that sent
the assassin to the camp. Mucius defied the king
and scoffed at the threatened torture by fire. In-
stead, he held his own right hand in an open
flame and watched as the flames burnt away his
flesh. As the historian Livy wrote, “The king
was beside himself with wonder” (Livy 259),
and he told Mucius he would be permitted to go
free. Porsena said he had never seen such brav-
ery and rewarded it. Mucius was henceforth
known as Scaevola, or “left-handed,” for he had
burned away his right hand.

Mucius then said he would give Porsena the
information that the king was not able to extract
by torture. Mucius said there were 300 young
Romans who had vowed to come to the camp
and murder Porsena. Although Mucius had
failed, he warned the king that there were many
more brave youths like himself who would dare
anything to kill the Etruscan leader. Porsena was
frightened by the threat, imagining he would
have to constantly watch his back against the fa-
natic, patriotic Romans. He freed Mucius and
sued for peace with the Romans.

Porsena’s conditions for peace included the
taking of many Roman hostages to guarantee
that the Romans would remain peaceful as the
Etruscan garrisons left the region. Included in
the hostages was the young maiden Cloelia, and
in the tales of the ancient Romans, her bravery
matched that of Horatius and Mucius.

As the Etruscans camped near the banks of
the Tiber on their return to their lands, Cloelia
saw her chance and led a band of girls who
leaped into the Tiber in the midst of the arrows
their captors sent at the escapees. The girls suc-
cessfully swam the river, and Cloelia led the girls
safely back to their families. Porsena was as im-
pressed with the girl’s heroism as he had been
with that of Mucius and agreed that if the Ro-
mans would give her back as a hostage, he
would release her. Both parties kept their word.

The Etruscan king not only honored Cloelia
by releasing her and praising her brave deed, but
he allowed her to take with her half the
hostages. She could choose the ones she wished.
She selected the young boys to return with her,
because as Livy wrote, the hostages themselves
agreed she should save the ones “who were of an
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age which particularly exposed them to injury”
(Livy 263). The girls presumably were safer as
hostages than boys.

The Romans rewarded her valor with an
honor that had never before been accorded a
woman: they erected a statue of Cloelia riding a
horse. This statue was erected on the summit of
the Sacred Way. The later encyclopedist Pliny
the Elder (d. A.D. 79) was horrified at the statue,
for she was portrayed not only on a horse but
also clad in a toga (which was reserved as a cer-
emonial costume for men). He believed that she
did not deserve such an honor, when others—
like Lucretia—did not receive them.

Did this strong-swimming brave maiden re-
ally exist? We have no way of knowing for sure.
These early years of Roman history mixed leg-
end and reality in a bewildering combination. It
is certain, however, that ancient Romans be-
lieved she existed; they observed her statue and
were proud of the strength and courage of this
ancient woman who helped save the Republic in
its early years.

See also Lucretia
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Clothing
Throughout the ancient world, clothing was
made from a relatively limited number of
things. Animal skins and leather were the oldest
materials; they then gave way to woven fabric
made from wool of domesticated sheep and
goats. In time, ancient peoples learned to
pound the fibers of the flax plant into threads
to make linen, which was woven into cloth. In
Asia, silk was produced from the cocoons of silk
worms, but silk remained scarce and expensive.
With these materials, people in the ancient
world created a range of clothing that kept
them warm and satisfied desires for decoration
and style. Some societies used clothing for
modesty, but many found nudity (particularly
among men) perfectly acceptable, and clothing

in that case was simply for decoration or for
warmth.

During the Stone Age, people used animal
skins as clothing, and archaeologists have found
bone needles that allowed people to sew skins
together to make practical costumes. The earli-
est coverings for both men and women were
probably simple loincloths, which were supple-
mented by large skins used as blankets or cloaks
in inclement weather. Later, in colder climates,
skins were sewn together in simple tunics to
provide more warmth.

By the Neolithic period, some societies had de-
veloped agriculture along with animal husbandry.
Domesticated sheep and goats provided a ready
source of skins for clothing, and the earliest cloth-
ing in Sumeria seems to have used the old tech-
niques of sewing skins together. However, when
they sewed the sheepskins together, they left the
wool fleece on, so the wool seemed to hang down
in loops. This gave the effect of layered flounces
in a skirt worn by both men and women. Figure
9 shows a drawing of this kind of garment.

Sometime relatively early in Sumerian his-
tory, people learned to spin and weave the wool
to make garments (without killing the sheep).
While everyday people used woven cloth draped
about them in varying ways, they believed god-
desses (and priestesses) had to wear clothing that
resembled the traditional flounced garments, so
designers made dresses of woven wool that
looked as if they were made of sewn-together
sheepskin. Figure 10 shows one such outfit.

Clothing designers took two directions after
the Sumerians: They tanned skins to make more
finished leather clothing or wove the wool into
finer and finer cloth. The former had the ad-
vantage of durability and the latter of being
cooler and more washable. Garments made of
leather tended to be more form-fitting, while
woolen cloth was loosely draped.

The Minoans on the island of Crete seem to
have favored leather garments—at least for the
goddesses and priestesses portrayed in the art-
work. The most famous outfit is shown in Fig-
ure 11—a picture of the snake-goddess. She
wears a tight-fitting (and thus probably leather)
bodice over a skirt made of panels, which again
were probably skins. She also wears an apron
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and a belt, which may have been of decorative
metal. Minoan women participated with men in
a dangerous athletic contest of leaping over
bulls, and they wore the same small leather loin-
cloth that would leave their motions unencum-
bered. Persians and Germanic peoples also used
leather garments—including trousers and capes
for durable clothing and horseback riding.

The history of woven woolen and linen cloth-
ing is much more extensive. Such clothing is
cheaper than leather and is more versatile be-
cause wool can be woven thickly to make a
warm, heavy garment or thinly to make fabric
that is transparent and almost like gauze. Not
surprisingly, the Germanic tribes of northern Eu-
rope favored thick wool, woven into a tweedlike
cloth. Germanic women wore skirts and loose
blouses of this cloth. The skirts were wrapped
around them and often secured by a belt.

The predominant clothing style in the an-

cient Middle East and the Mediterranean world
was woven woolen or linen cloth. This fabric
lent itself to draping in various ways, and these
folds dictated the characteristic garments of the
various cultures.

In ancient Greece, women wore a chiton—a
dress. The earliest form of chiton is called the
Doric style. In its most simple form, the Doric
chiton was an oblong of woollen cloth measur-
ing about twice the width of the wearer from
elbow to elbow when the arms were out-
stretched and about eighteen inches more than

Figure 9. Early Sumerian clothing made of fleece
(Mary G. Houston. Ancient Greek, Roman and
Byzantine Costume & Decoration. London: Adam and
Charles Black, 1965, p. 3)

Figure 10. Later Sumerian clothing woven to look like
flounced fleece (Mary G. Houston. Ancient Greek,
Roman and Byzantine Costume & Decoration. London:
Adam and Charles Black, 1965, p. 3)
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her height from shoulder to ground. As you can
see by the drawing in Figure 12, the fabric was
folded in half lengthwise, then folded again at
the height of the shoulders, allowing the extra
eighteen inches to fall down outside in a flap.
Then the whole thing was fastened at the shoul-
ders with two huge pins, and sometimes the
woman could decide to belt the dress at the
waist. As Figure 13 shows, this simple design
draped beautifully with finely spun wool. The
garment was also practical because a woman
could pull the extra fabric over her head when
she was outside if the weather were inclement.

At the beginning of the sixth century B.C.,
Athenian women began to wear a different kind
of dress—the Ionic chiton. The Greek historian
Herodotus offers a political explanation for the
change in fashion. He said that after a disastrous
military expedition, all the Athenian soldiers
were put to death by the victorious army except

Figure 11. Minoan clothing (James Laver. Costume in
Antiquity. New York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1964,
p. 13)

Figure 12. Greek Doric chiton (Mary G. Houston.
Ancient Greek, Roman and Byzantine Costume &
Decoration. London: Adam and Charles Black, 1965,
p. 40)

Figure 13. Greek Doric chiton as worn (Mary G.
Houston. Ancient Greek, Roman and Byzantine
Costume & Decoration. London: Adam and Charles
Black, 1965, p. 41)
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one man, who escaped to tell the disconsolate
women of Athens the fate of their men. The
women were so angry that they took off the great
pins that held their chitons and stabbed the sur-
vivor to death. The Athenians were so angry at
the women that Herodotus said that from then
on they were required to wear the Ionic dress that
does not require pins. It is hard to know how ac-
curate Herodotus’s story was, but the fashion in
Athens did change by the sixth century.

The Ionic chiton was usually made of thin
linen (and sometimes thinly spun wool) that
was so fine it was often transparent. It had no
overfold as did the Doric chiton. Figure 14
shows a drawing of an Ionic chiton that is held
together at the upper arms by hoops. (Some-
times the tops were stitched together with a
seam, thus eliminating the hoops.) Notice how
much more fabric there is here than in the Doric
chiton, so the garment looked pleated as the
women gathered it together and tied or belted it
in various ways. One example is shown in Fig-
ure 15. Since the Ionic dress was made of such
thin material, Greek women added a long rec-
tangle of wool as an outer garment when they
went outdoors. This cloak (called a himation)
could also be draped in a number of ways, and
Figure 16 shows one example. This basic Greek

Figure 14. Greek Ionic chiton (Mary G. Houston.
Ancient Greek, Roman and Byzantine Costume &
Decoration. London: Adam and Charles Black, 1965,
pp. 48–49)

Figure 15. Greek Ionic chiton as worn (Mary G.
Houston. Ancient Greek, Roman and Byzantine
Costume & Decoration. London: Adam and Charles
Black, 1965, p. 49)

Figure 16. Greek Ionic chiton covered with himation
for outdoor wear (Mary G. Houston. Ancient Greek,
Roman and Byzantine Costume & Decoration. London:
Adam and Charles Black, 1965, p. 64)
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outfit remained constant throughout the classi-
cal period, and women could vary it at will by
draping, belting, or embroidering decoration on
the fabric.

Ancient Egyptians had fewer considerations
of modesty than even the Greeks, and men and
women often worked naked. Upper-class
women, however, took some pride in ornamen-
tation, including clothing in finely woven fab-
rics. The wealthy favored garments of white
linen, and through most of Egypt’s history,
women usually wore a tight-fitting sheath as
shown in Figure 17. This garment with its tight
seams left little room for mobility, so it was
clearly ceremonial more than practical. During
the reign of Queen Nefertiti, women’s court cos-
tume underwent a striking change. Women in
art were depicted either naked or wearing trans-
parent cloth dresses or robes that exposed their
breasts and bellies. Figure 18 shows one of these
transparent garments. As elsewhere in the

Mediterranean world, during cool weather,
women wore shawls of wool over their dresses.
The drawings of the Egyptian women indicate
how important jewelry—great necklaces and
earrings—was to the ensemble. The simple
cloth was set off with large, elaborate pieces.

Early in their history, Roman women’s cos-
tumes were almost identical with men’s. Both
wore long lengths of woolen cloth draped mod-
estly about their bodies—togas. Throughout
Rome’s history, togas remained the ceremonial
costume for men. Young girls continued to wear
children’s togas as did boys until puberty. Once
a woman married, she changed her costume,
which by the second century B.C. became almost
identical with the Greek. The Ionic chiton and
himation were worn, but renamed by the Ro-
mans. The dress was the stola and the himation
the palla. Underneath the stola, Roman women
added a tunic that could be either sleeveless or
with short sleeves. This tunic offered a degree of

Figure 17. Egyptian sheath dress (James Laver. Cos-
tume in Antiquity. New York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc.,
1964, p. 30)

Figure 18. Egyptian transparent clothing (James Laver.
Costume in Antiquity. New York: Clarkson N. Potter,
Inc., 1964, p. 31)
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modesty that the pure Greek chiton lacked. Fig-
ure 19 shows a Roman woman with her stola,
draped modestly and graciously in her palla.
The palla also served to veil a woman’s head
while she was in public.

When a Roman woman became a widow, she
replaced the palla with another covering for her
head. This was a square covering made of dark
wool, called the ricinium. This ancient garment
was even referred to as early as the sixth century
B.C. in the Twelve Tables (the earliest recorded
law code of the Romans).

From the third century A.D. until the sixth
century, we can see the gradual development
from Roman to Byzantine costumes. Men
stopped wearing the traditional toga and began
to wear long robes and long-sleeved tunics.
Women, too, began to abandon the traditional
stola in favor of a wide robe that was worn over
a long-sleeved inner tunic. Figure 20 shows the

simple pattern of this new style. The seams are
sewn into a simple T-shaped garment that hangs
loosely and modestly as was suitable to a world
that was increasingly Christian and demanded
modest attire.

Throughout the ancient world, all these gar-
ments could have complex patterns either dyed
or embroidered on the borders of the cloth or all
over the fabric. In spite of the relatively few
basic shapes of the dresses, women could find
variety through decoration, jewelry, and draping
and belting the dresses. Like those today, an-
cient women enjoyed expressing their individual
tastes and creativity through their wardrobe.

See also Egyptian Women; Minoan Women;
Nefertiti
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Figure 19. Roman matron with stola and palla (Mary
G. Houston. Ancient Greek, Roman and Byzantine
Costume & Decoration. London: Adam and Charles
Black, 1965, p. 110)

Figure 20. Byzantine dress (Mary G. Houston. Ancient
Greek, Roman and Byzantine Costume & Decoration.
London: Adam and Charles Black, 1965, p. 135)
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Clytemnestra
Mythological Greek Queen
The Trojan War, which according to myth was
fought over the abduction of Greek Helen by
Paris, Prince of Troy, spawned other myths that
told of tragedies and strengths of Greek women.
Whether these legends preserved the memory of
real women or whether they were fabrications
that articulated deep truths about society, the
stories circulated throughout the Mediterranean
world for millennia. One of the most infamous
of these women was Clytemnestra, alternately
portrayed as a weak woman led astray by a lover
or a strong, vengeful woman.

The legends say that Clytemnestra was the
sister of Helen and wife of Agamemnon, Greek
king of Mycenae. Clytemnestra had small cause
to love Agamemnon, for he had killed her first
husband and her newborn child at her breast,
then married her by force. Nevertheless, they
had one son, Orestes, and three daughters: Elec-
tra, Iphigenia, and Chrysothemis. (Some myths
say that Iphigenia was Clytemnestra’s niece.)
When the Trojan War began, Agamemnon pre-
pared to leave with the army to avenge the insult
and bring back Helen.

When the army was assembled at Aulis to
leave, the winds were blowing in the wrong di-
rection and the army could not depart. A
prophet said that they would be unable to sail
unless Agamemnon sacrificed the most beauti-
ful of his daughters to Artemis. The legends
were not clear about why Artemis was angry
with Agamemnon: Some said he had bragged
that he could hunt better than Artemis, and
others claimed he had killed her sacred goat. In
any case, Agamemnon said he could not sacri-
fice Iphigenia, for Clytemnestra would never
allow it. The Greeks were adamant and devised
a ruse by which Clytemnestra would allow Iphi-
genia to come to the shore: They said that
Achilles would marry the girl, and Clytemnestra
brought her.

When Achilles found out that his name had
been used in the ruse, he tried to protect the
girl. However, she volunteered to die for the
glory of Greece and offered her neck to the sac-
rificial axe without a word of complaint. Some
myths say that Artemis or Achilles saved her at

the last minute and spirited her away. Whether
she was sacrificed or not, the northeasterly gale
stopped and the ships sailed to Troy. Agamem-
non’s willingness to sacrifice her daughter gave
Clytemnestra one more grievance against her
husband.

The war dragged on for ten years, and it must
have seemed that the Greeks were never going to
return home. In Agamemnon’s absence, Cly-
temnestra took his cousin Aegisthus for her
lover. Finally, word came that the war was over
and Agamemnon was returning, and Clytem-
nestra was further infuriated to hear that he was
bringing back his mistress Cassandra, the Trojan
prophet who had borne the king twin sons.
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus conspired to kill
Agamemnon upon his return. Fearing that the
king might arrive unexpectedly, Clytemnestra
sent a message to Agamemnon telling him to
light a beacon fire when he was ready to leave,
and she then arranged for a chain of fires to relay
the message of his return. At last, one dark
night, her watchman saw the beacon blaze and
ran to wake Clytemnestra. She celebrated the
news with sacrifices of thanksgiving and pre-
pared the trap.

Clytemnestra greeted her travel-worn hus-
band with every appearance of delight. She un-
rolled a purple carpet for him and led him to the
bathhouse, where slave-girls bathed him. Cas-
sandra remained outside the palace, caught in a
prophetic trance, crying that she smelt blood.
Because it was her curse that no one should lis-
ten to her prophecies, the plot continued to un-
fold. As Agamemnon stepped out of the bath,
Clytemnestra came forward as if to wrap a towel
around him. Instead, she threw over his head a
net garment that entangled and immobilized
him. Aegisthus then rushed forward and struck
Agamemnon with a sword. He fell back into the
bath, where Clytemnestra avenged herself by be-
heading him with an axe. She then ran out to
kill Cassandra with the same weapon. In some
versions of the legend, Aegisthus killed Cassan-
dra’s twin boys.

After this battle, which took place on the
thirteenth day of the month of January and in
which many of Agamemnon’s followers who had
survived the Trojan War were killed, Clytemnes-
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tra decreed that the thirteenth day would be a
monthly festival. However, the family tragedy
was not over, for Agamemnon’s ten-year-old son
Orestes had escaped the carnage. He grew up in
a household far away. Aegisthus reigned for
seven years, but he always feared that Orestes
would come to take vengeance for Agamem-
non’s murder.

Orestes was spurred on to vengeance by his
sister Electra, who hated her mother for her role
in the murder of her beloved father. Orestes also
consulted the Delphic Oracle, who said that if
Orestes neglected to avenge his father he would
become an outcast from society and would be
afflicted with leprosy. Thus supported by divine
advice, Orestes secretly returned to Mycenae,
determined to destroy both Aegisthus and his
own mother.

Helped by his sister Electra, Orestes appeared
at the gates of the palace. His mother did not
recognize him, and he claimed to be a stranger
bringing news of Orestes’s death. Aegisthus was
relieved, believing that the threat of vengeance
was now over, and he entered the palace un-
armed. Orestes easily drew his sword and killed
Aegisthus. Clytemnestra then recognized her
son and tried to soften his heart by baring her
breast and appealing to his filial duty. Orestes,
however, beheaded her with a single stroke of his
sword, and she fell beside the body of her lover.

In the oldest versions of the legend,
Aegisthus alone planned the murder of
Agamemnon; Clytemnestra was innocent.
However, the later tragic poets gave her the
greater role, implying that her perfidy brought
eternal disgrace upon all women. Orestes, too,
came under some criticism for killing his
mother, and some legends said that he just
turned her over to judges, who executed her. In
spite of the variations, the story of Clytemnes-
tra—with its lessons of anger, murder, and
vengeance—captured the imagination of gener-
ations of Greeks and others who followed classi-
cal mythology.

See also Cassandra; Delphic Oracle; Electra; Helen
of Troy in Greek Mythology
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Constantina
Daughter of an Emperor (d. A.D. 354)
One of the most influential Roman emperors
was Constantine the Great (ca. A.D. 280–337),
who moved the capital of the empire from Rome
east to the new city of Constantinople. Constan-
tine was also significant for his support of Chris-
tians, who had experienced periodic persecutions
before Constantine’s time. Under this emperor
Christians received special privileges, tax advan-
tages, and a freedom to follow their consciences.
The establishment of an imperial Christian
church dates from his reign, and perhaps not sur-
prisingly, Christian legends grew up about mem-
bers of his family—particularly his daughter,
Constantina.

Fathers and daughters during the Roman
Empire enjoyed a particularly strong bond. The
sources speak to strong affection between fathers
and dutiful daughters and to a deep expectation
that daughters would serve an important social
and political function for their fathers: through
their marriages family alliances would be solidi-
fied and family fortunes would be continued.
These social expectations were even stronger for
daughters of emperors, and Constantine’s
daughter seems to have served as a dutiful child.

The emperor arranged for Constantina to
marry a powerful general—Hannibalianus—no
doubt in part to keep the general from contest-
ing Constantine’s power. After the marriage,
Hannibalianus was given the title King of Kings
and sent to rule in an eastern province near the
Black Sea, with Constantina as his queen. How-
ever, the young woman was to continue to be a
pawn in the political game of rulers. After Con-
stantine’s death, Constantina’s brother, Constan-
tius II, had further plans for his sister that would
help him in new power struggles. Constantius
arranged the assassination of Hannibalianus and
arranged another political marriage for Constan-
tina. She married her cousin Gallus, who was
Constantius’s ally in the dynastic struggles with
his brother. For a while, Gallus and Constantina
enjoyed a good deal of power, but the political
turmoils took their toll. Gallus was murdered in
A.D. 353, and Constantina died a year later. The
Roman historian Ammianus believed that Con-
stantina had been an active participant in the
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political machinations that brought down her
two husbands. He wrote that she was as “insa-
tiable as Gallus in her thirst for human blood”
(Salisbury 66) and that she worked closely with
her husband in the conspiracies that led to his
murder. All these activities would have been per-
fectly consistent with the role of a high-born
daughter of an emperor.

Although the Roman sources portray a
shrewd, ruthless woman, Christian sources have
preserved a different image of Constantina. In-
stead of the politically expedient daughter of a
powerful emperor, in legend she was described as
a perfect, virginal daughter of a Christian hero.
In the legend of Constantina, preserved in vari-
ous manuscripts, the young woman was por-
trayed as a pious Christian who was plagued with
leprosy as a young girl. She prayed at the tomb of
St. Agnes in Rome, and the saint miraculously
appeared to her and cured her illness. From then
on, Constantina dedicated her life to God. In the
legend, she refused to marry her father’s choice of
a suitor, a general, and instead proceeded to con-
vert the general and his whole household to
Christianity, all the while remaining a virgin. The
legend makes a striking contrast to the politically
involved daughter of an emperor.

Like many legends, the story of the fictional
Constantina was made more memorable by its
association with a landmark—the Tomb of Santa
Constanza in Rome. The Emperor Constantine
had built this church near a church he had also
built and dedicated to Saint Agnes. The tomb of
Santa Constanza was probably built for the em-
peror’s half-sister, Constantia, who had been an
extremely pious Christian. Constantia, too, had
been a victim of the violence of the times, for the
emperor had murdered her husband, Licinius,
during a civil war. The widow refused to remarry
and spent her days in pious prayer. While it is
most likely that Constantine built this tomb to
appease his pious half-sister, in time the tomb
became associated with Constantina, the leg-
endary daughter of the emperor, reputedly cured
of leprosy by the saint in the adjoining church.

In this way, the legendary daughter became
more influential than the real daughter. After
the political marriages and assassinations were
over, the world remembered a fictional religious

woman immortalized in a tomb that likely be-
longed to someone else.

See also Agnes; Helena
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Contraception
From evidence in the earliest records, we know
that people in ancient societies sometimes used
various methods to prevent contraception dur-
ing sexual intercourse. The many recipes to pre-
vent pregnancy suggest that there is a long his-
tory of the practice.

The simplest means of contraception is
coitus interruptus, whereby the man withdraws
from the woman just before ejaculation. There
are a few mentions of this in the sources, from
the biblical “sin of Onan” to a Greek poem (by
the poet Archilochus) that writes of “landing in
the grassy meadows” (Fantham et al. 25). The
Greek philosopher Plato condemned the prac-
tice of coitus interruptus, saying he would ban it
from his just society. The motives behind the
condemnation of coitus interruptus were largely
a concern with “wasting” sperm rather than pre-
venting conception.

The Roman physician, Soranus, recom-
mended that the woman take responsibility for
withdrawing at the moment of orgasm. He said
that when she guessed that the man was about
to ejaculate, she must hold her breath and “draw
herself away a little, so that the seed may not be
hurled too deep into the cavity of the uterus”
(Rousselle 45). After that she should squat
down, sneeze, and wash out her vagina. This
method was not as reliable as blocking the
sperm’s entrance.

Some texts recommended blocking the en-
trance to the cervix with a number of prepara-
tions. Ancient Egyptian scrolls called for insert-
ing crocodile dung or honey and gumlike
substances into the vagina to block the path of
the sperm. The ancient Greeks recommended
olive oil, and Jews used a sponge soaked in vine-
gar to act as a spermicide. Greek physicians also
recommended intrauterine devices, but that al-
ways posed the danger of excessive bleeding.
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The most comprehensive catalog of things
with which to block the passage of sperm comes
from Soranus. He recommended smearing the
cervix with “honey or cedar resin or juice of the
balsam tree—alone or with white lead—or with
a paste of myrtle oil with white lead” (Lefkowitz
and Fant 159). For an intrauterine device, So-
ranus recommended a lock of fine wool to be in-
serted. He also recommended things that would
cause the cervix to constrict, thus blocking the
sperm’s entrance. His list of these items to be
placed in the vagina is extensive. The following
are only a few of the items he recommends: Mix
pine bark and sumac with some wine and apply
before coitus with some wool. After leaving it
there for two or three hours, the woman can re-
move it and have intercourse. Similarly, women
could use ground pomegranate rinds, oak galls,
or ginger or dried figs. After this list, Soranus
wisely ended by warning women not to use
things that were too caustic because they might
lead to ulcerations of the uterus.

Finally, women took herbs to stop pregnan-
cies. The ancient sources did not really distin-
guish between contraception and abortifacients,
so that herbs that could bring on uterine con-
tractions and start a woman’s period were the
same ones that caused an abortion.

Women of the ancient world were clearly
concerned about unwanted pregnancies. The ex-
tensive catalogs recorded by physicians were
drawn from information from women about
what they used, and the many recipes testify to
women’s long experimentation with avoiding
unwanted pregnancies.

See also Abortion; Gynecology
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Corinna of Tanagra
Hellenistic Poet (ca. third century B.C.)
Like her contemporary Anyte of Tegea, Corinna
of Tanagra wrote poetry that had wide appeal.

The ancient critic Antipater of Thessalonica in
the first century B.C. praised Corinna for her po-
etry of war, calling her an earthly muse who pos-
sessed much poetic talent. Unlike some of the
women poets who emphasized love, Corinna
wrote of heroic deeds. Indeed, in a brief frag-
ment she proclaims:

But I myself sing the excellent deeds
of male and female heroes. (Fantham et al.
166)

Yet, even within the poems chronicling victo-
ries and defeats, Corinna was acutely sensitive to
feelings. For example, in a fragment of a much
longer poem, she writes of the contest between
Cithaeron and Helicon in which the Muses got
the gods to bring “their voting pebbles to the
golden bowls, and then all were counted.”
Cithaeron won, but Corinna dwells on Helicon’s
feelings: “He was overcome by harsh grief. . . . and
he tore out a bare rock and from the height dashed
it into countless stones” (Lefkowitz and Fant 6).

In another fragment, Corinna addressed a
group of girls who were probably members of a
chorus who would learn to perform Corinna’s
songs:

Terpsichore summoned me to sing
beautiful tales of old
to the Tanagraean girls in their white robes
And the city rejoiced greatly
in my clear, plaintive voice. (Fantham et al.
167)

In this fragment, we can see the kind of public
acclaim that some Hellenistic poets such as
Corinna and Aristodama could expect to receive
because of their talents.

Corinna’s reputation continued throughout
the ancient world. For Roman poets in the time
of Caesar Augustus, the name Corinna was syn-
onymous with talent and wisdom. Other male
poets, such as Ovid, evoked the name of Corinna
when they wanted people to think of poetic skill.
Through the medium of her poetry, this ancient
woman’s reputation lasted for centuries.

See also Anyte of Tegea; Aristodama of Smyrna;
Muses; Nossis of Locri
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Cornelia
Roman Matron (191–108 B.C.)
One of the most famous women of the Roman
Republic was Cornelia, who embodied all the
virtues that Romans held dear. Cornelia was the
daughter of the great Scipio Africanus, the con-
queror of Hannibal; having so famous a father
immediately endeared her to the Roman peo-
ple. She married one of the more influential
men of her day, Teberius Sempronius Gracchus,
and she bore him twelve children—a remark-
able feat in any age but particularly so during
the Roman period when people praised families
with three children. Cornelia’s husband died,
leaving her to raise all these children.

She was so well known and respected and, ac-
cording to Plutarch, “such a good mother”
(Plutarch 1010), that King Ptolemy of Egypt
sought her hand in marriage and offered to share
his throne with her. However, she refused him,
preferring to remain a widow. (This, too, gained
her praise, for Romans had the highest respect
for women who had known only one husband.)
She devoted her widowhood to raising her chil-
dren. Unfortunately, only three survived. Her
daughter, Sempronia, would marry the national
hero Scipio the Younger, and her two sons,
Tiberius and Gaius, were raised to serve the
state. They did so to a remarkable degree, and
many credited some of their success to their
mother’s teaching. In an often-told story, when a
visitor asked Cornelia to display her jewels, she
introduced her sons. However, they came to
power in a tumultuous age and would give their
lives in the service of the Roman people.

In the mid-second century, the Roman Re-
public suffered a sudden economic downturn.
The wars of expansion had brought vast riches
into Rome; this wealth drove prices up, and as
part of the many economic and social problems,
an unfortunate grain shortage made food prices
skyrocket. The Gracchi brothers came forward to

see if they could help resolve the crisis. Tiberius
became tribune of the plebeians in 133 B.C.

Tiberius proposed an agrarian law that would
redistribute public land to landless Romans.
The idea was sound and might have made a dif-
ference, but it alarmed greedy landlords. The
law passed, but the senate reluctantly voted only
a tiny sum to help Tiberius administer it. Many
senators were particularly worried when
Tiberius announced he was running for reelec-
tion. Although in the distant past, tribunes had
run for a second term, that had not been done
for a long time, and Tiberius’s opponents argued
that it was illegal. In the ensuing turmoil, a riot
occurred at an assembly meeting, and some
senators with their followers beat Tiberius and
300 of his followers to death. With one stroke,
a new element emerged in Roman political life:
political murder.

Tiberius’s land law continued to operate for a
time, but not very effectively. In 123 B.C.,
Tiberius’s brother, Gaius, became tribune in an
effort to continue his brother’s work. A contro-
versial letter that has survived was purportedly
written by Cornelia to Gaius denouncing his
revolutionary activities. “Will our family ever
desist from this madness? Will we ever feel
shame at throwing the state into turmoil and
confusion? But if that really cannot be, seek the
tribunate after I am dead” (Fantham et al. 264).
It is hard to imagine that this indomitable
woman urged her son to refrain from the polit-
ical life for which she had prepared him, and it
is too convenient a text to support the conserva-
tive forces that destroyed the Gracchan reforms
not to doubt its authenticity. In any case, Gaius
continued in public office to a disastrous end.

The senate moved to undo his reforms as
soon as Gaius was out of office, and he and
some 250 supporters were murdered in 122
B.C.—their deaths arranged by one of the con-
suls supporting the senate. The Gracchi brothers
were martyred for the plebeian cause in Rome;
they were gone, but the admiration Rome felt
for their mother only increased.

Instead of retreating in mourning after the
loss of the sons, Cornelia continued in her pub-
lic life. She lived as she always had and contin-
ued to entertain lavishly and correspond with
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the intelligent and powerful men of the age. Ac-
cording to Plutarch, all the reigning kings sent
her gifts, and she surrounded herself with liter-
ary figures. She spoke of her sons without grief
or tears, proud that they had died serving Rome.

Her contemporaries erected a great statue of
her in a public place to honor this Roman
mother who embodied all the virtues Romans
praised. The marble base of the statue survives
but the statue itself has been lost. She was por-
trayed seated serenely, and this pose became a
model for statues of later Roman women. (The
statue of Helena shown in Figure 40, page 154,
was presumably modeled after Cornelia.) More
than her statue became a model, however. Sub-
sequent Romans praised this brave woman who
trained her sons for public service and then ac-
cepted their loss stoically.

See also Helena; Motherhood, Roman
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Cornelia
Wife of Roman Dictator (ca. 53 B.C.)
At the end of the Roman Republic, the consti-
tutional form of government fell apart. Strong
men rose to power and used armies and popular
support to hold power. During the decade of the
eighties, the rise of Pompey (106–48 B.C.) was
phenomenal. In 83 B.C. he brought his army to
serve with Sulla as that strongman rose to power
to be a dictator. In 81 B.C., Sulla gave Pompey
the title “the Great,” which signified how high
his fortunes had already risen. Pompey was so
handsome and talented that his contemporaries
compared him to Alexander the Great, and
Pompey even wore a robe that Alexander himself
reputedly wore in order to increase the compar-
ison. Like members of the Macedonian dynas-
ties, Pompey knew that his fortunes depended in
part upon prudent marriages.

In the course of his life, Pompey married and
divorced several women; Roman marriages were

more about political alliances than anything
else. For example, in 82 B.C., when Sulla was
made dictator, Pompey divorced his first wife,
Antistia, and married Sulla’s stepdaughter, Ae-
milia, to cement his alliance with Sulla. After
Sulla’s death, more civil wars erupted in Rome,
and Pompey was in the thick of the power strug-
gle. He became one of the three men who made
an informal alliance—later called the First Tri-
umvirate—to rule Rome. These three—Pom-
pey, Crassus, and Julius Caesar—knew their al-
liance was tenuous, and Pompey married
Caesar’s daughter Julia to seal the bond. Pom-
pey’s most famous wife, however, was the one
who watched him die—Cornelia, daughter of
the consul in 52 B.C., Metellus Scipio.

Cornelia was one of the many talented, high-
born women of the late republic. The ancient
biographer Plutarch described her as follows:

She had other attractions besides those of
youth and beauty; for she was highly edu-
cated, played well upon the lute, and under-
stood geometry, and had been accustomed
to listen with profit to lectures on philoso-
phy; all this, too, without in any degree be-
coming unamiable or pretentious. . . . Nor
could any fault be found either with her fa-
ther’s family or reputation. (Plutarch 779)

Her first marriage was a fine one, with P.
Crassus, a charming and gifted man and the son
of Crassus who shared power with Caesar and
Pompey. Cornelia’s fortunes changed when the
men of the Triumvirate began to fight among
themselves.

The first sign of the breakdown of good rela-
tions came when Pompey’s wife, Julia, died in
childbirth in 54 B.C. Now there were no longer
family ties holding Pompey and Caesar together.
Then Crassus died in battle in the east when his
armies were ambushed near Carrhae in 53 B.C.
He who had served as a buffer between Caesar
and Pompey was now gone. In this battle, Cor-
nelia’s young husband also died fighting with his
father. The next year, Pompey negotiated a mar-
riage with Cornelia, who was much younger
than he. In fact, Plutarch notes “the disparity of
their ages was not liked by everybody; Cornelia
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being in this respect a fitter match for Pompey’s
son” (Plutarch 779). Cornelia seemed fond of
her elderly husband, but the marriage would be
brief and end in tragedy.

In 49 B.C., Caesar entered Italy from Gaul
with his armies, and Pompey decided to aban-
don Rome to fight Caesar in the east. Pompey
took Cornelia and his son and was joined by a
number of senators who supported him. In Au-
gust of 48 B.C., Caesar and Pompey joined bat-
tle at Pharsalus, where Caesar won a decisive
victory. Pompey had to flee.

When a messenger appeared to Cornelia
telling her that things had not gone well with
Pompey, she “fell into a swoon and continued a
long time senseless and speechless” (Plutarch
793). When she woke, she ran to Pompey and
threw herself at his feet, blaming herself for his
misfortune. She said when he married her he led
a fleet of fifty ships, but now he appeared for her
as a fugitive with only one. She thought her own
bad luck had contributed to Pompey’s reduc-
tion, but Pompey comforted her and said that
fortunes rose and fell.

The couple resolved to flee to Egypt, but
they were caught by an Egyptian ship. Pompey
was captured and brought on board the other
ship, joined by his freedman and slave. He bade
good-bye to Cornelia and his son. As the ships
drew near shore, Cornelia took courage because
she saw several well-dressed people coming to
join her husband, and she believed they were
going to give him an honorable reception. She
was shocked, however, to see that instead they
drew their swords and killed him. He died when
he was fifty-eight years old. According to
Plutarch, Cornelia—seeing him murdered—
gave such a cry that it was heard on shore, then
her galley turned, hoisted the sail, and fled.
Though the Egyptians tried to pursue the ship,
they were unable to catch it, so Cornelia escaped
back to Italy.

The assassins decapitated Pompey’s body and
saved the head for Caesar. Pompey’s freedman
gave their general’s body a solemn cremation,
then carried his ashes back to Cornelia, who de-
posited them at his country house near Alba in
Italy. Cornelia’s personal accomplishments were
few, but she represents many Roman women

who were swept up in the civil wars that marked
the end of the Roman Republic and whose per-
sonal lives were profoundly affected by politics.

See also Calpurnia; Fulvia; Turia
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Cosmetics
As far as we can tell with scarce information,
people have always used cosmetics of some kind.
Just as with jewelry, cosmetics were used for
magical purposes as well as to enhance attrac-
tiveness. It is difficult to know how people
adorned their bodies in prehistoric times since
most of the remains are only bones, which do
not yield enough information. Neanderthal bur-
ial sites from the Stone Age show that the dead
were covered with red ochre to color their skin,
and it may be that the living, too, painted them-
selves for ritual purposes. One wonderful find
from the Bronze Age—a hunter frozen in a gla-
cier and known as the “ice man”—has enough
soft tissue preserved to show that he had tattoos
as a body adornment. Were these for beauty or
symbols of other rites? Some archaeologists sug-
gest that they were for medicinal purposes, but
we do not know. Other ancient tribes—such as
the Germans and Celts—also painted them-
selves and used tattoos as part of a war ritual.
Therefore, we assume that prehistoric peoples
used paints and dyes of various kinds—either
applied temporarily or tattooed into the skin
permanently—to enhance their appearance. By
the time we reach the historical period, the evi-
dence for such practices is more abundant.

Egypt
In the dry desert air of Egypt, men and women
alike used elaborate moisturizing creams and oils
for their skin. Moisturizing was made even more
necessary because the main ingredient of soap
was natron, which was the main drying agent
used to remove the flesh’s liquid and preserve
dead bodies during mummification. Therefore
Egyptians used oils and creams lavishly. They
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also believed these creams improved the health
of the skin, so once again there was little differ-
ence between health and beauty aids. One
recipe from a medical text sounds like a modern
advertising campaign: “To remove facial wrin-
kles: frankincense gum, wax, fresh balanites oil
and rush-nut should be finely ground and ap-
plied to the face every day. Make it and you will
see!” (Tyldesley 152). Lower classes had to be
content with simple castor or linseed oil, but the
wealthy purchased oils and waxes scented with
expensive imported perfumes.

Perfumed conditioning oils were also rubbed
into the scalp after shampooing to protect the
scalp and hair from the drying effects of the
harsh climate. During the New Kingdom (ca.
1400 B.C.) this practice led to a custom that
seems rather strange to us. At dinner parties or
other social gatherings, the host provided the
guests with lumps or cones of perfume that were
balanced on the heads during the social event.
These were made of tallow (animal fat that is
now used in candles) with sweet-smelling
myrrh, and they were designed to melt slowly
during the evening, allowing a thin trickle of
wax to run down the hair and face while releas-
ing the perfume. As the fat melted away, ser-
vants would come and replace the cones. These
are illustrated on tomb scenes and are shown as
white lumps with brown streaks running down
the sides, and white clothing is shown with
brown stains on the shoulders, which may rep-
resent the greasy drips. No actual examples of
these perfume cones have survived, so it is diffi-
cult to imagine exactly how this practice would
have worked. Nevertheless, it shows how impor-
tant Egyptians believed perfume and moisturiz-
ers were to the skin.

Men and women alike also used a good deal
of makeup, and mirrors, like that shown in Fig-
ure 21, were used by men and women to apply
their cosmetics. Indeed, from predynastic times
onward (from before 3000 B.C.), men and
women chose to be buried with their cosmetic
cases and blocks of pigment that they used for
adorning their eyes. The most important cos-
metics were used on the eyes because people be-
lieved that eye makeup would protect the eyes
from the fierce desert sun. Paint was applied to

the upper and lower lids, outlining the eyes and
lengthening the eyebrows. People would often
paint a bold line from the outer corner of the
eye to the hairline. Black kohl was used as an
eyeliner, but two other colors were available:
green and dark gray. Green (made with mala-
chite) was the most popular during the early dy-
nastic period, and dark gray gained popularity
during the New Kingdom. The most fashion-
able women used both in combination. Other
cosmetics were less common, although some
women used a powdered rouge made from red
ochre. There is little evidence of lip color, al-
though one text shows a picture of a prostitute
painting her lips using a lip brush and a mirror.

Women who earned their living depending on
the attractiveness of their bodies used tattoos on
their bodies, arms, and/or legs. They used small
needles and lamp black mixed with oil to make
intricate patterns. Tattoos seem to have been con-

Figure 21. Egyptian hand mirror, New Kingdom,
1400 B.C. (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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fined to entertainers and prostitutes, and only
from the Middle Kingdom (ca. 1800 B.C.) do we
have mummies that have been tentatively identi-
fied as royal concubines with remnants of tattoos.

Greece
We have less information about the cosmetics
used by Greek women. Respectable Athenian
women did not leave their houses very often, so
we do not have as much evidence for cosmetic
use. Women did remove their pubic hair by
singeing and plucking, and some cosmetics were
used by both prostitutes and respectable
women. A white complexion was considered at-
tractive, since it proved that a woman did not
have to go out in the sun and work, so powder
of white lead was used to whiten the complex-
ion, and some rouge was used on the cheeks. We
assume prostitutes used even more cosmetics.

Rome
Even during the republican period when men
and women prided themselves on simplicity,
women used cosmetics. The Roman historian
Livy relates a speech in which one man explained
that women could not enjoy the triumphs that
came with warfare; they had to settle for other
pleasures: “Cosmetics and adornment are
women’s decorations. They delight and boast of
them and this is what our ancestors called
women’s estate” (Fantham et al. 261). Like the
Greek women, Roman women whitened their
faces with chalk and lead and used other pig-
ments as rouge and lipstick. Some women also
spread a sparkling cream made of antimony on
their eyelids as an eye shadow.

Roman women favored fine perfumes and
spent a good deal of money importing elaborate
scents from the east. Archaeologists have found
many cosmetic cases, perfume containers, and
small hand mirrors, showing how prevalent
these things were. Most of the cosmetics, skin
creams, and perfumes were made with olive oil
as a base, so the olive oil business also increased.

Romans did not favor tattoos. This practice
belonged to the “barbarians” outside their bor-
ders or to slaves, soldiers, or gladiators. There is
little evidence that women—even performers—
used tattoos during the Roman period.

Christian fathers such as Jerome condemned
the practice of wearing makeup, claiming that
Christian women should renounce all such
things. In a letter to a widow (Furia), Jerome
wrote, “What place have rouge and white lead
on the face of a Christian woman? . . . How can
a woman weep for her sins whose tears lay bare
her true complexion and mark furrows on her
cheeks?” (Jerome 104). This passage not only
shows the Christian view of cosmetic use but
also points to how thick the powders were
placed if tears would streak it so badly. In spite
of the prohibitions of men such as Jerome, how-
ever, Christian women, too, continued to enjoy
the cosmetics that had been used by women of
the ancient world from time beyond memory.

See also Clothing; Jewelry
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Cybele
Roman Goddess
Cybele was the Great Mother goddess whose
worship originated in Phrygia (in central Asia
Minor). She was considered to be the mother of
all living things—both a goddess of fertility and
of wild nature—and was said to cause and cure
disease. Her ancient myth claims that she was
born with both male and female genitalia. The
gods then castrated the infant and cast its male
organ into the ground, where an almond tree
sprouted. The child then grew up into the god-
dess Cybele. Nana, a daughter of a river god,
gathered the blossom of the almond tree and
then conceived Attis. Cybele loved Attis, but
when he wished to marry someone else, she
drove him mad, so that he castrated himself and
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died beneath a pine tree. This myth of love and
castration formed the basis of the fertility cult
that grew up around the Great Mother, which
was celebrated every spring with pine trees and
festivals. In this cult, followers sacrificed their
own fecundity in exchange for prosperity for the
land and also perhaps for a personal immortality.

By the fifth century B.C., the cult of Cybele
was known in Greece. In the third century B.C.,
her cult was officially brought to Rome from Asia
Minor after a prophecy said that this would im-
prove Rome’s fortunes in the Punic Wars against
Carthage. The Roman historian Livy described
how the goddess—in the form of a stone—was
brought by ship into Rome. Publius Cornelius, a
Roman leader, went with the matrons of the city
to carry the goddess. The matrons passed the
goddess from hand to hand while the whole city
poured out to meet her. They carried the goddess
to the Temple of Victory in the center of Rome,
where she resided from then on. The rites of Cy-
bele were popular and dramatic.

The rites began on 15 March with a proces-
sion and a sacrifice for the crops. After a week of
fastings and purifications, the festival proper
opened on 22 March with the bringing of the
pine tree, a symbol of Attis, to the temple. The
24th was a Day of Blood, commemorating the
castration and probably the death of Attis, and
the 25th was a day of joy and banqueting. The
procession was accompanied by ecstatic dancing
and music of shrill Syrian pipes, and the priests
cut their arms with swords and flogged them-
selves, showing their imperviousness to pain. Fi-
nally, the procession culminated in many of the
initiates’ self-castration. The contemporary ob-
server Lucian described the ecstatic ceremony:

The youth for whom these things lie in
store throws off his clothes, rushes to the

center with a great shout, and takes up a
sword. . . . He grabs it and immediately cas-
trates himself. Then he rushes through the
city holding in his hands the parts he has
cut off. He takes female clothing and
women’s adornment from whatever house
he throws these parts into. This is what they
do at the Castration. (Martin 84)

The priests of the goddess were eunuchs who
had sacrificed themselves this way in imitation
of Attis, beloved of the goddess.

By the first century A.D., a new ceremony in
honor of this popular goddess spread from Asia
Minor throughout the Roman Empire. This was
the taurobolium, in which an individual who
wanted to be initiated into the mysteries of this
cult stepped down into a pit and was bathed in
the blood of a bull that was sacrificed on top of
the pit. This seems to have represented a rebirth
that would ensure the initiate’s immortality by
being reborn within Mother Earth. Sometimes
the ceremony was conducted with a ram, and
then it was called the criobolium.

The cult of Cybele remained enormously
popular throughout the Roman Empire until
the spread of Christianity. Along with the cult of
Isis, this was a cult that gave a great deal of sat-
isfaction to ancient men and women alike.

See also Isis
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Danaë
Mythological Greek Woman
The ancient Greeks told a popular story about a
woman named Danaë, who was beautiful above
all other women of the land. But this was no
comfort to her father, King Acrisius of Argos, be-
cause the Delphic Oracle had told him that his
daughter’s son would kill him. The only sure way
to escape his fate was for the king to put Danaë
to death, but he was unwilling to incur the wrath
of the gods for killing his own daughter. There-
fore, the king built a house all of bronze and sank
it underground so it was completely sealed in.
Only a part of the roof was open to the sky so
that light and air could come through. He shut
his daughter up and had her guarded to make
sure she would never have a son.

However, Zeus fell in love with the beautiful
maiden and came to her in a shower of gold that
fell from the sky and filled her chamber. In this
shape, Zeus impregnated Danaë, and she bore a
son, named Perseus. King Acrisius was furious,
but he was still afraid to kill his offspring. He
decided, however, that he could place them in
enough danger to secure their death and foil the
prophecy that called for Perseus to kill his father.
He placed the two in a great chest, closed it, and
cast it into the sea. The chest washed safely on
land, however, and the two were taken in by a
kind fisherman named Dictys and his wife.

The two were not to have a peaceful life,
however. When Perseus was grown, the evil ruler
of the island Polydectes saw Danaë and fell in
love with her radiant beauty. He wanted to
marry her, but he also wanted to be rid of her
son. So he devised a plan. He tricked Perseus
into boldly promising to bring him the severed
head of the monster Medusa. With the help of
the gods, Perseus accomplished his task.

On the way back with his prize, Perseus saw
a beautiful woman, named Andromeda, chained
to a rock to be devoured by a sea serpent. The
girl’s mother had insulted the gods by claiming
that her daughter was more beautiful than the
daughters of the sea-god. In revenge, the sea-god
sent a serpent who was devouring the citizens,
and an oracle said they would be freed from its
tyranny only if they offered it Andromeda. This
was the situation that Perseus encountered, and
he instantly fell in love with her. He waited until
the serpent came for its prey, and he cut its head
off. Perseus took Andromeda to her parents and
asked for her hand in marriage. They agreed.

With Andromeda, Perseus continued his jour-
ney back to his mother with Medusa’s head safely
in a pouch. When he arrived home, he discov-
ered that Danaë had had to flee from the evil
king who still wanted to marry her. Perseus went
straight to the king’s palace, where there was a
banquet going on. He walked in, pulled out the
Medusa head, and turned to stone everyone who
looked at the monster. He then found Danaë and
decided to try to return to their original home.
However, on their way, Perseus entered an ath-
letic contest and participated in the discus-
throwing contest. His throw swerved and entered
the crowd, striking his father, Acrisius, who was
there in the audience. In this way Apollo’s oracle
proved true. With the death of the old king,
Danaë’s problems were over, and she, Perseus,
and Andromeda lived happily ever after.

From ancient times to today, many have been
captivated by the image of the beautiful Danaë
being visited by Zeus in the form of a golden
shower. This has been portrayed by painters and
other artists, and even early Christians some-
times saw the story of a metaphor of God’s love
coming from the heavens.

77
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Daphne
Mythological Nymph
According to both Greek and Roman myths,
Daphne was a wood-nymph, daughter of the
river-god Peneus. (Some versions of the myth
say she was the daughter of the River Ladon.)
Daphne wanted to remain a virgin, never mar-
rying and always hunting and frolicking in the
woods. Her father despaired of having grand-
children, but Daphne wanted to be like
Artemis/Diana, and her indulgent father could
not refuse her. She was so lovely that she had
many suitors, and even the god Apollo himself
had fallen in love with her.

Apollo first saved her from one of her suit-
ors—Leucippus—who had disguised himself as
a woman to join Daphne in her mountain revels.
Apollo, knowing about this deception, advised
the mountain nymphs to bathe naked and thus
make sure that everyone in their company was a
woman. Leucippus was immediately discovered,
and the nymphs tore him to pieces. However,
Apollo was not content to save the nymph from
other suitors; he wanted her himself.

Once Apollo saw her hunting in the woods.
She had her arms bare and her hair in wild dis-
array. Apollo started to chase her to rape her and
Daphne fled. Although Daphne was a fleet run-
ner, Apollo soon caught up to her. He called to
her not to fear, for she would be loved by a god.
But Daphne ran on, even more frightened than
before. As she felt Apollo’s breath on her neck,
she saw her father’s river ahead of her. “Help me,
father, help me,” she called. At the words, a
numbness came upon her, and her feet seemed
rooted to the ground. Bark was enclosing her
and leaves were sprouting forth; she had been
changed into a laurel tree. The carving in Figure
22 shows Daphne slowly transforming into a
tree, and this is just one of many such depictions,
for the legend was a popular one among artists.

Apollo watched the transformation with dis-

may. To console himself, Apollo fashioned a
crown of laurels and made it a prize for the vic-
tors in the games in his honor. The laurel crown
became a symbol of victory and was worn even
by the Roman emperors. In their victories, ath-
letes and kings alike remembered the determi-
nation of the independent nymph, Daphne.

See also Artemis; Nymphs
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Deborah
Hebrew Leader (ca. 1200 B.C.)
The Book of Judges in the Bible tells of the Is-
raelites’ continuing battles with their neighbors
as they tried to consolidate their rule over the re-
gion in the eastern Mediterranean known as an-
cient Palestine—the biblical Promised Land for
the Jews. The stories in Judges preserve the ex-

Figure 22. Daphne and Apollo, fifth century A.D.
(Scala/Art Resource, NY)
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ploits of the heroes of various Hebrew tribes;
these leaders were called “judges” not because
they held a strictly legal position but because
their people accorded them much respect as
charismatic leaders. The editor who recorded the
tales gave them a unity by making all the judges
national instead of tribal leaders and by provid-
ing a moral and religious interpretation to the
political events. Readers of the Book of Judges
therefore were to learn that loyalty to God was
the first requirement for national success.

One of the judges included in the accounts
was a woman and prophet whose name was
Deborah. The story of Deborah’s triumph is
told in two parallel accounts in the Bible. The
one in prose form is followed by a beautiful
poem (or song) attributed to Deborah herself.
We cannot be certain, however, who actually
wrote the poem.

Deborah was identified as a “woman from
[the town of ] Lappidoth” or perhaps the “wife
of [the man] Lappidoth”—the translation is un-
clear—and little else is told about her. She did
serve in the legal capacity of a judge as well as a
prophet, and therefore she was regularly con-
sulted in the settlement of disputes. She habitu-
ally sat under a tree in a region north of
Jerusalem where “the people of Israel came up to
her for judgment” (Judg. 4:1). By Deborah’s
adulthood, the Israelites had been engaged in
warfare for twenty years in the north against the
Canaanites, who held a fertile valley that
stretched from west to east across the country
down to the Sea of Galilee. Deborah’s song tells
of the disruption caused by the Canaanites and
of her call to alleviate the suffering: “Caravans
ceased and travelers kept to the byways. The
peasantry ceased in Israel, they ceased until you
arose, Deborah, arose as a mother in Israel”
(Judg. 4:6–7).

Like a good mother, Deborah set out to im-
prove her people’s plight. Commanded by God,
she sent for Barak, a leader of a tribe in the
Galilee highlands, and told him to muster men
on the wooded slopes of Mount Tabor. The
prose version of the account says that only two
tribes were involved in the battle, but Deborah’s
song says that she sent out a general call for help
and urged the tribes to rally together against the

Canaanite threat. When the forces had gath-
ered, Deborah told Barak to take command, but
he answered firmly: “If you will go with me, I
will go; but if you will not go with me, I will not
go” (Judg. 4:8). Deborah agreed to go with the
army but gave Barak a prophetic forecast that he
would not receive the glory for the victory; in-
stead “the Lord will sell Sisera [the opposing
general] into the hand of a woman” (Judg. 4:9).

Barak gathered his forces of 10,000 men on a
plateau at the end of the valley, while Sisera as-
sembled a larger army that included 900 chari-
ots. Sisera may have assumed that in the pres-
ence of his superior force the Israelites would
flee, but the weather was on the side of the He-
brews. A violent rainstorm came suddenly, turn-
ing the floor of the valley into mud, which
caused Sisera’s horses and chariots to bog down.
The Israelites were able to charge down from the
highlands and rout the Canaanites.

Sisera fled the battle and went to the en-
campment of an ally from a neighboring tribe.
The general entered the tent of his ally’s wife,
Jael, who invited him in. She gave him milk to
drink and covered him to allow him to rest. He
told her to guard the door of the tent to keep
anyone from finding him while he rested from
the battle. However, Jael “took a tent peg, and
took a hammer in her hand, and went softly to
him and drove the peg into his temple, till it
went down into the ground. So he died” (Judg.
4:21). When Barak arrived seeking his foe, Jael
showed him the dead body of Sisera. Thus,
Deborah’s prophecy came true, for Sisera was
killed by the hand of a woman. This great vic-
tory gave the Israelites momentum to crush the
Canaanites so “the land had rest for forty years”
(Judg. 5:31).

The account of Deborah’s leadership offers
an unusual example of an ancient Hebrew
woman who transcended the usual expectations
to take an active public role. The song of Debo-
rah included in Judges perhaps also offers a
glimpse into at least one ancient woman’s per-
spective on warfare, for the poet includes un-
usual details in praise of the great victory. For
example, after Deborah summoned the people
to fight, the poet recognized the sacrifice this
would bring: “My heart goes out to the com-
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manders of Israel who offered themselves will-
ingly among the people” (Judg. 5:9). Further-
more, the poetic account greatly praised the
bravery of the woman Jael, calling her twice “the
most blessed of women” (Judg. 5:24).

Perhaps the most poignant description of an-
cient warfare, however, lay in the final stanza of
Deborah’s song. Here Sisera’s mother anxiously
awaits her son’s return, as mothers have always
worried about their absent sons. When she won-
ders aloud about her son’s tardiness, the ladies of
her household try to comfort her, reminding her
of war victors’ customary taking of spoils, and
the mother echoes their reflections: “Are they
not finding and dividing the spoil? A maiden or
two for every man; spoil of dyed stuffs for Sis-
era, spoil of dyed stuffs embroidered, two pieces
of dyed work embroidered for my neck as
spoil?” (Judg. 5:30). Here an ancient mother
hopes her son will return safely bringing pre-
cious cloth for her. She also notes that women
will be enslaved in war—“a maiden or two for
every man.” Indeed, here is a woman’s perspec-
tive on warfare, but the irony is not lost on the
reader: This mother will not see her son again,
just as many mothers waited in vain. In the
story of the praise of an exceptional woman lies
the truth of the plight of many anonymous
women of the ancient world.

See also Jewish Women; Judith
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Delilah
Philistine Heroine (ca. 1100 B.C.)
In the Book of Judges in the Bible, the narrator
recounts the feats of Israelite heroes who fought
against neighboring tribes as the Hebrews were
consolidating their rule over the Promised Land
of ancient Palestine. One of the popular figures
from the Book of Judges was Samson, a folk
hero of supernatural birth and superhuman
strength. Samson was from one of the Hebrew
tribes—the tribe of Dan—who lived near the

coastal hills of Judea. It was an area that en-
croached into the land of the Philistines, a sea
people who had recently settled on the main-
land from either the Aegean Islands or from the
coast of Asia Minor. Samson was born during
incessant border wars between the Israelites and
the Philistines, and it was in this struggle that he
both earned his reputation and met his death.
Equally as famous as Samson was his lover,
Delilah, heroine of the Philistines and betrayer
of the Hebrews.

Samson’s mother had been childless for years
until an angel appeared before her and told her
she would conceive a son who would “begin to
deliver Israel from the hand of the Philistines”
(Judg.13:5). The angel further warned that the
child would be dedicated to God’s service, so he
was forbidden to cut his hair or touch strong
drink. While Samson grew up with superhuman
strength, he also grew into a weakness for
women, particularly Philistine women, and
these would bring about his downfall.

As a young man, Samson fell in love with a
Philistine woman and told his parents he
wanted to have her for his wife. They tried to
urge him to marry a woman from his own tribe,
but he was adamant. When they traveled to-
gether to the girl’s village, Samson was attacked
by a young lion, but he tore the lion apart with
his bare hands and left the carcass where it fell.
Then the family continued on to negotiate with
the girl’s father. Samson was well pleased with
the woman and continued to press his suit. As
he returned from the village, he turned aside to
see the carcass of the lion he had killed, and he
found within it a wondrous thing: a swarm of
bees had inhabited the body. Samson scraped
out the sweet honey from the carcass and gave
some to his parents. However, he did not tell
anyone where he had gotten the sweet treat.

As was customary, Samson gave a wedding
feast in his bride’s village that went on for seven
days. Thirty young Philistines were invited to
attend, and Samson placed a bet with them. For
a wager of thirty pieces of linen and thirty fine
garments, Samson bet he could pose a riddle
that they could not solve. He chose the incident
of the lion to frame his riddle: “Out of the eater
came something to eat. Out of the strong came
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something sweet” (Judg. 14:14). The Philistines
could not think of the answer, so they threat-
ened Samson’s wife if she did not provide the
answer, saying they would burn her and her fa-
ther’s house. The bride pestered Samson with
tears until he told her the answer, which she
promptly told the young men.

On the last day of the wedding feast, the
Philistines gleefully produced the answer, and
Samson was furious, knowing they had gotten
the answer from his bride. He gained his re-
venge (and paid his debt) by killing thirty
Philistines and taking the linen and garments
from them. He then returned to his father’s
home, but he could not stop thinking about his
Philistine wife. He sent a small goat to the girl’s
father as a peace offering, but the embarrassed
father refused to let Samson see the woman. The
father explained that he had assumed that Sam-
son’s rage meant he renounced the woman, so
her father had then given her as a bride to the
Philistine who had acted as best man at the wed-
ding. Her father offered Samson her younger
sister as a substitute, but Samson scorned this
proposal and claimed that now he had good rea-
son to revenge himself on his wife’s people.

Samson caught three hundred foxes and tied
them together by their tails. He then lighted
torches between their tails and turned them loose
into the Philistine wheat fields. The fires de-
stroyed the harvest as well as vineyards and olive
groves. Philistines asked in shock who had done
this damage and were told that Samson had been
getting even for what his wife’s family had done
to him. The incensed farmers took vengeance of
their own by burning Samson’s wife’s house,
killing the father and daughter within.

Again Samson reacted violently, killing many
as reprisal. By now, what had started as a family
incident at a wedding had escalated into a full-
scale war. The Philistines sent an armed force
into the territory of the tribe of Judah, demand-
ing that Samson be handed over to them. But
Samson could not be bound with ropes and he
killed “thousands” of Philistines. The Philistines
tried to find some way to trap Samson, and they
looked for their opportunity in the strongman’s
weakness for women. Once, when Samson
spent the night with a prostitute in town, the

men set up a trap near the city gates. Instead of
waiting for the gates to open in the morning,
Samson tore down the gates in the night and es-
caped. Samson could not escape his longing for
Philistine women, however.

Samson next fell in love with Delilah, who
lived in the valley near his hometown. A group
of Philistine chiefs came to her and offered to
pay her 1,100 silver pieces if she would persuade
Samson to tell her the secret of his great strength
so he might be captured. Delilah begged Samson
to tell her his secret, and three times he told her
lies, saying he could be captured by “seven fresh
bowstrings” or “new ropes that have not been
used” or “weaving the seven locks of my head
with a web and making it tight with a pin” (Judg.
16:7–14). Each time, Delilah tried the secret and
called in Philistines, and each time Samson
broke free and proved he was as strong as ever.

Delilah continued to press Samson for his se-
cret, saying “How can you say, ‘I love you,’ when
your heart is not with me? You have mocked me
these three times, and you have not told me
wherein your great strength lies” (Judg. 16:15).
Finally, Samson told her the truth: his strength
lay in his long hair. This time when he slept
Delilah had his head shaved, and when she sum-
moned the Philistines, Samson was captured eas-
ily. They blinded him and bound him and set
him to work as a slave pushing a millstone. But
as he labored, his hair began to grow back.

Finally, the Philistines gathered in the temple
of their god to celebrate the capture of their
enemy, and as they feasted, they called for Sam-
son to be brought in so they could make fun of
him. The blind Israelite was led to the center of
the temple, and he felt the two pillars that sup-
ported the roof. Samson prayed to God for
strength and broke the pillars, killing the thou-
sands of Philistines who were present and him-
self. His kinsfolk came to claim his body, and he
was buried in the foothills of his childhood.

If the Philistines had written this account,
Delilah would have emerged as the heroine who
destroyed the enemy of her people. Instead, of
course, the story was preserved by Hebrew au-
thors. Thus, Delilah became remembered as a
traitor who betrayed her lover and his people.
Samson’s first wife, too, became a symbol of a
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weak woman who could not keep a secret. Thus,
in the literature of the West, Delilah represented
a feminine danger that would destroy men who,
like Samson, indulged their weakness for
women.

See also Deborah; Jewish Women; Judith
Suggested Readings
Ball, Mieke. Lethal Love: Feminist Literary Readings

of Biblical Love Stories. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1987.

Meyers, Carol, Toni Craven, and Ross S. Kraemer.
Women in Scripture. New York: Houghton
Mifflin, 2000.

Delphic Oracle
In all the religions of the ancient world, proper
worship involved sacrificing a portion of human
production to the gods. These sacrifices might
be as small as a drop of wine or a small bit of
food, or as large as a sacrificial animal—a goat,
bird, or even an ox. A few societies (such as the
Phoenicians) even offered human sacrifice as a
way to persuade the gods to look kindly on their
requests.

The ancient Greeks, too, shared this idea of
sacrifice as the proper ritual behavior, but in
contrast to the Mesopotamians and other an-
cient peoples, Greeks sacrificed things of rela-
tively little value—thigh bones wrapped in fat
or internal organs of sacrificial animals—while
keeping the best parts for themselves. Further-
more, family, magistrates, and citizen assemblies
were primarily responsible for observing proper
respect for the gods. As a result, unlike the situ-
ation in Egypt and Mesopotamia, powerful reli-
gious institutions never developed in ancient
Greek society. Each temple had a priest or
priestess, but these were usually part-time activ-
ities requiring little training.

The real religious professionals were ora-
cles—people who interpreted divine will. There
were various means by which people believed
they had received communication from a god—
for example, drawing lots or reading signs
drawn from the flames on Zeus’s altar. At some
shrines—particular the healing temples dedi-
cated to Asclepius—an oracle would ask the god
to send a prophetic dream about how to cure a
specific illnesses. The most prestigious oracles,

however, were those spoken by a priestess while
she was in a trance. People believed that while
an oracle was in this state, the god’s voice spoke
directly through her. (Occasionally male priests
would prophesy in this way, but it was seldom.)
Among these women, the Delphic Oracle was
the most famous.

It seems that there was an oracle of Apollo at
Delphi (see Map 4) as early as the ninth century
B.C., and there are remains of a temple from the
second half of the seventh century B.C. The ora-
cle entered into a trance in the innermost sanctu-
ary of the temple, which the ancient Greeks be-
lieved stood at the center of the world (the
“navel” of the earth). According to Greek legend,
Zeus had released two eagles to fly around the
world—one from the east and one from the
west—and they met at Delphi. Zeus set a stone
there to mark this center spot, which was located
in the temple’s inner sanctum. Also within the
temple’s interior stood a laurel tree—sacred to the
god. (Later Hellenistic tradition would claim that
the oracle sat over a chasm from which vapors
emerged from the earth to induce her trance, but
that was absent in the early cult tradition.)

People who wanted to consult the oracle
would come to the temple and pay a consultation
fee and offer a sacrifice at the altar outside the
temple. If this sacrifice seemed auspicious—that
is, if the animal reacted properly before the sacri-
fice—then the petitioner could enter the temple.
There he would offer a second sacrifice, deposit-
ing either a whole sacrificial victim or parts of
one on the offering table in front of the inner
sanctum. Then he was led to a waiting place by
the interpreters (called the prophetai ) where he
could not see the oracle (called the Pythia).

To prepare herself for seeking a prophecy, the
Pythia purified herself at a nearby spring, then
burnt laurel leaves and barley meal on the altar
inside the temple. Then, crowned with a laurel
wreath, she sat on a tripod and became possessed
by the god. Shaking a laurel, she prophesied
under divine inspiration, in a state that modern
psychologists might call a self-induced trance.

Scholars are uncertain about the exact form
of the oracle’s pronouncements. They may have
been fragmentary phrases and words, or con-
fused sentences. The prophetai then had to in-
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terpret these words into coherent, if ambiguous,
responses. One would think people would be
annoyed at such ambiguous responses, but the
Greeks believed that imprecise messages were
the nature of prophecy—that the gods do not
want humans to have certain knowledge about
the future. Thus, gods left some room for hu-
mans to misinterpret the messages. The
prophetai often even offered the response in the
form of a riddle, which increased the possibility
for misunderstanding. However, if the prophetai
were skilled enough to relay a correct message
from the Pythia, and if the petitioner correctly
guessed the meaning of the message, then every-
one believed they had sound information di-
rectly from the gods. This seemed worth the
cost and ambiguity.

Most of the petitions involved everyday ques-
tions. People asked whether they should marry a
particular person, whether a woman would con-
ceive and bear a son, or whether to travel on a
certain day. Many sought advice about health is-
sues or asked questions about their crops or fi-
nancial fortunes. One of the most famous in-
stances of a question posed to the Delphic
Oracle was by an Athenian who asked who was
the wisest man, and the oracle answered that it
was Socrates. This prophecy reputedly set the fa-
mous philosopher on his quest to find someone
wiser than he, and in the process he earned the
reputation for wisdom that made him one of the
most famous of the Greek philosophers.

Sometimes states asked the oracle what they
should do in time of trouble. When confronted
with the invasion of Persia, Athens sent to the
oracle to find out what to do. The oracle said to
take refuge behind “wooden walls.” While many
Athenians believed this meant to trust in the
great wooden walls that surrounded the city, a
leader was able to persuade the people that the
oracle meant the “wooden walls” of ships. The
city of Athens was evacuated, leaving Persians to
burn it. This is given as one of the best examples
of a correct interpretation of an ambiguous
prophecy. Everyone was not so lucky in their as-
sessment of the will of the gods.

Perhaps the most famous misinterpretation
of an oracle’s response was made by King Croe-
sus of Lydia in about 546 B.C. Croesus was wor-

ried about Cyrus the Persian, who was threaten-
ing his kingdom, and asked the oracle whether
he should wage war against Persia. The
prophetai returned with the answer: If Croesus
were to make war on the Persians, he would de-
stroy a mighty empire. Croesus was elated, but
he had misinterpreted the oracle—the mighty
empire that fell was the Lydian one, as Cyrus de-
feated Croesus. Messages from oracles needed to
be interpreted very carefully, indeed.

The Delphic Oracle served in her role for
life. She was usually elderly, often a widow, who
then remained chaste so that her powers would
not be diluted by sexual intercourse. This series
of anonymous women was among the most re-
spected in ancient Greece, and people came
great distances to consult with the women.
Their pronouncements (as interpreted by male
priests) often shaped the course of history.

See also Anna; Christian Women
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Demeter
Greek Goddess
Demeter was the Greek goddess of grain and
other crops. In myth, she was considered the
granddaughter of Gaia and sister of Zeus. Zeus
fathered a child by Demeter, her beloved daugh-
ter Persephone, who was also known simply as
Kore (“the maiden”). Mother and daughter were
inseparable until Hades, Persephone’s uncle and
lord of the underworld, stole her away from her
mother and took her to the underworld to be
his wife.

Demeter was so distraught at the loss of her
daughter that she searched the world for her. She
took the disguise of an old woman and came to
Eleusis, where she was welcomed by the family of
King Celeus. She became the nurse of his baby
son, Demophon, and tried to make the boy im-
mortal by burning away his mortality. She was
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interrupted by Celeus’s wife, so she could not
complete the magic. Instead, she revealed her
true identity and promised to endow Demophon
with heroic honors. She told the Eleusinians to
build her a temple and altar, and she withdrew to
them to mourn for her lost Persephone. During
her mourning, she brought a great famine,
which threatened to destroy all humans.

Zeus was forced to intervene, and he told
Hades to release Persephone, so she could return
to the world. Her return was contingent upon
her never having eaten of the food in the Under-
world, but Hades had given her a pomegranate
seed to eat. Therefore, Persephone had to return
to Hades for four months every year, and during
those months, Demeter caused all the crops to
stop growing. With Persephone’s return in the
spring, however, Demeter was so happy that she
restored the fertility of the fields, and she taught
the princes of Eleusis the secret of agriculture.

The most important festivals of Demeter and

Persephone were the ceremonies of initiation
known as the “mystery,” which were celebrated
all over the Greek world. The festivals were de-
signed to bring fertility, and many of these festi-
vals were secret and restricted to women. By far
the most famous of these celebrations took place
at Eleusis. The mysteries at Eleusis brought cel-
ebrants from all over the Greek-speaking world,
but they were particularly favored by the Athen-
ians. During the annual celebration, a proces-
sion went from Athens to Eleusis and culmi-
nated in a nocturnal celebration in the Hall of
Initiations, which could hold thousands of the
faithful. There the priest revealed “the holy
things”—secret artifacts that the goddess herself
was said to have brought.

Demeter was also said to have brought two
gifts to humans. The first was grain, which
formed the basis of a civilized, urban life. Be-
yond that, however, the goddess promised the
hope of a happy afterlife for the initiates who
had “seen” the mysteries. Priests promised initi-
ates that death was nothing to be feared. Since
Demeter rescued her daughter from the under-
world, people hoped that they, too, could be res-
cued from death.

The gifts of Demeter—food, fertility, and
hope—caused her to be a powerful goddess and
much beloved of the people. She also repre-
sented the depth of the love of a mother for her
daughter.

See also Ceres
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Diana
Roman Goddess
Diana was an ancient moon goddess and deity
of the hunt and wilderness places in Italy. She
was also associated with women and childbirth,
although she was a virgin herself. Her most an-
cient cult center was at Aricia, on the shore of
the volcanic Lake Nemi, which was known as
Diana’s Mirror. Her temple stood in a grove,
and some myths said that her priest there had to
be a runaway slave who must murder his prede-

Figure 23. Demeter, Greek goddess of corn and
harvest, presenting corn to Triptolemus. (Ann Ronan
Picture Library)
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cessor. According to legend, one of the early
kings of Rome—Servius Tullius—wanted to
bring her cult to Rome, and he built an early
temple there for her on the Aventine hill. Early
in Rome’s history, this popular goddess was as-
sociated with the Greek goddess Artemis, and
the myths concerning Artemis were attributed
to Diana.

Roman women particularly favored the wor-
ship of Diana, turning to the virgin goddess for
help in childbirth and to protect their children.
However, the goddess—with her silver bow—
was said to bring death from natural causes to
women just as her brother Apollo did to men. In
spite of this aspect of the goddess, she remained
one of the most popular among Roman women.

See also Artemis
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Dido
Queen of Carthage (ca. 800 B.C.)
By the ninth century B.C., ships from the city-
states of Tyre and Sidon in Phoenicia (on the
eastern shore of the Mediterranean, shown on
Map 5) sailed all over the Mediterranean Sea,
bringing the whole region into a trading network
with the ancient Middle East. The Phoenicians
were driven as far away as Spain to trade; they
were looking for such metals as gold, silver, cop-
per, and tin, since their land had none. Ancient
ships only sailed during the day and hugged the
shore, so Phoenicians established colonies along
the shore to provide safe landing spots for their
merchant vessels. The most successful—and fa-
mous—of these colonies was founded by a
Phoenician princess, Elissa, who is popularly re-
membered as Queen Dido. Her colony of
Carthage would grow so powerful, it even chal-
lenged the power of Rome.

The story of the founding of Carthage is pre-

served in various legends, none of which can be
confirmed with historical accuracy. Neverthe-
less, people of the ancient world credited the
founding of Carthage to an indomitable
woman. According to legend, there was a dynas-
tic quarrel at Tyre, in the Phoenician homeland.
Elissa, sister of King Pygmalion, married her
uncle Acherbas, a priest of the god Melkart and
a wealthy member of the royal house. Pyg-
malion had Acherbas killed, however, because
the king wanted Acherbas’s fortune. Accompa-
nied by a number of people who were opposed
to the king, Elissa escaped and sailed to Cyprus
on her way to found a new colony where she
could rule.

On Cyprus, she met the high priest of the
goddess Astarte, who agreed to join her expedi-
tion on the condition that his family could con-
tinue to hold the high priesthood in the new
land. Eighty virgins who had been identified to
serve as sacred prostitutes in Cyprus also accom-
panied the party to marry and ensure that the
new colony would grow in population. After
Elissa left Cyprus, she wandered through the
eastern Mediterranean for some time, and dur-
ing this period she became known as Dido.
Modern scholars have not been able to give a
satisfactory derivation for this name, but the an-
cient writers called her a “wanderer” or a “virile
woman.” For subsequent history, however, the
original Phoenician name, Elissa, has all but dis-
appeared, to be replaced by Queen Dido.

The group finally landed on a peninsula of-
fering a fine harbor on the coast of North Africa
(see Map 7). Supposedly, local tribesmen ob-
jected to Dido’s establishing a colony on their
land, but the enterprising queen persuaded
them to give her as much land as could be cov-
ered by one ox hide. However, when she began
to shave the ox hide into extraordinarily thin
strips, the tribesmen saw that they had been
tricked. They agreed to give her the settlement
by the shore that she wanted for fear that her
skill with an ox hide would allow her to claim all
of North Africa.

The dominant feature of Carthage (ancient
and modern) is the Byrsa Hill—a high point that
overlooks the ports. The word Byrsa seems to
have been derived from the term ox hide, in
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memory of the founding legend of the skill of
Dido. The whole city covered about seven square
miles, with three sides protected by the sea. At
the height of Carthage’s power, the remaining
sides had more than twenty-one miles of walls
with parapets and towers. The center of the city
lay near the busy and bustling ports that brought
people and goods from all over the Mediter-
ranean. Behind the center rose the Byrsa Hill,
capped with a strong fortification that guarded
the city. Dido’s colony grew and prospered, but
the queen herself came to an unhappy end.

According to legend, the king of the Libyans
(a neighboring North African tribe) wanted to
marry Dido. The queen, however, had vowed to
stay true to the memory of her murdered hus-
band, so she refused to marry again. To avoid
her suitor, Dido pretended to preside over a re-
ligious ceremony that required a great fire for a
sacrifice. Instead of marrying, she flung herself
on the flames, committing suicide.

Carthaginians considered their queen’s sacri-
fice to have served to bring prosperity to the
colony, and throughout much of its history,
Carthage preserved human sacrifice long after it
had been abandoned elsewhere in the ancient
world. Archaeologists have excavated a cemetery
in Carthage where children were buried who
had been offered as sacrificial victims to ensure
prosperity. Between 400 and 200 B.C., as many
as 20,000 sacrifices had been offered to the
Carthaginian gods. The colony Dido founded
demanded much from its citizens in exchange
for the prosperity it offered.

The story of Dido gained popularity when the
greatest of the Roman poets, Virgil, used it as a
significant incident in his epic story of the found-
ing of Rome—The Aeneid. In Virgil’s fictional ac-
count, the hero, Aeneas, was a Trojan who had
fled from the destruction of his city by the
Greeks. He was Venus’s favorite, so the goddess of
love wanted to ensure that her champion would
receive a warm welcome in Carthage—she made
Dido fall in love with Aeneas. In Virgil’s hands,
Dido is a most sympathetic figure—he shows her
as an honorable widow who had devoted herself
to the memory of her murdered husband. She is
lured to fall in love with Aeneas, however, and to
break her oath of celibacy. She takes him as her

husband and consort and shares her rule.
Aeneas’s destiny lay elsewhere, however, ac-

cording to the poet. Aeneas left Dido and con-
tinued his quest that would ultimately lead him
to found the city of Rome. Virgil described
Dido’s response to her lover’s departure in
poignant terms, and here his epic returns to the
legendary end of the queen: As Aeneas sails from
Carthage, Dido builds and lights a huge funeral
pyre, climbs on it, and stabs herself to death be-
fore the flames rise. Aeneas looks back and sees
the pyre blazing, and he and his companions
guess what has happened. Virgil offered a poetic
reason for the great animosity between Carthage
and Rome that would lead to three wars and the
ultimate total destruction of Dido’s city: a
Carthaginian queen was scorned by a Roman
adventurer. But Virgil also made sure that the
memory of the enterprising woman from Tyre,
who founded one of the greatest cities of the an-
cient world, would not die.

See also Prostitution, Sacred; Sophoniba
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Dinah
Hebrew Woman (ca. 1500 B.C.)
The Book of Genesis in the Bible treats the ear-
liest history of the ancient Hebrews, spanning
the time of approximately the beginning of the
second millennium B.C. (from about 2000 to
1500). This book tells the history of the patri-
arch, Abraham, and his descendants, including
his grandson Jacob. Jacob married two sisters,
Rachel and Leah, and kept many concubines;
consequently he fathered many children—
twelve sons and one daughter. The many tribes
of Israel traced their origins to this extensive
family of Jacob, but the Bible also tells how the
fortunes of his daughter, Dinah, led to violence
in the ancient land.

Jacob’s large family lived near tribes that were
not Hebrews, and while the men worked hard at
raising the flocks, Jacob and Leah’s daughter
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Dinah associated with the women of the neigh-
boring peoples. Thus, she came to the notice of
Shechem, the prince of the neighboring land,
and he came to lust after her. He grabbed her
and raped her, but in the process, he came to
love her: His “soul was drawn to Dinah the
daughter of Jacob; he loved the girl and spoke
tenderly to her” (Gen. 34:3). Shechem then
asked his father to talk to Jacob and obtain
Dinah for his wife.

When Jacob heard that Dinah had been de-
filed, he was furious, but he could not take
vengeance immediately for his sons were all out
in the fields. When the sons returned, they too
were outraged “because he had wrought folly in
Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter, for such a
thing ought not to be done” (Gen. 34:7). How-
ever, Shechem’s father tried to appease them by
offering marriage. Indeed, he suggested that the
two tribes become one through many marriages:
“Give your daughters to us, and take our daugh-
ters for yourselves. You shall dwell with us; and
the land shall be open to you; dwell and trade in
it, and get property in it” (Gen. 34:9–10). This
exchange shows how important marriage ties
were in the ancient world, for they could serve
to unite whole peoples—their economies as well
as their families.

Dinah’s brothers were not willing to tran-
scend the insult of the rape so readily, so they
came up with a plan to deceive Shechem’s tribe.
They told the men they could not allow
Dinah—or indeed any of their daughters—to
marry a man who was uncircumcised. So, they
said if all the men of Shechem’s tribe would
agree to be circumcised like the Hebrews, they
would join as one people. Shechem and his fa-
ther praised the idea: “Will not their cattle, their
property and all their beasts be ours? Only let us
agree with them, and they will dwell with us”
(Gen. 34:23). So every male was circumcised in
preparation for the marriages that would link
the two peoples. Dinah’s brothers were not will-
ing, however, to let the original insult to their
sister and their own pride go so easily.

When the men were still sore and weakened
from the circumcisions, the sons of Jacob took
their swords and attacked the city and killed
Shechem, his father, and many men. They took

the wealth of the inhabitants and their animals
and all their possessions. Jacob reprimanded his
sons for their deed, for he said this would cause
other neighbors to come together and threaten
Jacob’s clan. The sons, however, gave this justifi-
cation: “Should he treat our sister as a harlot?”
(Gen. 34:31). In the violence, they believed
their family honor was restored.

In this tale, readers are reminded that the
men of the ancient world cared deeply about the
virtue of their female relatives. We are never told
what Dinah thought of the whole incident, for
her sexuality is portrayed as a matter of her
brothers’ pride and property. It was also an eco-
nomic matter for her prospective bridegroom,
for marriage would link his people with the
wealthy tribe of Jacob. Ancient women’s sexual-
ity was a public, not a private, matter.
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Diotima of Mantinea
Greek Philosopher and Priestess (ca. 415 B.C.)
One of the most famous of the Greek philoso-
phers was Socrates (469–399 B.C.), who lived in
Athens, where he spent his days in the streets
and marketplaces talking to his neighbors.
Socrates believed he had a divine mission to seek
the truth by questioning all statements and urg-
ing people to aspire to the highest standards of
good, beauty, and justice. Not everyone appreci-
ated his probing questions, and eventually he
was accused of corrupting the youth of Athens
and of impiety (or denying the existence of the
gods). He was brought to trial, and in one of the
most famous cases in history, he was found
guilty and sentenced to death. He bravely drank
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a bowl of poison hemlock, preferring to die
rather than lead a life without questioning.

Socrates wrote nothing himself; but after his
death, his favorite and most brilliant pupil,
Plato (427–347 B.C.), established a school of
philosophy in a place called the Academy—in
an olive grove outside Athens. Plato then wrote
his memories of what he had heard of the dia-
logues—the conversations—of his beloved
teacher, Socrates, and it is primarily through the
words of Plato that we know of Socrates’s teach-
ings. Throughout the dialogues, Plato identified
the people—students of philosophy—who par-
ticipated in discussions with Socrates and who
served to stimulate the development of the
thought of the great philosopher. Among the
people Plato mentioned as talking to Socrates
was Diotima, a woman who he claimed was re-
sponsible for shaping Socrates’s (and his own)
views on love.

Diotima appears in the dialogue called “The
Symposium” (or “The Banquet”), which was
purported to be a banquet that took place in the
house of the poet Agathon in 416 B.C. This ban-
quet was on the occasion of celebrating the
poet’s victory in a dramatic festival, and the
story of the banquet—and its lively conversa-
tions—was recounted some fifteen years later.
Plato recorded the discussion of the banquet,
and within this dialogue he mentions the
woman Diotima. According to the dialogue, the
conversation had turned to the question of love
and its nature. Socrates quoted Diotima’s opin-
ion on the subject: “There is a speech about
Love which I heard once from Diotima of Man-
tineia, who was wise in this matter and in many
others. . . . And she it was who taught me about
love affairs” (“Symposium” 97). He further
identified Diotima as a priestess and claimed
that she managed to hold off the plague that
struck Athens for about ten years. Socrates’s
long explanation of Diotima’s philosophical po-
sition on love offers a complex view of the sub-
ject that is somewhat different from Plato’s and
Socrates’s and gives insights into the develop-
ment of Plato’s ideas.

According to Socrates, Diotima said that love
was neither fully beautiful nor good; instead it
was located in a middle point between good and

evil. Diotima further said that love was the child
of lack (poros) and plenty (penia), which thus ex-
plained its position between good and evil,
beautiful and foul. Love then served as one of
the spirits that relayed messages and prayers be-
tween the gods and people: “For God mingles
not with man; but through Love all the inter-
course and converse of god with man, whether
awake or asleep, is carried on” (“Symposium”
98). The priestess/philosopher said that Socrates
had mistaken the idea of love with the idea of
the beloved—“For the beloved is the truly beau-
tiful, and delicate, and perfect, and blessed; but
the principle of love is of another nature” (99).
Therefore, love can cause anguish and pain. In
this analysis, Diotima seems to depart from
Plato’s analysis of the Good as a perfect form—
a Platonic idea.

Diotima also departs from Plato in her view
of immortality. While Plato argued for the im-
mortality of the soul, Diotima did not. She be-
lieved that people strive to be immortal by hav-
ing their qualities survive in their offspring. She
said, “Mortal nature seeks always as far as it can
be to be immortal; and this is the only way it
can, by birth, because it leaves something young
in place of the old” (“Symposium” 102). Dio-
tima expands her notion of pregnancy to in-
clude those who “are pregnant in soul” (101)—
that is, those who conceive wisdom and virtue
in general, and poets and craftsmen who pro-
duce beautiful things.

By using this imagery of procreation and
growth, Diotima was led to develop a sense of
how people progress to appreciate more abstract
values. She said that at first—when people are
young—they love and appreciate the beauty in
one body. Then they grow to become lovers of
all beautiful bodies, relaxing the intense passion
felt for one. Then people learn that the beauty
of souls is more precious than beauty in bodies
and seek out people with beautiful souls. Finally,
a person could turn his attention to beauty in its
most abstract form—“beauty in different kinds
of knowledge, and directing his gaze from now
on towards beauty as a whole, . . . he should
turn to the great ocean of beauty, and in con-
templation of it give birth to many beautiful
and magnificent speeches and thoughts in the
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abundance of philosophy” (“Symposium” 104).
Thus, Diotima develops a philosophy that de-
scribes how love can lead people both to im-
mortality through reproduction and to virtuous
action through involvement in community.

While Diotima’s ideas as they were expressed
in Plato’s “Symposium” represent fruitful areas
of inquiry, much of modern scholarship has fo-
cused on the question of whether Diotima ever
existed—some scholars argue that she was a fic-
tional character invented by Plato to express
ideas that belonged to himself or Socrates. The
main arguments against her existence are as fol-
lows: (1) It was out of character for Plato to cast
a woman in so central a role as Diotima holds,
(2) Socrates could not have learned such impor-
tant ideas from a woman, and (3) there is no ref-
erence to Diotima in sources other than “The
Symposium.” The arguments in favor of her ex-
istence include the following: (1) Diotima’s
ideas as presented in “The Symposium” are dif-
ferent from Plato’s and Socrates’s, so she repre-
sents a different philosophical position, suggest-
ing that she existed; (2) Plato portrays Socrates
learning from Diotima, which places a woman
in the role of teacher, unusual for Plato; (3)
Mary Ellen Waithe describes archaeological evi-
dence—a carving—that shows Diotima speak-
ing to Socrates, and if this carving predates “The
Symposium,” it might argue for the philoso-
pher’s existence (Waithe 103). The jury is still
out, but certainly centuries of readers of Plato
saw the priestess as a real, and important,
philosopher.

It would appear that the great philosopher
Socrates—who began his career of inquiry based
on a prophecy by the Delphic Oracle (albeit in-
terpreted by male priests)—turned to another
priestess—Diotima—to learn about the nature
of love. And he concluded his account of her
speech by placing in her voice the greatest ideal
of philosophy: “When he [a contemplator of
beauty] has given birth to real virtue and
brought it up, will it not be granted him to be
the friend of God, and immortal if any man ever
is?” (“Symposium” 106). Thanks to the dialogue
of Plato, who preserved her words and ideas, the
priestess and philosopher Diotima earned the
kind of immortality that she promised Socrates.

See also: Delphic Oracle; Philosophers, Greek;
Theano
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Dynamis
Queen of Bosporus (ca. 62 B.C.–A.D. 7)
In Bosporus, a kingdom on the Black Sea (see
Map 7), lived an independent people who vig-
orously fought against the spreading power of
the Roman Empire. During the late republic,
the dictator Sulla earned much of his reputation
by fighting repeated wars against Mithradates,
the king of Bosporus. While Rome finally made
Bosporus a client-kingdom, the independent
spirit of the kings continued to be noted. One
descendant of Mithradates—his daughter Dy-
namis—was a particularly effective and long-
lived ruler of Bosporus while it was under the
control of the Roman Empire.

In about 17 B.C., Bosporus was in a state of
upheaval. A king had died, and a pretender to
the throne named Scribonius declared that he
had been given the right to rule by Caesar Au-
gustus, the first Roman emperor. To secure his
throne, Scribonius married the king’s widow,
Dynamis, who was an actual descendant of
Mithradates. While Scribonius thus became
ruler of Bosporus, his reign was not uncontested.
Augustus must not have sanctioned Scribonius’s
rule, for his lieutenant Agreppa sent Polemo, the
king of Pontus on the southern shore of the
Black Sea (see Map 7), to attack Scribonius. Be-
fore Polemo could arrive, however, Scribonius
was murdered by the Bosporans, leaving Dy-
namis as sole ruler of the country.

The queen, however, still faced the threat of
the king of Pontus, and the greater threat was
from the armies of Rome who were supporting
Polemo. Finally, Dynamis realized that she could
not hold out against the power of Rome, so she
accepted marriage with Polemo, which united
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the two kingdoms. The Roman historian Dio
Cassius claimed that Augustus did sanction this
marriage, but he must not have exerted a very
strong influence, for the union did not last long.
Neither Dynamis nor her people liked Polemo,
and the queen escaped and took refuge with As-

purgus, the chief of a neighboring tribe. She
married him, and the two challenged the armies
of Polemo for the possession of Bosporus.

In the struggle that followed, Polemo was
killed in 8 B.C. At this time, Dynamis seems to
have become the sole ruler of Bosporus. That
kingdom possessed the right to mint gold coins,
and Dynamis did so, showing herself as the sole
ruler of the kingdom. The bust in Figure 24
shows the queen wearing her royal headdress. In
the statues she erected for herself, she called her-
self Empress and Friend of Rome, and this in-
scription shows the political sagacity that helped
her stay on the throne. She knew that it would
be foolish to fight Rome; it was better to rule
with Roman support than not to rule at all.

Some historians suggest that Dynamis had
the support of Augustus’s influential wife, Livia,
who frequently became involved in the political
affairs of the empire. Dynamis had dedicated a
statue of Livia in a temple of Aphrodite, and in
the inscription calls the empress her own bene-
factress. Perhaps the highest form of compli-
ment to the Roman empress lay in Dynamis’s
imitation of Livia’s hairstyle, shown on her bust
in Figure 24. Unfortunately, we do not have any
correspondence that tells us the exact nature of
the relationship between Livia and Dynamis; all
we know is the Bosporus queen’s success. She
ruled until she died in about A.D. 7 at the age of
seventy—a politically astute ancient ruler who
knew how to preserve her sovereignty under the
large shadow of the Roman Empire.

See also Livia
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Figure 24. Bronze bust of Queen Dynamis of
Bosporus (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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Egeria
Pilgrim (ca. A.D. 381)
In the fourth century A.D., there was a vibrant
Christian life in the northwest province of the
Iberian Peninsula (in modern Spain and north-
ern Portugal). Travelers had come from the east-
ern Mediterranean to settle there, and groups of
women lived together in early monastic com-
munities. Most of the pious women from this
time are anonymous; we know of them only
from official references to their communities
and from the remaining manuscripts that they
copied. However, one fascinating exception to
this anonymity is Egeria, an adventurous
woman who left her home in northwest Iberia
to travel as a pilgrim to the Holy Land in the
eastern Mediterranean. The journey lasted
about three years—from A.D. 381 to 384—and
during her travels she wrote letters back to
Iberia. These letters have survived to tell us
much about life in the Holy Land during the
fourth century and to offer a tantalizing glimpse
into the life of this enterprising pilgrim.

We know little about Egeria herself, but we
can make some assumptions from her letters.
She addressed the correspondence affectionately
to her “sisters,” no doubt women with whom
she lived in a loose-knit community. Further-
more, historians assume she came from an in-
fluential and wealthy family, for wherever she
journeyed she was well received by such digni-
taries as the Bishop of Edessa and the Bishop of
Charrae, who both accompanied her personally
to pilgrimage sites. Furthermore, when Egeria
and her company moved through remote areas,
they had an escort of Roman soldiers to guard
them, and Egeria was able to ride comfortably
throughout her travels.

As Map 9 shows, Egeria traveled first to

Egypt and then crossed the Red Sea to the Sinai
Peninsula. She said she wanted to retrace the
steps of as many biblical figures as she could,
and she began with what was reputed to be
Mount Sinai where Moses stood and, as she
wrote, “where the law was given, and the place
where the Glory of the Lord came down on the
day when the mountain was smoking.” She was
shown “everything which the Books of Moses
tell us took place in that valley beneath holy
Sinai, the Mount of God” (Salisbury 85). Egeria
spent years visiting sites that ranged from the
spectacular—the heights of Mount Sinai and
Horeb—to the more modest, such as Jacob’s re-
puted well where Rachel had drawn water. She
continued to Jerusalem, where she visited
churches, and her account represents one of the
earliest surviving testimonies to the nature of
early church services in the Holy Land.

From Jerusalem, Egeria took a side trip across
the Dead Sea to visit Mount Nebo and nearby
sites; then she traveled all the way up the valley
of the Jordan River, seeing where Jesus was re-
puted to have been baptized. Finally, when it
was time to go home, Egeria said she wanted to
go by way of Constantinople to see the great
cities of Edessa and Antioch. She recounts her
travels through what is now Turkey, as she
stopped at many famous shrines, including that
of St. Thecla. She ended in Constantinople,
where we assume she took a ship back home to
the Iberian Peninsula.

By her travels, Egeria was claiming the bibli-
cal past and making it tangibly part of her own
experience. In doing so, she was following in the
tradition of Helena, the mother of Emperor
Constantine, who was the first to locate the pil-
grimage sites, and Egeria’s account shows that by
the fourth century there was a booming business
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in pilgrimage travel. Her guides throughout
were careful to take her to all the famous bibli-
cal sites. Furthermore, Egeria’s letters helped es-
tablish a precedent for other pilgrims to follow.

The young traveler did not limit her visits to
archaeological sites; she was also fascinated by
holy men and women who had retreated from
society to live on its fringes. She was awed by
their holy way of life, and she visited them in
their small cells on the edge of the desert to talk
to them and receive small souvenir gifts—ap-
parently fruits or small loaves of bread.

Like many other travelers, Egeria enjoyed her
journeys. She wrote vividly of the wonderful
things she had seen and done, and these exuber-
ant descriptions often had nothing to do with
the spiritual good that she was presumably ac-
quiring by her visits. She enthusiastically de-
scribed the mountainous terrain and the fertile
valleys and spoke cheerfully of the pleasant
company that joined her in her travels. When it
was time for her to return home, she stayed in
order to make a detour to northwest Syria and
Mesopotamia to prolong her travels.

It may be that Egeria’s pleasure in travels
generated some criticism. The church father,
Jerome, who traveled the same pilgrimage route
as Egeria some time after the Iberian’s return,
wrote a letter to a virgin in Italy warning her to
avoid scandal. Jerome wrote: “I have lately seen
a most miserable scandal traverse the entire
East. The lady’s age and style, her dress and
mien, the indiscriminate company she kept, her
dainty table and her regal appointments” (Salis-
bury 87) were more appropriate to an emperor’s
wife than a chaste virgin. While Jerome did not
name the traveler, some historians have sug-
gested that his description suited Egeria, an in-
domitable, independent woman, whose travel
accounts have delighted readers for more than a
thousand years.

See also Helena; Rachel; Thecla
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Egyptian Women
The river valley of the Nile spawned one of the
earliest settled civilizations in the ancient Mid-
dle East. The river flooded annually, leaving a
rich layer of fertile mud that allowed abundant
crops to grow. Around 3000 B.C., a king united
the small political units that had grown up along
the Nile, and he created a unified kingdom that
would persist for millennia. The regular flood-
ing of the Nile and the usual abundance of the
harvest convinced the Egyptians that for the
most part nature had blessed them and would
continue to do so, so they tended to be confi-
dent and optimistic. Egyptian art usually em-
phasized the good things of this world, the
pleasures of the moment, and the expectation
that for the rulers at least, the good life would
continue into the next world after death.

Once established, Egyptian civilization re-
mained remarkably constant over the centuries.
While change did occur, it was by no means as
rapid as in other places. In fact, the Egyptians
consciously tried to maintain the world as they
knew it, for they believed it was excellent. Their
primary concern was to preserve the order that
blessed their world. They had a concept called
maat, which can be translated variously as
“truth” and “justice” and “righteousness,” and
they wanted to preserve maat to prevent any
chaos or disruption from interfering with their
lives. They depended on their king—their
pharaoh—who was seen as a divine being, a god
incarnate, to ensure that justice remained in the
land. All Egyptians were subject to the pharaoh’s
orders, and the royal family grew rich from the
taxes paid by their grateful subjects.

In this stable society, women had a good deal
of independence by the standards of the ancient
world. The fifth-century B.C. Greek historian
Herodotus wrote with surprise at the freedom of
Egyptian women: “The Egyptians in most of
their manners and customs, exactly reverse the
common practice of mankind. The women at-
tend the markets and trade, while the men sit at
home at the loom” (Tyldesley 1). Herodotus
overstated the case in his surprise at seeing
women in the marketplace, for in most ancient
portrayals of Egyptian women they were shown
as dutiful wives, daughters, and mothers. While
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women could function in some public roles (un-
like their Greek counterparts), the heart of their
role was at home within the family. That was an
important role, however, for the ancient Egyp-
tians, from the humblest peasant to the pharaoh
himself, treasured family life. Thus, wives and
mothers were accorded a good deal of status.

Family Life
Through their paintings, carvings, and love
songs, the ancient Egyptians showed that they
valued, indeed treasured, married life. A writer in
the third millennium B.C. left a list of recom-
mendations for a good life, and he included a
comment on marriage: “If you are prosperous
you should establish a household and love your
wife as is fitting. Fill her belly and clothe her
back. Oil is the tonic for her body. Make her
heart glad as long as you live” (Tyldesley 45). Ev-
idence suggests that many shared this assessment
of the joys of family life. A typical family unit
probably included a husband and wife, their chil-
dren, a husband’s widowed mother, and any of
his unmarried sisters, and many scenes show
these extended families enjoying each other’s
company. Figure 25 shows Pharaoh Akhenaten
and his wife Nefertiti playing with their daugh-
ters.The father is showing the daughter affection,
and the poses are all relaxed. This portrayal of the
royal family seems typical of the attitudes of
other ancient Egyptian families.

Remarkably from our point of view, there
seems to have been no formal marriage cere-
mony to bind families. It appears that simply
the cohabitation of the couple marked the es-
tablishment of a new household. A young
woman left her father’s home with all her pos-
sessions—the “goods of a woman,” as the texts
say—which might have included a bed, cloth-
ing, jewelry, mirrors, a musical instrument, and
other items. She then marched in great cere-
mony to her new home. Even though wives en-
joyed the protection of their new husbands, they
were allowed to continue to administer their
own property, accumulate their own wealth, and
retain legal rights. This legal independence was
unusual in the ancient world and probably con-
tributed to Herodotus’s assessment of Egyptian
women’s independence.

Death rates in ancient Egypt were high, and
marriages were frequently ended by the death of
one partner. Young girls who married much
older men were often widowed in their teens.
However, it was equally common for widows
and widowers to enter second marriages, and in
fact some tombstones indicate that some people
married three or even four times. Even after the
death of a beloved partner, people sought to
renew the pleasures of family life.

Divorce was permitted in Egyptian society,
although it was without a doubt a serious mat-
ter. But just as marriages were conducted with-
out ceremony, divorces, too, were equally sim-
ple. A wife could simply take her possessions
back to her family home, and the marriage was
severed. At times, however, there were disputes
about property, and these were settled by the
legal system. Some wealthy couples had the
foresight to draw up a marriage contract, so they
remained bound by the terms, but if not, the
parties had to submit their disputes to judges.
There were many reasons for divorce, from mu-
tual incompatibility to one party’s having fallen
in love with someone else. At times men repudi-
ated their wives because of infertility, but the
Egyptian sources reveal that men were repeat-
edly told that they should not do so.

Figure 25. Akhenaten, Nefertiti, and three of their
daughters (Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)
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For all that marriage was valued, it was not
uncommon for men to keep concubines.
Pharaohs certainly married several women as well
as keeping concubines, and by late in Egypt’s his-
tory, the royal household included a harem pop-
ulated by the king’s wives and concubines.
Egyptian men could also take advantage of the
services of prostitutes, and some contemporary
ancient societies believed that there were more
prostitutes in Egypt than elsewhere, although
that was probably reputation more than fact.

Women’s Work
As we might expect, the most important job for
women was to care for the needs of the house-
hold. In fact, the married woman’s most coveted
title was “mistress of the house,” which showed
the importance of her domestic role. One second-
millennium B.C. scribe reminded men to trust
their wives to run the household efficiently and
not check on them or argue with them: “Do not
control your wife in her house when you know
she is efficient. Do not say to her ‘Where is it? Get
it’ when she has put something in its correct
place” (Tyldesley 82). This recognizes the com-
plexities of household management and the im-
portant role of the wife within it.

Meals were, of course, essential to the well-
being of the family, and the mistress of the
house was charged with both purchasing the
food and preparing it. Bread was the most im-
portant food prepared by the Egyptian house-
wife, and this was a daunting task. The wife and
her servants had to grind the grain by hand to
produce flour, which was then mixed with salt
and water (or at times leavened with yeast) and
cooked on a flat stone over a fire made by burn-
ing animal dung. Along with bread, the family
ate various vegetables, fish, and occasionally
meat. Women and men were also responsible for
brewing large vats of homemade beer, which
was also a staple of households. The wealthy
could buy wine to go with their meals.

Although women were responsible for the
households, many also worked in some capacity
outside the home. Many did so to augment the
family income, and the positions available to
them had to do with their connections. Poor
women would work as servants helping in oth-

ers’ homes, while some talented women earned
a good living as musicians and singers. Artistic
evidence shows that women participated in
agriculture, harvesting in the fields and win-
nowing grain.

During most of Egypt’s history, the basic ma-
terial for clothing, sheets, and blankets was
linen. Linen was also an important component
in the process of mummification, since huge
amounts were used to wrap and pad the body.
The manufacture of linen was therefore a major
industry in Egypt. From the earliest years,
women seem to have been responsible for weav-
ing and supervising the manufacture on a large
scale. Over the years, a number of women held
the important title “overseer of the house of
weavers,” which suggests that women held man-
agerial responsibilities in this industry. Large
workshops produced great amounts of finely
woven linen throughout ancient Egypt, and al-
though the sources of information are scanty, we
can assume that women continued to take a
leading role in this industry.

A final profession that was dominated by
women was that of mourner. These specialists
were hired to enhance the status of the deceased
by openly grieving at the funeral. They would
wail loudly and make ostentatious displays of
grief: beating exposed breasts, smearing their
bodies with dirt, and tearing their hair. The
women shown in Figure 26 were official mourn-
ers. The lines on their cheeks were to symbolize
the tears they shed, and their dresses are colored
gray-blue, perhaps to show the dust that the
women have thrown over their heads to express
their grief. Some women may have acted as
mortuary priests and would have received pay-
ment for ensuring that the tomb of the deceased
was well maintained. In a society that gave great
value to the passage to the next world, mourn-
ers were highly valued and relatively well paid.

Royal Women
Just as family ties were centrally important to
average Egyptians, they were equally important
to the ruling household. The word pharaoh,
which we usually use to mean “king,” actually
meant the “great house”—the king, his family,
and administrators—that governed the land and
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brought order to it. (The word pharaoh always
refers to the king himself as the embodiment of
the full administration.) In this system, al-
though kings had immense power, the women
of the household also were able to exert a good
deal of influence and independence. While
kings could have many wives and concubines,
they nevertheless had one woman as their main
consort, and not infrequently they selected a
family member—sister or half-sister—to fill
this role. In this way, they imitated the brother-
sister marriage of the deities Isis and Osiris and
at the same time kept their own divinity in the
family.

The most influential royal women could thus
claim to have many titles: “king’s daughter,”
“king’s wife,” and with luck and longevity,
“king’s mother.” The royal consort was depicted
with her husband fulfilling official ritual duties,
and the sources indicate that sometimes these
women engaged in correspondence with foreign
dignitaries. Beyond these general roles, however,
the actual working out of power relationships
within the royal households depended upon the

individual women involved. Some women—
such as Queen Tiy—exerted immense influence
while remaining within the traditional family
structure. Others, such as Queen Hatshepsut,
ruled completely alone, taking on the image and
activities of a king. Occasionally, queens ruled as
regents in the name of very young sons who in-
herited the throne.

A century ago, Egyptologists looked at these
royal marriage patterns and the influence of
some powerful royal women and concluded that
pharaohs gained their throne through the ma-
ternal line, inheriting their divinity through
their mothers. This has been shown to be incor-
rect, for sometimes kings married nonroyal
women, yet kept their divine kingship. How-
ever, the misunderstanding does show that
scholars recognized the importance of family in
the ancient Egyptian royal families; in fact, the
history of Egypt is divided into “dynasties” that
show the lineage. Within these families, royal
women sometimes exerted far more power than
was customary in the ancient world.

Appearance
Egyptian men and women alike cared much for
their appearance and spent time and resources
on clothing, jewelry, and makeup. Perhaps for
practical reasons of cleanliness and heat, men
and women shaved their heads and bodies.
Some women’s tombs have many items for hair
removal, such as tweezers, knives, razors, and
whetstones, suggesting that the process of re-
maining free of hair was time-consuming. Fig-
ure 27 shows a princess with a neatly shaved
head, and we assume that in the privacy of their
homes they went without wigs or hats. Bodily
cleanliness was also important, and although
they did not have soap, they bathed with ashes
and soda to get clean. Egyptian medical texts
also gave recipes to “expel stinking of the body
of a man or woman: ostrich-egg, shell of tortoise
are roasted and the body is rubbed with the mix-
ture” (Tyldesley 148). The wealthy would add
expensive oils and perfumes to the daily routine.

Upper-class men and women who shaved
their heads wore wigs and headdresses of varying
kinds for ceremonial occasions. The mourners
shown in Figure 26 are wearing wigs with the

Figure 26. Tomb painting of mourning women
(Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. William Francis
Warden Fund, 68.555)
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ends fringed into small ringlets, and the royal
family shown in Figure 25 wear headdresses.
Small children had their heads shaved but kept
one sidelock of hair growing on the side of their
heads. (The royal children shown in Figure 25
show this style.) The most elaborate wigs were
made of human hairs, and the worst were made
of coarse red date-palm fiber. Styles of wigs
changed more rapidly than other elements of
Egyptian society, favoring everything from
straight locks to curly Nubian-style wigs (see
Figure 77, page 352, showing Queen Tiy wear-
ing a Nubian wig).

Men and women alike wore a good deal of
makeup, imagining it offered health as well as
beauty benefits. Eye paint was used, and Figure
27 shows the preferred style of eye makeup with
a line extending to the temple. People believed
that black color applied to the rims, lashes, and
brows and lining the eye would reduce glare
from the sun and thus lessen the chances of eye
infections. Women also used powdered rouge
for their cheeks and occasionally lip color. Pros-
titutes, professional dancers, and acrobats who
performed with few clothes used tattoos to catch
people’s attention.

Nudity was not considered shocking. For ex-
ample, fishermen worked naked as did others
who labored outdoors. Upper classes, however,
took some pride in wearing elegant garments of
white linen. During most of Egypt’s history,
women wore a tight-fitting sheath, but during
the time of Queen Nefertiti (called the Amarna
period) when many conventions were over-
turned, women—including the queen—were
depicted either naked or wearing casually unfas-
tened robes that left the breasts and belly nude.
Late in Egypt’s history, women’s clothing be-
came elaborately pleated. The mourners in Fig-
ure 26 (page 95) wear simple linen dresses tied
under their breasts, and these indicate the ways
simple linen could be folded and worn. Finally,
during cool Egyptian nights, women wore sim-
ple shawls over their dresses.

Plain white garments provided the perfect
background for colorful and varied jewelry pop-
ular with men, women, and children of all
classes. Mass-produced beads were inexpensive
and brightened the costumes of almost anyone,

while the wealthy wore jewelry of exquisite
craftsmanship made of precious metals and
stones. Egyptians fully expected to wear their
jewelry in the afterlife, so much was buried with
the dead. This led to a brisk traffic in grave rob-
beries that was condemned throughout the dy-
nastic periods. Yet they continued, and the very
workmen who carefully buried the gold-
encrusted coffins broke into the tombs later to
strip the gold. Just as makeup was perceived to
have medicinal value, jewelry, too, seemed to
have value other than simply decorative. Fish or-
naments, for example, were supposed to protect
young girls from drowning, and green turquoise
was to protect the wearer from all ills.

The trade in jewelry, makeup, cloth, and
other elements for personal use reflected the im-
portance Egyptians placed on enjoying a plea-
surable life on earth and continuing it in the af-
terlife. This was a rich kingdom that lasted for
two thousand years, and part of its success lay in
its ability to provide a good life for many of its
citizens. Events to the north, however, were to

Figure 27. Head of a princess (Foto Marburg/Art 
Resource, NY)
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interrupt and eventually bring down the gra-
cious society of dynastic Egypt. First the Assyri-
ans, then the Persians, conquered Egypt and set
up dynasties of their own. It was the conquest of
the Macedonian Alexander the Great in the
fourth century B.C. that introduced a strikingly
new element to Egyptian culture. A new dy-
nasty was established—the Ptolemaic—that
consciously tried to bring Greek culture to com-
bine with Egyptian. These Hellenistic rulers in-
troduced the last stage of ancient Egyptian cul-
ture before its conquest by Rome.

Hellenistic Egypt of the Ptolemies
When Alexander died in 323 B.C., his generals
immediately began to fight among themselves to
take over his empire. None was able to prevail,
and Alexander’s lands were divided among his
generals. The most able of them was Ptolemy,
who returned to Egypt to claim that wealthy, an-
cient land as his own. He introduced a new
Macedonian dynasty that was to rule Egypt for
almost 300 years. The Ptolemies kept many of
the trappings and traditions of the old
pharaohs—they worshiped Egypt’s deities, paid
Egypt’s priests, and wore the double crowns of
upper and lower Egypt during ceremonial occa-
sions. They also introduced some changes into
the ancient culture—they brought the Greek lan-
guage to the court, and they encouraged the set-
tlement of Greeks and others into the Egyptian
cities. Perhaps most significant, they fostered the
growth of Alexandria, the city in the Nile Delta
that had been founded by Alexander. These
changes shifted the traditional patterns of the
Egyptian ruling classes, and in the process made
way for women to have more independence than
they ever had before in the ancient world.

The most visible of the newly powerful
women were the queens themselves. Like the
ancient Egyptian queens, they controlled their
own wealth, but their riches were even more
substantial. Ptolemaic queens made an impact
as they spent money for public works and pri-
vate enterprises. As had their dynastic Egyptian
counterparts, many of the Ptolemies married
their siblings. The first to do so was Arsinoë II,
who married and shared power with her brother
Ptolemy II (266–262 B.C.). She was no figure-

head consort; she exerted a strong influence that
served as a model for many subsequent Ptole-
maic queens. Some queens ruled solely in their
own names, and they faced less controversy over
the issue than their ancient Egyptian counter-
parts, such as Hatshepsut, had confronted. The
height of the Hellenistic queens of Egypt came
with the last one, Cleopatra VII, who chal-
lenged the power of Rome itself through its
leaders Julius Caesar and Mark Antony.

Many women outside the royal family also
benefited from the Macedonian rule. Surviving
records on papyrus show that an unusual num-
ber of women owned land and other property in
their own names. While most gained the land
through inheritance, they nevertheless managed
the estates and built and used the wealth they
generated. Control of riches inevitably brought
the possibility for independence.

Some women even were able to take advan-
tage of an emphasis on education that came
with the Macedonian rulers, who wanted to
make sure there was a literate, Greek-speaking
bureaucracy in place to manage its affairs. The
royal princesses were literate and schooled in the
palace, and it is likely that other noble girls
joined the princesses in the classrooms. We also
have small statues showing young girls working
with writing slates, so that suggests that there
were opportunities for other young women to
learn to read and write. The fruits of these edu-
cational opportunities show in the exceptional
women who became philosophers and artists in
Alexandria and beyond.

In Alexandria and other Hellenistic great
cities, less wealthy women were visible working
in the shops and squares as they earned a living
for themselves. The sources refer to a number of
jobs that were specifically women’s work. The
most obvious was employment as wet nurses—
nursing mothers who would be employed to
breast-feed wealthy infants along with their
own. One surviving contract for a wet nurse
from the beginning of the Ptolemaic period
shows that this employment was looked on as a
highly formal arrangement. The woman was to
serve as a wet nurse for a boy for three years (an
unusually long time for nursing in the ancient
world, in which women usually nursed children
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for two years). The wet nurse contracted to pro-
vide milk from both breasts, and in exchange
she received her room and board, a decent
salary, and a measure of oil each day.

Other professional women worked in food
preparation and selling in shops, but the greatest
numbers were employed in clothing manufac-
ture. Just as in ancient Egypt, many women
worked in large shops making linen out of flax,
but the Macedonians introduced a large demand
for wool clothing—the traditional Greek textile.
One enterprising Greek wrote that in 250 B.C.
he employed a total of 784 women making wool
for him in three different villages. The pay was
extremely low and must have served as a supple-
ment to the rural family’s farm income.

In general, during the Ptolemaic period in
Egypt, there was much less distinction between
the genders than there had been in classical
Greek society from an earlier period (with the
exception of Spartan women). Hellenistic
women controlled property, participated in the
booming Egyptian economy, became involved
in the cultural life of the great cities, and min-
gled in the marketplaces. It was perhaps fitting
that the final influential symbol of this society
was a woman—Queen Cleopatra VII—under
whose rule the kingdom finally came under con-
trol of the Roman Empire, ending the history of
an independent ancient Egypt.

See also Arsinoë II; Cleopatra VII; Clothing;
Cosmetics; Hatshepsut; Jewelry; Nefertiti;
Philosophers, Greek; Prostitution; Tiy
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Electra
Legendary Greek Woman
Electra was the daughter of Agamemnon and

Clytemnestra in the legendary tale about
Clytemnestra’s murder of Agamemnon upon his
return from the Trojan Wars. Although Homer
did not mention Electra, among the writers of
Greek tragedy she assumed a central role in the
drama of murder and revenge. Aeschylus,
Sophocles, and Euripides all present her as fanat-
ically hostile to her mother and deeply attached
to her dead father. Freud in the late nineteenth
century was so taken with her characterization
that he used the name “Electra complex” to refer
to a woman’s fixation on her father. Here is the
story of this single-minded legendary woman.

Clytemnestra and Agamemnon had three
children: a son, Orestes, and two daughters,
Electra and Iphigenia. The latter had been sacri-
ficed to ensure a good sailing wind for the fleet
going to Troy, and the other two were raised in
the palace while Clytemnestra took her lover
Aegisthus. On the evening of Agamemnon’s re-
turn, during the carnage of the murder of the
king and his followers, Electra feared that
Aegisthus would kill her brother, Orestes, to
prevent his growing up and taking revenge. She
wrapped him in a robe embroidered with wild
beasts, which she herself had woven, and smug-
gled him out of the city. Orestes hid for a while
but then escaped and was raised far from home.

Aegisthus was afraid to let Electra marry for
fear that she might bear a son who would avenge
Agamemnon, and therefore he would not accept
any of the many suitors from among the leading
princes of Greece. He would gladly have de-
stroyed Electra—who hated her stepfather and
showed it at every opportunity—but Clytem-
nestra would not allow Electra’s death. She did
allow Aegisthus to marry her daughter to a peas-
ant, who never consummated the marriage.

Electra lived in poverty and comparative ob-
scurity, but she never forgot her anger at her
mother. She called Aegisthus and Clytemnestra
“murderous adulterers” and sent frequent mes-
sages to Orestes reminding him that he had to
exact vengeance. Finally, seven years later (and
some writers say twenty years later), Orestes se-
cretly went to Mycenae to seek his revenge. His
first stop was at the tomb of Agamemnon, where
he cut off a lock of his hair and vowed revenge.

Meanwhile, Clytemnestra had had a terrible
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dream of destruction, and she sent slave-women
to the tomb to bring offerings and appease the
dead. Among this party was Electra. She coun-
teracted the prayers of conciliation offered by
the slave-women and instead offered prayers for
vengeance. She noticed the lock of blond hair on
the tomb and decided it must have belonged to
Orestes, since it so resembled her own. She fol-
lowed his footsteps, and when he emerged from
his hiding place, he showed her that it was his
hair, and he produced the robe in which he had
escaped from Mycenae so many years before.

Electra was delighted, and together they
planned their revenge. With Electra’s help,
Orestes entered the palace in disguise, and when
Aegisthus was off guard, Orestes killed him and
Clytemnestra. Although the Greeks expected
Orestes to avenge his father, matricide was a dif-
ferent story. Orestes and Electra were brought
to trial.

Meanwhile, Menelaus and Helen arrived.
Helen was ashamed to mourn in public for her
sister Clytemnestra, since she herself had caused
so much bloodshed by her own infidelities. She
asked Electra to take a lock of her hair to
Clytemnestra’s tomb and pour libations to her
ghost. Electra, believing that Helen had been
too vain to cut more than a small end of hair, re-
fused to take the offering and told Helen to
send her own daughter, Hermione, instead.
Menelaus entered the palace and called for both
Orestes and Electra to be stoned to death as
matricides. The judges decreed suicide for
Orestes, Electra, and Pylades, Orestes’s friend
and now Electra’s fiancé.

Electra waited outside the walls to capture
Hermione on her return from Clytemnestra’s
tomb in order to hold her as a hostage to save
them. Orestes and Pylades entered the palace to
kill Helen, who they believed had caused all the
trouble in the first place. Apollo intervened to
stop the bloodshed and saved Helen. (Some sto-
ries say Apollo swept her to Olympus, where she
became immortal.) Apollo also saved Hermione
and decreed that she should marry Orestes and
that Orestes and Electra were forgiven the crime
of matricide.

In the final trial, Apollo argued that the
motherhood was not important, asserting that a

woman was inconsequential in reproduction for
it was the man’s seed that grew into a child.
Therefore, he said that Orestes and Electra were
justified in killing their mother to avenge their
father, because the father was the more impor-
tant parent. Athena voted in favor of Orestes as
well, breaking a tie vote of the Athenian jurors.
Although Electra’s rage was vindicated, this
story confirmed the rule of patriarchy in ancient
Greek society.

See also Clytemnestra; Helen of Troy in Greek
Mythology
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Elen Luyddog
British Empress (ca. A.D. 380)
In the fourth century A.D., Britain consisted of a
number of Celtic tribes ruled by their local
chiefs. The overarching authority, however, was
the Roman Empire, which had conquered
Britain centuries before. The Romans repre-
sented both an occupying army and a popula-
tion that began increasingly to marry the local
Celts and settle down. In this environment,
sometimes local Celtic women shared the power
of the Romans. This was true of the fourth-cen-
tury Celtic princess, Elen Luyddog.

Elen was the daughter of a British chieftain
who ruled in southwest Britain. Her father
arranged an excellent match for his daughter—
she was wedded to a Roman soldier named
Magnus Maximus, who originally came from
the Iberian Peninsula. Magnus had been sta-
tioned in Britain and became a commander who
led his armies to many military victories in
Britain. Praising his victories, his loyal soldiers
acclaimed him emperor, and he gave Elen the
comparable high status of empress. The soldier-
emperor crossed the channel into Gaul and
through more successful battles forced the east-
ern emperor, Theodosius, to acknowledge him
as coemperor.

Magnus and Elen established a court in
Gaul, where the empress set up an elaborate
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household. Elen surrounded herself with the
leading scholars of the day and came to know
the renowned Christian Martin of Tours (ca.
A.D. 315–399), with whom she enjoyed long
talks about religious philosophy. The sources say
that she took a leading role in cultivating the
court’s intellectual life while at the same time
raising many children. The pleasant life in Gaul
was not to last, however. Magnus was ambitious,
and in A.D. 387 he crossed the Alps to invade
Italy. He was captured and executed in A.D. 388.

Wisely avoiding the subsequent turmoil,
Elen left Gaul and returned to Britain, where
she and her children influenced the religious
and political development of the island. Elen
began the missionary work of bringing Chris-
tianity to the pagan Britons, although this work
would not fully bear fruit until after her death.
She is credited with a more immediate contri-
bution: she seems to have recognized both the
possibility and importance of drawing the
southern island together. Therefore, she was re-
puted to have initiated the building of roads
across Britain, a significant improvement in
transportation and communication.

Her sons became Celtic kings over many
tribes, and her daughter, Sevira, married Vor-
tigern, the king of Britain who first invited the
Anglo-Saxons into the island. All subsequent
kings of Celtic Britain and the Isle of Man
traced their lineage and legitimacy to this re-
markable woman.

See also Boudicca; Cartimandua; Eudocia
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Elizabeth
Jewish Woman (ca. A.D. 1)
The Gospel of Luke in the Bible begins with a
description of an elderly couple, Zechariah and
Elizabeth. Both were of priestly descent, and
Zechariah served as a Jewish priest. Both were
“righteous before God, living blamelessly ac-

cording to all the commandments and regula-
tions of the Lord” (Luke 1:6). They were un-
happy, however, because they had no children.
In the ancient Jewish culture, for a woman to be
childless was a sign of God’s disfavor, so the el-
derly couple were saddened by their state.

One day, when Zechariah was in the temple,
the angel Gabriel terrified him by appearing and
announcing that Elizabeth would conceive a
son. Zechariah responded with doubt, and
Gabriel punished the old priest by making him
speechless until the child’s birth. The angel did
not appear to Elizabeth, but once she conceived,
she was delighted, believing the Lord now
looked favorably upon her and took away the
disgrace she had endured. She then secluded
herself within her house for five months.

In the next section of the story, Gabriel an-
nounced to Mary that she would conceive by di-
vine visitation. Gabriel proclaimed to Mary the
miracle of Elizabeth’s pregnancy as proof of
God’s great works, and the angel promised that
Mary’s own conception would be an even
greater miracle than Elizabeth’s. Mary paid a
visit to Elizabeth, Mary’s relative, offering us an
example of the mutual support women in the
ancient world gave one another.

When Elizabeth heard Mary’s voice, her in-
fant son, John, leaped in her womb, and Eliza-
beth was filled with the Holy Spirit. She pro-
nounced to Mary, “Blessed are you among
women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb!”
(Luke 1:42). She further proclaimed that Mary
carried her Lord, and this was the first confes-
sion in the Gospel that Jesus was the coming
Lord. Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three
months before returning to her home.

Elizabeth delivered a son, and on the eighth
day, when he was to be circumcised, the neigh-
bors wanted to name the child Zechariah after
his father. But Elizabeth said no, he was to be
named John. The neighbors asked the father,
and since he had still not found his voice, he
asked for a writing tablet and wrote, “His name
is John.” Then his voice returned to him and he
foretold how his son would be the prophet for
the coming Lord. The young John grew up to be
John the Baptist and prepare the way for Jesus’
ministry.
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Enheduanna
Akkadian Priestess and Poet (ca. 2354 B.C.)
The earliest western civilizations developed in
Mesopotamia—the region between the Tigris
and Euphrates Rivers, where agriculture first de-
veloped in about 3000 B.C. (See Map 1.) Cities
grew in that region, and they competed with
each other for power and resources. Each city
worshiped its own god or goddess, who seemed
particularly to protect the residents of its city. In
about 2350 B.C., a great king of the Akkadi-
ans—Sargon I—conquered a large portion of
the region and established an empire through-
out the Tigris-Euphrates valley and up into
modern Turkey. Sargon faced the problem of
how to unite the peoples of his expanded king-
dom, and not surprisingly for the ancient world,
he chose religion as the unifying principle. He
assigned that task to his daughter Enheduanna,
who performed the job with astonishing creativ-
ity and success.

Enheduanna served as high priestess of the
Sumerian goddess Inanna—the queen of heaven,
and she also fused this worship with the praise of
the Sumerian goddess Ishtar. The advocacy of
the supremacy of Inanna over the other gods
served as a religious counterpart to Sargon’s po-
litical empire. Enheduanna as priestess is shown
in Figure 28; she is the second figure from the
left, and she wears the elaborate feathered gown
of a priestess. She stands behind a nude male
priest who pours an offering on an altar in front
of a stepped structure (probably representing a
Ziggurat, the stepped pyramids of Mesopo-
tamian worship). Enhaduanna is followed by
two priestesses—one holding a wand and an-
other a jug for worship. She proved so successful
in joining the worship of the favorite goddesses,
thus linking people’s political loyalties to some
degree, that Sargon’s successors continued the
practice of making their daughters high priest-
esses and thus forging a link between the cul-
tures of the region. This political and religious

accomplishment is remarkable enough, but En-
heduanna distinguished herself in another way.
She wrote magnificent poetry in praise of
Inanna, and this poetry has survived today,
making Enheduanna one of the earliest authors
of literature whose name has survived.

Her most famous poems are her cycle of
three hymns to Inanna. In these hymns, we can
glimpse the religious feelings of the ancient
Sumerians and also see the transformation of re-
ligious interests on the part of her poetic priest-
ess Enheduanna.

In the first hymn, “The Myth of Inanna,” En-
heduanna almost exclusively celebrates the god-
dess’s power—she is portrayed as a fierce warrior
goddess who crushed the people of Mt. Ebih:

Since it [Ebih] didn’t kiss the ground in
front of me,

Nor did it sweep the dust before me with 
its beard,

I will lay my hand on this instigating
country:

I will teach it to fear me!
. . .
I’ll bring war [to Ebih], I’ll instigate

combat,
I’ll draw arrows from my quiver,
I’ll unleash the rocks from my sling in a

long salute,
I’ll impale it [Ebih] with my sword. 

(Hallo 21)

This hymn may refer to a historical event com-
memorating one of Sargon’s triumphs, and if so,
it serves as a perfect fusion of political and reli-
gious propaganda promoting the rule of Sargon
and Inanna. His priestess-daughter served her
function beautifully.

The poetess departs from this traditional
warlike function of the goddess in her second
hymn—“Stout-Hearted Lady”—for in this her
principal theme is Inanna’s omnipresent role in
human affairs. Once the political conquest is
over, the goddess and the ruler are involved in
governing. In this poem, we can also see Enhed-
uanna’s relationship with the goddess, for she in-
troduces herself in the poem: “I am Enhedu-
anna, the en-Priestess of Nanna,” and she tells
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her own role: “My lady, I will proclaim your
greatness in all the lands and your glory! Your
way and great deeds I will always praise!” (Hallo
23). In her praise, Enheduanna shows her move-
ment beyond conquest to governing, describing
Inanna’s function:

To build a house, to build a woman’s
chamber, to have implements,

to kiss the lips of a small child are yours,
Inanna,

To give the crown, the chair and the scepter
of kingship is yours, Inanna. (Hallo 23)

By the third poem—“The Exaltation of
Inanna”—we can see that Enheduanna’s for-
tunes have changed, and in the process she
changes her relationship to Inanna. The poet
refers to a historical event, when she lost power
because of someone named Lugalanne. Since the
priestess’s position was primarily political, En-
heduanna was banished from her temple. She
appeals to Inanna to help her in her personal
struggle, calling down the goddess’s wrath to dis-
place the usurper and restore Enheduanna as her
priestess: “Oh my divine impetuous wild cow,
Your rage is increased, your heart unassuaged”

Figure 28. Limestone disk of Enheduanna at worship, ca. 2300 B.C. (The University Museum, University of
Pennsylvania)
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(Hallo 27). Here in this final poem we are given
an unusual glimpse into the life and feelings of
an ancient woman: She feels a personal relation-
ship with the goddess she served for so long and
hopes for the goddess’s direct help.

We have no other information about Enhed-
uanna’s political trouble. Sargon ruled for fifty
years and was succeeded by his sons and grand-
son before the Akkadian dynasty fell, to be re-
placed by others. It may be that the priestess’s
displacement was part of internal politics. Be-
cause of her poetry, however, Enheduanna is re-
membered long after the kings and courtiers
have been forgotten.

See also Artemis; Clothing; Ishtar; Mythology
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Erinna of Telos
Hellenistic Poet (ca. fourth century B.C.)
The Hellenistic period produced a number of
women poets who throve in the large cosmopoli-
tan regions that arose after the death of Alexander
the Great. One such poet who was highly praised
by ancient critics was Erinna of Telos. Antipater
of Thessalonica, writing at the end of the first
century B.C., called Erinna one of the nine muses
because her poetry seemed so inspired.

We know nothing about Erinna except that
she was from the Greek island of Telos and that
by the age of nineteen she had composed her
most famous poem, “The Distaff.” The title
refers to wool working, the primary task of Greek
women of all classes. This was originally a very
long poem, but only a small fragment—about
thirty lines—survives. The poem is a lament for
Erinna’s friend Baucis, who had recently died.
Erinna recalls their joyous childhood:

You leaped from the white horses
And raced madly into the deep wave—

But “I’ve got you, dear!” I shouted loudly.
And when you were the Tortoise

You ran skipping through the yard of the
great court.

These are the things I lament and
Sorrow over, my sad Baucis. (Lefkowitz and

Fant 7)

Erinna continues to remember their childhood
when they played in their rooms with their dolls
and times when they pretended they were young
brides. She recalls how they were called to their
chores and were frightened by Mormo—an
imagined monster-woman. These poignant rec-
ollections not only offer beautiful poetry of
grief, they also provide a small window into the
childhood life of ancient young girls.

Baucis died shortly after her marriage, and in
an epigraph for Baucis’s tomb, Erinna writes of
the irony of the sudden death of the happy
bride: “Her bridegroom’s father lighted her pyre
with the same torches that had burned while the
bridal hymn was sung. And you, Hymenaeus,
changed the harmonious wedding song to the
gloomy sounds of lamentation” (Fantham et al.
165).

Erinna, like her friend Baucis, died young,
probably shortly after writing the few poems that
survive and give such evidence of her talent. She
probably died unwed, for a later poet described
her as “the maiden bride of Hades.” While poets
ever since were saddened that her talent was cut
off so prematurely, we can be grateful that the
voice of this young poet has survived.

See also Anyte of Tegea; Aristodama of Smyrna;
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Esther
Hebrew Woman/Persian Queen
In about 587 to 586 B.C., the Babylonians had
destroyed the city of Jerusalem, burned the Tem-
ple to the ground, and forced most of the Jewish
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people into exile. This Babylonian Captivity of
the Hebrews came to an end when the more tol-
erant Persians conquered the Babylonians. In
539 B.C., the Persian king Cyrus allowed the
Jews to return to Jerusalem and rebuild their
Temple, but all did not return home. Many Jews
continued to live in the lands of the Persian Em-
pire and preserved their traditional culture and
their religious observances within the larger soci-
ety, but sometimes tensions and persecutions
arose between the two peoples. Within this set-
ting, people told the story of how one brave
woman named Esther appeared, who would
help save her people from destruction. The ac-
count is written in the Book of Esther in the He-
brew scriptures (the Christian Old Testament).

The Book of Esther shows a good deal of fa-
miliarity with the Persian court, and there is ex-
ternal historical evidence of a man named Mar-
duka (or Mordecai) who held an official post
under the Persian king Xerxes I (485–464 B.C.).
While the story may preserve a historical ac-
count of deliverance of Jews in Persia, most
scholars believe the tale is mostly legendary and
that it was written to enhance Purim, a festival
celebrated in early spring that celebrates the de-
liverance of Jews from a planned persecution.
This is a joyous folk festival that is celebrated
with parades for children and with special foods.
A central feature of Purim is the reading of the
Book of Esther, which gives the following ac-
count of the people’s salvation.

In the third year of his reign, King Ahasuerus
(called Xerxes in English textbooks) called to-
gether all the army chiefs, the princes, and the
governors of his empire to the capital at Susa for
a period of banqueting and celebration. His
wife, Queen Vashti, conducted banquets for the
women at the same time—modestly separated
from the men’s feast. After seven festive days,
“when the heart of the king was merry with
wine” (Esther 1:10), he sent his eunuchs to fetch
Queen Vashti, so that his guests could see her
beauty. But the queen refused to come at the
king’s command. “At this the king was enraged,
and his anger burned within him” (Esther 1:12).
The king called together his wise men to ask
how he should respond to the queen’s behavior,
and they all agreed that a strong response was

necessary to prevent rebellious women from as-
serting themselves: “For this deed of the queen
will be made known to all women, causing them
to look with contempt upon their husbands”
(Esther: 1:17). They recommended that a law be
made that Vashti would never again come into
the king’s presence and that her position be
given to another. They further said that once this
law was sent throughout the land, “all women
will give honor to their husbands, high and low”
(Esther 1:20). It is significant that the Bible’s ac-
count sees in this tale not just the disobedience
of one woman but the assumption that one
woman’s defiance would lead many women to
also rebel. According to the text, the king took
his counselors’ advice and issued the decree.

Then the king’s servants ordered that young
virgins be brought from all over the kingdom to
the capital at Susa and placed in charge of the
chief eunuch of the women of the household.
He provided them with cosmetics to enhance
their beauty and then brought them before the
king, who would choose a favorite to replace the
disgraced Vashti. One of the maidens brought to
the palace was Esther, a young orphaned cousin
of the devout Jew named Mordecai, who had
been one of the captive exiles brought to Baby-
lon from Jerusalem. The chief eunuch was
pleased with the young maiden and gave her a
privileged position in the harem with the best
ointments, good food, and seven maids from the
king’s palace. Mordecai had warned Esther not
to reveal her religion, and she took his advice.

Each woman spent one year in the harem
beautifying herself with oils and spices before
coming before the king. Each woman spent one
night with the king and then was returned to
the harem in the charge of the chief eunuch. She
would not be summoned again to the king un-
less he “delighted in her and she was summoned
by name” (Esther 2:14), but he called none to
return. Finally it was Esther’s turn to go in to the
king. He “loved Esther more than all the
women, and she found grace and favor in his
sight more than all other virgins, so that he set
the royal crown on her head and made her
queen instead of Vashti” (Esther 2:17).

Mordecai himself had a position at the court,
and one day he overheard two of the king’s eu-
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nuchs, who guarded the door, plotting to assas-
sinate King Ahasuerus. Mordecai told Esther to
warn the king. When the charge was investi-
gated and found to be true, the men were both
hanged. Mordecai’s service to the king was
recorded in the official court records.

Shortly afterward, the king appointed a man
named Haman as his chief minister. Ahasuerus
gave orders that everyone was to bow down be-
fore Haman, but Mordecai alone refused to do
so. In his anger at the insult, Haman turned his
rage against all Jews, not only Mordecai. Haman
then went to the king and denounced the Jewish
minority in the kingdom, saying: “There is a cer-
tain people scattered abroad and dispersed
among the peoples in all the provinces of your
kingdom; their laws are different from those of
other people, and they do not keep the king’s
laws” (Esther 3:8). Haman offered to pay the
king a huge sum if he got permission to perse-
cute the Jews. The king gave Haman his signet
ring to use in making the necessary orders, which
gave the persecution the force of law. Haman
had the orders drawn up, translated into all the
languages of the great empire, and sent by special
runners to authorities in each province. On the
appointed day they were to have all the local Jews
slaughtered and their possessions seized.

The Jews were frightened at the threatened
destruction. They fasted, prayed, and tore their
clothes in mourning, and Mordecai stood in
front of the palace to summon Esther. When the
queen saw him, she sent to ask him what had
happened. Mordecai produced a copy of
Haman’s edict and asked her to approach the
king and beg for the lives of her people. Esther
was frightened because it was against the law to
enter into the king’s presence without being
summoned, and she had not been called to him
for a month. Mordecai told her she had no
choice: “Think not that in the king’s palace you
will escape any more than all the other Jews”
(Esther 4:13). He said that it might be that her
whole purpose for being chosen was to help her
people in their time of trouble. Esther agreed to
try, first asking all the Jews of Susa to gather to-
gether and fast for three days on her behalf.

After the three-day fast, Esther put on her
royal robes and stood in the inner court of the

king’s palace. The king noticed Queen Esther
and was pleased to see her. He offered to grant
her any request, and all she asked was that the
king and Haman come to dine with her. At the
wonderful dinner, the king again offered to grant
Esther any request. She only asked for the king
and Haman to come once again to dine with her
the next night. Haman was highly honored at
the request that he share the king and queen’s
table, but his anger was raised again when he saw
Mordecai in the palace square. Encouraged by
his wife and friends, he ordered a gallows to be
constructed, intending the next morning to ask
the king for permission to have Mordecai
hanged. That night the king was unable to sleep,
and to pass the night he ordered that the court
records be read to him. He came across the entry
that gave Mordecai credit for having revealed the
assassination plot, and he discovered that
Mordecai’s good deed had gone unrewarded.

When Haman arrived in the morning to see
the king, Ahasuerus asked him how the king
should reward someone who pleases him. Fool-
ishly thinking that the king was referring to
him, Haman said that such a man should be
dressed in royal robes, placed on the king’s
horse, and led in honor through the streets of
Susa. To Haman’s dismay, Ahasuerus ordered
that Mordecai be so honored.

When the king and Haman appeared at
Queen Esther’s second dinner, she appeared
downcast. When the king asked what she
wanted, Esther pleaded that the lives of herself
and her people be spared. She then accused
Haman of having organized the mass murder.
The king was overcome with anger and rushed
out of the room. While he was away, Haman
flung himself down on the queen’s couch to beg
for his life. At that moment, the king strode in
again and seeing Haman on the couch he cried
out: “Will he even assault the queen in my pres-
ence, in my own house?” (Esther 7:8). The
king’s attendants grabbed Haman and took him
to be hanged on the gallows he had prepared for
Mordecai. Haman’s house and possessions were
confiscated and given to Esther, while Mordecai
was appointed chief minister in his place.

Esther again appeared weeping before the
king, asking him to cancel Haman’s order of
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persecution. However, that was impossible be-
cause under Persian law nothing could repeal an
order given with the king’s signet ring. Instead,
Mordecai was authorized to send out another
decree, which was taken to all the provinces. In
this order, Jews were given the right to carry
arms in self-defense against the coming persecu-
tion, and on the day Haman had set for their
destruction, the Jews turned on their enemies
and slaughtered them. Many thousands were
killed along with the ten sons of Haman. After
the violence subsided and the Jews were safe,
Mordecai and Esther sent letters to all the Jews
commanding that their deliverance from perse-
cution be commemorated each year with the
feast of Purim. And thus was the great celebra-
tion implemented.

Esther served as a positive role model for Jew-
ish women living in diaspora (outside of the
Jewish state amid other peoples). This quality
has made the Book of Esther popular in its own
time and into today, and Esther remains endur-
ingly popular.

See also Cosmetics; Jewish Women; Persian
Women; Susanna
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Etruscan Women
(ca. 800–500 B.C.)
The Etruscans were a people who emerged in
central Italy sometime before 800 B.C. and who
developed an advanced civilization that reached
its height in the seventh and sixth centuries B.C.
Scholars still argue over the origins of these peo-
ple—some claim they came from the east, and
others suggest that they developed from the in-
digenous peoples of Italy. Regardless of their ori-
gin, scholars agree that they produced a society
that was highly influential, for by the sixth cen-
tury B.C. they ruled over an extended area that
included the early settlers of Rome. They were a
great trading people and competed with the
Greeks and Carthaginians for the wealthy trade
of the western Mediterranean. The Etruscans

also were master builders, and they were skilled
at reading omens; subsequent Roman society
was to take many of these Etruscan develop-
ments and make them their own. In one area,
however, the Etruscans contributed little to the
rest of the Mediterranean world—their treat-
ment of women. The Etruscan women took a
strikingly public role, which shocked the Greeks
and Romans who observed it.

It is difficult for historians to get a full pic-
ture of Etruscan society because we cannot read
their language. Therefore, we must use only oth-
ers’ accounts of their customs, which are highly
biased, and archaeological evidence, which for-
tunately is very rich. The most shocking thing
that the Greek authors observed was that men
and women dined together. Aristotle said that
Etruscan husbands and wives reclined together
at dinner (instead of sitting in chairs, ancient
Mediterranean people reclined on couches
around a table). In Greek society, the only
women who joined men at banquets were pros-
titutes, so it seemed to the Greeks that all Etr-
uscan women were therefore sexually free.

The longest description of the Etruscans
comes from the fourth-century Greek historian
Theopompus. He said the Etruscan women were
“extraordinarily pleasure-loving,” for they dined
not only with their husbands, but with other
men. Furthermore, they had free sexual lives: “It
is not shame for the Etruscans to be seen having
sexual experiences . . . for this too is normal: it is
the local custom there” (Fantham et al. 248). He
goes on to say that people shamelessly call sexual
intercourse by its name if telling someone the
master is busy making love.

Archaeologists are able to confirm some of
these accusations on the basis of rich tomb
paintings and sculptures in the Etruscan burial
vaults. In the wall painting of a banqueting
scene shown in Figure 29, we can see Etruscan
women enjoying a dinner party in the company
of men. So it appears that women did join men
in public in a way that respectable Greek and
early Roman women did not. Furthermore,
there are paintings of women joining men to
watch games and contests in public. The cloth-
ing of the women in paintings and sculptures
also suggests a public life for women, for there
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were many more shown in shoes and mantles—
public attire—than were present in comparable
Greek portrayals.

The many sculptures on top of sarcophagi
(stone coffins) also suggest much about the af-
fectionate family relationships. Most show men
and women reclining together on a couch, with
their arms affectionately around each other. Fig-
ure 30 even shows the married couple naked to-
gether on their marriage bed. The Greeks would
have found such a portrayal shocking, for al-
though men were frequently nude, respectable
women—even in a marriage bed—were not. It
may be that such figures offer evidence to con-
firm the Greek historian’s assessment that the
Etruscans—men and women—were comfort-
able with their sexuality.

Theopompus also commented on the Etrus-
cans’ affection for their children. In contrast to
Greece and Rome, where the father could deter-
mine whether the child would be raised or ex-
posed to die, the Greek historian noted that the
Etruscans raised all the children who were born,
even if they did not know who the father was.
The only independent confirmation we have of

differing attitudes toward children is the pres-
ence of small statues of women nursing their ba-
bies. These statues are unique in the ancient
world—this was not an artistic theme for the
Greeks. Some scholars suggest that these figures
indicate that Etruscan women personally raised
their babies.

The Roman sources imply that Etruscan
women of the royal family had a strong role in
governing the society. According to one legend,
an ambitious Etruscan couple arrived in Rome
in about 630 B.C. As the man and his wife
looked down from their wagon on the city that
was to be their new home, an eagle came down
and plucked the man’s hat off. It then swooped
back down and replaced the hat. The woman—
who like most Etruscans was skilled at reading
omens—joyfully embraced her husband, for she
explained that this was a sign that he would be
king. The prophecy came true, and Lucius Tar-
quin became king of Rome. His wife was the
powerful Etruscan queen Tanaquil. This story
repeated the reputation Etruscan women had
for prophecy and reading omens, which was
continued throughout their history.

Figure 29. Tomb of the Triclinium at Tarquinia, ca. 470 B.C. (Alinari/Art Resource, NY)
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If Etruscan women reputedly had more free-
dom than women in the rest of the Mediter-
ranean world, they also had the same opportu-
nities as men for political intrigue and cruelty.
The Roman historian Livy tells of an Etruscan
queen named Tullia who violated the laws of
family to forward her ambitions. According to
Livy, the Etruscan princess persuaded her hus-
band to kill her own father so they could rule,
and she brazenly rode in an open carriage to the
forum to see the results. Her husband, Tarquin,
told her to go home, as the crowd might be dan-
gerous. As she was leaving, her driver stopped
the cart, for her father’s mutilated body lay in
their path. The “crazed woman” drove the car-
riage over her father’s body so that blood from

the corpse spattered her clothing. This story told
by a Roman recounted the fall of the Etruscan
monarchy, which restored a society in which
women did not have the freedom they had
under the Etruscans. Did he exaggerate the
woman’s cruelty to prove that the Etruscan way
was corrupt? Perhaps. It would be centuries be-
fore respectable women again would experience
the public life enjoyed by the Etruscan women
of the ancient world.

See also Greek (Athenian) Women; Roman Women
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Eudocia
Empress (ca. A.D. 400–460)
During the late Roman Empire, the eastern cap-
ital in Constantinople was much influenced by
women in the imperial family that had been
started by Theodosius I. When Theodosius’s son
Arcadius died in A.D. 408, his heir Theodosius
II was only seven years old. He and his sisters
were raised in the secluded palace at Constan-
tinople while the dynasty was protected by the
regency of an able administrator, Anthemius,
who no doubt hoped to gain entry to the royal
family by arranging a marriage with one of the
daughters. However, Arcadius’s elder sister, Pul-
cheria, managed to exert a good deal of political
power in her own right. She guided her brother’s
policies in many things, but in the process, she
created critics at court. To many, the best way to
weaken Pulcheria’s power while securing the dy-
nastic succession was to find a suitable wife for
Theodosius II. They found in her an intelligent
and beautiful newcomer to the capital.

Sometime around the beginning of the fifth
century a pagan philosopher named Leontios fa-
thered a daughter he named Athenais, after
Athens, the place of her birth. All commentators

Figure 30. Lid of a limestone sarcophagus, mid-fourth
century B.C. (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 86.145)
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remarked that she was beautiful and intelligent,
and her proud father educated her carefully in
classical studies and philosophy. About A.D. 419,
Athenais moved to Constantinople, the bustling
capital of the Roman Empire, and there she con-
verted to Christianity. When the patriarch bap-
tized her she took the name Eudocia, by which
she has been subsequently remembered.

The sources disagree about how Eudocia
came to the attention of the emperor. Some say
his sister, Pulcheria, introduced him to the
young woman, but others more plausibly say
that Pulcheria’s rivals at court brought Eudocia
forward. Either way, the marriage was arranged,
and Eudocia and Theodosius were married on 7
June 421. The marriage was soon blessed with a
child—a daughter, Licinia Eudoxia—born the
following year. Eudocia later bore another
daughter, but Eudocia and Theodosius II never
had a son to provide a clear transition for the dy-
nasty to continue into the next generation.

Eudocia also seems to have continued her in-
tellectual interests and to have immediately en-
tered into the ongoing struggle for power with
her sister-in-law Pulcheria. In A.D. 422, when
Pulcheria received partial credit for the empire’s
military victory against Persia, Eudocia wrote a
poetic praise crediting her husband with the vic-
tory. In the next year, Theodosius continued the
practice of his family and awarded Eudocia the
formal title of augusta—“empress.” This made
the domestic politics in his court more compli-
cated, however, since his sister Pulcheria already
held the title of empress. Now there were two
augustae presiding in Constantinople, and both
became involved in the uneasy politics that sur-
rounded this situation.

In A.D. 431, Eudocia and Theodosius’s second
daughter died, which seemed to threaten the all-
important imperial family connections. However,
Eudocia was pleased to see her other daughter,
Eudoxia, married in A.D. 437 to the western
Roman emperor Valentinian III. In the course of
that year, Eudocia met the holy woman Melania
the Younger, who had come to Constantinople.
According to Melania’s biographer, the holy
woman taught Theodosius and his wife, who had
been a convert to Christianity. The two seem to
have struck up an affectionate friendship, and the

empress conceived of a longing to see the holy
places of Jerusalem. Melania persuaded Theodo-
sius to allow Eudocia to make the pilgrimage.
The following year Eudocia left for Jerusalem.

Along the way she made quite an impact, in
part by distributing generous amounts of money
to the needy, but the high point of her travels
took place in Antioch, where she delivered such
a stirring speech to the senate and people of the
city that they raised a statue of her in her honor.
After spending some months touring Jerusalem,
she returned to Constantinople in about A.D.
439. She was at the height of her popularity, as
people associated her with the saintly Helena,
mother of Constantine, the last empress to visit
the Holy Land.

Beginning in A.D. 440, there was a major
change in the court of Theodosius, and both
empresses lost some of the support they had en-
joyed with the emperor. Pulcheria moved away
from the capital, and the sources say that Eudo-
cia was accused of adultery and chose to return
to the Holy Land. She would never again return
to Constantinople. In spite of the gossip that
had driven her away from court, however, she
continued to keep the title of empress (although
the royal mint stopped striking coins bearing her
image), and during her exile she continued to
exert a good deal of authority in the Holy Land.

Part of her power certainly derived from the
great wealth she continued to control. She sup-
ported monasteries and founded churches in the
Holy Land. She also became involved in the the-
ological controversies of the day. By about A.D.
449, the eastern empire was split over the belief
of monophysitism—a belief that emphasized
the divine nature of Christ at the expense of His
human nature. This belief was popular in
Jerusalem, Egypt, and Syria, and Eudocia, too,
followed this doctrine. This stance put her on
opposing sides from her old nemesis Pulcheria,
who worked actively to condemn monophysite
beliefs. Eudocia was finally persuaded to aban-
don monophysitism by talking to two noted
holy men of the region, and in A.D. 455 she re-
turned to the orthodox faith. She died in A.D.
460 in Jerusalem and was buried in the church
of St. Stephen, which she had founded just out-
side the holy city.
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The educated and enterprising empress ex-
erted most of her influence through her patron-
age of the church and through her political in-
fluence over her husband. She was also known,
however, for some of her writings. According to
Roman and medieval writers, Eudocia was sup-
posed to have written six works: some poetic
paraphrases of some biblical works, her poetic
praise of her husband’s victory over the Persians,
her successful address to the people of Antioch,
a Homeric poem on the life of Christ, and an
account of the martyrdom of St. Cyprian.
Through these works, people remembered a
wise empress who impressed with her learning
as well as her piety. Although she exerted a good
deal of authority during her lifetime, she did not
bear a son, who would have been essential to dy-
nastic continuity.
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Younger; Pulcheria
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Eudoxia
Roman Empress (r. A.D. 395–404)
When the emperor Theodosius I died in A.D.
395, his son Arcadius inherited the imperial
throne in the eastern part of the empire. (Arca-
dius’s brother, Honorius, ruled in the west.)
Theodosius had ruled successfully in part be-
cause he had ensured the succession early by
producing heirs and increasing their legitimacy
by giving their mother, Flaccilla, the title of em-
press. As soon as he took the throne, Arcadius
embarked on a similar policy. In the year in
which he assumed power, the new emperor mar-
ried Eudoxia, the daughter of a Roman woman
and a Frankish general, who was under the care
of an important general in the imperial army.
Like her mother-in-law before her, Eudoxia
would receive the imperial title, but Arcadius’s
empress would manage to convert the honorary
title into real power.

Arcadius was not the strong ruler his father

had been: Sources criticized his lethargic tem-
perament, saying “his halting speech betrayed a
sluggish spirit” and claiming ministers led him
“like an ox” (Holum 50). His father had so care-
fully established that the dynasty ruled by virtue
of birth and Christian blessing, however, that
even an emperor who was personally weak had
the right to rule. This weakness also permitted
his strong wife to exert her will in many matters.

Eudoxia’s power depended upon her provid-
ing heirs for the dynasty, and her first child was
born in A.D. 397. This daughter was named
Flaccilla, no doubt to remind people of Theo-
dosius’s popular empress and of the continuity
of the dynasty. Eudoxia proved remarkably fer-
tile for the ancient world, and in nine years she
bore five live children in the course of six preg-
nancies. As soon as she had children—even
though they were daughters—Eudoxia used
them to enhance her political position. For ex-
ample, in A.D. 399, Eudoxia came into conflict
with a eunuch who was her husband’s most
powerful minister. She appeared before Arcadius
with her two infant daughters in her arms, cry-
ing and complaining about the eunuch. Arca-
dius dismissed his counselor on the spot, for as
the sources wrote, “compassion entered him for
his children” (Holum 2–3).

In A.D. 400, Eudoxia received the title of au-
gusta—“empress”—just as Arcadius’s mother,
Flaccilla, had. Once again, the emperor ordered
coins minted honoring the new empress. As Fig-
ure 31 shows, the gold coin cast for Eudoxia re-
sembled that of Flaccilla (in Figure 34, page
127). The empress is shown wearing the same
imperial robe as Arcadius, and she wears the im-
perial jeweled crown. There is an innovation on
this coin, however. On the top of the coin, a dis-
embodied hand—the right hand of God—
reaches down to crown the empress, and this
symbol implies that Eudoxia was crowned by
God, not simply by her husband. Her title was
supposed to be transcendent and even more im-
portant than that of her predecessor, Theodo-
sius’s empress. As these symbols were dissemi-
nated throughout the empire, her brother-in-law
in the west, Honorius, objected to these new
honors shown Eudoxia, but his voice went un-
heeded in the halls of power in Constantinople.
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People soon recognized that they might ap-
peal to the empress when usual channels did not
fill their needs. For example, in A.D. 400, one
monk wanted the emperor to destroy a pagan
shrine, but fearing political repercussions, Arca-
dius refused. The monk approached the preg-
nant empress, promising that her child would
be a much-anticipated boy if she would help
him. Early in the next year, she bore a son—
Theodosius II—and granted the holy man’s re-
quest. The sources say that Arcadius agreed be-
cause “the lady empress nagged him incessantly”
(Holum 55).

The strong-minded woman could not help
but generate criticism from those who objected
to an empress wielding such power. Her
strongest critic was the bishop of Constantino-
ple, the famous church father John Chrysostom.
The bishop preached sermons against females in
general, which the congregations interpreted
(probably correctly) as an attack on the empress,
and Eudoxia finally seemed to win her struggle
against the popular and articulate bishop when
he was sent away in A.D. 403. Disaster seemed to
threaten the royal family, however, striking fear
in Eudoxia’s heart. Her eldest daughter, Flaccilla,
died, and the superstitious empress believed that
her quarrels with the bishop had brought the
wrath of God upon them. She wrote a desperate
letter to Chrysostom begging him to return: “Let
your Holiness not think that this was my doing!
I am guiltless of your blood” (Holum 75).

The crisis was not so readily solved, how-
ever. Hostile bishops fought against Chrysos-
tom’s return, while his supporters rioted in the
streets. The pregnant empress was horribly
frightened by the crisis, concerned that God
was angry at the turmoil. Even the weather
brought evil omens, for a violent hailstorm
seemed to Eudoxia a reprimand from the
Almighty. The terrified empress suffered a mis-
carriage during this turmoil, and the bleeding
took her life. Eudoxia died in A.D. 404, but she
had secured the dynasty with her son Theodo-
sius II, who would be much guided by his
strong sister, Pulcheria.

See also Eudocia; Flaccilla; Gynecology; Pulcheria
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Eulalia of Merida
Virgin and Martyr (d. ca. A.D. 304)
During his reign, the Roman emperor Diocle-
tian issued an edict that required everyone in the
empire to prove his or her loyalty to Rome and
its gods. All had to come and give sacrifice to a
statue of the emperor and receive a certificate in-
dicating their compliance. Such an act was seen
as idolatry by Christians who otherwise were
good citizens of the empire, so many confronted
the authorities with their refusal and thousands

Figure 31. Coin of Empress Eudoxia, solidus minted at Constantinople (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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died as martyrs to their faith. One of the many
martyrs created by Diocletian’s persecution was
Eulalia, a young girl in Spain.

The Spanish poet Prudentius (ca. A.D.
348–ca. 424) wrote the earliest surviving ac-
count of her martyrdom (or her “passion,” as ac-
counts of martyrdoms are called). His long,
beautiful hymn was sung on Eulalia’s saint’s
day—10 December—and this young virgin had
become so popular by the fifth century that the
famous church father St. Augustine wrote a ser-
mon about her also to be delivered on her day of
celebration. There is no way to know how accu-
rate Prudentius’s account is of the events sur-
rounding her torture and death, but her con-
temporaries certainly believed it.

According to Prudentius, Eulalia was twelve
years old when Diocletian’s decree was issued.
She was already a devout Christian with a wis-
dom well beyond her age:

When but a child she despised and ignored
Toys and sports with which girls are

amused.
. . .
Childlike in ways, even then she possessed
Wisdom that comes with gray hair of old

age. (Prudentius 124)

The young girl was eager to become a martyr,
and her mother so feared for her life that she
kept the child secluded in a rural villa, far away
from the city where Christians were being per-
secuted. The enterprising girl escaped—“freeing
herself from imprisoning walls,” as Prudentius
put it (130)—and walked through the night
over rough roads and brambles. Eulalia walked
many miles and when dawn broke, she appeared
at the magistrate’s court in town. She challenged
the officials in a bold way:

Miserable men, for the Christians you
search!

Lo, I am one of that odious race,
Foe to your fiendish idolatrous rites.
Witness to Christ with my heart and my

lips,
Under my feet I will trample your gods.

(Prudentius 131)

The Romans were angered at her impudence
and began to torture her horribly—tearing her
flesh and burning her. She responded with defi-
ance, even spitting at her captors. Finally, she
was burned to death. The poet claimed that at
the moment of her death a dove flew from her
mouth, showing the departure of her spirit to
heaven. The guards were frightened by this vi-
sion and fled, leaving her body behind. Snow
fell and modestly covered her burnt body until
local Christians came and buried her. Her
shrine, purportedly with its relics of bones, is
still in Merida, Spain, today.

See also Agnes; Felicity; Maccabean Martyrs;
Martyrs; Perpetua the Martyr
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Euphrosyne (Castissima)
Holy Woman (ca. fourth century A.D.)
In the fourth century in Alexandria, a story cir-
culated about an independent young woman
who took strong measures in order to lead an in-
dependent life as a Christian holy person. She
even transcended her gender and gained fame as
a holy man. Through such accounts, women
during the early centuries of Christianity and
later came to believe that Christian worship
would bring them the possibility for freedom
from social expectations that bound many
women. When Euphrosyne’s story was trans-
lated from Greek to Latin and spread through
the west, her name was changed to Castissima.
The popular story of Euphrosyne/Castissima
began in Alexandria—the Egyptian city that
had a large and important Christian population.

A god-fearing couple lived in Alexandria.
They were wealthy and pious, and they were
content in all respects except one: the wife was
barren, and they very much wanted a child.
They prayed, gave great wealth to the poor and
sick, and did all they could to pray for a child.
At last they visited a monastery, whose abbot
joined his prayers to theirs. The anonymous bi-
ographer who preserved her story wrote that
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God took pity on the couple and granted them
one daughter, whom they named Euphrosyne.
Her parents took much joy in her.

When she was twelve years old, Euphrosyne’s
mother died, and when her father took over her
education, he focused on teaching her scriptures
and “the wisdom of God.” She was quick to
learn, and her father was proud of her. Her
name was spread throughout the city because of
her wisdom, her love of learning, and her great
beauty. Of course, many important men sought
to acquire her as a bride for their sons. One of
these men, who stood above all others in power,
succeeded in persuading Euphrosyne’s father to
betroth her to his son. The betrothal presents
were exchanged, binding the agreement.

A short time after the betrothal agreement,
when Euphrosyne was eighteen, her father took
her to visit the monastery where years before he
had prayed for his daughter’s conception. While
father and daughter stayed at the monastery, the
girl heard the abbot speak of purity and virgin-
ity and the fear of God. During this visit, her bi-
ographer says Euphrosyne progressed greatly in
wisdom. She observed the spiritual life of the
monks and said to herself: “Blessed are all who
live in this place. They are like angels who praise
God without ceasing. And after death they will
be worthy of eternal life” (Salisbury 105). She
began to repent in her heart the life that had
been chosen for her. After the three-day visit, fa-
ther and daughter left to return to Alexandria,
but the father did not know how Euphrosyne
had been transformed.

Some time later, the abbot sent one of the
brothers to bring Paphnutius—Euphrosyne’s fa-
ther—to the monastery for a celebration. The
young monk found only Euphrosyne at home,
and she eagerly questioned him about life in the
monastery. His answers made her long for the
monastic life, but she was afraid her father would
never permit her to renounce the world. The
monk encouraged her desire for an ascetic life,
however, saying: “No, my daughter, do not give
your body up into corruption, nor surrender your
beauty to shameful passion, but be whole in your
purity as a bride of Christ. . . . Run and hide; join
a monastery and there you will be saved.” Eu-
phrosyne’s one reservation was “Who will tonsure

me? For I do not wish to be shaved by a layman,
but by a servant of God” (Salisbury 105).

The girl’s question shows the significance of
cutting her hair—her transformation from
woman to eunuch of God would lie in this act. A
woman’s hair was a symbol and an expression of
her sexuality and her gender, which was why
church fathers always said that women should veil
their heads to modestly hide their hair. However,
church law was also adamant that women should
not cut their hair short like men’s either—in A.D.
390 a law was passed that forbade such tonsuring.
The emperor had decreed: “Women who shall
have shorn their hair contrary to divine and
human laws . . . should be barred from the doors
of a church” (Salisbury 105). Euphrosyne was tak-
ing a rebellious step when she asked a holy man
to give her the haircut of a monk. The young
monk said he would send someone to tonsure her.

An old recluse came, shaved the girl’s head,
dressed her in a woman’s robe suitable for a pen-
itent, and departed. Euphrosyne then consid-
ered her situation. According to her biographer,
she said to herself: “If I go to a monastery of
women, my father will never cease to look for
me until I am found, and he will take me away
by force to be given to my betrothed. Instead, I
will put myself in a monastery of men in the dis-
guise of a eunuch and no one will suspect me”
(Salisbury 106). When it was evening, she took
off her women’s clothes, dressed herself in the
clothing of a man, and left her house.

Euphrosyne went to the monastery that had
played such a continuing role in her life. She
presented herself to the porter, asking that he
tell the abbot that a certain eunuch from the
palace wanted to enter the monastery. The
abbot asked the youth’s name, and she gave the
false name of Emerald (a precious stone that
symbolized faith, purity, and the ability to over-
come trials and sin). When the eunuch joined
the monastic community, a problem arose. The
youth was so fair of face that the monks were
tempted into sin, so the abbot sent Emerald to
live alone away from the monastery proper.
There the youth could sing hymns, eat, and be
tutored by the educated monks. Emerald peace-
fully withdrew to the cell and began a life of
such zealous piety that all were astounded.
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Meanwhile, Paphnutius discovered that his
daughter had gone. He searched for her and
lamented her loss, and the whole city mourned
the absence of the young girl. Paphnutius went
to the monastery to seek the prayers of the holy
men to aid him in his search, and while most of
the monks prayed that the whereabouts of the
lost girl might be revealed to the father, Emerald
prayed to remain hidden. The narrator praised
the holiness of Euphrosyne, saying that Emer-
ald’s prayers outweighed all the rest. The abbot
tried to reassure Paphnutius that God was
watching out for his lost daughter.

The next time the father visited the
monastery, the abbot suggested that the old man
might profit from a visit with their pious recluse,
Emerald. Paphnutius did not recognize his
daughter, as she was so changed by much fasting
and other austerities. However, the two had such
a wonderful talk that Paphnutius praised the eu-
nuch to the abbot, saying: “How much have I
profited from this man. God knows how my soul
has been captured by his love, as if he had been
my own daughter” (Salisbury 107).

After Emerald had been in the monastery for
thirty-eight years, she fell ill. During this illness,
Paphnutius arrived for one of his periodic visits.
He saw the sick monk for the last time and
begged his prayers, asking that he be released
from the grief about his missing daughter.
Emerald assured him that soon he would have
information about the lost Euphrosyne. The fa-
ther waited three days with the sick monk. On
the third day, Emerald knew she was dying and
revealed herself to Paphnutius: “My father . . .
end your grief for Euphrosyne your daughter. I
am she” (Salisbury 107). After she had spoken,
she died. When all the monks heard how the
woman had lived among them all those years as
a eunuch, they were amazed and sang praises to
God who had wrought such miracles.

Scholars have studied the rich tradition of
“transvestite saints” who transformed their gen-
der and lived as men, only to be discovered at
their death. Some have explained the popularity
of these tales as showing a way that women could
transcend their gender and rise above the social
expectations that bound women in the ancient
world. Others say the stories offered male monks

a model of a nonthreatening woman. Yet others
claim that images of transgendered women who
lived as eunuchs gave both men and women a
model of a person who transcended not only her
sexuality, but her gender as well. This was the
goal of both men and women who left society to
live in the desert, and the stories were thus mod-
els of the ultimately successful ascetic life. All
these interpretations at the very least indicate the
richness of the implications of the tales of trans-
vestite saints that were retold for millennia.

See also Pelagia; Thecla
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Europa
Mythological Greek Maiden
One popular Greek myth tells of Europa, a beau-
tiful princess, daughter of a legendary king of
Tyre (on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean,
shown on Map 5). One early spring morning,
Europa summoned two of her young compan-
ions to go walking in the meadows near the sea.
They brought baskets to collect the beautiful
spring flowers that were at their height. As the
young women wandered happily in the meadow,
Zeus looked down from the sky and saw the
beautiful sight. Although all the women were
lovely, Europa stood out among them. As Zeus
watched, Cupid shot one of his shafts into Zeus’s
heart, and he fell madly in love with the maiden.
Even though his wife, Hera, was away, Zeus
thought it best to approach the girl cautiously.

Zeus changed into a bull and appeared in the
meadow. This was not an ordinary bull, but one
more beautiful than had ever been seen before:
He was a bright chestnut color with a silver cir-
cle on his brow and horns like the crescent of
the young moon. He seemed so gentle that the
women were not frightened of him but instead
gathered around to pet him. As he approached
Europa, he lowed so musically that the sound
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Figure 32. Europa abducted by Zeus, from an Attic vase, fifth century B.C. (Christel Gerstenberg/Corbis)

was more beautiful than any flute. He lay down
before her feet and seemed to encourage her to
ride him.

Smiling, Europa sat on his back and called her
companions to join her. Before they could, how-
ever, the bull leaped up and charged at full speed
to the seashore. He leaped up and galloped above
the water accompanied by sea nymphs riding on
dolphins. Poseidon, too, appeared to escort the

bull. Europa was frightened and clung to the
bull’s horn, but she knew this must be a god. She
pleaded with the bull, begging him not to leave
her in some strange place all alone. He finally
spoke to her and told her he was Zeus, the great-
est of the gods, and that he loved her. He said he
was taking her to the island of Crete, where she
would bear him sons. It happened as Zeus had
said. They landed in Crete, where Zeus took his
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new bride. She bore him three sons, Minos,
Rhadamanthus, and Sarpedon.

Zeus gave her three gifts: Talos, which was ei-
ther a human or a bronze robot that guarded the
coasts of Crete; a hunting dog that never let any
prey escape; and a hunting spear that never
missed its mark. Zeus then married her to the
king of Crete, Asterion, who adopted her sons.

Europa was worshiped in Crete as a goddess,
and the bull whose form Zeus had taken became
a constellation and was included among the
signs of the Zodiac. Her story may have been a
Greek invention to explain the bull-leaping rit-
ual found in Crete. The story has always been a
popular one with artists, and many through
modern times have illustrated the capture or
“rape” of Europa.

See also Hera; Minoan Women
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Eurydice
Mythological Greek Nymph
According to Greek legend, Orpheus, who was
the son of the muse Calliope, was the most fa-
mous musician who ever lived. Apollo gave him
a lyre, which the muses taught him to use, and
his music was so beautiful that he enchanted
everyone, even animals, who heard it. Even
rocks on the hillside followed his music. Or-
pheus married Eurydice, a maiden he loved
deeply. Tragically, the marriage was to be brief.

Shortly after the wedding, Eurydice was
walking in a field. A man tried to grab and rape
her, but she ran away. In her haste, however,
she stepped on a snake, and she died of its poi-
sonous bite. Orpheus’s grief was overwhelming.
He was determined to go down to the under-
world of death to bring her back. As he entered
the dark realm, his music soothed his way. The
great dog of the underworld, Cerberus, relaxed
his guard, and the ferryman Charon was
charmed by Orpheus’s song. Even the tortures
of the dead were temporarily suspended under
the spell of his beautiful music. Hades, the king
of the underworld, was so enchanted by the

music that he said Orpheus could take Eury-
dice back to the world of the living, but he im-
posed one condition: Orpheus was not to look
at Eurydice until she was out in the world of
the living.

They started the long journey back up to the
world of light, and Eurydice followed the sound
of Orpheus’s lyre. He longed to look back at his
bride but resisted the temptation. Finally, he
stepped out into the daylight, and he joyfully
turned to her. However, it was too soon; she was
still in the cavern. He saw her in the dim lights,
and he held out his arms to her. But in that in-
stant, she was gone. She had slipped back into
the darkness, and all he had was the last linger-
ing sound of her voice as she said farewell.

While this was the most common version of
the myth, some held that Orpheus was able to
keep Eurydice for one day, but then Hermes (in
his capacity as guide to the dead) led her back to
Hades. Orpheus ended up being torn apart by
Maenads (followers of Dionysus). This myth
spread to Rome and was popular throughout
classical times. It is likely that people were
drawn to the idea of being rescued from the
dead, as Eurydice almost was.

See also Maenads; Nymphs
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Eurydice I
Queen of Macedonia (ca. 370 B.C.)
The people of the city-states of ancient Greece
had great scorn for Macedonia (see Map 4),
which they considered a crude, “barbaric” back-
water province to the north of the Greek main-
land. Here, tribal kings fought with each other
to hold power and led small armies of mounted
warriors against neighbors. In the fourth century
B.C. a non-Macedonian woman named Eurydice
was given in marriage to the Macedonian king,
Amyntas. Eurydice’s husband died after she bore
him three sons—Alexander, Perdiccas, and
Philip—and one daughter—Eurynoe. Thanks
to the resourcefulness of this strong woman, her
youngest grew up to rule and change the future
of Greek and western civilization.
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There is virtually no information that tells us
about the domestic life in ancient Macedonia—
the sources are preoccupied with violence and
dynastic struggles. However, Plutarch (ca. A.D.
100) describes an inscription that offers a
glimpse into Eurydice’s life as a mother. The in-
scription he quotes was a dedication to the
muses: “Eurydice, daughter of Irrhas, offers this
shrine to the Muses, Glad for the wish of her
heart granted by them to her prayer, Since by
their aid she has learned, when mother of sons
grown to manhood, Letters, recorders of words;
learned how to read and to write” (Macurdy
20). Plutarch used this lovely dedication as an
example of perfect maternal love on the part of
a woman who, though a “barbarian,” learned to
read and write for the sake of her children. Vio-
lence would sweep over the family, however, and
Eurydice’s reputation suffered as she struggled
to survive and protect her sons.

When Eurydice was widowed in about 370
B.C., her eldest son, Alexander, inherited the
throne. In Macedonian politics, however, inher-
iting was not the same thing as holding power.

Alexander was soon murdered at a Macedo-
nian war dance, and his sister’s husband Ptole-
maeus took power and served as regent while
waiting for Alexander’s younger brothers,
Perdiccas and Philip, to grow old enough to take
their rightful place on the Macedonian throne.
This situation was volatile, for Eurydice had lost
one son, and a powerful regent could easily
threaten the others. The sources offer conflict-
ing stories about the widow queen’s response.

One source written by an Athenian orator,
Aeschines, shortly after the events describes the
most plausible scenario. He said that after the
death of Amyntas and the murder of Alexander,
Eurydice looked to Athens for support. She
summoned Iphicrates, the Athenian general, to
help her, and she placed her two young sons in
his lap, saying, “Amyntas, the father of these
children, when he was alive, made you his son
and counted Athens his friend, so you person-
ally are a brother of these boys and politically a
friend to us” (Macurdy 19–20). Aeschines con-
tinues to say that Eurydice expressed no trust in
her son-in-law (and regent) Ptolemaeus. Iphic-
rates gave Eurydice the help she needed and

drove another claimant to the throne out of
Macedonia.

Other sources painted Eurydice in a very dif-
ferent light. One claims that she had fallen in
love with her son-in-law and that she, herself,
conspired to kill her son Alexander. This story
may have arisen in the fact that Ptolemaeus took
Eurydice as his second wife after the murder of
Alexander. Eurydice may have voluntarily (or
forcibly) taken this step to try to protect her re-
maining sons, or Ptolemaeus may have wanted
to try to ensure his power through marriage to
the queen mother. We cannot know for sure the
motivations, but we do know that by whatever
means, Perdiccas and Philip were kept safe to
grow old enough to claim the throne. It is hard
to imagine that the dedicated mother who
learned to read and write so she could educate
her sons could be the brutal murderer that one
source describes. But we cannot know for sure.

As soon as Perdiccas took power, he had Ptole-
maeus killed, which suggests at the very least that
all was not well in the royal household. It also
shows how difficult it was to hold the Macedon-
ian throne—rivals were killed, not trusted.
Perdiccas reigned for five years before he was
killed in battle. Some of the subsequent chroni-
clers (those who wanted to paint Eurydice as an
evil queen) accused her of arranging for Perdiccas
to die to avenge the death of her second husband.
However, this would presuppose a great deal
more political power than she could have wielded
at the time. More likely, she was pleased to have
her son on the throne and to have a remaining
third son who could then inherit.

Philip became the next king—Philip II of
Macedon. This brilliant strategist conquered
Greece and established the Macedonian Empire.
He also seems to have dreamed of attacking the
Persian Empire, but that feat would wait for his
famous son, Alexander the Great. Eurydice fades
from the sources, so we do not know when or
how she died. We can hope that she lived long
enough to meet her young grandson—named
after her own murdered first son—for this
woman who cared so much for her sons’ welfare
would have been delighted with the precocious
boy who would conquer most of the western
world and change the course of civilization.
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Eustochium
Roman Christian Virgin (ca. A.D. 368–ca. 419)
Controversies that swept through Rome in the
late fourth century shaped many elements of
later Christian thought, and one of the most in-
fluential ideas that emerged was the great valu-
ing of virginity that was to remain a core of
Christian belief. By the end of the century,
church fathers would agree that Mary had been
perpetually virgin (that she was a virgin both be-
fore and after the birth of Jesus) and that virgin-
ity was the highest calling, followed by chastity
after marriage, and finally accepting a sexual
married life as a third place—a compromise in a
fallen world. For the church father Jerome, the
only good thing about marriage was that it pro-
duced more virgins—marriage “is the thorn
from which roses may be gathered” (Jerome 30).
These ideas were not uncontested. Letters and
tracts circulated arguing against this ascetic po-
sition, claiming that marriage was a properly or-
dered religious life, but the strongly antisexual
position prevailed, largely owing to the influen-
tial writings of Jerome. His work in turn was
shaped by his relationship with high-born asce-
tic women—especially the virgin Eustochium,
who became his lifelong companion.

When Jerome came to Rome in about A.D.
382 to work in the service of Pope Damasus, he
immediately came to know several wealthy
women who had chosen to live quietly in their
homes and devote themselves to the study and
practice of Christianity. Among them was the
widow Paula, who had five children. Jerome
spent a great deal of time in their household,
talking to them about ascetic Christianity, read-
ing and discussing scripture with them, and
simply becoming their friend and adviser. Re-
markably, this irascible man in his fifties who
made enemies wherever he went found a
friendly haven in the company of Paula and her
family. Jerome developed a special relationship
with Paula’s third child, her daughter Eu-

stochium. As early as A.D. 384, Eustochium sent
Jerome gifts to celebrate the festival of St. Peter;
she sent doves, cherries, bracelets, and a letter.
We have preserved a letter from Jerome thank-
ing her for her gifts and using the occasion to
offer her moral instruction. Eustochium’s pres-
ents may let us glimpse the affection the young
girl had for the elder (often stern) teacher.

When Jerome came to Rome, Eustochium
was probably in her early teens, a gentle, quiet
child who was inseparable from her mother and
(according to Jerome) invariably obedient to
her. Eustochium joined Paula in Jerome’s Bible
classes and joined in singing the psalms and
learning Hebrew. Unlike her elder sister, Blae-
silla, Eustochium immediately rejected the
beautiful clothes, smart hairstyles, and makeup
that marked the Roman upper classes. Indeed,
from an early age Eustochium dedicated herself
to a life of virginity, rejecting the family life that
marked the aspirations of good Roman daugh-
ters. Jerome was delighted—he called her the
first aristocratic young woman in Rome to em-
brace this vocation—and the prolific church fa-
ther would use Eustochium as his model to urge
others to dedicate their sexuality to God.

Jerome (and his contemporaries) wrote let-
ters that were not simply read by their recipients
but were also copied and widely circulated.
Among the more than one hundred letters of
Jerome’s that survive, the most famous is num-
ber 22, addressed to Eustochium. This long let-
ter is really a long treatise on virginity, and it be-
came the influential prototype of instruction to
those who would dedicate themselves to God in
this way.

The letter talks about how a woman should
live a virginal life while in the cosmopolitan
world of Rome, which was full of temptations.
Virgins should avoid the company of married
women and worldly women in general and stay
only with dedicated women “pale and thin with
fasting” (Jerome 28). A virgin should stay in her
room most of the time, praying, reading, and
studying. She should avoid wine, eat sparingly,
and every night cry in her bed over the evils of
the world. In this tract, Jerome reminded Eu-
stochium (and all of Rome) of his previous work
“Against Helvidius,” in which he argued for the
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perpetual virginity of Mary and the superiority
of the virgin state over the married one, and in
this way the letter to the young virgin became
pivotal in establishing virginity as a central ideal
for Christians.

In his letter, Jerome also offered insights into
prevailing beliefs of sexuality, for he not only
warned Eustochium against things such as food,
wine, and hot baths that might lead her to sex-
ual feelings, but he also portrayed the virgin life
in strongly erotic terms. Drawing from the im-
agery in the Song of Songs in the Bible, Jerome
portrayed Eustochium as Christ’s bride—and
even depicted Paula as Christ’s mother-in-law.
For Jerome, Eustochium was not renouncing
the sensual pleasures of marriage but was ac-
cepting as her groom Christ Himself. Jerome
promised that Christ would visit the virgin at
night as a bridegroom to love her. These sensual
images offered to Eustochium also became the
language of spiritual love that would shape the
writings of nuns and mystics in the future.

Eustochium remained true to her vows of
virginity throughout her life, and she remained
loyal to Jerome as well. When the nettlesome
man was forced to leave Rome because he had
made so many enemies, Paula and Eustochium
went with him. The three founded monasteries
near Bethlehem, where they lived out their lives
continuing the prayer, study, and ascetic renun-
ciations that had marked them in Rome. Eu-
stochium cared for her mother during her final
illness in about A.D. 402 and continued to be
Jerome’s closest confidante until her own death
in about A.D. 419. Jerome was almost uncon-
solable when Eustochium passed away, and he
died about a year later.

The way of life they lived and espoused,
however, continued long after them. Eu-
stochium’s place as head of the monastery they
founded was taken over by Paula, Eustochium’s
niece, who had been raised as a dedicated virgin
and who continued Eustochium’s way of life.
Generations of nuns would read the famous let-
ter of Jerome to Eustochium and find in it an
expression of their spirituality and a validation
of their way of life. The gentle Roman virgin be-
came the prototype of many other spiritual
women—both ancient and modern.
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Eve
Biblical First Woman
Probably the best-known woman of the ancient
world is Eve, who appears in the Bible as the
first woman created by God. Creation stories all
over the world are invested with a great deal of
significance because they are presumed to ex-
press an essential truth about the human condi-
tion, and as part of a creation story, Eve too
takes on a striking importance. For people in the
West, Eve became “everywoman” and symbol-
ized all women. Consequently, scholars and oth-
ers have studied carefully the characteristics and
roles of Eve, and not surprisingly opinions
about her have changed over time. Eve may be
all women, but like other women her position
has changed over time and remains elusive.

Eve as Partner: The Hebrew Bible
The first account of Eve is in the Book of Gen-
esis in the Bible, where there are two accounts of
the creation of man and woman. The first ac-
count is the shorter one: “So God created man
in his own image, in the image of God he cre-
ated him; male and female he created them. And
God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be
fruitful and multiply . . .’” (Gen. 1:27–28).
However, most analyses of Eve come from a sec-
ond account later in Genesis. After God made
the heavens and the earth, “the Lord God
formed man of dust from the ground, and
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and
man became a living being” (Gen. 2:7). It is im-
portant to realize that these translations of the
Bible into English are varying renditions of the
Hebrew originals, which lose some of the sub-
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tleties of the originals. The Hebrew word for
“dust” or “earth” is ‘adamah, and you can see the
pun building on the name of Adam and earth.
Carol Meyers provides another translation for
this passage that provides a compelling new look
at this important text. While her translation re-
mains somewhat controversial, her reading re-
moves the strong gendered connotations of
using the word man for Adam while emphasiz-
ing the associations implicit in the original He-
brew: “Then God Yahweh formed an earthling
of clods from the earth and breathed into its
nostril the breath of life; and the earthling be-
came a living being” (Meyers 81).

According to Genesis, after the creation of
Adam, God created the Garden of Eden, but
then recognized Adam’s loneliness and created
the beasts of the land, sea, and air. As the Bible
says, among all that life, however, “for the man
there was not found a helper fit for him” (Gen.
2:20). Then we have the second account of the
creation of the woman: “So the Lord God
caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and
while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up
its place with flesh; and the rib which the Lord
God had taken from the man he made into a
woman and brought her to the man. Then the
man said, ‘This at last is bone of my bones and
flesh of my flesh; and shall be called woman, be-
cause she was taken out of man’” (Gen.
2:21–23). At this point in the narrative, the
woman is not yet named Eve.

The man and woman were permitted to eat
all the fruits in the Garden of Eden—which
grew with no labor on their part—except the
fruit of one tree, which gave the knowledge of
good and evil. God forbade them to eat of this
tree. According to the Bible, the serpent came
and tempted the woman to eat the forbidden
fruit: The serpent told her she would not die
from eating the fruit, but instead “your eyes will
be opened and you will be like God, knowing
good and evil” (Gen. 3:5). So the woman saw
that the fruit was good for food, and she ate
some and gave some to her husband, and he also
ate. “Then the eyes of both were opened, and
they knew that they were naked; and they sewed
fig leaves together and made themselves aprons”
(Gen. 3:7). Then God appeared in the garden,

and the man hid himself because he knew he
was naked; thus God knew that they had eaten
the forbidden fruit. God asked Adam, and he
blamed the woman: “She gave me fruit of the
tree, and I ate.” God then asked the woman and
she blamed the snake: “The serpent beguiled
me, and I ate” (Gen. 3:12–13).

In response, God cursed the three. The snake
was made the most hated animal and would be
forever the woman’s enemy. Adam was cursed to
toil on the ground, which would no more bring
forth fruit without much labor; instead it would
grow thorns and thistles unless he worked hard
to grow grain. The woman, too, received a
curse, and this is another biblical verse that has
generated much comment. In a standard En-
glish translation, it reads: “I will greatly multiply
your pain in childbearing; in pain you shall
bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for
your husband, and he shall rule over you” (Gen.
3:16). Carol Meyers—an eminent scholar of the
Hebrew texts—has demonstrated that in the
world of the ancient Hebrews, this text would
more accurately be rendered something like this:
“I will greatly increase your toil and your preg-
nancies, [along] with travail shall you beget chil-
dren. Yet your desire shall be for your husband,
and he will predominate over you” (Meyers
101–117).

This translation suggests that the creation
story was formed in a context of the ancient
highlands where the Hebrews lived—where the
land was hard to work, where large families were
essential to survival, and where husbands and
wives labored long in partnership, yet took
pleasure in each other. This story told of a real-
ity in which both partners were needed for the
people to survive, and in fact there was a shared
responsibility between men and women. But
this pattern would not remain, and subsequent
writers would reinterpret this creation story. In-
deed modern translations reflect the changed
interpretation of the relationship between the
first couple.

According to the Bible, after God had cursed
the couple, Adam named his wife Eve (which in
Hebrew resembles the word for living) because
“she was the mother of all living” (Gen. 3:20).
They left the Garden of Eden and had sexual in-
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tercourse; Eve then bore Cain and his brother,
Abel. Apart from the early chapters in Genesis,
there is in the Hebrew Bible (the Christian Old
Testament) no further mention of Eve. It is 
only in later compositions that Eve is fully de-
veloped as a source of sin and evil. It is this later
Eve that has become so influential in our West-
ern consciousness.

Eve as Wise Woman: The Gnostics
When the circumstances of societies change,
some people reinterpret the creation stories to
make them apply to new conditions. When
Christians adopted Hebrew scriptures as their
own, they also adopted the stories of Eve, the
first woman. Some Christians held very differ-
ent views from those that were later defined as
orthodox, and these who came to be called
“Gnostic Christians” developed an elaborately
different view of Eve. Apparently, many Gnos-
tics were dualists who believed that people were
created in a precosmic struggle between the
principles of good and evil and that Christ had
come to earth to free the spiritual parts of hu-
mans that were trapped within the evil flesh.

Like other early Christians, Gnostics inter-
preted scriptures as myths with hidden mean-
ings that the spiritually aware could understand,
and this sort of reading turned the story of Gen-
esis into an elaborate allegory. Adam and Eve
were not historical figures to the Gnostics, but
instead they represented two principles that ex-
isted within everyone. Adam was the soul and
Eve was the spirit—the higher self of wisdom.
In Gnostic scriptures, Eve is the messenger of
the divine principle of wisdom (Sophia), who
awakens Adam from his sleeping state (the deep
sleep he was in when God removed his rib to
create Eve).

Eve’s temptation by the serpent was also ren-
dered as a positive act by the Gnostics. The ser-
pent was an emissary of wisdom, who instructed
Eve, informing her that she and Adam were of a
holy origin and not mere slaves of a creator
deity. When Eve and Adam ate the fruit of wis-
dom, they were reclaiming their divinity that
had been hidden from them by a jealous evil
deity. Thus, in Gnostic scriptures, Eve became a
heroine who freed humanity from ignorance.

From the second to the fourth centuries A.D.,
orthodox churchmen fought against Gnostic be-
liefs. As they did so the Gnostic gospels and
other such works were suppressed, and Gnostic
ideas were slowly removed from the communi-
ties of the faithful. In addition, church fathers
offered their own interpretations of scriptures,
and in the process, Eve was transformed again.

Eve: The Gateway of the Devil
In the first and second centuries A.D., Christians
wrote texts that would in time become the New
Testament—the Christian portion of the Bible.
In these texts, writers include Eve. In the letter
to Timothy attributed to Paul, the correspon-
dent for the first time in scriptures equates Eve
with the introduction of sin: “For Adam was
formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not de-
ceived, but the woman was deceived and be-
came a transgressor. Yet woman will be saved
through bearing children. . . .” (1 Tim.
2:13–15). Here childbirth is portrayed as the
one way that all women can be forgiven what
has now become the “sin” of Eve—the crime of
everywoman. Church fathers begin to pick up
this theme as they explain the meaning of scrip-
tures.

The early third-century church father Tertul-
lian warned that all women tempted men as Eve
had first tempted Adam to eat the forbidden
fruit. Then Tertullian concluded in his famous
phrase that women were the “devil’s gateway”
through which humanity fell into sin. As the
biblical passage of Genesis is reinterpreted and
given new emphasis on sin, the role of Eve be-
comes one of more villainy, and women receive
the blame for the fall of humankind.

As church fathers also began to argue against
the Gnostic position, they began to give a more
literal interpretation of the Genesis creation
story. In the mid-fourth century A.D., church fa-
thers like Ambrose would still offer an allegori-
cal interpretation of Genesis. For example, he
argued that Eve’s creation from Adam’s rib was a
command against adultery because the two were
really one. In addition, Ambrose interpreted the
passage that Adam and Eve were created in
God’s image as an instruction for women not to
erase God’s artwork by wearing cosmetics. But
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under the pressure to fight Gnostics, these alle-
gorical messages would give way.

By the beginning of the fifth century, the
most influential church father in the West—
Augustine—moved to a more literal interpreta-
tion. In reacting against charges of dualist be-
liefs and in struggling against a growing
movement against marriage, Augustine claimed
that Adam and Eve were literal historical figures
who had disobeyed God. In his analysis, he
took seriously the biblical order to “be fruitful
and multiply” as a vindication of marriage and
procreation. In this he returns a bit to the He-
brew sense that childbirth was a gift, not a pun-
ishment, for Eve. But even Augustine did not
attempt to vindicate the woman. He, too,
shared the notion of the other early Christian
fathers that Eve had introduced sin and lust into
a fallen world. This was a burden that western
women have carried ever since.

The final church father who was most influ-
ential in sealing the fate of the new sinful Eve
was Jerome—the irascible scholar who was
adamantly against sexual intercourse. He be-
lieved that marriage was a consequence of the
fall that should be avoided if at all possible, and
what made his opinions so overwhelmingly im-
portant was that they shaped his translation of
the Hebrew scriptures—including the passage
of Genesis. Jerome also believed that women
should be strictly under control of men, and this
idea, too, colored his translation of the trouble-
some passage that has so influenced how people
perceive Eve.

Jerome’s Latin translation of the Hebrew
Bible is called the Vulgate, and it was commis-
sioned by Pope Damasus in A.D. 382. This be-
came the authoritative Bible of the Western
church for centuries, and Jerome’s version has
influenced the subsequent translations. Jerome
translated the Genesis passage as follows: “I will

multiply your toils and your conceptions; in
grief you will bear children, and you will be
under the power of your husband, and he will
rule over you” (Gen. 3:16). Jerome’s first line
follows quite closely the Hebrew original, but
later modern versions emphasize the pain of
childbirth. For example, the Revised Standard
Version published in 1952 reads, “I will greatly
multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain you
shall bring forth children” (Gen. 3:16).

Eve has been transformed by these passages.
Instead of a partner who shares Adam’s toil on
the land, she bears only one curse—to redeem
her sin by painfully bearing children. Too often,
subsequent women in the west have shared Eve’s
curse of being seen as subordinate, sinful, and
shamed. Fortunately, some modern scholars
have reconsidered this powerful creation story to
try to find another Eve who might more readily
represent everywoman’s experience: a hardwork-
ing partner in the enterprise of building family
and community.
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Fausta
Wife of Roman Emperor (d. A.D. 326)
During the late Roman Empire, emperors held
power largely through good marriages and ruth-
less politics. Constantine the Great (r. A.D.
306–337) successfully took power during the tu-
multuous times after the abdication of the em-
peror Diocletian. Constantine was able to reunite
the empire, and he is best known for his support
of Christianity. With the help of his mother, He-
lena, Constantine supported Christians and
started the process by which the pagan empire
would become a Christian one. His religious be-
liefs did not exempt him from the brutal politics
that dominated the age, however, and one of the
casualties of his rule was his wife, Fausta.

In his youth, Constantine had fathered a son
by a concubine, and this boy, Crispus, grew up to
be a popular soldier. When it came to marriage,
however, Constantine (like most ancient rulers)
made a political alliance. He married Fausta,
daughter of Maximian—Diocletian’s coem-
peror—a marriage intended to tie the two fami-
lies together. This marriage, however, did not pre-
vent Constantine from fighting a civil war with
Fausta’s brother Maxentius for control of the em-
pire. The decisive battle came in A.D. 312, when
Constantine reputedly saw a vision that promised
him victory over the superior forces of Maxentius
if he fought under the sign of Christianity. Con-
stantine won, and Christians attributed the vic-
tory to the intervention of God. By A.D. 324,
Constantine was sole rule of the empire.

Ironically, Fausta’s difficulties did not arise
from any support she may have given her
brother. She and Constantine had three sons—
Constantius II, Constantine II, and Constans—
and it would seem that these heirs to Constan-
tine’s throne should have secured her privileged

position at court. According to the sources,
however, Fausta brought tragedy to the house of
Constantine by following her own passions.

Reputedly, Fausta fell in love with Constan-
tine’s first son, Crispus, who was about the same
age as she was. When Crispus refused her ad-
vances, she became indignant at his rejection of
her and told Constantine that Crispus was the
one who was making improper advances. Con-
stantine became enraged and had his son mur-
dered in secret. However, Constantine’s mother,
Helena, believed Fausta was lying and had
falsely accused Crispus. There were also rumors
that Fausta was having an affair with a slave. He-
lena brought all this to her son’s attention, and
Constantine regretted his impulsive killing of
Crispus. Then Constantine (or Helena)
arranged Fausta’s murder. They had the servants
lock her in her bath and heat the water so much
that she was scalded to death.

Some historians have suggested that Fausta
had invented the story to get Crispus out of the
way to make sure her sons would inherit Con-
stantine’s throne. If so, she chose a dangerous
way to do so, and it certainly backfired. Her
sons would all become emperors of different
parts of the empire after Constantine’s death,
but she did not live to see it.

See also Helena
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Faustina the Younger
Roman Empress (d. A.D. 176)
From about A.D. 90 to 180, the Roman Empire
was ruled by the men who have been designated
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as the “five good emperors.” One of the things
that characterized these emperors was the fact
that they adopted their successors, choosing able
men instead of hoping their own sons would be
competent. To confirm this adoption, the em-
perors frequently had their adopted heirs marry
their daughters, thus ensuring that there was
some family continuity to the succession. Many
of the daughters-turned-empresses were as able
and virtuous as the “good emperors” who ruled
with them.

When the emperor Hadrian died in A.D. 138,
he named the next two successors (in a depar-
ture from tradition and perhaps in an attempt to
ensure that the empire would have competent
leadership for a long time). Hadrian’s first suc-
cessor was a fifty-two-year-old man from Nîmes
(in modern France), who had a distinguished
record of public service. Antoninus (later known
as Antoninus Pius) came to power already mar-

ried to a beautiful, virtuous woman—Faustina
the Elder—and with a daughter—Faustina the
Younger.

Faustina the Elder was awarded the title of
augusta—“empress”—as soon as her husband
became emperor, and she was also given the
right to mint coins, which was the public state-
ment of authority recognized by Romans. She
died three years later in about A.D. 140 and was
declared a divinity. The figure of Faustina the
Elder is shown in Figure 33, which shows the
empress and emperor rising to heaven as gods,
while the female figure of Rome looks on ap-
provingly. Antoninus Pius further commemo-
rated her memory by establishing an endow-
ment for poor girls in her name. Faustina the
Elder left a daughter—Faustina the Younger—
who cemented the succession of Antoninus
Pius’s adopted heir—Marcus Aurelius.

In A.D. 146, Antoninus Pius had arranged a

Figure 33. Faustina the Elder and Antoninus carried up to become gods, watched by the goddess “Roma” on the
right, from the base of the column of Antoninus Pius, ca. A.D. 161 (Alinari/Art Resource, NY)
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marriage between Marcus Aurelius and his
daughter Faustina the Younger. (The two were
cousins.) A year later, they had a daughter, and
like her mother before her, Faustina received the
title of empress and the right to issue coins.
Rome was astonished at the fertility of the royal
couple—Faustina gave birth to twelve children
(and perhaps even more). As Romans constantly
struggled with infertility, this accomplishment
led to a great deal of praise—a coin was struck
that showed Faustina surrounded by four chil-
dren and that had an inscription reading “Fertile
Empress.” Not all of the children survived, but
a son did—Commodus, who would succeed his
father and break the streak of “good emperors.”

Marcus Aurelius is best remembered not as a
good emperor and a solid military commander,
but as a philosopher. He had studied Stoic phi-
losophy and wrote a series of Meditations, which
are often looked at as the highest literary expres-
sion of Stoicism. Marcus Aurelius was a high-
minded man whose ethics were above reproach
and who placed duty above all else. Within his
Meditations, he at times revealed some details
about his private life that show that he was con-
tent. For example, he referred to Faustina as
“obedient, loving, and devoid of affectation”
(Balsdon 145).

In the tradition of many of the empresses,
Faustina traveled with Marcus Aurelius as he en-
gaged in the many wars that marked his reign.
She was with him in Germany in A.D. 170–174
and was hailed as “mother of the army” after one
of his victories. She accompanied Aurelius to the
East, but in A.D. 176 she died there suddenly.
Marcus Aurelius was deeply saddened at her
loss, and he arranged a number of honors in her
memory. He had her consecrated as a goddess as
her mother had been. Temples were erected in
her honor both in Rome and at Halala, where
she had died. The place of her death was even
renamed Faustinopolis (“City of Faustina”). Fi-
nally, like his father-in-law before him, he in-
creased the endowment for poor girls. It may be
a tribute to Faustina that Marcus never remar-
ried—the emperor said that he did not want his
children to have a stepmother to bully them.

Even though all the contemporary evidence
from Marcus Aurelius and Faustina’s reign

shows a contented and prudent couple, histori-
ans who wrote almost a century later added
some stories that cast blame on Faustina. Some
claimed that she had taken a number of lovers,
including gladiators and pantomime actors, and
some even claimed that Commodus was sired by
a gladiator instead of by Marcus Aurelius. Is
there any truth to these accusations? It seems
improbable, for the only contemporary criti-
cism of Faustina the Younger was a mild one
from Dio Cassius, who wrote of Marcus Aure-
lius: “Other people’s misdoings, in particular his
wife’s, he tolerated, making no fuss and exacting
no punishment.”

To counter this is the record of Marcus Aure-
lius’s affection for all his children and his clear
praise of his wife after her death. Finally, if Mar-
cus Aurelius had not believed Commodus to be
his son, he would not have made him his suc-
cessor—breaking the pattern of good emperors
who adopted the best man as his successor.
Commodus became emperor in A.D. 180 (when
he was nineteen years old), and he was mur-
dered in A.D. 192 after a disastrous reign. It may
be that later Roman historians could not believe
the simple-minded yet strong young emperor
who was interested only in playing gladiator had
descended from the serious and hardworking
Marcus Aurelius. To save the reputation of the
good emperor, they had to slander his good
wife, Faustina the Younger.

See also Sabina
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Felicity
Martyr (d. A.D. 203)
In A.D. 203, in the prosperous vibrant North
African city of Carthage, a small group of five
Christians was arrested and brought to trial.
There were many Christians in Carthage—
probably about two thousand—but these peo-
ple seem to have been selected because they were
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about to be baptized as Christians, thus violat-
ing Emperor Septimius Severus’s edict issued the
year before against new conversions to Chris-
tianity. The arrests came at the house of a
wealthy Roman landowner, and these included
his daughter Perpetua and two household slaves:
Revocatus and Felicity. The small group was
quickly tried, found guilty, and sentenced to
death in the arena on the occasion of the birth-
day of the emperor’s son Geta. The account of
their ordeal is preserved in a contemporary diary
written in part by Perpetua and in part by a sec-
ond observer of the events. It was the second
narrator who wrote of the experience of the slave
girl, Felicity.

Felicity was in her eighth month of preg-
nancy when she was arrested, and her greatest
worry was that her condition would keep her
from sharing the struggle in the arena with her
companions. As the narrator wrote, “She be-
came greatly distressed that her martyrdom
would be postponed because of her pregnancy,
for it is against the law for women with child to
be put to death. Thus she might have to shed
her holy, innocent blood afterwards along with
others who were common criminals” (Salisbury
115). Felicity was right about the Roman law; a
pregnant woman would not be executed, even if
she were a confessed Christian. Furthermore,
since Felicity was a slave, Rome had an interest
in her child even if it no longer valued the
mother. The child represented property belong-
ing to Felicity’s owner and as such was impor-
tant. In accordance with Roman law and values,
a pregnant Felicity would not be executed with
her companions.

The narrator said that “her comrades in mar-
tyrdom were also saddened; for they were afraid
that they would have to leave behind so fine a
companion to travel alone on the same road to
hope” (Salisbury 116). The group prayed to-
gether, and the Lord answered their prayers by
bringing on premature labor pains two days be-
fore the contest in the arena. Felicity bore her
child, experiencing the pain of a difficult birth
and the additional ordeal of a taunting guard:

She suffered a good deal in her labor be-
cause of the natural difficulty of an eight

months’ delivery. Hence one of the assis-
tants of the prison guards said to her: “You
suffer so much now—what will you do
when you are tossed to the beasts? Little did
you think of them when you refused to sac-
rifice.” “What I am suffering now,” she
replied, “I suffer by myself. But then an-
other will be inside me who will suffer for
me, just as I shall be suffering for him.”
And she gave birth to a girl; and one of her
sisters brought her up as her own daughter.
(Salisbury 116)

Felicity had delivered the child just in time,
for the next morning was the scheduled execu-
tion in the arena. The young slave girl went
straight from the birthing stool to the arena, and
even members of the hostile crowd were “horri-
fied when they saw that one . . . was a woman
fresh from childbirth with the milk still drip-
ping from her breasts” (Salisbury 142). How-
ever, the execution continued. The young slave
woman joined her mistress, Perpetua, in being
brutally tossed by a wild heifer before they were
both executed by the sword of a gladiator. The
account of the martyrdom of Perpetua and Fe-
licity became a popular and much-read account
of Christian bravery during the Roman Empire.
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Flaccilla
Empress of the Roman Empire (ca. A.D. 380)
Emperor Theodosius I (A.D. 346–395) was the
last emperor of the undivided Roman Empire.
He was from the western portion—of Spanish
origin—and he successfully made many of the
Germanic tribes allies and thus withstood their
threat. Theodosius was a staunch supporter of
the Christian church and did much to make
Christianity the official religion of the empire.
In A.D. 380 he moved to Constantinople and re-
vitalized that capital as the Christian center of
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imperial power. Theodosius also believed he
needed to found a dynasty that would ensure
the succession within his family and thus avoid
the disruptions, indeed even civil wars, that
came when the heir to the throne was not cer-
tain. A wife who could produce heirs was central
to Theodosius’s dynastic plans, and Aelia Flavia
Flaccilla filled this purpose. In gratitude, Theo-
dosius crowned her augusta—“empress”—and
she was the first woman so crowned since Con-
stantine had awarded his mother, Helena, the
title in A.D. 324.

Like Theodosius, Flaccilla was from the
Spanish aristocracy, and they married probably
in about A.D. 376. At the time the couple took
up residence in the capital of Constantinople,
Flaccilla had already given birth to two children:
a son, Arcadius, and a daughter, Pulchria. In
A.D. 384, she bore a second son, Honorius, in
the palace of Constantinople. With the presence
of heirs, Theodosius proceeded to ensure the
dynastic succession. In A.D. 383, he raised Arca-
dius to the rank of augustus—“emperor”—at
about the same time that he granted Flaccilla
the rank of augusta.

Flaccilla’s new rank was confirmed and
spread widely through the typical Roman pro-
paganda means—coinage. From her elevation to
empress in A.D. 383 until her death in A.D. 387,
Constantinople and other mints struck coins
with her image in gold, silver, and bronze. Fig-
ure 34 shows a beautiful gold solidus minted at

Constantinople. On the front of the coin (the
obverse side) the empress is shown dressed in
stately attire. Indeed, the mantle she wears along
with its jeweled fastening is exactly that worn by
the emperor. Furthermore, her elaborate hair-
style frames a jewel of her crown. The reverse of
the coin shows a standard image on Roman
coinage—the statue of the goddess victory en-
throned writing a Christian symbol on a shield
with the words Salus Rei Publicae (“well-being of
the state”) engraved. While the reverse was tra-
ditional, the obverse broke new ground by
showing the empress in all the regalia usually at-
tributed to the emperor. Even Constantine had
not shown his empress mother in such state.
The new needs of dynasty had led Theodosius
to recognize the importance of his wife in secur-
ing the future of the state.

The empress was not able to enjoy her new
status for very long. She died in A.D. 387, and
the eloquent church father, Gregory of Nyssa,
delivered an oratory at her funeral. He praised
many of the elements that had characterized the
empress: “This ornament of the Empire has
gone from us, this rudder of justice, the image
of philanthropy or, rather, its archetype. This
model of wifely love has been taken away . . .
dignified but approachable, clement but not to
be despised, humble but exalted, modest but
ready to speak boldly—a harmonious mixture
of all the virtues” (Holum 23). In this praise, he
recognized her support of the church, both with

Figure 34. Gold solidus showing Empress Flaccilla, minted at Constantinople, A.D. 383 (Staatliche Museen,
Munzkabinett, Berlin)



128 fulvia 

faith and with the amount of money that only
the resources of the crown could bring. He also
remembered her works of charity, for people
watched in shock as the empress herself helped
the sick in hospitals. The ideal of “wifely love”
was expressed in the heirs that she produced to
save the state. All these virtues became models
for future women in this dynasty that was begun
by Theodosius. Future women, too, would
claim the title of empress that Flaccilla brought
again to the empire of Rome in the east.
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Fulvia
Roman Wife (d. 40 B.C.)
The turmoil of the later Roman Republic
brought civil wars as strong men struggled to in-
crease their power. During the First Triumvirate
(an informal structure in which three men
agreed to share power), Julius Caesar, Pompey,
and Crassus battled to take sole control of the
state. After Julius Caesar’s assassination in 44
B.C., three more men struggled to rule the huge
empire. Caesar’s heir Octavian (later to be
known as Caesar Augustus), Lepidus, and Mark
Antony jockeyed for position, forged alliances,
and ultimately fought great battles before Octa-
vian made himself master of the Roman world.
During these troubled times, many people died
as Romans tried to ally themselves with the right
patrons, and men and women alike used every-
thing in their power—from marriage alliances
to character assassination to murder—to sur-
vive. One strong woman took an active role dur-
ing this time and in the process had her name
slandered for a long time to come. Fulvia ac-
tively fought for Mark Antony during the civil
wars, but the reputation of those who supported
the losers perhaps inevitably suffers at the hands
of the winners.

Fulvia was the daughter of Marcus Fulvius
Bambalio, who was an extremely wealthy Ital-

ian. She was married to the famed orator and
politician Publius Clodius, who was involved in
the political struggle of the First Triumvirate.
They had one daughter, named Clodia. Clodius
supported Julius Caesar not only through his
rhetorical skills but more often through violence
or threat of violence. When Clodius led the peo-
ple as tribune, he exiled the great orator Cicero
for having put citizens to death without a trial
(this was the famous Catiline conspiracy).
Clodius’s gang of ruffians seemed to pose such a
threat to the orderly functioning of the state
that many senators supported a man named
Milo, who organized another, opposing gang.
During the inevitable clash between these two
rival factions, Clodius was murdered in 52 B.C.
Clodius’s death produced a great riot, in which
his followers burned down the senate house. At
this point, Fulvia appeared for the first time in
the political arena at Rome.

As a dutifully mourning wife, Fulvia exhib-
ited her husband’s mutilated body to the mob
gathered outside their residence. Her display of
his wounds inflamed the people against Milo
and his party, resulting in his being brought to
trial. Fulvia also appeared with her mother at
his trial, presumably to silently insist on justice.
Even though Cicero defended Milo, he was ex-
iled. This would be the beginning of Cicero’s
implacable hatred of Fulvia, as they continued
to represent opposing sides in the seemingly
endless struggles that brought down the
Roman Republic. Fulvia next married Caius
Scribonius Curio, but he died in 49 B.C. in
Africa fighting in the wars. It was Fulvia’s next
marriage, however, that really brought her into
close involvement with the political activities of
her husband.

In the same year as Julius Caesar’s murder,
Fulvia married Mark Antony, who immediately
began to vie with Octavian for control of Rome.
Once again she was opposed to the great orator
Cicero, whose support of Octavian made him
one of Antony’s deadly enemies. In his writings,
Cicero used his rhetorical skills to accuse
Antony of being dominated by Fulvia. Cicero
further charged Fulvia with squandering wealth
and of cruelly enjoying watching the execution
of some riotous troops. Some modern historians
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have cast doubts on Cicero’s characterization of
Fulvia—he had too much animosity and per-
sonal interest in defaming both Fulvia and
Antony for his account to be particularly accu-
rate. Ancient Roman writers after Cicero, how-
ever, picked up the drumbeat and continued
their vilification.

In 43 B.C., Cicero was killed, and the orator’s
head was brought to Antony and Fulvia. Ac-
cording to one Roman historian (not a contem-
porary), Antony “uttered many reproaches
against it” and ordered it publicly displayed.
Fulvia, however, took more vengeance. She set
the head on her lap, forced open the mouth, and
“pulled out the tongue, which she pierced with
the pins that she used for her hair” (Dio 2–4). It
is not impossible to imagine that during these
violent times Fulvia took such steps against a
man who had spoken so vehemently against her
for some time. Her political activities increased
as the violence of the wars escalated.

Antony and Octavian had first sealed their al-
liance by a marriage between Fulvia’s daughter,
Clodia, and Octavian. Fulvia apparently did not
help the alliance. She intervened actively in her
husband’s interest (with or without his support).
In 42 B.C., Antony went to the eastern part of
the empire to administer the provinces and to
raise funds. Fulvia remained in Italy—the terri-
tory administered by Octavian. While in the
east, Antony met Cleopatra VII in 41 B.C. and
began the affair that would continue until
Antony’s death. While Antony was still married
to Fulvia, Cleopatra bore him twins. While
Antony was away, it appeared that Fulvia and
Antony’s brother Lucius Antonius intervened in
Italy, where they believed Octavian was becom-
ing too powerful. Octavian was confiscating ter-
ritories to distribute among his veterans.
Antony’s brother either feared that soldiers
would become loyal to Octavian instead of
Antony or hoped that this was an opportunity
for him to increase his own power. Either way,
Fulvia and Lucius instituted a rebellion.

Fulvia joined Lucius and even brought
Antony’s children before the legions to urge
them not to forget Antony, to whom they owed
their previous victories. Octavian saw this
threat and used the opportunity to renounce

his wife—Clodia—and send her back (purport-
edly with her virginity intact) to Fulvia. There
was no more marriage alliance binding the re-
maining triumvirs, so it seemed a final breach
was imminent. Lucius marched on Rome, only
to withdraw at Octavian’s advance. From Rome
he marched northward to Perusia, which Octa-
vian besieged. Although Fulvia had marshaled
reinforcements, her husband’s generals from
Gaul were reluctant to attack Octavian and lift
the siege. Octavian starved the city into sub-
mission and allowed his troops to plunder it.
Remarkably, Lucius was allowed to leave for
Spain (he died shortly thereafter), and Fulvia
was allowed to escape unharmed and go east to
Greece to meet Antony, who was returning
from Athens.

Fulvia’s participation in this Perusine War has
been controversial. Initially, she opposed Lucius
as stirring up war at an inopportune time—
while Antony was abroad. However, once Lucius
was besieged, Fulvia became actively involved,
urging Antony’s generals to act. When Octavian
wrote his memoirs of this event, he laid the
blame for the Perusine War directly on the head-
strong Fulvia instead of on Lucius or Antony, a
characterization that was picked up by subse-
quent commentators. In 41 B.C., however, Octa-
vian and Antony were temporarily reconciled, so
making Fulvia the victim was convenient.

Equally convenient was Fulvia’s fate. When
she met with Antony in Greece, he was reput-
edly very angry at her for the unsuccessful war.
Fulvia died soon afterward, and some sources
suggest that it was from profound grief at
Antony’s displeasure. Even though her death
seemed fortunate to the men who still struggled
for power, the ancient historian Appian wrote
that “Antony was much saddened by this event
because he considered himself in some sense the
cause of it” (Kebric 82). Yet, he did not grieve
long. Politics intervened, and Antony sought to
bind himself more closely to Octavian by mar-
rying his sister Octavia. The truce would be
short-lived.

What of the reputation of Fulvia, who had
fought so actively for her husband, Antony? Few
women have been so slandered as Fulvia—by
Octavian the victor and by historians who fol-
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lowed him. Plutarch knew how to insult a
Roman woman:

She was a woman who took no interest in
spinning or managing a household, nor
could she be content to rule a husband who
had no ambition for public life; her desire
was to govern those who governed or to
command a commander-in-chief. And in
fact Cleopatra was indebted to Fulvia for
teaching Antony to obey a wife’s authority,
for by the time he met her, he had already
been quite broken in and schooled to accept
the sway of women. (Plutarch 1111)

Was she truly as greedy, power-hungry, and
vicious as these sources would have us believe?
Or was her villainy a perfect foil for the perfect
Roman matron, Octavia, the victor Octavian’s

sister? We will never know, but the story of Ful-
via shows that the winners write history, and the
reputations of those who back the losers will cer-
tainly suffer.

See also Cleopatra VII; Octavia; Turia
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Gaea
The Greek Goddess Earth
All cultures have some explanation for the cre-
ation of the world, and within these creation
myths lie symbolic and influential depictions of
how people viewed themselves and their gods.
The ancient Greek myths of creation are full of
complicated and violent family relationships and
a struggle by men for dominance. The definitive
mythological account of the world’s creation was
written by Hesiod in his poem, Theogony, in
about 700 B.C. The story begins with the god-
dess Earth—Gaea (also spelled Gaia and Ge)—
who first generated gods and monsters.

According to Hesiod, originally there was
only Chaos, a gaping void out of which ap-
peared the Earth, Gaea. Along with Gaea, other
creatures were generated out of chaos: Tartarus
(the underworld), Nyx (night), Erebus (dark-
ness), and Eros (the spirit of generative love).
Gaea, without making love, gave birth to
Uranus (sky), the hills, and the sea. The trouble
in the world began when sexual relations gener-
ated beings.

Gaea lay with her son Uranus, and as a result
produced a great brood of monstrous children,
including the primitive gods known as the Ti-
tans and Titanesses, the oceans that surrounded
the world, Cyclopes, and giants. Uranus hated
the Cyclopes and giants and refused to let them
see the light, pushing them back down again
into their mother’s womb so that Gaea’s body
was wracked with pain.

Gaea was furious at this treatment and plotted
the overthrow of Uranus with her son Cronus,
one of the Titans. She created a sickle from gray
steel and told Cronus to castrate his father when
he next came to lie with his mother Earth.
Cronos did so and threw his father’s genitals into

the sea; from them spread a foam, which gener-
ated the Furies, other giants, and nymphs.
Cronus’s member floated on the sea to the island
of Cyprus, where the foam that had gathered
around it turned into the goddess Aphrodite.

Cronus proved to be as tyrannical as his fa-
ther Uranus had been. He cast his brothers the
Cyclopes down into Tartarus, and feared his
own children. Cronus married his sister Rhea,
but Gaea had warned him that one of his chil-
dren would overthrow him, so he tried to pre-
vent that. Rhea gave birth to four children—
Hestia, Demeter, Hera, and Poseidon. As soon
as each of these children emerged from the
womb, Cronus promptly seized it and swal-
lowed it. Rhea was grief-stricken, but her
mother Gaea helped her. When Rhea’s last child,
Zeus, was born, Gaea hid him in Crete and gave
Cronus a stone to swallow instead of the child.
Like Cronus before him, Zeus would grow up to
destroy his own father.

When Zeus grew to maturity, he prepared to
attack his father and some of the Titans who
supported Cronus. For the upcoming battle,
Zeus freed the Cyclopes and giants that had
been trapped in the underworld and armed
them with thunderbolts. Rhea—Cronus’s sister-
wife—gave her husband a potion that made him
vomit up the other deities he had swallowed,
and they too helped Zeus. The battle lasted ten
years, and when Zeus won, he imprisoned the
hostile Titans, including his father, in the depths
of Tartarus, the underworld.

Gaea found Zeus’s imprisonment of her chil-
dren the Titans high-handed, and she led another
revolt against Zeus, but Zeus managed to remain
victorious. Gaea also helped Zeus at other times.
When the new leader of the gods married his first
wife Metis (whose name means “intelligence”),
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Gaea warned him that a son of the union would
replace him as lord of the gods, reproducing the
cycle that had brought Zeus to power. Zeus was
determined to break this cycle, so instead of
waiting for Metis to give birth, he swallowed his
pregnant wife. Metis continued to live inside
Zeus, advising him with her intelligence, thus
giving him an intellectual advantage over the
other gods. Later, he gave birth to Athena, who
sprang fully armed from her father’s head.

By this strategy, Zeus had escaped the cycle
of hostility between fathers and sons that had
marked the two preceding generations. Zeus
also gave rights and privileges to the other gods
that they had never had before, thus establishing
a divine constitutional monarchy, which further
precluded the cosmic battles that had gone be-
fore. By evading the future overthrow prophe-
sied by his grandmother, he ensured that no son
would ever succeed to his position. Instead of al-
lowing his wife to bear a threatening son, he
swallowed her and bore a powerful and favorite
daughter—Athena—whose perpetual virginity
and lack of a mother ensured that there would
be no further source of challenge to his author-
ity. He is thus established as the leader of the
Olympian deities who would dominate classical
Greek mythology.

In this myth of creation, the ancient Greeks
(or at least the poet Hesiod) linked the evolution
of an orderly universe with the growth of patri-
archal divine power in the person of Zeus, who
finally ended the family chaos. At the beginning
of the story, the powerful goddess Gaea can give
birth to her sons alone—she needs no consort.
By the end of the story, Zeus can produce a
daughter, Athena, from his own head. In the
person of Zeus, the gods claim Gaea’s role of re-
production as well as controlling the world.
Zeus does go on to father children in the normal
way; the first three (born of his marriage to
Themis, his second wife) are called Order, Peace,
and Justice, and they represent the high moral
tone of Zeus’s government. These goddesses in-
dicate that the violence that had characterized
the previous generations of the gods was over
and had been replaced by peaceful rule by Zeus.

Gaea did not disappear from the Greek su-
pernatural world with the victory of her grand-

son Zeus. She remained closely associated with
oracles and prophecy, and according to tradition
it was she who founded the oracular shrine of
Delphi, which later became the shrine of Apollo.
The earth-snake Python belonged to Gaea, and
when Apollo killed it, he had to compensate for
the murder by establishing Pythian Games and
by employing the Pythian priestess to oversee his
oracle. Finally, Gaea supervised oaths, many of
which were made in her name, and she punished
those who broke their oaths by sending the Fu-
ries to avenge her. Throughout the ancient
Greek period there was a widespread cult of
Gaea; people did not forget their debt to their
mother Earth who spawned them all.

The myth of creation that brought Zeus to
power, however, seems to validate the male
domination on the human level by erecting a di-
vine pattern in which rule by men is linked to
the creation of order. The society created by the
ancient Greeks would mirror this order, to the
restriction of ancient Greek women.

See also Aphrodite; Athena; Delphic Oracle; Eve;
Nymphs
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Gaia
See Gaea

Galla Placidia
Roman Empress (r. ca. A.D. 390–450)
Emperor Theodosius I had established a strong
dynasty with the children from his first wife,
Flaccilla. When the empress died in A.D. 387,
however, Theodosius remarried, joining with
the imperial dynasty of the western portion of
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the empire by marrying the reputedly beautiful
girl Galla. The new bride also sought to con-
tribute to Theodosius’s dynasty, but of the three
pregnancies she had, only one child survived—
a daughter named Galla Placidia. The elder
Galla died in A.D. 394, but her daughter would
wield influence throughout the empire well
worthy of her illustrious relatives.

When Theodosius died in A.D. 395, he left his
son Arcadius ruling in the eastern portion of the
empire while his son Honorius and his half-sister
Galla Placidia went to the western portion—the
region most plagued by invading Germanic
tribes, most of whom were called Goths. When
the Goths invaded Italy, the royal household was
unable to withstand them. Even Galla Placidia
was captured in A.D. 409 or 410, and she wit-
nessed the sack of the Eternal City of Rome it-
self. (During this raid, the expensive house of the
holy woman Melania the Younger was burned
down.) The young hostage seems to have been
well treated and held in respectful captivity, and
during this time Galla Placidia seems to have
begun to exert influence on the Goths.

When the Goths left Italy and moved into
Gaul (modern-day southern France), the royal
princess went with them. In A.D. 414, the
Gothic leader Athaulf made a peace treaty with
Rome and established a home in the empire for
him and his people. In the same year, he married
Galla Placidia, thus making any children they
would have heirs to the Roman Empire itself. At
their wedding, he reputedly claimed to have
changed his ambitions—instead of planning to
establish a Gothic empire, he wanted to renew
the Roman one. Sources suggest that Galla
Placidia was instrumental in transforming the
Gothic raider to an aspiring emperor. In A.D.
415, she bore Athaulf a son, and they gave him
the royal name Theodosius. The infant soon
died, however, and Athaulf was murdered in the
same year; Galla Placidia would have to ensure
her royal power through other means.

In the next year, the Roman general Con-
stantius forced the Goths to come to terms with
him. In exchange for food, the Goths promised
a peace treaty, which included the exchange of
hostages—including the royal widow, Galla
Placidia. She once more moved to the center of

Roman power in the west and sealed her posi-
tion by marrying the victorious general, Con-
stantius. She bore him two children: a daughter,
Justa Grata Honoria, and a son, Valentinian. In
A.D. 421, Constantius received the title of co-
emperor with Galla Placidia’s brother, and it
looked as if the couple’s success was ensured.
The violence of the age, however, once again
caused havoc in the royal household.

Shortly after he was named emperor, Con-
stantius died, leaving Galla Placidia a widow
once again. Her brother Honorius seemed to
fear the political influence she wielded—espe-
cially over the always-turbulent Gothic tribes, so
he sent her to Constantinople with her children
to keep her out of the way. Honorius himself
died two years later in A.D. 423, leaving the suc-
cession uncertain. After two years of a usurper,
the eastern emperor Theodosius II restored
Galla Placidia’s family. In A.D. 425, her young
son Valentinian III (only about six years old)
was crowned emperor. She ruled for about a
decade during his minority, and during that
time she showed her political astuteness as she
maneuvered through the difficult times when
Goths and Romans were fighting for wealth and
power throughout the west.

Sometime during her regency, Galla Placidia
commissioned the building of a small chapel in
the new Italian capital of Ravenna. This elegant
building in the shape of a cross has a simple ex-
terior, but inside it is dominated by splendid
mosaics—the oldest in Ravenna. This building
has come to be called the mausoleum of Galla
Placidia, although it was probably intended as a
chapel, not a tomb. This lovely building remains
as a memorial of the life of an extraordinary
fifth-century woman.
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Germanic Tribal Women
(ca. 500 B.C.–ca. A.D. 300)
In about 500 B.C., groups of Scandinavian peo-
ple began to migrate south into the Baltic states
and Germany and east into Ukraine. As they
fanned out across the land, their tribes took on
a bewildering array of separate names: East
Goths (Ostrogoths), West Goths (Visigoths),
Burgundians, Franks, Saxons, and so forth.
These were the tribes who traded with Rome
and sometimes threatened its northern borders
throughout the history of the empire.

Since the Germanic tribes had originally
come from a small region in Scandinavia, they
all shared many cultural similarities. Their set-
tlements were based on clans—families joined
in kinship groups. A whole tribe made up of
many clans might number no more than
100,000 people, including only about 20,000
warriors. Historians studying their early history
are hampered by the fact that they did not write
and thus left no written records. Instead, we
must piece together their history from archaeol-
ogy, accounts of Romans who described them,
and texts written centuries later, based on im-
perfect memories.

Well-preserved archaeological finds allow us
to re-create the clothing these people adopted
for their cold climates. Men and women alike
depended on great capes to keep them warm.
These folds of wool or skin were wrapped
around the shoulders and fastened at the neck
with a huge brooch, which was often elaborately
decorated with gold and precious stones.
(Poorer members of the tribe might have to set-
tle for a large thorn to keep their cloaks fas-
tened.) Beneath their cloaks, women wore
ankle-length dresses of linen or woven wool,
which they colored with vegetable dyes. They
also dressed their hair with elaborate combs and
hairpins and wore patterned jewelry as marks of
wealth and prestige.

While archaeological finds offer much pre-
cise information, the written sources are more
difficult to interpret, because the earliest de-

scriptions by Romans are not objective. Some
Roman accounts depict the Germans as “bar-
barians,” that is, “outsiders,” whose language
sounded like babbling and whose personal hy-
giene was objectionable. The earliest and most
famous text is that of Tacitus (A.D. 55?–120?).
His Germania, written at the end of the first
century, praises the Germans in order to criticize
Roman society by contrast. Therefore, Tacitus
portrays the Germans as strong and brave, peo-
ple who care for their families and raise sturdy
children. He writes: “with them good customs
are of more avail than good laws elsewhere”
(Tacitus 718). Readers must be cautious not to
accept his descriptions uncritically—he was no
objective reporter, and he was interested in urg-
ing Romans on to more virtuous customs. Nev-
ertheless, by carefully using such imperfect
sources in conjunction with archaeological
finds, we can paint a picture of the lives of the
early Germanic peoples. Within this re-creation,
women emerge as central and valued figures.

Tacitus praised the Germans’ devotion to
marriage—“This they consider their strongest
bond” (Tacitus 718)—and the children it pro-
duced. Although Tacitus somewhat romanti-
cized the marriage bonds, without a doubt they
forged the essential ties that bound society to-
gether. Within marriages, men and women had
clearly defined and equally essential roles. Men
cared for the cattle (a clan’s greatest measure of
wealth) and took primary responsibility for
tending crops, working iron, and making war.
Women owned property and received a share of
their husbands’ wealth upon marriage. Women
also performed agricultural labor, but they were
mainly responsible for pottery and textile pro-
duction and household care. In addition, they
brewed the all-important alcoholic beverages—
honey-sweetened ale and mead, a fermented
concoction of honey and water—that provided
much of the caloric intake needed for survival.

Preserving knowledge of herb lore, women
also cared for the sick and injured members of
the clan. Perhaps in part because of their knowl-
edge of brewing and healing, women were re-
puted to have a gift for prophecy, so men often
consulted their wise female elders regarding im-
portant forthcoming enterprises. Tacitus re-
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marked in surprise at the respect accorded wise
women, saying men “do not despise their coun-
sels or make light of their answers” (Tacitus
713). As in so many instances, Tacitus’s com-
ments reflect both his observations of the Ger-
manic peoples and by contrast his Roman opin-
ions about women’s advice.

In addition to being consulted for their wis-
dom, women were considered “peace-weavers,”
for through their marriages they were to bring
peace between two families, although family
feuds often transcended family ties. Unlike
modern marriages, which are supposedly based
on love and designed for the fulfillment of indi-
viduals, Germanic marriages emphasized the
joining of families. For this reason, men were
not limited to one wife. On the contrary, the
more wives a man had, the larger his kin net-
work became. Many Germans were polygynous;
men had as many wives and concubines as they
could support. Under these polygynous mar-
riages husbands and wives did not necessarily
live in the same household, so women had a
good deal of independence and maintained
close ties with their birth families. Although
Tacitus claimed adultery was rare, anthropolog-
ical studies indicate that polygyny may encour-
age infidelity among women, and there is no
reason to doubt that adultery occurred among

these tribes. Adultery, however, deeply threat-
ened the strong kinship ties that marriage forged
and was severely punished.

Tacitus suggests quite plausibly that the chil-
dren were raised in an active, outdoor life—“the
children grow up naked and unkempt into . . .
those sturdy limbs that we admire” (Tacitus
718). He praises the mothers for nursing their
own infants (instead of using wet nurses as the
Romans did), and the boys and girls played to-
gether until they reached puberty, when they
were separated. Tacitus claimed that youths
married later than the early Romans, who prac-
ticed prepubescent marriages, but their mar-
riageable age was probably still low by modern
Western measure—probably in their teens or
early twenties.

Once boys learned to fight, they were initi-
ated into the tribe by their fathers or male rela-
tives, and we assume young girls were similarly
taught necessary skills by the women of the
tribe. Sometimes, however, the free-spirited girls
who had grown up running naked in the fields
forgot the requirement of purity in marriage.

Figure 35 shows the corpse of a fourteen-year-
old girl who was executed in the first century A.D.
by drowning, probably for committing adultery.
Such bodies—well preserved by the northern Eu-
ropean bogs—offer a wealth of information

Figure 35. Girl’s corpse from a bog at Windeby near Eckernforde, early centuries A.D. (Schleswig, Schleswig-
Holsteinisches Landesmuseum fur Vor-und Fruhgeschichte, Schloss Gottorf )
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about the lives of these early Germanic peoples.
This young girl’s head was shaved, and she was
blindfolded before her death. Her right hand is
frozen in an obscene gesture—perhaps her last
act of defiance toward her executioners. This find
offers eloquent, silent testimony to the impor-
tance of the marriage ties holding Germanic
communities together and the gruesome penalty
for violation.

Unlike the unfortunate girl in the illustration,
most young women grew up to take an impor-
tant place in the clan. Families and friends gath-
ered in large halls made of branches and reeds
woven on a timber frame and solidified their
community bonds by eating and drinking to-
gether. The women “wove peace” as they strolled
through the halls pouring beer for the noblemen

gathered there. These events served another cru-
cial purpose as well. People used them to tell and
retell the stories that preserved the great deeds of
their heroic kin, and women took just as much
pride in the family’s accomplishments as their
warrior husbands and fathers.

Consequently, warfare played a central role
in this society. The Roman historian Tacitus re-
marked on the Germans’ preference for war over
work when he wrote: “They think it tame and
stupid to acquire by their sweat what they can
purchase by their blood” (Tacitus 716). Al-
though Tacitus understated the agricultural pro-
ductivity of the tribes, these warriors did prefer
raiding and plundering. Through such adven-
tures, they acquired both wealth and fame. In
the evening gatherings after a day of war mak-
ing, a poet might praise a particularly heroic
deed, and the warrior’s name would be perma-
nently preserved in the “word-hoard” or poetry
of his people.

Warfare permeated all aspects of this society.
Sometimes when chiefs decided to conduct
longer campaigns, they sent out a call to sum-
mon young, adventurous warriors who fought
for their chief in return for arms, food, and with
luck, treasure. Sometimes the whole tribe de-
cided to move, bringing along all the related
clans and escorting their women and children.
According to Tacitus, women traveling with
these fighting tribes stayed behind the battle
lines, probably within a protective circle of ox-
carts. If their men seemed to be losing, the
women would goad the warriors to victory by
baring their breasts behind the battle lines to re-
mind them of their responsibility to protect
their dependents. For centuries, until about A.D.
500 and beyond, Germanic clans and tribes
moved from Scandinavia into other regions of
Europe. As they interacted with other inhabi-
tants of the continents, such as the Celts and the
Romans, the women and men of the Germanic
tribes left an important imprint on the future
Europeans.

See also Boudicca; Clothing; Cosmetics; Mythology
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Glaphyra
Queen of Roman Client-State 
(ca. 37 B.C.–A.D. 6)
During the time of Caesar Augustus (27 B.C.–
A.D. 14), the emperor established a system of
governance that was remarkably effective in
bringing about the Pax Romana or Roman
peace during which the Mediterranean world
experienced an extraordinary degree of peace
and prosperity for the ancient world. Augustus
wisely used rulers in client-states to help him
govern such a large empire with a relatively
small bureaucracy, and he further encouraged
intermarriage among the families of the client-
rulers to try to cement peace. One ancient
woman was reputed to have been so charming
and desirable that she married three such
kings. This was Glaphyra, daughter of the king
of the powerful province of Cappadocia (see
Map 7).

King Herod of Judea (r. 37–4 B.C.) clearly rec-
ognized the value of alliances, and though he
usually married his sons and daughters to Jews,
he made an exception for his son Alexander (the
son of his first wife, Mariamne), and negotiated
a marriage alliance with Cappadocia. Alexander
married Glaphyra in 17 B.C., but the marriage
was not well received in Herod’s royal household.

Glaphyra had the title of “king’s daughter,”
which was a higher rank than any of Herod’s ten
wives except the first, Mariamne, and Glaphyra
boasted loudly and repeatedly of her high birth.
The other women of the court grew to hate
Glaphyra and her husband, Alexander, because
of her imperious ways. The Jewish historian
Josephus claimed that because of Glaphyra’s un-
popularity, rumors circulated about Mariamne’s
sons and ended with Herod’s belief that the two
boys were plotting against him.

As a good client-king, Herod then asked
Caesar Augustus for permission to put his sons

to death, which led the emperor privately to re-
mark that he would rather be Herod’s pig than
his son. In 7 B.C., Herod tried and killed Mari-
amne’s sons, and although he had questioned
Glaphyra to test her loyalty, he freed her and
sent her away with her dowry. Herod kept her
two sons to be raised in Judea.

Shortly after Glaphyra left Judea, she must
have met Juba, the king of the North African
kingdom of Numidia (and husband of Cleopa-
tra Selene Apene). Juba was traveling in Asia and
was so captivated by the thirty-year-old
Glaphyra that he married her, making her his
second wife. Although Juba lived until A.D. 23,
his marriage to Glaphyra must have ended in di-
vorce sometime before about A.D. 7, because
Glaphyra returned to Judea to marry once again.

According to Josephus, King Herod’s son
Archelaus, who succeeded his father in 4 B.C.,
had seen Glaphyra and instantly sent away his
own wife in order to marry Glaphyra. This was
against Jewish law, since Glaphyra had married
and had borne sons with Archelaus’s brother
Alexander, but Archelaus was so smitten with
her that he did not care and married her anyway.
According to Josephus (who opposed the
match), the marriage was ended quickly, almost
by divine intervention.

Shortly after her marriage, Glaphyra had a
dream in which her first husband, Alexander,
stood at her side and reproached her for not
being faithful to him. She had not only made a
second marriage but had even come back and
married her brother-in-law. The dream-husband
said that he would now reclaim her as his own.
She told the dream to her friends and died two
days later.

Unfortunately, the sources do not allow us to
see Glaphyra’s motivations and inclinations in
all these marriages. However, they do show us
that in the system of client-kingdoms that
shaped the early Roman Empire, a dynamic, at-
tractive woman like Glaphyra was a force to be
reckoned with.

See also Cleopatra Selene Apene; Mariamne
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Greek Heroine Cults
Starting as early as the eighth century B.C.,
Greeks established cults of heroes—humans who
had done extraordinary deeds that seemed to
raise them to an almost godlike status. Tombs or
small chapels were erected to these heroes, and
these locations became the focal point for cult
activities where local people periodically (usually
annually) brought offerings to the tombs—often
sacrificial animals or food or wine. At other
times, Greeks brought small pottery items to the
tomb shrine—perhaps pottery shields, figures, or
vases dedicated to the hero. In return, people
hoped the hero would bring protection to them
and their community in the form of healing or
general prosperity. Archaeological remains of
many of these offerings tell us a good deal about
early Greek worship, and among other things we
have learned that these cults of heroes were not
limited to men. Archaeologists and classicists an-
alyzing the remaining tombs and cult sites have
observed that about one in six included a
woman, identified as a “heroine” in the worship.
The cults of heroines offer another window into
the world of Greek women.

Most heroines in a cult worship were associ-
ated with heroic family members, usually hus-
bands or sons. Frequently the heroic couple
were shown equal in size and offered joint wor-
ship; at other sites the women were portrayed
smaller than the men and treated as satellite he-
roes. The oldest of such paired heroes was the
cult of Helen and Menelaus near Sparta. In the
earliest testimony of the cult, Helen was sup-

posed to have miraculously made an ugly child
beautiful, and subsequent worshipers came ask-
ing for many kinds of benefits from each mem-
ber of the couple. The offerings at the site in-
cluded independent dedications to Menelaus
and to Helen, suggesting that they had separate
altars and that worshipers could appeal to either.
Helen’s worship derived from her status as
Menelaus’s wife, but Greeks noted that extraor-
dinary women like Helen who fulfilled their
family roles were worthy of cultic worship.

Another way scholars have analyzed whether
the heroines were less important than the males
at the same shrine has been to look at the local
sacrifice records. Records from shrines in Athens
of the fourth century B.C. may serve as good ex-
amples of ancient Greek attitudes. In most
cases, the lists indicate that both the hero and
heroine received sheep as sacrifice, but the hero’s
sheep was more expensive. In other examples,
the hero received an ox and a sheep, while the
heroine received only a sheep. These instances
show two main principles of ancient Greek
cultic activity: Greeks did value and venerate
heroines but not as highly as heroes.

While people appealed to both heroes and
heroines as they looked for supernatural help,
there tended to be a gender difference between
the kinds of requests worshipers made. For ex-
ample, it was unusual to find a heroine presid-
ing over a temple in which healing was prac-
ticed, presumably because real Greek women
did not practice medicine. Women did serve as
midwives, however, and consequently heroines
more often than heroes presided over marriage,
pregnancy, and childbirth. So, after their deaths,
most Greek heroines continued many of the
same roles they fulfilled during their lives.

While most heroines—such as Helen—were
venerated because they admirably performed
their family duties, others achieved notoriety
precisely because they did not have the expected
kinship ties. Some heroines were remembered
for being sacrificial virgins, who committed sui-
cide for the good of their city before they could
become wives and mothers. One example of this
type of heroine was Aglauros, a daughter of an
Athenian. Apollo had given an oracle that
Athens would win a war if someone killed him-
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self for the city. The young virgin Aglauros
threw herself off a cliff to save the city, and
Athenians built a shrine for her as she became
the focus of a heroine cult. In this typical exam-
ple, people continued to venerate the dead hero-
ine in hopes that she would continue to protect
the city for which she had died.

Some cults arose over anonymous dead bod-
ies washed ashore. These women seemed to rep-
resent the same kind of sacrifice—even if the
context was not known. A lonely corpse washed
up on shore must have been a disturbing sight to
Greeks, who depended so much on the sea, and
a significant number of heroic cults seemed to
have grown up around the tombs of the unfor-
tunate dead. These cults remember women (and
men) who were separated from their families
through premature death and who thus lacked a
social tie that was so essential to the Greeks.

Some heroine cults arose around women who
had been torn from their families by disaster and
who through their death again offered protec-
tion for their cities. The heroine Polykrite was
abandoned in a sanctuary by her family and was
captured by an enemy when the island of Naxos
was invaded. The victorious commander took
her as a concubine, but while she was captive
she showed remarkable bravery. She acted as a
spy and sent secret information about the
enemy back to her family. Although her city
won its victory, defeating her rapist, Polykrite
was killed during the struggle. Her tomb re-
ceived cult status, and there were many such
tombs from which wronged women offered
their protection to those in the vicinity.

Many of the heroine cults dedicated to
women who died before they had lived their
lives fully became associated with the cult of the
goddess Artemis. This is a goddess of transi-
tional periods, and people invoked her when the
normal transition—of girl to woman—went
wrong. For example, Greeks said that women
who died suddenly were “shot by the arrows of
Artemis.” Furthermore, people said that
“Artemis made immortal” heroines who had
died from sacrificial suicide or violence. One
story may serve to show the frequent association
between wronged heroine and Artemis: A dicta-
tor was planning to violate a young virgin and

placed his servant to guard her. The girl killed
herself to escape being raped, but Artemis ap-
peared to the guard to tell him to kill the dicta-
tor. The cult of the dead virgin became closely
associated with her avenger goddess, Artemis.

In all these heroine cults, the Greeks re-
asserted their emphasis on family and on
women’s place within it. The social order—in-
deed, life itself—depended upon wives, moth-
ers, and daughters fulfilling their expected roles.
Sometimes when they did so, they were remem-
bered as heroines within their families. Some-
times when women were torn from their fami-
lies—through disaster, death, or sacrifice—they
were also considered heroines and venerated
precisely in the hope that they would help pre-
serve the social order that had been lost for
them. Greek society was a heroic one—one in
which heroes of both genders protected the so-
ciety that offered them worship.

See also Artemis; Clytemnestra; Helen of Troy in
Greek Mythology
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Greek (Athenian) Women
Athens was the largest and most prosperous of
the ancient Greek city-states, and it was here
that many of the ideas that we have come to
know as Western civilization were formed.
Athenians produced the greatest philosophers of
the ancient world, defined ideals of beauty in
the arts, and created a democratic political sys-
tem. Because Athens was so influential in so
many areas, historians have looked here to study
women’s position in Greek society and perhaps
to seek some of the origins of Western attitudes
toward women. As much as there is to praise
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about Athenian accomplishments, few today
would advocate imitating their treatment of
women.

Early in the sixth century B.C., as Athens
struggled with economic and social problems, a
reformer named Solon came to power, and he
became the early architect of Athens’s democ-
racy. He reformed the political organization to
strengthen the democratic assembly of male cit-
izens, and he made economic and social reforms
to help people become more prosperous. He
also wrote laws regulating the lives of Athenian
women. Solon’s laws kept women out of sight
and limited their influence. It may be that he
saw women as a source of friction between men,
and he wanted to limit this potential source of
strife. His regulations on the lives of women
continued to exert a tremendous influence over
Athenian women throughout the classic period.
Under the law, women were regarded as perpet-
ual children, unable to speak for themselves.
Consequently a woman remained under the
care and control of a man—her father, husband,
or other male relative.

Private Lives
Women lived in a separate women’s quarter in
the most remote and protected part of the
house. The wife, any female relatives, and fe-
male slaves normally lived and worked in these
accommodations. Some archaeological excava-
tions of old homes show these women’s quarters,
and some that we have found indicate that the
women’s section of the house did not even have
a door to the men’s rooms. Wives would at times
sleep with their husbands but more often prob-
ably slept with the other women and with infant
children.

Respectable women did not leave the house
even for shopping, not even for the food for the
family. Men or slaves performed this function,
believing they thus protected their women from
the prying eyes of other men. It is difficult to
know how strictly this ideal of seclusion was ob-
served, for in poorer households wives or
women slaves might have to leave to draw water
for the household or engage in other activities.
(Prostitutes were always exempt from the regu-
lation of seclusion.) The ideal, however, was that

men operated in the public arena while women
remained in the private and ran the household.

Within their quarters, women associated
with other women and did the household tasks.
The sources say women cared for children, pre-
pared the household food, spun and wove wool
for clothing, and cared for the sick—including
ill household slaves. Once boys were past their
infancy, they joined their fathers and male tu-
tors in preparing for their public lives, but girls
grew up in seclusion, learning household work
in preparation for marriage.

Young girls played with dolls and practiced
their nurturing on pets. Images from grave-
stones show girls holding dolls and playing with

Figure 37. Girl with pigeons, grave relief ca. 450 B.C.
(Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1927)
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pets such as geese or small birds. The girl in Fig-
ure 37 is shown affectionately nuzzling her pet
pigeons, and this would have been a typical pet
for young girls.

Further evidence from vase paintings sug-
gests that at least some women learned to read
while in the seclusion of their homes, for paint-
ings show some women reading aloud to each
other. In fact, from the hints of evidence we re-
ceive from artwork, it appears that women had
close relationships with each other as they were
hidden away from the world outside.

The central event of an Athenian girl’s life
was her wedding. When a girl reached puberty
(at about the age of fourteen), her family
arranged for her to marry a suitable man, who
was usually in his late twenties or early thirties.
The bride’s parents provided her with a dowry
that was to remain hers throughout her lifetime
and used to ensure that she would never be left
destitute. If a couple divorced, which was not
uncommon, the husband had to return the
woman’s dowry to her male relatives so that she
could continue to be supported. In addition to
her dowry, she could bring a small trousseau—
limited by Solon to three dresses and other small
things of little value.

At the wedding, the bride rode in a simple
chariot in a procession from her home to that of
the groom. Here the young bride had to learn to
accommodate to new circumstances of a new
household. The playwright Euripides may have
expressed the problems young women con-
fronted when he wrote a speech for the charac-
ter Medea, in which she complained about the
difficulties of marriage:

First we have to buy a husband at a steep
price [the dowry],

then take a master for our bodies. . . .
Confronting new customs and rules [in the

new household],
she needs to be a prophet, unless she has

learned
at home how best to manage her

bedmate. . . .
A man, when he is tired of being with those

inside
goes out and relieves his heart of boredom,

or turns to some friend or contemporary.
But we have to look to one person only.

(Fantham et al. 68–69)

The purpose of marriage was procreation,
and when a woman produced a son, there was
great joy in the family. Marriage did not mean
there was much contact between men and
women, however, since the household itself dic-
tated separation. Custom said that men should
have intercourse with their wives three times a
month to fulfill their marital duties, and in a so-
ciety that accepted homosexual relationships
and male sexuality with slaves and prostitutes,
women were no doubt often lonely. There were
severe penalties against women’s adultery, and
literary sources suggest that men were fearful
that women would somehow find a way to have
affairs. Where would these secluded women
meet their seducers? There were some situations
in which even respectable women could venture
outdoors, and it was at these times that their
husbands feared contact.

Public Lives
One of the roles of women had always been to
mourn for the dead. Before the time of Solon,
women participated in large funerals for the
wealthy: wailing, pulling their hair out, and
scratching their faces as signs of grief. Solon regu-
lated women’s behavior at funerals, possibly to re-
duce the ostentation of the funerals for the
wealthy. He said women could no longer mourn
at funerals other than those of family members,
which eliminated the practice of hiring paid
mourners. Further, women were no longer to mu-
tilate themselves or shout out loud lamentations.
They continued to take part in the public mourn-
ing but in a more restrained way than before. The
care of the dead did not end with the funeral and
burial. The grave had to be continually visited
and provided with offerings, and this responsibil-
ity fell to Athenian women. They brought
wreaths and small jugs of perfumed oil or other
goods. This was one more occasion when Athen-
ian women left the seclusion of their homes.

Women also appeared in public when they
engaged in religious ritual activities. From child-
hood on, girls participated in processions in
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which they carried offerings to the gods and
goddesses of Athens. Young girls also could en-
gage in races in honor of Artemis, and evidence
from vase paintings suggests that women raced
nude at these occasions. (Of course, there would
be no training or opportunities for practice on
the part of the secluded girls.) Some women
must have celebrated the wild rituals of the god
Dionysus, when they frolicked in uninhibited
festivities in the woods. (See Maenads.)

One of the penalties for adultery was that a
woman was no longer able to participate in the
important (and enjoyable) public religious cele-
brations of Athens. That this regulation was
considered serious shows how important these
public celebrations were to Athenian women,
who otherwise remained secluded.

There is controversy about whether or not
Athenian women could have gone to the theater
to see the magnificent plays that were produced
in honor of Dionysus. Many of the plays—like
those of Euripides mentioned above—featured
women. It is hard to imagine that the playwright
would not have expected women to witness these
productions, so it may be that women could at-
tend as part of their religious participation.

Because Athenian women had so few oppor-
tunities to appear in public, the accomplish-
ments of few Greek women have come down to
us. Ancient orators avoided naming living re-
spectable women since that would bring them
to the public eye and thus shame them. The
memory of most of the ancient Athenian
women was preserved on their tombstones,
which repeatedly speak of their virtues and
silent work within the home. Perhaps the
fourth-century B.C. funeral inscription of one
woman, Theophile, can serve as a memorial of
the many good—but silent—Athenian women:

The memory of your virtue, Theophile, will
never die

Self-controlled, good, and industrious, pos-
sessing every virtue. (Fantham et al. 83)

See also Artemis; Aspasia; Clothing; Maenads;
Medea; Prostitution; Spartan Women
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Gynecology
The ancient Greeks took a dramatic new ap-
proach to medicine. Where previous ancient so-
cieties had assumed disease had a supernatural
origin, the Greeks began to believe that the
causes of disease could be attributed to things of
this world—imbalances in critical bodily fluids
(called humors), for example. Thus, they began a
study of disease (and health) that shaped views
in the West for over a thousand years. From the
beginnings of this kind of medical study (in
about the fifth century B.C.), physicians and
theoreticians wrestled with the question of how
women fit into their growing understanding of
medicine. The first question was whether
women had diseases peculiar to their sex or
whether they were subject to the same condi-
tions as men. A second question was whether, if
the only difference of women was their different
organs, a specialized branch of medicine was
necessary to study the effects of their reproduc-
tive organs. From these questions, the study of
gynecology and obstetrics was born. It was not a
purely scientific study, however. Throughout the
ancient world (and beyond) the “scientific”
study of female physiology and disease was al-
ways shaped by men’s perceptions of women
and of their role in society.

Greek Medicine
In the fifth century B.C., a Greek physician
named Hippocrates (460?–377? B.C.) is credited
with inaugurating the modern practice of scien-
tific observation in medicine and establishing
standards of ethical medical practice. (Physicians
today still take the Hippocratic Oath, promising
to do no harm to their patients.) His ideas re-
putedly were collected in a body of about sev-
enty treatises that were composed under his
name. This Corpus Hippocraticum, or the Hip-
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pocratic Corpus, was written by several different
physicians over a period of time, but it remained
the central starting point of medical studies.

Eleven of the treatises are specifically gyne-
cological, including discussions of women’s sex-
ual organs, menstruation, and “women’s dis-
eases.” In this Corpus, women were seen as
decidedly different from men, as one ancient
doctor described: “I say that a woman’s flesh is
more porous and softer than a man’s: since this
is so, the woman’s body draws moisture both
with more speed and in greater quantity from
the belly than does the body of a man” (Fantham
et al. 184–185). In another entry the difference
was described in terms of the categories by
which physicians diagnosed imbalances: “The
males of all species are warmer and drier, and the
females moister and colder” (186). Thus,
women were by nature different from men.

For the ancients, these differences accounted
for all the observable differences between the
genders. In a healthy woman, the excess mois-
ture was excreted in the blood that was evacu-
ated monthly, and in a pregnant woman, the ex-
cess blood (and moisture) went to the fetus. In a
lactating woman, the excess blood was con-
verted to milk.

All these processes seemed to offer a range of
possibilities for things to go wrong. For example,
since Greek men generally considered them-
selves more rational than women, they noted
that women’s bodies were more susceptible to
diseases that would cause madness. For example,
one physician wrote, “There is a thick vein in
each breast. These contain the greatest portion
of intelligence. . . . In one who is about to go
mad the following is a warning indication: blood
collects in the breasts” (Fantham et al. 187).

Other physicians believed that blood accu-
mulation in the uterus might also lead to mad-
ness: virgins who had not yet menstruated
might act erratically because of an excess of
blood. According to the Hippocratic collection,
however, menstruation was the salvation of
most women, because this self-regulating purg-
ing mechanism frequently kept them from be-
coming too seriously ill.

The womb was seen to be a potential threat
to female health and a cause of erratic behavior.

The Greek physicians believed that if a woman’s
womb became too dry and light (from lack of
intercourse), it would move to the moister or-
gans of her body—the liver, heart, brain, di-
aphragm, or bladder. If it settled on one of
these, a woman might lose consciousness or suf-
fer a symptom we designate by the word hyste-
ria (which derives from the word womb). Physi-
cians tried various means to draw the uterus
back to its proper location. One of the most
common was to use sweet- and foul-smelling
substances to entice the uterus to move—burn
sweet-smelling substances below the woman, al-
lowing the smoke to fumigate her vagina, and
burn foul-smelling substances under the nose.
Then the womb would be drawn downward.
The Greek physicians essentially believed that
the womb had a consciousness of its own sepa-
rate from the woman’s body that was its host.

Finally, the Hippocratic collection believed
that a woman ejaculated seed directly into her
womb when she reached orgasm during sexual
intercourse, paralleling men’s ejaculation. In this
analysis, women’s pleasure was as important as
men’s to procreation. This theory was contrary to
many Greek men’s understanding of sexual plea-
sure, and a scientist even more influential than
Hippocrates would offer a different explanation.

Aristotle differed from the Hippocratics in
seeing a closer resemblance between the bodies
of men and women. He believed that women
were like men, but simply with the genital or-
gans within the body instead of without. How-
ever, Aristotle believed that women were imper-
fect men. He wrote: “Just as it sometimes
happens that deformed offspring are produced
by deformed parents, and sometimes not, so the
offspring produced by a female are sometimes
female, sometimes not, but male. The reason is
that the female is as it were a deformed male”
(Fantham et al. 191).

For Aristotle, the problem with women was
that they were cooler than men. Consequently
they could not “concoct” (or cook) the food
they ate sufficiently to change it into semen.
Their “deformity” was a lack of heat that pre-
vented them from being perfect males. There-
fore, women had to menstruate to rid their bod-
ies of the extra food that they had consumed, or
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they would become ill. Unlike the Hippocratics,
Aristotle believed menstruation was a diffi-
cult—not a healthy—time for women. He said,
“In all cases alike there is bodily distress until the
attack be over” (Fantham et al. 191).

Their lack of vital heat also meant that
women could not be as intelligent as men, and
this made Aristotle believe that the Greek social
structure that kept women strictly under men’s
control was justified by women’s anatomy. These
ideas would have a long-standing influence.

Since Aristotle believed women’s bodies were
not hot enough to produce semen, he departed
from the Hippocratics’ belief that women
needed to have an orgasm to produce seed for
conception. Therefore, Aristotle believed that a
child was produced only from the male’s seed—
the woman was a passive vessel in which the
seed was planted, and the woman’s pleasure dur-
ing sexual intercourse was irrelevant. This was
another idea that had a deep impact on people’s
ideas of sexuality.

Hellenistic Medicine
The works of Aristotle and the Hippocratics
formed the starting point of medical science after
the Greek world became more cosmopolitan.
Herophilus was a physician who lived and
worked in Alexandria, Egypt, at the beginning of
the third century B.C. Herophilus was particularly
interested in gynecology, and he wrote a number
of treatises on the subject. Unfortunately, we only
have fragments that have survived.

Although Herophilus considered himself to
follow the tradition of the Hippocratics, he ac-
cepted Aristotle’s theory that the defining differ-
ence between men and women was that males
possessed greater heat and that therefore women
did not produce seed to contribute to concep-
tion. Herophilus was so wedded to Aristotle’s
views that even though he conducted dissec-
tions, scientific observation did not change his
perceptions. Herophilus observed the fallopian
tubes that led from the ovaries, but he said that
since women did not contribute seed to concep-
tion, the woman’s “seed” was excreted into her
bladder and expelled with urine.

During the Hellenistic period, then, the ideas
of Aristotle were passed on, including the no-

tion that women were inferior because of
anatomy and governed by their weak bodies.
However, Herophilus did make a practical im-
provement over his Greek predecessors—he
wrote a handbook for midwives, recognizing
that there was a place for women in the treat-
ment of women’s illnesses.

Roman Medicine
In the second century A.D., Soranus, a Greek
doctor who lived in Rome, wrote a tract on gy-
necology that drew from the ancients and pro-
vided a model for the future. Like Herophilus,
Soranus recognized the importance of midwives
and wrote an extensive discussion on what con-
stituted a good midwife. She had to be “well
versed in theory” as well as a trained practitioner
who understood diet, drugs, and surgery. Here,
women seem to be included in the full range of
medical practice.

Beyond this innovation, Soranus drew heav-
ily from Aristotle. He, too, believed that women
contributed no seed to conception, but he did
acknowledge a place for women’s pleasure dur-
ing sexual intercourse: He said that pleasure re-
laxed the uterus, allowing an easier entrance for
the sperm. Since he believed the essential con-
tribution of women was their menstrual blood,
he recommended that prospective bridegrooms
inquire about a woman’s menstrual flow before
marrying her. Her flow was to be neither too
heavy nor too light, and her uterus was to be
straight to ensure that she would bear children.
(Presumably, a midwife would be called to check
the position of the prospective bride’s uterus if a
family were to take Soranus’s advice.)

In Soranus, we can see the Roman preoccu-
pation with childbearing, and many physicians
worked to help couples bear more children.
Rome always had a problem maintaining fertil-
ity, and thus for Rome’s physicians gynecology
in large part meant concern with conception.

The most authoritative medical authority in
antiquity (and later) was Galen, who was active
in Rome from the mid to the late second cen-
tury A.D. He was a prolific writer who included
discussions of female anatomy and gynecology
within his larger medical works. Galen departed
from Aristotle in asserting that women did pro-
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duce seed. In fact, during their sexual pleasure
and orgasm, their seed was ejaculated from the
ovaries into the uterus, where it met the male’s
semen to bring about conception. Many mod-
ern women praise Galen for his restoration of
the necessity of female pleasure to sexual inter-
course and the contribution of mothers to their
child’s creation.

However, Galen did not depart too much
from ancient medical theory. He, too, believed
that women were naturally inferior because
their sexual organs lay within them and because
they lacked “noble” qualities like facial hair.
Women would have to wait long after the an-
cient world before people believed that biology
was not destiny and that anatomy did not dic-
tate inferiority.

See also Abortion; Contraception; Hagnodice
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H
Hagnodice
Greek Physician (ca. fourth century B.C.)
In the Hellenistic period, many women received
more education than they had previously, and
many worked in trades and professions. It ap-
pears that perhaps a few women broke the tra-
ditional boundaries that kept them from be-
coming physicians. We have an account of one
such woman named Hagnodice, and while
many historians believe this tale was invented, it
nevertheless points to some of the issues that
faced women seeking medical treatment and of-
fering it.

Hyginus, who recounted this story, said (in-
accurately) that the ancients had no midwives,
and therefore many women died in childbirth
because they were too modest to consult a male
physician. One girl, Hagnodice, wanted to learn
the science of medicine. “Because of this desire,
she cut her hair, put on male clothing, and en-
trusted herself to a certain Herophilus for her
training” (Fantham et al. 168).

Herophilus was a physician who worked at
Alexandria in Egypt at the beginning of the
third century B.C. He was particularly interested
in gynecological matters, and we have a number
of surviving fragments of his works on female
anatomy and gynecology. Herophilus also wrote
a manual for midwives (now lost), which indi-
cated that he expected some women to be work-
ing in this profession. Either Hagnodice really
did study with this expert on gynecology, or the
author of the fanciful tale of Hagnodice linked
her name with a physician known to be inter-
ested in female matters.

Of course, as the story by Hyginus notes,
Hagnodice had to disguise herself as a man to be
trained as a physician, so the author recognized
the limitations imposed on women at the time.

The story ends, however, by showing that
Hagnodice’s gender worked to her advantage:
“After learning this science, when she heard that
a woman was having labor-pains, she used to go
to her. And when the woman refused to entrust
herself [to Hagnodice], thinking that she was a
man, Hagnodice lifted her undergarment and
revealed that she was a woman. In this way she
used to cure women” (Fantham et al. 168).

In this ancient story, we have a sensitive
recognition that while there were some women
who practiced medicine in the ancient world,
the medical profession needed more.

See also Gynecology
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Hannah
Hebrew Mother (ca. eleventh century B.C.)
The Bible tells of the life and accomplishments
of the prophet Samuel, who was the last of the
Hebrew judges—charismatic leaders who led
the people by virtue of their strength of charac-
ter. Samuel was the last of these leaders; in his
old age, he succumbed to the people’s pressure
and agreed to name a king. He named Saul as
the first king, and the Hebrew monarchy was es-
tablished. Samuel is well remembered, but less
famous was his mother, Hannah, who promised
to dedicate her son to God’s work.

According to the Bible, Samuel’s father was
Elkanah, who had two wives—Peninnah and
Hannah. Peninnah had children, but Hannah
had none, and she was greatly distressed. Every
year Elkanah would go from his city to worship

147
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and give sacrifice to God at Shiloh, which was an
important shrine in the times before the monar-
chy was established and before the Temple was
built at Jerusalem. The worship at Shiloh was
presided over by the priest Eli. On the day when
Elkanah sacrificed an animal, he would give por-
tions of the sacrificed meat to Peninnah and to
all her sons and daughters, and “although he
loved Hannah, he would give Hannah only one
portion, because the Lord had closed her womb”
(1 Sam. 1:5). Year by year this continued, and
Hannah became more and more distressed. One
year Hannah wept and would not eat, and Elka-
nah said to her, “And why is your heart sad? Am
I not more to you than ten sons?” (1 Sam. 1:8).
But she would not be consoled.

She left the table and went and prayed to the
Lord. She made a vow that if God would grant
her a son, she would “give him to the Lord all
the days of his life, and no razor shall touch his
head” (1 Sam. 1:11). As she continued to pray
silently in her heart, her lips moved, though she
made no sound. The priest Eli observed her and
thought she was drunk. She responded, “Do not
regard your maidservant as a base woman, for all
along I have been speaking out of my great anx-
iety and vexation” (1 Sam. 1:16). Then Eli asked
that God grant her petition and that she could
go in peace.

When Elkanah and Hannah returned to their
home, Hannah conceived and bore a son. She
called him Samuel. When Elkanah and all his
household went to Shiloh to make their annual
sacrifice, Hannah did not go. She told her hus-
band she would wait until the child was weaned,
then take him there to live. He agreed to let her
have her way. When the child was weaned, she
took the child to make the sacrifice. She also
took a three-year-old bull, a measure of flour,
and a skin of wine, and she took all this to the
house of the Lord at Shiloh. They sacrificed the
bull and brought the child to Eli, and Hannah
said, “For this child I prayed; and the Lord has
granted me my petition which I made to him.
Therefore I have lent him to the Lord; as long as
he lives, he is lent to the Lord” (1 Sam. 1:27–28).

The Bible also includes a song of rejoicing
that was attributed to Hannah, although the
poem probably dates from much later than the

context in which it is given. The beautiful poem
is really a song of national thanksgiving, which
praises God. It includes the stanza:

There is none holy like the Lord,
there is none besides thee;
there is no rock like our God. (1 Sam. 2:2)

Probably the greatest claim for this song of Han-
nah is that it became the model for Mary’s song
of thanksgiving (called the Magnificat) in the
New Testament Book of Luke (Luke 1:46–55).

Elkanah and Hannah returned home, leav-
ing the young Samuel to be raised by Eli the
priest. Every year they returned to give the
yearly sacrifice, and Hannah brought Samuel a
little robe that she made for him. Every year, Eli
blessed Elkanah and his wife, praying to God
for them to have more children, and his prayers
were answered. Hannah conceived and bore
three sons and two daughters, and her first son,
Samuel, grew up to shape the course of the He-
brew nation.

See also Jewish Women; Mary
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Hatshepsut
“King” of Egypt (r. ca. 1479–ca. 1458 B.C.)
In about 1552 B.C., the strong pharaoh of
Egypt, Ahmose I (1550–1525 B.C.), won mili-
tary victories against foreign invaders and
founded the eighteenth dynasty of rulers. Egyp-
tologists consider Ahmose’s reign the beginning
of the New Kingdom, a period of Egyptian
prosperity and expansion. Among the rulers of
this dynasty was an extraordinary woman—
Hatshepsut—who ruled Egypt for about
twenty-two years. She was not content to be
queen or regent as other Egyptian women had
been; instead, she portrayed herself as “king” of
Egypt, and her subjects accepted her and bene-
fited from her wise rule.

The Egyptian pharaoh Thutmose I (1504–
1492 B.C.) had two children by his favorite
wife—one son who died in his youth, and a



hatshepsut 149

daughter, Hatshepsut. In the complex house-
holds of the pharaohs, the succession was never
clear, for Thutmose I also had a son by a lesser
wife. This son, Thutmose II, married his half-
sister Hatshepsut and succeeded his father as
pharaoh. Thutmose II apparently was sickly,
and he died in 1479 B.C. after he and Hatshep-
sut had a daughter, Neferure.

The succession again went to a son by a con-
cubine. This next son, Thutmose III, was
younger than ten years old when his father died.
The logical regent was his aunt-stepmother, Hat-
shepsut, and she began to rule in his name. For
reasons we do not know, however, she decided to
rule as king, and this politically astute woman
seems to have cultivated the support of the pow-
erful priests of the god Amon. Accompanied by
young Thutmose III, she participated in one of
the great feasts honoring the god, and during the
ceremonies she had herself crowned king. Thut-
mose III served as a coregent—in effect, a minor
king to Hatshepsut’s lead.

Hatshepsut seems to have treated her young
charge well. Contemporaries praised his extraor-
dinary skills in reading and writing and his
study of military arts. He was also healthy and a
strong athlete. His remains show that he escaped
even the severe dental decay that appears in
many royal mummies. Thutmose III was proba-
bly married to his aunt’s daughter, his half-sister
Neferure, to guarantee the succession.

Hatshepsut grappled with two major chal-
lenges during her reign: how to forward her po-
litical vision for Egypt and how to ensure her
credibility. She approached both tasks shrewdly,
ever aware of the importance of appearances as
well as policy. In her political vision, she focused
attention on trade and peaceful pursuits, appar-
ently trying to restore Egypt’s former position of
glorious isolation. She obviously kept the army
strong, because Egypt’s neighbors did not feel
able to threaten the borders, but the accom-
plishments she seemed proudest of were in
trade.

The king commissioned a great carving
showing her successful trade mission to Punt, an
African kingdom that we can no longer exactly
identify, although some historians suggest it
may be near modern-day Somalia. In any case,

this wealthy sub-Saharan kingdom had been the
destination of several trade missions during the
Middle Kingdom, and all knew of the wealth
that was available.

The carving Hatshepsut commissioned
shows the pharaoh meeting with the queen of
Punt—a heavy and powerful woman—and
bringing back many luxury items of trade. Hat-
shepsut’s ships were filled with incense, ebony,
gold, ivory, animal skins, and even live baboons,
sacred to the Egyptian gods. The pharaoh
brought these great luxuries back to Egypt and
used much of the wealth in her monumental
building projects.

The king focused her attention on rebuilding
and repairing many of Egypt’s shrines—her in-
scriptions claim that she was the first pharaoh to
repair the damages caused by the Hyksos, the
Asian settlers who had taken over northern
Egypt before the strong New Kingdom dynasty
had expelled them. Hatshepsut’s crowning ar-
chitectural achievement was the beautiful funer-
ary temple at Dais el-Bahri that was to be her
burial location and her legacy for the future. All
these buildings no doubt contributed to her
popularity with her people—not just because
she brought employment for many, but more
than that, because Egyptians had traditionally
viewed such evidence of prosperity as proof that
the gods approved of their pharaoh.

In spite of Hatshepsut’s clear success in do-
mestic and foreign policy, she still confronted
the problem of how to portray herself. To prove
her right to rule, Hatshepsut used traditional
Egyptian art as propaganda, but she brought her
own unique view to gain acceptance for her role
as king. In Figure 38, Hatshepsut is shown
seated and dressed in the short skirt and head-
dress of a traditional male pharaoh. She is still
shown as a woman, however, for her breasts are
clearly visible. Her intention was not to pretend
to be a man but instead to show herself as a
king. In Figure 39, the king is shown in an even
more traditional manner—she wears the false
beard traditionally worn by pharaohs on cere-
monial occasions.

Hatshepsut’s reign lasted twenty-two years, a
long time in the ancient world, but her death is
a mystery. Some historians have speculated that
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her co-king Thutmose III, who had grown into
a successful military leader, grew tired of his sec-
ondary role and displaced his aunt-stepmother.
The early death of his wife, Neferure, weakened
his ties to Hatshepsut, and the sources show that
by about 1450 B.C. he began to take a major role
at religious festivals. By 1482 B.C. his name ap-
pears alone as pharaoh. By that date, we assume
that the woman pharaoh had died.

At some point during his reign it seems that
Thutmose III tried to renounce Hatshepsut’s
rule, indeed, her very existence. Many of her
monuments show that at some point after her

death, a serious (but brief ) attempt was made to
physically remove her image and her name.
Workmen gouged out many of her images, pre-
sumably to prepare to introduce another image
in her stead. Many historians have suggested
that Thutmose had resented Hatshepsut’s rule
and attempted to eradicate it after her death as
he had been unable to do during her life. Other
historians suggest, however, that the destruction
was too haphazard and brief to have represented
a policy instituted early in his reign. Thutmosis
III ruled a long time—fifty-four years. If he had
wanted to fully eliminate evidence of Hatshep-
sut’s existence, he had plenty of time to do so.
Perhaps he instituted a brief suppression at the
end of his reign to make sure his wives and
daughters did not follow her lead and try to rule
on their own behalf.

We may never know the exact motivations
behind the destruction of Hatshepsut’s monu-
ments; we can only be glad they were not all de-
stroyed. Enough have survived to tell us the

Figure 38. Pharaoh Hatshepsut shown with a female
body wearing men’s clothing (Bettman/Corbis)

Figure 39. Red granite sphinx of Hatshepsut showing
her wearing a false beard (Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1931)
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story of a remarkable woman who found a new
role for herself. She had no models of sufficiently
powerful queens of Egypt—when she took
power, she redefined herself as a female king.

See also Cleopatra VII; Egyptian Women; Nefertiti 
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Helen of Troy in Greek Mythology
One of the most popular myths in ancient
Greece surrounded Helen, an extraordinarily
beautiful woman whose beauty brought the de-
struction of men and societies. Helen stands for
the most desired object in the heroic world, and
Greek writers throughout the ancient world
used the mythological Helen to explore ques-
tions of moral responsibility, desire, and beauty
itself. In the mists of prehistory, Helen may have
represented a fertility goddess, but by the his-
torical period, her story was woven into the ac-
tual warfare of the Greeks in a way that com-
bined myth with history. While there are
varying versions of the story of Helen, the fol-
lowing account includes the general features.

Some stories say that Helen was the daughter
of Zeus, who appeared to the mortal, Leda, in
the form of a swan. Leda then gave birth to an
egg from which Helen was hatched along with
her brothers. (In a variant tale, the minor god-
dess Nemesis is Helen’s mother, but she leaves
Helen in an egg with Leda to be raised by her.)
Helen grows up to be the most beautiful woman
in the world and is given in marriage to the
Greek king of Sparta, Menelaus.

Helen was swept into a controversy among
the gods, when trouble began at the wedding of
King Peleus and the nymph Thetis (who would
become the parents of the famous hero,
Achilles). All the gods and goddesses came to
the wedding bringing gifts. Peleus and his bride
had not invited Eris (or “discord”). The goddess
came anyway and threw into the company a
golden apple marked “for the most beautiful.”
Three goddesses—Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite

—each claimed the apple, so a contest was pro-
posed to see to whom the apple should go. They
selected the prince of Troy, Paris (who was living
as a shepherd on the slopes of Mount Ida), to
decide among the goddesses. As was usual in the
ancient world, each of the goddesses offered the
judge a bribe: Hera offered him an empire, and
Athena promised him military prowess, but
Aphrodite proffered the most beautiful woman
in the world as his bride. Paris chose Aphrodite,
and the goddess sent him to Sparta to seduce
Helen and take her to Troy as his bride.

In response to the seduction, Menelaus gath-
ered the Greek forces and set sail to reclaim his
wife (and the goods she took with her). The
Greeks reputedly besieged Troy (shown on Map
4) for ten years before that great walled city on
the Hellespont fell. Archaeologists have exca-
vated ancient Troy and ascertained that the city
was destroyed by fire in about the thirteenth
century B.C., so it seems possible that the Greek
myths that talk of a great Trojan War have been
recalling an ancient war between two growing
powers that clashed in the eastern Mediter-
ranean. Historians and archaeologists cannot as-
certain whether the war was over economic and
political power or about the theft of the beauti-
ful Helen. Her role is preserved in the influen-
tial epics of Homer.

In about 700 B.C., a poet wrote the two great
epics of ancient Greek society—The Iliad and
The Odyssey. The Greeks attributed these works
to one poet named Homer, and they were stud-
ied throughout the ancient Greek world as the
great repositories of values, myth, and the heroic
identity of the ancient Greeks. The Iliad tells of
one incident during the ten-year war, and The
Odyssey tells of the ten-year journey of Odysseus
(in Latin, Ulysses)—a Greek hero who had
fought in the war—as he tried to journey home
to Greece. Homer places Helen at the center of
The Iliad and portrays her as a very human
woman—not a goddess in any sense.

In The Iliad, Homer claimed that the war
was fought over the abduction of Helen and
that she was in the besieged city watching the re-
sults of her flight with Paris. Homer did not
blame Helen but instead saw her as one more
pawn in the fate that binds everyone. Paris’s fa-
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ther, who has to defend his city because of the
whims of his son Paris, speaks kindly to Helen,
saying: “You’re not at all to blame in my eyes. It’s
the gods who to my mind are to blame. They
stirred up against me the grievous wars of the
Greeks.” Helen, too, takes a fatalistic view of her
plight: “I wish that evil death had been my
pleasure when I followed your son here, leaving
my bridal chamber, my husband, my kinsfolk
and my darling daughter. . . . But that was not
to be. So I waste with weeping” (Homer, The
Iliad 68).

In The Iliad, a duel is proposed between the
heroic Menelaus and Paris, after which the win-
ner would have Helen back. Aphrodite, how-
ever, snatches up Paris, who would surely have
lost the contest, and brings him to his bedroom.
Aphrodite then seeks out Helen and tells her to
go tend to Paris. Helen tries to demure, saying
“It would be a blameable thing to make up that
man’s bed. All the women of Troy will reproach
me from now on, and I’ve countless griefs in my
own heart” (Homer, The Iliad 74). Helen’s show
of defiance stirs Aphrodite to anger; she warns
Helen that the goddess can make both sides hate
her, and Helen is frightened by the threat. She
complies with the goddess’s wishes and tends
her husband. He lusts for her and draws her into
his bed.

Throughout The Iliad, Helen is portrayed as
innocent in causing the conflict, yet deeply suf-
fering to be at the center of all the chaos.
Through this portrayal, Homer creates a very
human figure blessed (and cursed) with godlike
beauty. The Iliad does not take the war to its con-
clusion, when the Greeks leave a hollow horse
(filled with their soldiers) on the shore and pre-
tend to abandon the siege. The Trojans, pleased
with the apparent departure of the Greeks, bring
the great horse within the walls of the city. At
night the Greeks emerged from the horse and
burned the great city. Menelaus reclaimed his
bride and they returned home to Sparta, where
Helen was replaced in her household.

Homer tells more of Helen in the narrative of
The Odyssey. In The Odyssey, Odysseus’s son
Telemachus leaves to seek word about his miss-
ing father. He comes to Menelaus’s home in
Sparta, where he encounters a marriage feast for

Hermione, Menelaus and Helen’s daughter. She
is to marry Achilles’s son. When Helen enters
the hall, she immediately notices Telemachus’s
resemblance to Odysseus, and all the company,
including Helen, weep for the lost and missing
from the war. Homer says that Helen prepares a
drugged wine for Telemachus, which will make
him forget his sorrows, and Homer claims that
Helen learned the art of healing while she was in
Egypt. Helen calls for the company to feast and
to take pleasure in tales. Both Helen and
Menelaus tell how Odysseus had distinguished
himself in the Trojan War, which comforted
Telemachus. Then Helen and Menelaus went to
their marital bed together. The next day,
Menelaus tells of his own adventures in return-
ing—telling how he and Helen spent time both
in Egypt and in Phoenicia. Later, Helen gives
Telemachus a gift of a beautifully embroidered
robe for him to give his bride in the future.

In The Odyssey, then, Homer once again por-
trays Helen as innocent in the catastrophe that
swept over Greeks and Trojans. By showing her
as a perfect and happy Greek wife presiding over
a prosperous hall, Homer vindicates her once
again. A sixth-century poet, Stesichorus, also
vindicated Helen. According to legend, he had
castigated Helen in his verses, then went blind as
a punishment. A voice informed him that
Helen’s anger was the cause of his blindness, and
to be cured he must publish a retraction. He
complied and wrote an account that said that
Helen was never in Troy, that instead a phantom
of Helen was sent by the gods to Troy to provoke
a war. This version fully absolved Helen from
any guilt in the war. Future poets would not be
so forgiving, however, and in the hands of other
artists, Helen’s role becomes more blameworthy.

After Homer, the most influential poet who
wrote of Helen was the playwright Euripides. He
wrote tragedies during the fifth century B.C.
when Athens and Sparta were engaged in the dev-
astating Peloponnesian War, a war that dragged
on and destroyed the golden age of Athens. In
two of his most famous plays—The Women of
Troy and Helen—Euripides turned to the ques-
tion of war and its devastating results. As war in
fifth-century Athens seemed more destructive
than heroic, Helen became more ambiguous.
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In The Women of Troy, at the end of the war
the women of Troy are enslaved, and Euripides
shows the horror of warfare through their eyes.
Helen as the symbol of desire is portrayed as ob-
sessed with her vanity—her beauty is not a
curse (as it was according to Homer), but a cul-
tivated pleasure. Helen’s claims that she was not
at fault seem shallow, and even her husband,
Menelaus, is not convinced: “She left my house
willingly for a lover’s bed. Her talk of Aphrodite
is mere invention and pretense—Get out of my
sight! Death by stoning is too short a penance
for the long-drawn sufferings of the Greeks”
(Euripides 124). Paris’s mother Hecabe and the
Greek chorus urge Menelaus to take revenge on
his wayward wife, but he finally weakens in the
face of her beauty and her pleas. In this play,
Helen seems less a passive vehicle of unkind fate
and more a willing participant in the catastro-
phe. In Helen, which is set in Egypt, Helen is
once again vindicated, and the poet ends by
wishing that many women would be able to
share in Helen’s beauty and virtue: “Women, I
wish you joy in the virtuous heart of Helen—A
joy which many women can have no hope to
share” (Euripides 189).

Helen’s death was treated differently in dif-
ferent legends and renditions of the story. Some
said that she lived happily in Sparta with
Menelaus until they died and went hand in
hand into the Elysian Fields. In another version,
the widow of one of the kings who died in the
war avenged his death by sending some of her
serving women to hang Helen. In yet another
version, Helen was swept up to Olympus by the
gods and became immortal.

So the figure of the beautiful Helen is seen
once more to be a flexible one. The beautiful
woman was a catalyst for great deeds in heroic
societies, and sometimes was praised and some-
times blamed for that role. The mythological
figure of Helen can symbolize the contradictory
role of women in ancient societies—by turns
praised and blamed.

See also Aphrodite; Athena; Greek Heroine Cults;
Greek (Athenian) Women
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Helena
Christian Roman Empress 
(ca. A.D. 250–ca. 330)
In the middle of the third century A.D., the
Roman Empire was in turmoil; one emperor
after another had been assassinated, and it
seemed that the imperial power lay in the bar-
racks of the troops in the provinces, who often
raised their general up as emperor. The province
of Illyricum (modern Balkans, shown on Map 7
as Illyria) was similar to many of the other re-
gions—it had armies stationed there far from
home, and lonely soldiers often struck up infor-
mal relationships with local women. This story
was common, but in the third century a remark-
able woman arose in this setting who would be-
come the most powerful woman in the empire
and who would later be venerated as a saint: He-
lena, the mother of Emperor Constantine.

There was nothing in her early life that sug-
gested she was destined for greatness. We know
nothing of her family, but apparently it was a
humble one, and she allegedly worked in a tav-
ern as a servant girl; in the Roman world, tavern
girls were regarded as likely to be engaged in
prostitution. The later biographer of Constan-
tine (Eusebius) called Helena a woman of un-
usual character and of considerable energy and
ability. These qualities seemed to have gained
the attention of the soldiers who frequented the
tavern, and one—Constantius Chlorus—fell in
love with her and took her as his mistress. Like
many frontier army families, Constantius and
Helena settled down together, and before too
long, Helena bore a son, named Constantine.
Soon the dramatic events of the empire swept
over this small family.

In A.D. 284, Diocletian became emperor, and
he was the man who ended the turmoil that for
fifty years had dominated imperial politics. He
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established the Tetrarchy—an administrative sys-
tem in which two emperors—called augusti—
shared power. Each immediately adopted a suc-
cessor—called caesar—who shared power and
took the throne upon the retirement of the au-
gustus. Diocletian chose Maximian as his co-au-
gustus to rule in the west, and in 286 Maximian
chose the successful provincial general—Con-
stantius—as his caesar.

With Constantius as emperor, there was no
place for a tavern girl at his side. He had to set
aside Helena and solidify his position by marry-
ing Maximian’s stepdaughter, Theodora. The
fourteen-year-old Constantine was sent away to
be raised in the household of Galerius—Dio-
cletian’s caesar. Ostensibly, Constantine was to
be educated there in a manner befitting the em-
peror’s son, but in actuality, he was held hostage
to ensure his father’s loyalty. The system worked
until A.D. 305, when Diocletian and Maximian
retired, allowing their caesars to become augusti.

Constantius immediately invited his son to
join him in Britain. Galerius did not want the

young man to leave, but he grudgingly gave per-
mission. Constantine left in the middle of the
night before Galerius could change his mind and
rode rapidly toward the coast to join his father,
who was sailing to Britain. He made it just in
time, and the two reunited after thirteen years.
The reunion was brief, for Constantius became
sick the following year and died in England.

Constantius’s troops immediately declared
Constantine the next augustus, but Galerius did
not agree. He allowed Constantine only to be-
come caesar, but Constantine had higher aspira-
tions. He married Fausta, daughter of Max-
imian, then joined in the struggle for power that
swept through the empire. Diocletian’s tetrachy
fell apart, and instead of four peaceful leaders,
there were four ambitious and warring augusti.
Constantine won the battles, and by A.D. 324
was the sole ruler of the empire.

Through these years of struggle, Constantine
did not forget his mother. Once he was caesar,
she was returned to prominence. Her dutiful and
affectionate son bestowed the title of empress on

Figure 40. Statue of a woman (probably Helena), early fourth century A.D. (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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his mother and gave her the even more honor-
able title of “nobilissima femina,” meaning
“most honored and noble lady.” The statue
shown in Figure 40 dates from this period and is
probably Helena. She is shown in the gracious
reclining pose made famous by the statue of Cor-
nelia, the mother of the Gracchi brothers. Here
Helena is shown as an equally respected Roman
mother, and she was even more influential.

Helena gave her son much advice, and it was
probably she who persuaded Constantine to be
sympathetic to Christians. Under her influence,
Constantine ended the persecution Christians
had suffered under the rule of Diocletian, and
he even generously supported churches and gave
privileges to Christians in his service. Constan-
tine even called and presided over the influential
Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325, which estab-
lished the creed that became the basis of Chris-
tian faith for millennia.

Helena remained an active supporter of the
church in her own right. She was extremely
wealthy and used her resources to support the
poor and to build Christian churches. Her piety
did not prevent her from being involved in the
brutal politics of Rome, however. In about A.D.
326, Constantine ordered the death of his son,
Crispus, and—purportedly under his mother’s
influence—had his wife, Fausta, brutally killed
by scalding her to death in the bath.

Helena’s greatest impact on the future of
Christianity came at the end of her life. In about
A.D. 330, when she was eighty years old, she de-
cided to go to Jerusalem to visit the holy spots
of Jesus’ life. Early Christians did not attach any
particular significance to Jerusalem, because
they believed that Christian holy spaces existed
in the next life, not in this world. Helena and
Constantine were Roman enough, however, to
want to locate the spaces that were holy to her
God, so Helena embarked on this journey.

Constantine had established churches in
Bethlehem and on the Mount of Olives, and
Helena traveled to Palestine and established
more churches—one at the grotto that she be-
lieved had been the scene of Jesus’ birth and an-
other on the mount of his ascension. Sources
dating from about fifty years after Helena’s
death claimed she discovered the True Cross

during her travels, and while this story (and the
precious relic) circulated widely, it is not likely
to be true, since it was not mentioned by her
contemporaries.

Shortly after her return to Constantinople,
she knew her life was almost ended. She made
her will, leaving her still-abundant property to
her son and grandsons, and with Constantine by
her side, died at the age of eighty. Constantine
honored his mother in death as well as life; he es-
corted her body to a vast royal tomb and struck
gold coins with her likeness. Helena later was
proclaimed a saint and continues to be highly
honored in the Eastern Orthodox Church. This
tavern girl did much to shape the Christian em-
pire of the fourth century and beyond.

See also Cornelia [Roman Matron]; Fausta; Melania
the Elder; Valeria
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Hera
Greek Goddess
Hera was the greatest of all the Olympian deities
of ancient Greece; she was queen of the gods.
She was the sister of Zeus, and both were born
of Cronos and Rhea. Like all her siblings except
Zeus, she had been swallowed by Cronus but re-
stored to life by Metis’s cunning and Zeus’s
strength. She had participated in the war against
the Giants and was the protectress of the Argo as
it sailed through its mythological adventures.

Hera married Zeus in a formal wedding cere-
mony. The poet Hesiod said that this was the
third time Zeus had contracted a formal mar-
riage. His first wife was Metis, and the next was
Themis. The stories said, however, that the love
between Zeus and Hera was long-standing, and
the marriage assured the powerful goddess of her
place as queen of heaven. Zeus and Hera had
four children: Ares (the war god), Hephaestus
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(the smith-god), Eilithyia, and Hebe (a daugh-
ter, who personified children). The ancient tra-
ditions differ on the location of the divine wed-
ding: Some place it in the Garden of the
Hesperides in the heart of an eternal spring,
which was the mystical symbol of fertility. Oth-
ers say that they were married on the summit of
Mount Ida in Phrygia. Sometimes the mythog-
raphers assert that Gaea—Mother Earth—gave
Hera a tree of golden apples as a wedding gift.

As the lawfully wedded wife of Zeus, Hera
was the protecting deity of wives, and festivals
commemorating her marriage were celebrated
almost everywhere in Greece. The statue of the
goddess was dressed in the costume of a young
bride and carried in procession through the city
to a shrine where a marital bed was made ready.
She was a powerful goddess who presided over
the central ritual of a woman’s life—marriage.

Hera was also a fierce, vengeful, and jealous
wife, with good reason given Zeus’s many infi-
delities with goddesses and humans alike. Since
Zeus controlled the mighty thunderbolt, Hera
could not rebel against him directly, but usually
resorted to tricks to humiliate him or get her
way. In a famous incident in The Iliad, she bor-
rowed Aphrodite’s magic girdle to entice Zeus
sexually and thus get her way, but more often
she punished her rivals and their children with
implacable fury. For examples, she placed two
snakes in the cradle of Heracles; she had Io
guarded by a giant who had 100 eyes, and she
drove the foster-parents of Dionysus mad.

Once, however, Hera and the other gods
tried to rebel against Zeus’s high-handed behav-
ior directly. They surrounded Zeus while he was
sleeping and bound him with rawhide thongs,
knotted into a hundred knots, so he could not
move. While they were celebrating their victory
and jealously discussing who would be his suc-
cessor, Thetis the sea-nymph hurried away to
bring Briareus, a monster with a hundred hands,
who swiftly untied Zeus. Since Hera led the
conspiracy, Zeus hung her up from the sky with
a golden bracelet around each wrist and an anvil
fastened to each ankle. He finally released her
when she promised never to rebel again.

The stories about the quarrels between these
two powerful deities were often used to reveal

truths about human nature. For example, in a fa-
mous story, Hera and Zeus were arguing as to
whether the man or woman derived greater
pleasure from the sexual act. Zeus said women
enjoyed it more, but Hera said men did. They
decided to consult Tiresias, who had experienced
the sexual act both as a man and as a woman.
Tiresias sided with Zeus, saying that women felt
ten times the pleasure men did. Hera was so an-
noyed at being contradicted that she blinded
Tiresias. From this story, people believed they
learned about the nature of men and women and
also learned to respect the wrath of the goddess.

See also Aphrodite; Athena; Gaea; Juno
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Herodias
Jewish Royal Woman (ca. 10 B.C.–A.D. 43)
The dynasty in Judea that was founded by
Herod the Great (r. 39–4 B.C.) was plagued by
violence and intermarriage. In this the royal
family was solidly within the tradition of Hel-
lenistic rulers whose members ruthlessly used
everything from marriage to murder to seize and
maintain power. One female member of this
family—Herodias—was named in the New Tes-
tament of the Bible as one of the most notorious
women of ancient Judea.

Herodias was the daughter of Aristobulus IV,
son of Herod the Great (ca. 31–7 B.C.) and the
old king’s first wife, Mariamne I. Herodias’s
mother was Berenice, daughter of Salome I, the
powerful sister of King Herod. Herodias seems
to have inherited the love of ambition and fear-
ful vengeance that had marked the first genera-
tion of the Herodian dynasty.

Herodias was married at an early age to her
uncle Herod (although the Gospels of Matthew
and Mark incorrectly said she was first married
to a man named Philip). This Herod seems to
have lived a quiet life with little ambition, which
did not suit Herodias. Her life changed dramat-
ically when Herod’s half-brother Herod Antipas
came to visit the couple. Antipas held the title of
“tetrarch,” which meant that he ruled one-
fourth of Herod the Great’s kingdom. The
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tetrarch and Herodias immediately fell in love,
and Herodias promised to leave Herod and
come to Antipas. Her lover was already married
to the daughter of an Arab king, but Herodias
made him divorce his first wife to marry her.
This marriage took place sometime between
A.D. 15 and 26.

While such rapid marriage alliances were
common among the royalty of the Hellenistic
world, they were not acceptable to Jews. There
was a strict prohibition against a woman leaving
a living husband to marry another, and it was
particularly abhorrent for a woman to marry her
husband’s brother. What made it worse was that
Herodias had already borne her first husband a
daughter, named Salome. According to the
Bible, a popular preacher in the tradition of the
ancient prophets publicly criticized Herodias
and Herod Antipas for their marriage, which
was against Jewish law. This prophet was John
the Baptist, and Herodias’s revenge on him led
to her long-lived infamy.

According to the Christian New Testament,
Herod Antipas was unwilling to take revenge on
John the Baptist because the preacher was so
popular, but Herodias conceived of a plan to
trick her husband. At a dinner party, Herodias
sent in her very young daughter, Salome, to
dance for Herod. The tetrarch was so delighted
with the dance that he called Salome to him and
offered her anything she wanted in reward for
her lovely dance. Salome consulted with her
mother and on her advice asked for the head of
John the Baptist on a platter. Herod was ap-
palled at the request, but he fulfilled it and John
was executed.

At the end of her life, Herodias tried to fulfill
her one ambition—to have the title “queen” in-
stead of just tetrarch’s wife. She persuaded An-
tipas to join her and go to Rome with gold and
silver to plead with the emperor to award him
the title of king. Although Herod was reluctant
to be so forward, he yielded to her request. The
two went together to Italy and were granted an
interview by the emperor Caligula.

However, others had reached Caligula first.
The emperor deprived Antipas of his tetrarchy
and gave his money to Herodias’s brother
Agrippa, who like his sister was jockeying for

political position. Caligula exiled Herod Antipas
and sent him to Gaul, far away from Judea.
When Caligula learned that Herodias was sister
of his new favorite, Agrippa, he offered to let her
keep her private fortune and return to Judea.
Herodias (in an act that seems uncharacteristic
for a reputedly ambitious woman) claimed that
she had been her husband’s partner in prosper-
ity, however, and she would not forsake him in
his change of fortune. Caligula was enraged at
her response, gave her fortune to her brother as
well, and sent her into exile with Herod Antipas.

The Jewish historian Josephus wrote that
Herodias’s fall from the wealth and power that she
had so loved was God’s punishment for her am-
bition and vanity. Others have suggested, how-
ever,  that while Herodias had certainly been cruel
and arrogant, she nevertheless stood faithfully by
the husband that she had chosen in violation of
all Jewish laws. Christians, however, would see no
redeeming virtue in the woman who had
arranged for the death of John the Baptist.

See also Mariamne; Salome I; Salome II
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Hestia
Greek Goddess
Hestia was the Greek goddess of the hearth fire,
and as such she presided over domestic life;
every hearth on earth was her altar. According to
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the myths, she was the eldest sister of Zeus (and
the oldest daughter of her parents Rhea and
Cronus). She remained a virgin, for when her
brother Zeus took control of the Olympians, Po-
seidon and Apollo came forward as rival suitors
for her hand. She swore to refuse all offers and
remain forever a virgin. At that, Zeus was very
grateful because she had preserved the peace of
Olympus by her refusal, and in exchange he
awarded her the first victim of every public sac-
rifice. While other gods traveled throughout the
world, Hestia remained quietly on Olympus,
playing almost no role in myths. She remained
an abstract idea of hearth and home.

Hestia was beloved for being the gentlest and
kindest of all the Olympian deities. She was the
only one who never took part in wars, and she
protected people who fled to her for protection.
She also symbolized the alliance of Greek
mother cities with their colonies, because
colonists took fire from the original hearth to
keep it burning in the new city.

See also Vestal Virgins
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Hipparchia
Cynic Philosopher (ca. 370–285 B.C.)
The Hellenistic age (after the death of Alexan-
der the Great in 323 B.C.) was one of great king-
doms, much violence, and increased poverty.
The poignant figure of an old market woman
shown in Figure 41 depicts the kind of scene
that was increasingly familiar as people could no
longer be certain of family ties or economic
prosperity to ease their burden in their old age.
During this time of uncertainty, many Hellenis-
tic philosophers departed from their Greek
counterparts and narrowed the focus of their in-
quiry. Most of them no longer tackled the lofty
questions of truth and justice that had preoccu-
pied Socrates and Plato. Instead, they consid-
ered how an individual could achieve happiness
in an age in which vast, impersonal kingdoms
produced the kind of pain and weariness em-
bodied by the market woman.

The sensibilities of the Hellenistic age had

been first foreshadowed by Diogenes (400?–
325? B.C.), an early proponent of the philo-
sophic school called Cynicism. Diogenes was
disgusted with the hypocrisy and materialism he
saw around him in the transformed life of
Athens as the traditional polis life deteriorated.
Diogenes and his followers believed that the
only way for people to live happily in a funda-
mentally evil world was to involve themselves as
little as possible in that world. The Cynics there-
fore claimed that the more people rejected the
goods and connections of this world—property,
marriage, religion, luxury—the more they
would achieve spiritual happiness. Although

Figure 41. Old market woman, third century B.C.
(Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)
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Plato had dismissed Diogenes as “Socrates gone
mad,” Cynicism became popular during the
Hellenistic world as people searched for mean-
ing in their personal lives, rather than for justice
for their polis. Some men and women chose to
live an ascetic life of the mind instead of involv-
ing themselves in the day-to-day activities of the
Hellenistic cities.

Philosophy, like other occupations in the an-
cient world, was often a family affair, with sib-
lings following a beloved teacher together. Hip-
parchia from Athens, along with her brother
Metrocles, established such a relationship with
the Cynic philosopher Crates (368?–288? B.C.),
whom Diogenes had persuaded to jettison all
his worldly goods. The siblings met Crates when
Metrocles, in despair after embarrassing himself
in public while rehearsing a speech, confined
himself to his home and determined to starve
himself to death. Crates rescued Metrocles by
teaching him the futility of despairing over
worldly things.

Metrocles became a devoted follower of
Crates and an accomplished philosopher in his
own right. Yet Metrocles’s sister Hipparchia, also
captivated by Crates, earned a striking reputa-
tion of her own. As the ancient biographer
Diogenes Laertes wrote, Hipparchia fell in love
with Crates’s “words and his way of life” (Hicks
6.7). Though Hipparchia’s family was wealthy
and her parents introduced many eligible suitors
to the young woman, she rejected them all. In-
deed, the passionate Hipparchia threatened sui-
cide if her parents refused to permit her to
marry Crates.

At the urgent request of Hipparchia’s parents,
Crates tried to dissuade the stubborn young
woman by describing the rigors of life as a
Cynic. When that failed, he rose from his seat
and threw off his clothing. “Here,” he an-
nounced, “is your husband-to-be, and this is all
he owns; base your decision on this” (Hicks
6.7). Hipparchia accepted him, and they were
married. The future Stoic, Zeno, reputedly cov-
ered his teacher Crates and Hipparchia mod-
estly with his cloak when they consummated
their marriage in the stoa of Athens. Hipparchia
and Crates soon became parents to a son, Pasi-
cles, who received a traditional Greek education

while also being strongly influenced by the phi-
losophy of his parents.

Hipparchia lived the simple life of a Cynic,
dressing in the same rough clothes as Crates and
engaging in the public discourse of philoso-
phers. An epigram attributed to Hipparchia
states: “I, Hipparchia, have not followed the
habits of the female sex, but with manly
courage, the strong dogs [Cynics]. I have not
wanted the jewel on the cloak nor bindings for
my feet, nor headties scented with ointment;
rather a stick, bare feet and whatever covering
clings to my limbs, and hard ground instead of
a bed” (Hicks 6.7).

Hipparchia joined Crates at public dinners,
shocking Greek men who expected only prosti-
tutes to appear at these gatherings. She also
“confounded” one of her critics, Theodorus, by
offering arguments in a philosophic style: “If it
is not wrong for Theodorus to do a particular
act, then it is not wrong for Hipparchia to do it.
Further, if Theodorus slaps himself he does
nothing wrong, therefore if Hipparchia slaps
Theodorus she does nothing wrong either.” The
logic of the second statement, though question-
able, had Theodorus stumped. At a loss as to
what to do, he tried to embarrass Hipparchia by
crudely pulling up her cloak. She refused to be
bullied, and according to the text, “did not
panic like a woman” (Hicks 6.7).

Theodorus attempted once more to criticize
Hipparchia’s “unwomanly” behavior, by remind-
ing her of the traditional female role of working
wool: “Is this the woman who left her carding
combs beside her loom?” Hipparchia responded
immediately, defending her choice of studying
philosophy: “But do you think I have made a
bad decision if instead of wasting my time at the
loom I have used it for my education?” The bi-
ographer of this principled, spirited young
woman closes his account of her life with this
tantalizing hint at the many other memorable
phrases she must have uttered: “These are
among the numerous sayings of the woman
philosopher” (Hicks 6.7).

While much of her intellectual heritage has
been lost, her life remains an example of many
of the trends characteristic of the Hellenistic
world. In the larger, impersonal world of cos-
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mopolitan cities, family ties broke down, and
some young men and women began to choose
their own partners for love instead of practical
alliances. Many also rejected traditional religion
and morality to find personal fulfillment as Hip-
parchia and Crates did, following philosophy
and defying conventions. In making their own
path, people like this couple opened the choices
available to individuals in the West.

See also Philosophers, Greek
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Honoria
Roman Empress (ca. A.D. 418–ca. 454)
Honoria (whose full name was Justa Grata
Honoria) was the daughter of the strong-willed
empress Galla Placidia. She proved to be as po-
litically ambitious as her famous mother, but her
actions endangered the empire and scandalized
historians, both ancient and modern. Honoria,
the elder child of Galla Placidia and Constantius
III, was born about A.D. 418 and was given the
names Justa and Grata after her mother’s aunts,
thus linking her solidly to the imperial house-
hold of Theodosius I.

During her youth, Honoria shared the excit-
ing life of her mother, moving back and forth
from Constantinople to Italy as political expedi-
ency dictated. The family even survived a ship-
wreck in about A.D. 424, and Galla Placidia
erected a church dedicated to St. John the Evan-
gelist in gratitude for the family’s rescue. In the
dedicatory inscription on this church, we learn a
surprising detail about Honoria—she is described
as augusta, or “empress.” At the end of A.D. 425,
when the inscription was dedicated, Honoria was
eight years old at most, and it was unprecedented
to crown a child princess as empress.

Galla Placidia arranged for Honoria’s
younger brother Valentinian to be crowned em-
peror at about the same time to ensure the suc-
cession within her family. It may be that she
used the model of her famous relative Pulcheria,
an empress who exerted a great deal of influence
on her younger brother Theodosius II, to decide

that her young son could also use an empress-
sister to help him rule. Whatever the motiva-
tion, the young empress grew up to imagine that
she, too, could wield political power.

Honoria, like her royal relatives before her,
lived in a special residence of her own—proba-
bly near the royal palace in Ravenna. A steward,
named Eugenius, managed her estate, and
Honoria had a sexual relationship with him.
Some of the sources claim she became pregnant,
but all agree that the liaison was discovered. His-
torians also dispute the date of the empress’s
“distress”—as one contemporary called it. Ei-
ther it took place in A.D. 434, and she was an
impetuous young girl of about sixteen, or in
A.D. 449, when she was a mature, politically as-
tute woman whose power was waning as her
emperor-brother had grown stronger. The
sources that argue for the earlier date attribute
her motive to youthful passion. Modern histori-
ans who argue for the later date suggest, how-
ever, that this was a political action to produce
an heir to compete with her brother’s family.

Either way, her brother Valentinian would
not tolerate the threat—he put Eugenius to
death and drove Honoria from the palace in dis-
grace. To weaken her political power, Valentin-
ian betrothed her to a respectable senator, who
was both wealthy and loyal to the emperor.
Honoria wanted nothing to do with the union,
and she sought another champion. Like her
mother before her, she turned to the “barbar-
ians” outside Rome’s borders.

In about A.D. 449, Honoria sent a trusted
messenger—a eunuch named Hyacinthus—to
Attila the Hun. Hyacinthus carried money,
Honoria’s ring, and a plea for the leader to sup-
port her cause against her brother. Attila, per-
haps misinterpreting the ring as an offer of mar-
riage, demanded that half Valentinian’s territory
be turned over to the empress, who would be his
wife. The Hun also prepared to invade the west-
ern provinces to claim his territory and bride.

Valentinian was furious. He tortured the eu-
nuch to find out the details of the intrigue, then
beheaded him. Honoria’s life was spared only
because Galla Placidia interceded on her behalf.
Attila sent an embassy to Ravenna to claim that
Honoria be surrendered to him—along with



hortensia 161

half the empire. It was as her champion that At-
tila invaded Italy in A.D. 451. He was almost
successful; in A.D. 452, he had Italy at his feet.
Illness delayed him, however, and his death in
A.D. 453 prevented him from coming to claim
his bride.

After A.D. 452, we hear no more of Honoria;
she may have lived a few years more. The an-
cient historians were not kind to her. The Ro-
mans called her a profligate girl who could not
control her passions and who would betray
Rome to the Huns for love. It is more likely,
however, that her motive was ambition and her
crime political. She was one more strong em-
press of the house of Theodosius who wanted to
claim actual as well as titular power.

See also Flaccilla; Galla Placidia; Pulcheria
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Hortensia
Roman Orator (42 B.C.)
One of the essential facts of Roman life was the
importance of public oratory. Men made their
political reputations and rose in power in part
through their ability to speak in public and sway
the people by their eloquence. Roman rhetoric
also played an important role in the law courts
of the age, where lawyers pleaded cases for
clients who depended as much upon their
speaking skills as on the justice of their cases.
For the most part, women were excluded from
this important public role, but during times of
turmoil and civil war, when traditions broke
down, some women became known—for better
and worse—for their public speaking skills.

One woman—Afrania, wife of the senator
Licinius Bucco—was much criticized because
she preferred to defend herself in legal cases
rather than hiring a lawyer. Her critic (Valerius
Maximus) reports that she was “addicted to law-
suits” and “always pleaded her own case before
the praetor, not for lack of friends to speak for
her but because she was quite shameless. So
from her constant harassment of the magistrate’s

tribunals with this unnatural yapping she be-
came a notorious example of female abuse of
court, so much so that the very name of Afrania
is used as a charge against women’s wicked ways”
(Fantham et al. 273). Afrania died in 46 B.C.,
during the troubled times of the late republic. In
spite of such negative comments, however, she
seems to have continued her public life unde-
terred by her critics.

Another woman, on the other hand, was
praised because she used her eloquence in the
service of all women, not simply for her own
gain. Hortensia came forward to plead the case
for women who suffered financially under the
civil wars that tore Rome during the late repub-
lic. During the civil wars that broke out after the
murder of Julius Caesar in 42 B.C., men and
women alike suffered if they supported the
wrong party—not only did men sometimes suf-
fer imprisonment or death, but they also had to
pay large fines and taxes to the triumvirs, the
strongmen who were ruling Rome. As Octavian,
Mark Antony, and Lepidus struggled for power,
a brave woman stepped forward to speak on be-
half of the noble women of Rome who had not
created this horrible civil war.

Hortensia was the daughter of a famous ora-
tor, Hortensius, and she delivered her memo-
rable speech in 42 B.C. on behalf of the 1,400
wealthy women who were being taxed to pay the
expenses of the triumvirs. The women had first
approached Octavian’s sister and mother and
won them over, but Antony’s wife, Fulvia,
rudely turned them away. The women then
forced their way into the forum, and Hortensia
addressed the masses gathered there. A second-
century historian, Appian, purports to preserve
her speech in a Greek translation, and though it
is probably not Hortensia’s exact words, the sen-
timents are profound and are likely true to the
orator’s meaning:

You have already deprived us of our fathers,
our sons, our husbands, and our brothers 
on the pretext that they wronged you, 
but if, in addition, you take away our
property you will reduce us to a condition
unsuitable to our birth, our way of life, and
our female nature.
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If we have done you any wrong, as you
claimed our husbands have, proscribe us as
you do them. But if we women have not
voted any of you public enemies, nor torn
down your house, nor destroyed your army,
nor led another against you, nor prevented
you from obtaining offices and honors, why
do we share in the punishments when we
did not participate in the crimes?

Why should we pay taxes when we do
not share in the offices, honors, military
commands, nor in short, the government
for which you fight between yourselves with
such harmful results? You say “because it is
wartime.” When have there not been wars?
When have taxes been imposed on women,
whom nature sets apart from all men? Our
mothers once went beyond what is natural
and made a contribution during the war
against the Carthaginians, when danger
threatened your entire empire and Rome it-
self. But then they contributed willingly, not
from their landed property, their fields, their
dowries, or their houses, without which it is
impossible for free women to live, but only
from their jewelry. . . .

Let war with the Celts or Parthians come,
we will not be inferior to our mothers when
it is a question of common safety. But for
civil wars, may we never contribute nor aid
you against each other. (Appian 32–34)

In addressing the crowd in the forum, Hort-
ensia wisely pointed out that she and the other
women were patriots, ready to support Rome,
but that they were not interested in supporting
the civil wars that so tore their lives apart. Ap-
pian said that the triumvirs were angry that the
women would dare to hold such a public meet-
ing and criticize them. Nevertheless, the crowd
supported the women, and the following day
the triumvirs had to give way. They reduced the
number of women subject to taxation to 400.
Hortensia’s eloquence had carried the day. Per-
haps the most telling backhanded compliment
to her oratorical skills came from Valerius Max-
imus, who regretted that there were no male de-
scendants of Hortensius to carry on the inheri-
tance of his eloquence.

See also Fulvia; Octavia; Turia
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Hypatia
Alexandrian Philosopher (ca. A.D. 370–415)
Since its founding in the fourth century B.C.,
Alexandria in Egypt had grown to be a vibrant
cosmopolitan center of the Mediterranean
world. The great museum and library there that
had been founded by Ptolemy Philadephus and
his sister-wife Arsinoë II soon became the great-
est intellectual center of the ancient world. Seven
centuries later, the museum’s reputation had only
grown. The library contained thousands of vol-
umes of scholarly readings, including the works
of the great pagan philosophers, and the mu-
seum drew the greatest minds from all over the
western world. Scholars studied physics, mathe-
matics, philosophy, and science and came to lis-
ten to lectures by the greatest teachers in this cos-
mopolitan city. In the late fourth century A.D.,
the most charismatic and popular teacher was
the philosopher and scholar, Hypatia.

Hypatia’s father, Theon, was a mathematician
and philosopher at the Museum of Alexandria,
and it is fairly certain that Hypatia studied
under her father’s tutelage. According to the
sources, she quickly surpassed her father, “since
she had greater genius” than he had, and her
growing fame rested upon her mastery of phi-
losophy. According to one of her biographers,
“the woman used to put on her philosopher’s
cloak and walk through the middle of town and
publicly interpret Plato, Aristotle, or the works
of any other philosopher to those who wished to
hear her” (“Life of Hypatia”).

Students flocked to her from everywhere, and
letters reached her that were simply addressed to
“The Muse” or “The Philosopher.” We have
some letters that survive from the famous Neo-
platonic philosopher (and later Christian bishop)
Synesius of Cyrene, and in them he praises her
knowledge in many fields—Neoplatonism, as-
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tronomy, mechanics, and mathematics. He even
asked her for practical advice on how to build an
astrolabe (a navigational tool) and a hydroscope
(a device used to determine the weights of dif-
ferent liquids). Synesius came to study with her
in Alexandria because, as he wrote, she was “a
person so renowned, her reputation seemed lit-
erally incredible. We have seen and heard for
ourselves she who honorably presides over the
mysteries of philosophy” (“Life of Hypatia”). At
this time, Hypatia was only about twenty-three
years old!

By about A.D. 400, she became the head of
the Neoplatonic school in Alexandria. While it
was not uncommon for the outstanding student
in the school to inherit the position of teacher,
one of the sources on her life suggests that Hy-
patia was paid by public funds, which meant
that she would have received an official ap-
pointment. This would have been a remarkable
honor for anyone and virtually unheard of for a
woman.

Sometimes the fact of being a woman caused
Hypatia some difficulty, for her position of
teacher led her to live a public life (which was
not common for a respectable woman). One of
her biographers wrote that she was at ease in
public: “On account of the self-possession and
ease of manner, which she had acquired in con-
sequence of the cultivation of her mind, she not
unfrequently appeared in public in the presence
of the magistrates. Neither did she feel abashed
in going to an assembly of men. For all men on
account of her extraordinary dignity and virtue
admired her the more.” However, another
source describes how one of her students fell in
love with her and was unable to control himself.
To cure him, Hypatia reputedly gathered cloths
that had been stained during her menstrual pe-
riod (the equivalence of ancient sanitary nap-
kins) and showed them to him, saying, “This is
what you love, young man, and it isn’t beauti-
ful!” The source explains that “he was so affected
by shame and amazement at the ugly sight that
he experienced a change of heart and went away
a better man” (“Life of Hypatia”).

Hypatia wrote mathematical tracts—a com-
mentary on Diophatus’s Arithmeticorum, a com-
mentary on Ptolemy’s Syntaxis Mathematica,

and another commentary on the Conic Sections
of Appolonius Pergaeus. One source reported
that all of Hypatia’s works had been lost, at-
tributing this to the burning of the great library
in Alexandria. Some scholars argue, however,
that parts of these works have survived intact.
Further, it appears that Copernicus—the fa-
mous sixteenth-century astronomer who
demonstrated that the sun was the center of the
universe—may have been influenced by Hypa-
tia’s writings.

None of Hypatia’s philosophical writings
have survived, but scholars assume that her po-
sition would have been similar to that expressed
by her enthusiastic student, Synesius of Cyrene.
He was a strong Neoplatonist, who believed that
the soul could approach God through contem-
plation. Synesius had sent Hypatia one of his
works—Dion—in which he reconciled Neopla-
tonism with the Christian views of the Trinity.
However, Hypatia was not a Christian, and this
caused her death.

As Alexandria was an intellectually vibrant
city, not surprisingly, it also was a center of
fourth-century Christianity. As we have seen,
her student Synesius would become a bishop,
and her Neoplatonic teachings deeply informed
his Christian ideas. Other Christians, however,
believed that the popular, charismatic teacher
drew people to paganism and away from Chris-
tianity. One negative biographer of the philoso-
pher wrote that “she was devoted at all times to
magic, astrolabes and instruments of music, and
she beguiled many people through her Satanic
wiles.” Furthermore, this biographer—John,
Bishop of Nikiu—wrote that she had also “be-
guiled” the governor of the city, and this proba-
bly referred to her paid appointment as head of
the school (“Life of Hypatia”). While to all ap-
pearances Hypatia was interested in philosophy,
not politics, she was nevertheless drawn into the
struggle between pagans and Christians in early
fifth-century Alexandria.

Probably as a result of a political struggle be-
tween the Roman governor, Orestes (who was
Hypatia’s patron), and the Christian bishop of
Alexandria, Cyril, Hypatia became the focal
point of riots between Christian and pagans. A
mob gathered near her—led by a man named
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Peter—and dragged her from her carriage and
took her to a church called Caesareum. There
they stripped her and murdered her with tiles
(the Greek word is ostrakois, which literally
means “oyster shells,” but the word also referred
to the brick tiles used on the roofs of houses).
The crowd then tore her body into pieces and
burnt them.

However we might feel about the struggle be-
tween Christians and pagans, we must surely
share the outrage of the author who described
these events—Socrates Scholasticus—when he
wrote: “Surely nothing can be farther from the
spirit of Christianity than the allowance of mas-
sacres, fights, and transactions of that sort”
(“Life of Hypatia”). The emperor was angry, but
he was bribed not to take vengeance against her

attackers. The ancient world lost one of its
brightest women to bigotry and jealousy.

See also Arsinoë II; Philosophers, Greek
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Io
Mythological Greek Priestess
According to ancient Greek myths, Io was the
daughter of the river-god Inachus and a priestess
of the goddess Hera. Zeus fell in love with Io,
and a dream told Io to go and submit to Zeus’s
embraces. She told her father about the dream,
and her father consulted oracles to see what they
should do. The oracles told him to obey, so Io
was sent to Zeus. The god began an affair with
the girl, and Hera became suspicious. To save Io
from the goddess’s jealousy, Zeus turned her into
a cow. (Some analysts suggest that Io was an
early moon goddess; horned cows are associated
with the moon, since the horns resemble the
crescent moon.) In the myth, Hera demanded
that Zeus give her the cow, and she gave it to be
guarded by Argus, who had 100 eyes.

Zeus felt sorry for Io and sent Hermes to
fetch the beautiful cow for him. Hermes de-
stroyed Argus and released Io, but the cow-
woman’s troubles were not over. Hera sent a gad-
fly to sting Io and chase her all over the world.

The legend describes the travels of Io as she
went to Europe, Asia Minor, and Africa. She
purportedly traveled down the Nile to a place
where pygmies and cranes were in perpetual bat-
tle. Finally, she found rest in Egypt, where Zeus
restored her to human form. She married there,
but she gave birth to Epaphus, whose real father
was Zeus. Io was credited with founding the
worship of Isis—the Egyptian name she gave
Demeter. Some people suggest that the myth of
Io’s travels was to explain the spread of the pop-
ular cult of Isis.

The legend seems to incorporate an old wor-
ship of a moon goddess into the Greek mytho-
logical pantheon. In this version, Io is swept
into Zeus’s infidelities and Hera’s jealous rages.

Her grief was also incorporated into the worship
of the mysteries of Demeter in various locations.
It may also be that ancient women saw in this
myth a woman who came to despair because of
the lust of the powerful.

See also Demeter; Hera; Isis
Suggested Readings
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Ishtar
Mesopotamian Goddess
Ishtar was the goddess of love, sex, war, and fer-
tility, and under various names she was the most
important goddess throughout western Asia.
For example, she was known as Inanna to the
Sumerians, Astarte in Syria, Ashtoreth in the
Bible, and Isis in Egypt. Her Sumerian name is
probably derived from Nin-ana, which means
“lady of heaven,” and in all her aspects, she is
described as a celestial body—perhaps the
planet Venus. In art, Ishtar is often represented
as a warrior-goddess, often winged and often
naked. In this way she shows her combined
functions of war and fertility.

At the heart of the worship of Ishtar was a
myth that described how she entered the world
of the dead. The Mesopotamian versions date
from the seventh century B.C. (although the ear-
lier composition probably dates from the end of
the second millennium B.C.), and this myth is
similar to the longer Sumerian version, called
the “Descent of Inanna.” The prevalence and
popularity of this story testify to its centrality in
the worship of the goddess.

According to the myth, Ishtar descends into
the underworld of death. Although the myth is
incomplete, scholars assume that she was seek-
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ing an elixir to restore people to life. She de-
manded to be admitted to the dark place where
her sister Ereshkigal was queen:

Here gatekeeper, open your gate for me,
Open your gate for me to come in!
If you do not open the gate for me to come

in,
I shall smash the door and shatter the bolt,
I shall smash the doorpost and overturn the

doors,
I shall raise up the dead and they shall eat

the living:
The dead shall outnumber the living! 

(McCall 69)

As Ishtar gained entry, she had to go through
various gates where she was stripped of her jew-
elry and attire. At the first gate her great crown
was taken; at the second her earrings were re-
moved. At the third gate she gave her necklace
and at the fourth the ornaments from her breast
that held her gown. At the fifth she gave up the
girdle of birthstones from her waist, and at the
sixth she gave the bracelets from her wrists and
ankles. Finally at the seventh gate she was
stripped of the cloak that covered her. At each
gate, she complained to the gatekeeper, and at
each she received the same answer, which sug-
gests that this was ritual for initiation to the
mysteries of the goddess:

Gatekeeper, why have you taken away the
great crown on my head?

Go in, my lady. Such are the rites of the
Mistress of Earth. (McCall 70)

Finally she was naked when she came before
her sister, but still it was Ereshkigal who trem-
bled at Ishtar’s presence. The queen of the un-
derworld summoned her vizier Namtar and in-
structed him to send out against Ishtar sixty
diseases—to her eyes, her arms, her feet, her
heart, her head, to every part of her. Meanwhile
on earth, all sexual activity ended among people
and animals, thus threatening all fertility and
the very order of nature.

Therefore the great gods sent a messenger to
the underworld to demand Ishtar’s release.

Ereshkigal was forced to comply and sprinkled
the waters of life on Ishtar; the fertility goddess
then began her journey back through the seven
gates of the underworld. At each one, she re-
trieved her possessions and emerged clothed in
the trappings of her divinity. Ishtar paid for her
release with her husband Dumuzi, the “lover of
her youth,” who would in future dwell in the
underworld. On one day each year he returned
to earth to enact fertility rituals and ensure the
continuation of life on earth before he had to re-
treat back to the underworld.

The myth probably symbolically addressed
ancient people’s fear of famine and the time of
year when nothing grew. The descent of Ishtar
into the world of the dead expressed their hope
in the resurrection of the crops and of life itself.
This myth may have also been reenacted annu-
ally as people celebrated the mysteries of the re-
turn of the growing season. Perhaps more than
anything else, the beautiful story of Ishtar ex-
presses the importance that ancient men and
women placed on the fertility goddess.

See also Clothing; Enheduanna; Isis; Mythology
Suggested Readings
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Isis
Egyptian Goddess
The ancient Egyptians worshiped many gods and
goddesses, recognizing a spiritual force in nature
that inhabited many things. The Egyptians also
treasured family life and recognized that family
ties were at the heart of an ordered and peaceful
world, so reflecting this importance, the ancient
Egyptians gave special veneration for the family
of deities who held a central place in their reli-
gious and political lives. Most beloved were the
couple Isis and Osiris, who were sister and
brother as well as wife and husband, and their
child, Horus, of whom all pharaohs were said to
be the living embodiment.

During the Hellenistic period (after 323
B.C.), the cult of Isis spread throughout the
Mediterranean world and attracted converts
from many lands. The goddess became univer-
sal, appealing to men and women seeking a par-
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ticular form of spiritual satisfaction, and she be-
came much more important than either her
brother-husband or her son. Elements of the
myth surrounding Isis have been found in the
most ancient Egyptian texts, but in the first cen-
tury A.D. the Greek writer Plutarch wrote the
most complete version of the legend. It is this
version that expresses the form of the beliefs
during the Hellenistic world and the Roman
Empire, and this is the myth as it is usually re-
membered today.

The earth god, Geb, and the sky goddess,
Nut, had four children (two sets of twins). Isis
and her sister, Nephthys, married their two
brothers, Osiris and Seth. Osiris was the hero of
the myth, for according to Plutarch, he “deliv-
ered the Egyptians from their destitute and
brutish manner of living” (Plutarch 35) by
showing them agriculture and by teaching them
laws and how to honor the gods. He traveled all
over the world spreading these fruits of civiliza-
tion. While Osiris was away, Isis ruled in his
stead, exerting supreme power over the land of
Egypt, and some Egyptian queens looked to this
goddess as offering precedent for their rule. Seth
was jealous of his siblings, however, and con-
trived a plot to kill his brother.

When Osiris returned from his journeys,
Seth promised to give a beautiful chest to who-
ever matched its measurements exactly. When
Osiris took his turn lying in the chest, Seth’s
henchmen slammed down the lid and nailed it
shut, capturing Osiris. They nailed it and sealed
it with lead so he could not escape and put the
chest in the river to let it float out to sea. Isis was
frantic to find her beloved and searched the
world for him. She discovered the chest had
been washed ashore, and the foliage around the
chest had grown into a great tree. A local king
had so admired the tree that he had it cut down
for use as a pillar in his palace.

Isis went to this household and became so in-
timate with the queen that she made Isis the
nurse for her baby. Isis nursed the child by giving
it her finger to suck instead of her breast, and in
the night she would burn away the mortal por-
tions of its body. The queen saw this one night
and screamed and put the fire out, thus depriv-
ing the baby of its immortality. Isis revealed her

divinity and asked for the pillar—which also in-
cluded the entombed body of Osiris. She
brought it home to Egypt. While it was on the
boat, she opened the coffin and laid her head on
the dead head of Osiris and wept. She erected
pillars in front of all Isis temples to represent the
completion of her quest for her husband. Osiris
was not to rest in peace, however.

Seth came upon the sarcophagus of Osiris
and divided the body into fourteen parts and
scattered them in different places. Once again
the goddess had to search for her husband-
brother. The myth says that in every place that
Isis found a piece of Osiris, she erected a tomb
and made effigies of him. In this way the cult of
Osiris spread all over. Isis found all the parts of
Osiris’s body except his penis, which had been
thrown in the river and eaten by a fish. But Isis
made a replica of his penis to take its place, and
according to Plutarch, Egyptians annually cele-
brate the creation of the new phallus. Isis was
able to conceive a child with Osiris’s reassem-
bled body, and a son, Horus, was born.

To conceal Horus’s existence from the mur-
derous Seth, Isis hid him in the marshes, magi-
cally protecting him from the dangers of the
riverside, including snakes and scorpions. She
guarded him until he reached adulthood so he
could take his rightful place as divine king—
successor to Osiris. All Egyptian pharaohs con-
sidered themselves to be the incarnations of
Horus, divinely destined to rule in Egypt. Be-
cause of Isis’s fierce protection of her son, Egyp-
tians considered her the paradigm of a perfect
mother. As such, she was often invoked by
mothers to protect their children, and the ma-
ternal goddess was frequently portrayed nursing
her son, as she is in Figure 42.

Osiris appeared from the dead to visit his son
Horus and train him for battle. After a time,
Osiris asked Horus what he held to be the most
noble of all things, and the son replied, “To
avenge one’s father and mother for evil done to
them” (Plutarch 47). Osiris was pleased with his
son and felt that he was prepared. Horus en-
gaged a battle with Seth and defeated him,
bringing him in chains to Isis. She did not have
him killed, however, but released him. There
were many more battles between Horus and



Figure 42. Isis nursing Horus (Field Museum of Natural History, Chicago)
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Seth, for this brother represented chaos and
formlessness—whether of the desert or the
ocean—in opposition to the fecundity and cul-
tivation personified by Isis and Osiris. The on-
going struggle between the siblings was the same
struggle that always went on in Egypt, where an
ordered world seemed to struggle to keep disas-
ter at bay.

During the Hellenistic world, the worship of
Isis became increasingly popular, and the god-
dess was less a fecund earth mother than a uni-
versal “mother of all things.” There were elabo-
rate festivals and processions in her honor, and
every spring believers celebrated Isis’s search for

and resurrection of her brother-husband. In
time, believers hoped that worship of Isis would
bring immortal life to all followers of her cult.

See also Egyptian Women; Mythology
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Jewelry
Humans have always adorned themselves with
jewelry. Beginning in the Old Stone Age (Pale-
olithic) over 25,000 years ago, men and women
took objects that they found, drilled holes in
them, and wore them. Archaeologists have
found necklaces of animal teeth, shells, pebbles,
and bones, and in one communal grave from
the Paleolithic, scientists found every body
adorned with a necklace made of ivory beads.
Why did early humans wear jewelry? We can
only guess that the insights anthropologists
draw from modern tribes applied in the long
prehistory. If that is so, during our long history,
humans have used jewelry for several reasons.
One was that jewelry offered protection against
adversity. Cowrie shells, for example, were
widely favored from the Neolithic through early
Egypt as a protection against sterility. Egyptian
women wore fish amulets in their hair to protect
against drowning, and earrings protected the
wearer from the evil eye. A second reason to
wear jewelry was to prove status: a chief ’s high
position was marked by rare feathers or expen-
sive jewelry of gold and jewels. Finally, jewelry
was adornment to enhance sexual attractiveness.

While early jewelry was made of natural ob-
jects that were strung together, the real history
of jewelry begins with a history of gold. Gold
was one of the earliest metals sought, and by
3000 B.C. in Mesopotamia, goldsmiths skillfully
worked gold in ways that are largely unchanged
today. In the Bronze Age when people depended
upon bronze for weapons and tools, they were
drawn to gold even though it was too soft a
metal to be used for anything other than adorn-
ment. It may be that people loved its color—the
brilliant gold that did not tarnish made people
believe that it held the powers of the sun. Fur-

thermore, gold is very malleable—it can be
hammered so thin that a mere ounce of the pre-
cious metal can be made into a sheet more than
100 feet square. The soft metal could be pressed
into magnificent forms, engraved, spun into
thin filagree wires, and cast. Early goldsmiths
also learned to make beautiful jewelry by fram-
ing precious stones with gold. All these tech-
niques were developed very early, and all the an-
cient societies valued jewelry made from gold.
When gold was too expensive, they used the
same techniques to adorn themselves with silver
and other metals.

Sumerians
The peoples of the ancient Middle East—men
and women alike—wore lots of jewelry. As ar-
chaeologists have excavated graves, they have
found men and women buried with their mag-
nificent adornments. Great headdresses made of
gold and precious stones were buried with their
owners. Women wore large earrings, occasional
nose rings, and many necklaces of beads and
gold. Their wrists and ankles sported bracelets
that jangled as they walked. Figure 43 shows a
dummy dressed in the headdress and jewels of
the Sumerian queen Pu-Abi, which date from
about 2500 B.C.

Egyptians
The Egyptians too were extremely skilled jewel-
ers; they not only included finely wrought gold
in their pieces, but they inlaid precious and
semiprecious stones with a great deal of skill.
Their favored stones were deep red carnelian,
dark blue lapis lazuli, and blue-green turquoise.
They also imported amethyst and amber. When
these stones were too scarce or expensive, they
used colored glass for the first costume jewelry.
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Tomb paintings and hieroglyphics help us to
understand the specific uses for Egyptian jew-
elry. In addition to personal adornment, Egyp-
tians used their jewelry as talismans—protection
against various things. This explains the recur-
rence of various symbols: snakes, scorpions, and
other vicious animals warded off evil spirits,
while scarabs, falcons, and cowrie shells brought
protection. Other jewels brought the wearer
health, prosperity, and longevity—emeralds, for
example, were thought to protect eyesight.

Crowns, collars, chokers, bracelets, and an-
klets were popular throughout Egypt’s history.
At the beginning of the New Kingdom (about
1560 B.C.), women began to wear earrings, a
fashion that probably spread from Mesopotamia
and the Middle East, where it had been popular
for at least a thousand years. Egyptian women
pierced their ears with huge holes so they could
wear enormous pendant earrings made from

gold and inlay. Finger rings were developed in
the New Kingdom, and many included seals to
identify the wearer’s signature. These seal rings
slowly replaced the more cumbersome seal
cylinders or pendants that had been used for
centuries.

Minoans
In the region of the Aegean, the great civilization
of the Minoans (which flourished from about
2500 to 1100 B.C.) also prided itself on its jew-
elry. It is clear that these goldsmiths were influ-
enced by the fine work of the Sumerians; never-
theless the Minoans left their own stamp on the
goods they produced. They fashioned diadems
from thin gold sheets and pounded simple de-
signs in the gold out of dots. The nature of these
designs—eyes, animals, and geometric patterns
—suggests that their jewelry might have served
as protective talismans. They also produced
many hairpins with heads like daisies to support
the elaborate hairstyles of Minoan women. They
also had bracelets and pendants, but finger rings
and earrings seem to have been unknown during
the early periods of Minoan history.

Late in the Minoan period, the jewelry shows
the influence of their far-flung trading empire.
By 1600 B.C., Minoan craftsmen began to use
fine gold filigree and imported a variety of
stones for the jewelry. Egyptian influence in de-
sign and materials is strong. Hairpins became
even more elaborate, and earrings make their
appearance. Finger rings, too, became popular,
and many had the Egyptian scarab on them,
showing again the influence of the Mediter-
ranean trade.

Greeks
Greek jewelers came into their own in the fifth
century B.C., after the Persian Wars. Before this,
there is little evidence for Greek jewelry because
there were no local sources of gold, and Greek
craftsmen must have worked for neighboring
societies such as the Etruscans. As Greek city-
states became heavily involved in trade, how-
ever, and wealth came to Greece, the craftsmen
expressed their love of adornment.

Earrings were very popular by the fifth cen-
tury B.C. and came in four basic designs: a boat

Figure 43. Headdress, earrings, and necklace of
Sumerian queen Pu-Abi, ca. 2500 B.C. (Werner
Forman/Art Resource, NY)
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shape with a fine wire that ran through the
pierced ear, spirals, ear studs, and finally pen-
dant earrings. Women also wore elaborate neck-
laces, mainly constructed from beads, and
bracelets from simple plain loops to highly dec-
orated pieces that had sculpted sphinxes or
other animals created into the design. Finger
rings also remained popular throughout the
classical Greek age, and these rings were ele-
gantly decorated. Figure 44 shows a beautiful
gold ring engraved with the head of a woman,
and the woman in the figure wears a boat-
shaped earring made more elaborate by the ad-
dition of two dangling pendants.

Hellenistic Period
When Alexander the Great conquered much of
Asia in the fourth century B.C., Greek culture
spread east. At the same time, however, the
Greeks were influenced by the skills and designs
of peoples all the way to India. This blending in-
troduced the richest period for jewelry and gold-
work in the history of the Mediterranean world.
Gold was more readily available owing to the in-
creased trade, and a new class of rich merchants
emerged who could afford beautiful jewelry.

Perhaps the most important innovation was
the introduction of color—inlay and the use of
precious stones were rare in ancient Greece, but
in the Hellenistic period, jewelry exploded with
color. Jewelers used garnets, emeralds, ame-
thysts, pearls, and carnelians and supplemented
these bright stones with enamels and glass. The
designs were complex and filled with filigree.
Earrings became huge—long pendants that
dangled below the shoulders, or great hoops.
Many people grew rich during this cosmopoli-
tan era, and men and women alike proudly wore
their wealth.

Romans
The early Romans inherited a fine tradition of
jewelry-making from the Etruscans, who pre-
ceded them on the Italian peninsula. The Etrus-
cans were magnificent craftsmen, and the Greeks
and Romans accused them of being too fond of
luxury. This combination of skill and love of
beauty produced some magnificent treasures—
goldwork that has fine filigree and that was pre-

pared with a skill unequaled today. Etruscan
men and women loved huge earrings, hair
adornment made of spirals of gold, bracelets,
and necklaces. Etruscans also developed elabo-
rate pins to hold their great cloaks closed. These
were called fibulae and were decorated with
three-dimensional figures of lions and other ani-
mals. In about 250 B.C., the Etruscan civilization
was absorbed into the expanding Roman Em-
pire, and Romans adopted many of the Etruscan
techniques. The early Romans were models of
restraint, however, and many objected to the
Etruscan ostentation.

In the fifth century B.C. and again in the
third century B.C., Romans passed laws to limit
the amount of gold the wealthy flaunted. The
first law limited the amount of gold that could
be buried with the dead, and the second law—
the lex oppia—said that no woman should be al-
lowed to wear more than half an ounce of gold.
The republican Romans sought to regulate peo-
ple’s love of display, but that would not last.

Figure 44. Greek gold finger ring, ca. 400 B.C. (British
Museum)
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This restraint ended with the huge expansion
of the Roman Empire. By the imperial period,
people had acquired the tastes of Hellenistic
jewelry, and the wealthy sported huge amounts
of gold and jewels to show that their status sur-
passed their neighbors’. One text claimed that a
woman wore one bracelet of pure gold that
weighed ten pounds! Romans wore all kinds of
jewelry, from earrings to necklaces to bracelets
to headdresses. However, more than in any pre-
vious society, they favored finger rings, and
many people wore many rings on each hand.
The Romans seem to have been the first to seal
their betrothal with a ring.

Romans also seem to have been the first soci-
ety to shift the emphasis in jewelry from gold to
precious stones. In their love of color, they often
used gold simply to outline precious gems in
their bracelets and rings. They even carved ex-
quisite cameos on stones, and the emperors gave
these carved with their own image to their fa-
vorites. The Roman Empire vastly increased the
range of jewelry that people found attractive.

Germans and Celts
The ancient tribes of northern Europe did not
have the material wealth that characterized the
southern Mediterranean world. Their lives were
sparse, and much of their prosperity was
counted in cattle and family. Nevertheless, per-
sonal adornment and jewelry played a large part
in their culture. Kings—who were sometimes
called “gold-givers”—distributed jewelry as a
mark of their favor. Warriors who sported great
gold necklaces and bracelets could let this
wealth proclaim their own prowess.

Among the most remarkable finds of this
northern world are the gold pieces made by the
Bronze Age Celts in Ireland from the late third
millennium B.C. on. These craftsmen made
necklaces and fine goldwork. Sometimes they
added stones and amber to the decorations. Fig-
ure 45, which shows a gold necklace made in
Ireland in about the seventh century B.C., sug-
gests how extraordinary it would have been to
wear such a piece, which would seem to shine
with the light of the sun itself as the wearer
stood in the firelight.

The other Germanic tribes, too, perfected

their love of ornamentation by creating magnif-
icent pieces in gold and silver, adorned with pre-
cious stones. By the time the German peoples
invaded the Roman Empire, they were almost as
elaborately decorated as the Romans. One of the
motivations of the tribal raids, however, was to
seek more of the gold that seemed so abundant
in the empire.

Conclusion
The history of jewelry is as old as the history of
humanity. As long as there have been humans,
people have wanted to wear precious metals and
stones. Gold has been valued as the defining or-
namental metal from the moment people first
discovered it, and stones and other metals
quickly were added to the range of jewelry. Jew-
elry seemed to bring magical protection to the
wearer, and it served to define a hierarchy of sta-
tus. Finally, people were drawn to jewelry from
the simple aesthetic appreciation of the beauty
that comes with finely wrought jewelry.

See also Clothing; Cosmetics
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Figure 45. Celtic gold necklace, ca. seventh century
B.C. (Victoria & Albert Museum, London/Art
Resource, NY)
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Jewish Women
In the early second millennium B.C., a Semitic
people known as the Hebrews settled in the an-
cient Middle East. They had originally lived as
nomads under patriarchs—such as Abraham—
in the north of Mesopotamia, and about 1800
B.C. they moved to Palestine along the shore of
the Mediterranean and settled among other Se-
mitic peoples. Slowly the Hebrews adopted agri-
culture and settled in small villages. In about
1700 B.C. a group emigrated to Egypt, but their
descendants returned to Palestine between 1300
and 1200 B.C. under their leader Moses. Their
state enjoyed prosperity under kings and in
about 900 B.C., Hebrews in the southern king-
dom centered in Jerusalem began to be called
Jews. The Hebrew and Jewish kingdoms were
conquered in the sixth century B.C. by the Baby-
lonians, and after that there were Jews dispersed
throughout the ancient world.

Although the Hebrews shared many cultural
characteristics with their neighbors, early in
their history they departed from the religious
beliefs of the ancient world by becoming
monotheists. Instead of praying to many
deities—including goddesses—as their neigh-
bors did, the ancient Hebrews worshiped only a
masculine God. We learn about the Hebrews
from their sacred scriptures (which were later
incorporated into the Christian Bible as the Old
Testament), which were composed at various
times ranging from about 1200 to 400 B.C.
These texts include histories, stories, poetry, and
laws, and they serve as our principal source of
information about this early society—including
the roles and perceptions of Hebrew women.

One of the central ideas of the ancient He-
brews was the idea of community—in the He-
brew scriptures, the word community appears
some 160 times, and allied words, such as as-
sembly and people, appear some 3,500 times. The
definition of community in the sources excluded
women, however; Hebrew men were the core of
the community, at least as it appeared in the
laws. For example, the contract between God
and the Jews—or the “covenant”—that set Is-
raelites as chosen people apart from others of the
region was marked by the circumcision of sons.
For a girl, there was no similar rite of passage

that marked her as a Jew, and women were ex-
cluded from many of the other religious require-
ments that continuously confirmed males as part
of their religious community. For example, men
were required to be educated in the Law and to
observe many ritual activities—sounding the
ram’s horn, saying certain prayers, and so on—
all of which were forbidden to women.

The center of the Hebrew cult in Jerusalem
was at the Temple, where animals were sacrificed
and prayers conducted by a male priesthood.
Women were permitted to attend the Temple
but were only allowed into an outer, less holy
area, called the Court of Women (although
men, too, were allowed to enter there). Foreign-
ers, too, were permitted to enter this outer
court, so Jewish women received no more privi-
leged status with regard to the Temple than did
nonbelievers. Furthermore, Jewish law required
that “all Jews over twenty” be taxed to support
the Temple, but in fact this law only applied to
male Jews, so once again the official standing of
Hebrews was restricted to men.

After the Temple was destroyed—first in the
sixth century B.C. by the Babylonians, then
again in A.D. 70 by the Romans—the heart of
Hebrew worship moved to the synagogues, local
places of gathering. The synagogues had both
educational and liturgical purposes: to educate
men in the Holy Law and to provide structured
services of worship, prayer, readings, and ser-
mons. Services could only take place if ten adult
males were present (regardless of how many
women were in attendance), and once the requi-
site number were there, men conducted the ser-
vices. Women probably sat apart from the men
and could listen but not read any of the prayers.

Probably one of the main reasons women
were excluded from the priesthood and other rit-
ual activities was that there were strong taboos
against menstruation, and menstruating women
were perceived as unclean. Men were forbidden
to have sexual intercourse with a menstruating
woman for fear of becoming polluted by the
blood, and women were forbidden to enter even
the outer courtyard of the Temple when they
were menstruating. Furthermore, childbirth it-
self, with the attendant bleeding, also made a
woman unclean, and the law describing this
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shows a further devaluing of the female: “If a
woman conceives, and bears a male child, then
she shall be unclean seven days. . . . But if she
bears a female child, then she shall be unclean
two weeks” (Lev. 12:2–5). These perceptions of
feminine pollution continue throughout Jewish
history and enter into Islam and Christianity as
the heirs of much of Jewish thought.

Like other women in the ancient world, He-
brew women belonged to the private sphere of
the home rather than the public spaces of town
and Temple. When describing women’s roles in
this area, the scriptures offer a strikingly positive
view of women, which contrasts with the nega-
tive image of pollution that emerges from the
laws on public spaces. The Song of Solomon is a
collection of about twenty-five lyric poems of
love and courtship as might be appropriate to be
sung at a wedding. While the poems have been
interpreted metaphorically to speak of God’s
love of his people, nevertheless the beautiful
erotic images of women’s beauty have deeply
shaped subsequent literature. The poet praises
the woman’s beauty, writing: “Your lips are like
a scarlet thread, and your mouth is lovely. Your
cheeks are like halves of a pomegranate behind
your veil” (Song of Solomon 4:3), and he also
praises sexual love between man and woman.
These verses speak to a joyful pleasure behind
the closed doors of the ancient homes.

Hebrew law strictly punished adultery, as
the law aimed to preserve the ties of marriage.
As scriptures say, “If a man is found lying with
the wife of another man, both of them shall
die” (Deut. 22:22). These laws are similar to
the other Mesopotamian laws that also regu-
lated adultery and rape. In the Hebrew law,
however, a woman could be accused even if her
husband was only jealous (without specific
proof ) (Num. 5:11–28), and the fear of accu-
sation of such serious crimes appears in the lit-
erature of the times. (See Susanna.) Men could
divorce their wives under Hebrew law, but
women did not have the same rights of initiat-
ing divorce. In general, the strong emphasis on
marriage demonstrates that women were at a
disadvantage when they were not closely con-
nected by family ties to men, and the literature
bears this out.

Women also had a difficult time controlling
property or wealth. They did not normally in-
herit property (although they could when there
were no sons to inherit), but more often than
not, they would bring any inherited property to
their marriage and place it under the control of
their husbands. Widows were often faced with
poverty since they could not control property left
them, and the scriptures contain repeated pleas
for people to show charity to widows. (See Ruth.)

Scriptures also show how women’s work
within the household was essential. The fullest
description of a woman’s role may be found in
Proverbs (31:10–31), in which the writer praises
a good wife who “is far more precious than jew-
els.” She rises every day while it is still dark and
works until after dark. She provides food for the
household and also spins, weaves, and makes
clothing. She also works outside the home,
sometimes in the fields: “She considers a field
and buys it; with the fruit of her hands she
plants a vineyard. She girds her loins with
strength and makes her arms strong.” The text
also claims that she supports the family’s income
by selling some of the clothing that she makes.
Through her hard work, she helps the family
prosper and receives their praise in return: “Her
children rise up and call her blessed; her hus-
band also, and he praises her; ‘Many women
have done excellently, but you surpass them all’”
(Prov. 31:28–29). This scriptural description of
a perfect wife offers a clear model for Hebrew
women to follow, and it is likely that most
worked hard in the home as their husbands ful-
filled the more public life outdoors.

While Proverbs may describe an ideal He-
brew woman, scriptures also show some exam-
ples of women who were extraordinary and give
glimpses into women’s lives that are not obvious
from the standard idealized descriptions in the
laws. Some texts—such as Judith or Maccabee 1
and 2—show women taking a politically active
role to support Israel. Other texts—such as
Ruth—show how women support each other
and form communities to help themselves
within the more formal structure of Judaism.
While the formal dictates of the ancient Hebrew
society were strongly patriarchal, with little
room for women to participate in the religious
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or political life, the sources hint at strong, loyal
Jewish women who played an important role in
the continuity of Jewish life and beliefs.

See also Anna; Judith; Maccabean Martyrs; Naomi;
Ruth; Susanna

Suggested Readings
Archer, L. J. Her Price Is beyond Rubies. The Jewish

Woman in Graeco-Roman Palestine. Sheffield,
UK: Sheffield University Press, 1990.

———. “Notions of Community and the 
Exclusion of the Female in Jewish History and
Historiography.” In Women in Ancient Societies,
ed. by L. J. Archer et al. New York: Routledge,
1994.

Baron, S. A Social and Religious History of the Jews.
New York: Columbia University Press, 1952.

Bird, P. “Images of Women in the Old Testament.”
In Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the
Jewish and Christian Traditions, ed. by R. R.
Ruether. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974.

Meyers, Carol. Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite
Women in Context. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1988.

Meyers, Carol, Toni Craven, and Ross S. Kraemer.
Women in Scripture. New York: Houghton
Mifflin, 2000.

Jezebel
Queen of Israel (ca. ninth century B.C.)
During the reign of King Solomon (ca.
961–922 B.C.), the Kingdom of Israel was con-
solidated, with its capital at Jerusalem. Solomon
maintained close relations with Israel’s neigh-
bors, the Phoenicians, who had a prosperous
trading civilization centered in the two city-
states of Sidon and Tyre (see Map 5). The Phoe-
nicians were talented builders, and Solomon
had used many Phoenician artisans to build the
great Temple at Jerusalem that would serve as
the center of Hebrew worship. Not long after
Solomon’s death, however, the united kingdom
broke apart into two: the Kingdom of Israel in
the north and that of Judah in the south. The
kings of both kingdoms maintained their ties
with the Phoenicians, with some disastrous ef-
fects for King Ahab, who began to reign in Israel
in the ninth century B.C.

According to the Book of Kings in the Bible,
Ahab took as his wife Jezebel, daughter of the
Phoenician king of Sidon, and this strong-willed
woman brought some dramatic changes to the

Hebrew kingdom. The new queen introduced
the worship of her own gods to the land of the
Hebrew God, Yahweh. She persuaded her hus-
band to build altars to the Phoenician deities
Baal and Ashtaroth (the goddess of fertility),
and she brought 450 priests or “prophets” of
Baal to the capital to preside over the worship.
Shrines to her native gods began to spring up on
hilltops throughout the kingdom, and a temple
to Baal was even built in the palace itself. Even
King Ahab began to offer worship to Baal in vi-
olation of the strict commandment against wor-
shiping idols. Israelite priests who resisted were
eliminated or driven into hiding.

Finally a strong voice was raised against these
violations of religious law. Elijah the prophet
suddenly appeared before the king dressed only
in a leather loincloth and a cloak of hair. He pre-
dicted a drought in retribution for the king’s
lapses but disappeared before the king and
queen could have him arrested. Elijah sought
refuge across the Phoenician border and hid
with a widow and miraculously provided food
for himself and the widow through the drought.

After three years God told Elijah that the
drought was ending and to once again confront
King Ahab. Elijah proposed a contest between
the two deities to see which was the true god.
The prophet and the priests of Baal met on top
of Mount Carmel, and each prepared a pile of
wood with pieces of a bull laid on the pile. The
test would see which divinity would send down
fire to consume the sacrifice. All day the priests
of Baal prayed for a flame, even slashing their
bodies with knives and spears until the blood
flowed, but there was “no voice; no one an-
swered, no one heeded” (1 Kings 18:20). In the
evening, Elijah stepped forward and prayed. At
his cry, fire came down on the altar and con-
sumed the sacrifice. Elijah had the priests of
Baal seized and slain. The prophet told Ahab he
could now descend from the mountain, for the
rain was coming to end the drought.

When Jezebel heard what had happened, she
sent word that the prophet should be killed.
Once again he fled for his life and hid in the
wilderness, but he would have a final confronta-
tion with Ahab. While Elijah was away, the king
had coveted a vineyard next to his winter palace
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in Jezreel, but the owner, Naboth, had refused
to sell it. Jezebel arranged for Naboth to be
falsely accused of blasphemy and stoned to
death. Then his property was forfeited and
claimed by the king. When Ahab went to his
newly acquired vineyard, Elijah appeared before
him and denounced him. The prophet pre-
dicted the fall of the house of Ahab and said that
the dogs would eat Jezebel by the walls of
Jezreel. Ahab tore his clothes, fasted, and re-
pented, so according to the Bible, God delayed
the fulfillment of Elijah’s curse.

After a reign of twenty-two years, Ahab died
and was succeeded by his son, Jehoram. Now
Elijah’s curse was to be fulfilled. An army com-
mander named Jehu murdered Ahab’s son and
seized the throne. Now there was no one to pro-
tect Jezebel, but she met her fate proudly. As
Jehu came through the gate of the palace in
Jezreel, he saw the queen mother standing at the
window with her eyes and face carefully made
up and her hair beautifully dressed. She accused
him of killing the king, and Jehu shouted out to
her attendants to throw her out the window.
They obeyed him, and the Bible relates her
death in detail: “Some of her blood spattered on
the wall and on the horses, and they trampled
on her” (2 Kings 9:33). Jehu waited until he had
eaten dinner before telling his servants to go and
bury Jezebel’s body. When they found her, how-
ever, all that was left of the corpse was the skull,
hands, and feet. Jehu said that this was the ful-
fillment of Elijah’s prediction that the dogs
would eat her at her winter palace.

Jezebel remains the most notorious of the Is-
raelite women—a Phoenician who married the
king. During her lifetime, she was a strong
queen, who expected to be able to administer
various aspects of her kingdom. Her worship of
Baal led to her downfall, however. The name of
this woman who tried to bring the worship of
her gods to the land of the Israelites became one
of the most vilified in Judeo-Christian tradition,
the symbol of female depravity.

See also Esther; Jewish Women
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Judith
Hebrew Heroine (ca. fifth century B.C.)
The Latin Vulgate version of the Christian Bible
contains fifteen Jewish books (or portions of
books) written between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100
that were not included in the Hebrew canon of
the Bible. These books are called the Apoc-
rypha, and one of these—the Book of Judith—
tells what is probably a fictional account of a
brave Hebrew widow. Originally written in He-
brew at about the end of the second century
B.C., it has remained a popular story that con-
tinues to stimulate numerous works of literature
and visual arts to the present day. The author
made no attempt at accuracy—it was set in an
imaginary town called Bethulia, and it inaccu-
rately claimed that King Nebuchadnezzar (the
Babylonian king) ruled over an Assyrian king-
dom. Nevertheless, the story captures the inten-
sity of Hebrew pious national spirit, and it
vividly tells the tale of a fictional woman whom
many believed was real.

According to the Book of Judith, King Neb-
uchadnezzar was furious at some countries sur-
rounding his land because they had refused to
follow his orders. He called for his fiercest gen-
eral—Holofernes—and told him to take
vengeance against all who had disobeyed the
king’s command; included in that number were
the Hebrew lands of Israel and Judea. When the
people of Israel heard how Holofernes had dev-
astated other nations and plundered and de-
stroyed their temples, they were terrified at the
approach of the general. Everyone feared for the
Temple of Jerusalem that had been recently re-
built after its destruction by the Babylonians, so
Joakim, the high priest of Jerusalem, rallied the
people. He told them to fortify the hilltops and
the passes through the mountains that could be
held against invaders, and particularly he sent
word to the people of the (fictional) town of
Bethulia, for it was located at a strategic position
at a mountain pass. With prayers and fasting,
the Israelites did as Joakim told them and read-
ied themselves for battle.
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When Holofernes heard that the people of Is-
rael were preparing for war, he was furious. He
called his advisers and asked about these rebel-
lious people. He was told about the history of
the Hebrews and about how they had the pro-
tection of God as long as they obeyed His com-
mandments. Holofernes was warned that he
could not defeat this religious tribe. These
words only increased his anger and made him
redouble his efforts. The general ordered his
whole army and all their allies to move against
Bethulia and to seize the passes up into the hill
country to make war on the Israelites. The army
laid siege to the town, surrounding it and cut-
ting off the water supply. Then the invaders set-
tled down to wait for the inhabitants to surren-
der from hunger and thirst. The water within
the city ran out after thirty-four days of block-
ade, and the people despaired. The magistrates
agreed to surrender if the Lord did not send help
within five days. At this point a brave woman
stepped forward.

Judith was a widow living in the region. Her
husband, Manasseh, had died of the heat while
in the fields harvesting barley, leaving his wife
alone. Judith had lived as a widow for three years
and four months, dressing in widow’s clothing
and fasting every day except for religious feast
days. She was beautiful, and her husband had left
her prosperous, but what characterized her the
most was her piety. When she heard the words of
the magistrates she stepped forward and repri-
manded the people. She said, “Who are you, that
have put God to the test this day?” (Jth. 8:12).
She claimed it was not right to give God a five-
day challenge for help, but instead they should
accept this trial as a test from God and help
themselves. The magistrate could not argue with
her. He said, “All that you have said has been
spoken out of a true heart, and there is no one
who can deny your words. Today is not the first
time your wisdom has been shown, but from the
beginning of your life all the people have recog-
nized your understanding, for your heart’s dispo-
sition is right” (Jth. 8:28–29). Judith told them
she had a plan, and within the five days she
would deliver the city from its enemies.

After praying fervently, Judith removed her
widow’s clothing and dressed herself in her

brightest clothes. She put on her precious jew-
elry—“anklets and bracelets and rings, and her
earrings and all her ornaments” (Jth. 10:4)—
and rubbed herself with precious oils and per-
fumes. She “made herself very beautiful, to en-
tice the eyes of all men who might see her” (Jth.
10:4). She then left the house with her maid and
persuaded the elders to open the gates of the
city, and the two women crossed the valley to-
ward the enemy camp. The Assyrian outposts
seized the women and questioned them. Judith
told them she had fled to escape the town’s de-
struction and that she had information for
Holofernes, claiming she could tell him of secret
routes through which he could easily occupy the
hill country. The women were taken to
Holofernes’s tent, where he was resting under a
mosquito net richly decorated with jewels.

Judith told the king that the hungry people
of Bethulia would soon lose God’s protection by
eating forbidden food, and then the Assyrians
would be victorious. The beautiful woman said
she would guide Holofernes all the way to
Jerusalem herself and see him crowned king
there. The general was captivated by her beauty,
so he did not suspect any duplicity. Promising to
treat her well, Holofernes gave instructions to
the guards to let Judith and her maid pass freely
through their lines to pray to the Lord. She
promised to tell the general when the Hebrews
had sinned so he would be free to attack.
Holofernes invited her to dine with him, but she
refused, claiming she could not offend God by
eating the forbidden food, but she did accept his
offer to sleep for a while.

For the next three days, Judith went out of
the camp daily to bathe at a spring and pray, and
then stayed in the tent and ate her food in the
evening. On the fourth day, Holofernes held a
banquet for his slaves, and he sent his eunuch to
persuade Judith to join him. Judith agreed,
dressed herself in her finest things, and went to
the general’s tent. She reclined before him on
soft fleeces that her maid laid out for her and she
ate and drank before him what her maid had
prepared. “Holofernes’s heart was ravished with
her and he was moved with great desire to pos-
sess her” (Jth. 12:16). In his pleasure and pas-
sion, the general drank too much—“more than
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he had ever drunk in any one day since he was
born” (Jth. 12:20). As the evening wore on, all
the slaves left, and Judith was left alone with
Holofernes. Judith dismissed her maid and told
her to wait until she was ready to leave for her
prayers as was her habit.

As Holofernes lay drunk on the couch, Judith
prayed for strength and drew his sword from the
scabbard by the bed. She grasped his hair, and
with all her force struck twice at his neck, cut-
ting off his head. She tumbled the body off the
bed and went out and gave the head to her maid,
who placed it in the food bag. Then the two
went out together as they were accustomed to do
for prayer, and none of the guards knew any-
thing was amiss. They circled around to the
gates of Bethulia and called out for the men to
open. The guards rushed to let the women in
and were astonished to hear Judith cry out,
“Praise God, . . . who has destroyed our enemies
by my hand this very night!” (Jth. 13:14). She
showed them the head of Holofernes and swore
to them that she had needed to commit no sin
in order to be victorious. She told them to hang
the head on the walls of the town and pretend to
attack the Assyrians in the morning.

At dawn some Hebrews emerged armed from
the town, and the Assyrians ran to the tent of
Holofernes. Fear spread through the camp when
they discovered their leader decapitated on the
floor. The soldiers began to flee, and the He-
brews were able to slaughter many as they pur-
sued the army. The people plundered the Assyr-
ian camp and gratefully gave Judith Holofernes’s
tent and all his silver dishes, beds, and furniture.
She piled these things high on carts and had her
mule pull them away.

“Then all the women of Israel gathered to see
her and blessed her, and some of them per-
formed a dance for her” (Jth. 15:12). Judith
danced with them and sang a long song cele-
brating her achievement, including the sum-
mary of her victory: “Her sandal ravished his
eyes, her beauty captivated his mind, and the
sword severed his neck” (Jth. 16:9). Judith went
to Jerusalem and dedicated to God all the plun-
der that had belonged to Holofernes.

After the great celebration, everyone re-
turned home, including Judith. She resumed

her former life, and though many wanted to
marry her, she remained a widow. She freed her
maid who had helped her in her struggle
against the Assyrians; then she lived to be 105
years old. She became more and more famous
as the years passed, and she died in peace. She
was buried with her husband, and the land
mourned her for seven days. The story of Judith
was told and retold to urge women and men
alike to trust in God and to fight bravely
against tyranny.
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Julia
Daughter of Roman Emperor 
(39 B.C.–A.D. 14)
Julia was the daughter of Rome’s first emperor,
Octavian—known as Caesar Augustus—who
ruled from 27 B.C. to A.D. 14. Octavian’s first
wife, Scribonia, bore Julia, but Octavian di-
vorced her shortly afterward, claiming, “I could
not bear the way she nagged at me” (Suetonius
88). He then married the great love of his life,
Livia, who helped raise Julia. During Augustus’s
long reign (he died in A.D. 14), he created gov-
ernmental structures that were effective and en-
during, and he ushered in the two hundred
years known as the Pax Romana—the Roman
peace. Augustus did not limit his attentions to
politics or foreign policy; he also promoted a
number of laws that were designed to affect the
personal lives of the Romans. He wanted to re-
store morality and family values and to promote
policies designed to increase the birthrate
among Romans; he wanted the new Rome to
meet the standards of decency and seriousness
that he believed had marked the great days of
the early republic.

He set an example of such discipline in his
personal life, living in a modest house, and he
took measures to restrict ostentatious displays by
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private people. Furthermore, in 19 and 18 B.C.,
he introduced bills into the senate to regulate
family life and restore morality. These “Julian
laws” (named after him) strongly penalized adul-
tery and tried to make sure that families provided
the central order of Rome. All men between 25
and 60 were to be married, as were women be-
tween 20 and 50, and unmarried people were pe-
nalized by not being able to receive bequests
from anyone other than close relatives. Beyond
simply marriage, Augustus wanted to encourage
these couples to have children, so a woman who
bore three children was rewarded by being al-
lowed to manage her own property. Fathers of
three children were allowed to advance more
quickly through the stages of their public career.

Augustus added legislation punishing adul-
tery, which for the first time in Roman history
moved the penalties for adultery from the fam-
ily to the state. If adultery were proven, the wife
and her lover were banished to different islands
for life; the man lost half his property, and the
woman lost a third of hers. Now the family as an
institution came under the protective eye of the
state, a situation that has extended in some form
into the modern world. The new stern laws reg-
ulating morality took their toll in a surprising
quarter—on Augustus’s only daughter, Julia.

As the only child of the most important man
in the empire, Julia’s life belonged to Rome. Au-
gustus made sure that she was raised strictly and
modestly—she was taught to spin and weave as
any republican woman would have done, and
she was forbidden to do or say anything—either
publicly or privately—that could not be proudly
repeated in public. Augustus also took severe
measures to prevent Julia from forming any
friendships without his consent, and according
to the imperial chronicler Suetonius, when a
fine young man from a good family came to call
on Julia, he received a terse letter from the em-
peror saying, “You were very ill-mannered to
visit my daughter” (Suetonius 89). The young
man did not repeat the error; no one was free to
court the daughter of Augustus.

There were two main reasons for marriage to
an only daughter of an emperor: to name a suc-
cessor (her husband or son) and to prevent her
from giving children of imperial blood to other

families that were potentially rivals. Julia would
be married three times, and her weddings were
always arranged by Augustus with these motives
in mind.

In 25 B.C., when she was fourteen years old,
Julia was married to M. Claudius Marcellus, Au-
gustus’s nephew (son of his sister Octavia). Mar-
cellus was a charming, popular figure and would
probably have made a fine successor to Augustus
(which is no doubt what the emperor imagined
when he arranged the marriage). Fortune would
not smile on this couple, however, for two years
later Marcellus was dead, a victim of an epi-
demic that struck Rome. There had been no
children produced by this marriage, so Julia
would be married again soon.

The next candidate for the imperial title was
an immensely capable man named Agrippa. As
early as 23 B.C., Augustus entrusted him with
many responsibilities, and two years later, Julia
was given in marriage to Agrippa. The couple
produced five children: three sons—Gaius Cae-
sar, Lucius Caesar, and Agrippa Postumus—and
two daughters—Julia and Agrippina. It seemed
as if the succession was secure, but once again
fate intervened. Agrippa died in 12 B.C. rather
suddenly. He was only fifty years old and had
been expected to outlive Augustus. The emperor
had adopted his two grandsons, G. Caesar and
L. Caesar, but they were still only children. Au-
gustus had to secure the succession more clearly.

He then turned to Livia’s surviving son—
Tiberius—to prevent anyone else from challeng-
ing the succession of Augustus’s two favored
grandsons. The emperor forced Tiberius to di-
vorce his wife Vipsania (daughter of Agrippa by
an earlier marriage) so he could marry his step-
sister Julia. It was clear that Tiberius was only a
stopgap until Gaius and Lucius Caesar should
reach maturity, and in any case the marriage was
loveless. Tiberius withdrew from public life to
Rhodes, leaving Julia alone in Rome. Julia seems
to have believed that marriage to Tiberius was
beneath her, and she resented being forced to
conform to the role Augustus had decreed. In
Tiberius’s absence she began to take advantage
of the exciting life that Rome had to offer.

When she was thirty-seven years old, Julia
took lovers from among Romans ever eager to
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cultivate the family of the emperor. Later
sources would accuse her of the most scandalous
behavior—selling herself as a prostitute and be-
coming publicly drunk in the Roman forum.
Augustus seems to have known that she was
headstrong and amusing herself with company
he did not like, for reputedly when the emperor
saw Julia at a gladiatorial show with men who
were not of the good character of those who ac-
companied her stepmother Livia, he repri-
manded his daughter, but she simply responded
defiantly. It may be that these sources under-
played any political motivation Julia had for her
liaisons—did she hope to undermine her fa-
ther’s power? We will never know.

In 2 B.C. the storm broke. The strict laws that
Augustus had passed gave informers the license
to report Julia’s scandalous behavior to her fa-
ther. He was furious. In accordance with the
very laws he had passed, he exiled his daughter
to the island of Pandateria (today called Ven-
totene), which lies thirty-one miles west of the
bay of Naples. The island is less than two miles
long and according to the sources was full of
field mice, which nibbled at the sprawling
grapevines. The island had a small harbor and
the imperial villa. Julia’s mother, Scribonia, who
was quite aged, accompanied her daughter into
exile, and Augustus allowed no man to visit un-
less he was politically acceptable (and according
to some sources physically unattractive). Finally,
on the island that produced wine, Julia was for-
bidden to drink any. She was to be the sober,
quiet daughter that Augustus wanted. Julia’s
lovers did not escape the emperor’s wrath. Sev-
eral were banished, and one committed suicide.

Many Romans protested Augustus’s harsh
treatment of his daughter, and after five years he
relented a bit. He allowed her to continue her
exile in Reggio in the south of Italy, which of-
fered a few more amenities. Julia’s son Agrippa
Postumus and her daughter Julia also ended up
being exiled for scandalous behavior. The elder
Julia died in exile in A.D. 14, shortly after her ex-
husband Tiberius became emperor at the death
of her father. Her life showed that the lives of
imperial princesses were governed by the politics
of alliance and succession. Her experiences
might also have shown Caesar Augustus that it

was easier to legislate morality than it was to en-
force it—a lesson that fell harshly on this first
daughter of the Roman emperors.
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Julia Domna
Empress of Rome (early third century A.D.)
In about A.D. 180, a promising Roman general,
Septimius Severus, was stationed with his army
in Syria. He visited the temple of Baal and came
to know the priest of the temple. The younger
daughter of the priest, Julia Domna, was unmar-
ried, and the ambitious general was most inter-
ested to find that the beautiful young woman
had an auspicious horoscope: she was to become
the wife of a king. Seven years later, after Septi-
mius Severus’s first wife died, he returned to Syria
and married Julia Domna. He planned to share
her fortunate horoscope, and he was not disap-
pointed; by A.D. 197, Septimius had defeated all
his rivals and became the emperor of Rome.

Julia gave him two sons. The elder was
named Bassianus Antoninus, but history re-
members him as Caracalla, the nickname that
derived from the kind of hooded cloak he fa-
vored. The second son was named Geta, born
just a year after Caracalla. The two boys grew up
hating each other with a fierceness that neither
parent could restrain.

By all accounts, the empress enjoyed the ben-
efits of power. She was identified with the god-
dess Isis and shared the veneration that was ac-
corded her husband. She seems to have ignored
the persecution of Christians that took place
during their reign and that claimed the lives of
the famous martyrs, Perpetua and Felicity. In-
stead, Julia surrounded herself with philoso-
phers and writers. The sources praise her literary
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circle, which included the authors of the most
popular Hellenistic novels of the day, and Dio
Cassius, the ancient Roman historian, wrote
that “she was known for her love of learning and
her wit” (Dio 233). Her pleasant life was dis-
rupted with the death of her husband.

Septimius Severus died in A.D. 211 while
campaigning in Britain. On his deathbed, he
gave his sons final advice: “Be harmonious [with
each other], enrich the soldiers, and scorn all
other men” (Dio 271–273). Even their father’s
last wish did not still the animosity between the
boys. They rushed back to Rome, each conspir-
ing to kill the other. Finally, Caracalla tricked
his mother into delivering her younger son to
the assassin’s blade. The elder persuaded Julia
Domna to summon both sons to her apartment
unattended so they could reconcile. As Geta saw
centurions enter, who had been summoned by
Caracalla, he ran to his mother and clung to her,
pleading that she save him. The Roman histo-
rian described the subsequent events with hor-
ror: “And so she, tricked in this way, saw her son
perishing in most impious fashion in her arms,
and received him at his death into the very
womb, as it were, whence he had been born; for
she was all covered with his blood” (Dio 283).

The sources say that Julia Domna was not
even permitted to mourn her younger son for
fear of offending Caracalla, who was now sole
emperor. Yet, it seems that Julia quickly became
reconciled to the new situation and took an im-
portant role in the administration of her son.
The sources say that Caracalla had “appointed
her to receive petitions and have charge of his
correspondence . . . and used to include her
name, in terms of high praise . . . in his letters to
the senate” (Balsdon 154). She continued to re-
ceive the most important politicians and
thinkers of the empire, and the sources say that
it was her love of power and authority that
caused her to live harmoniously with Caracalla.

When she heard of Caracalla’s death in A.D.
217, Julia was much affected, although the
Roman historian was suspicious of her motives:
“Thus she mourned now that he was dead, the
very man whom she had hated while he lived;
yet it was not because she wished that he were
alive, but because she was vexed at having to re-

turn to private life” (Balsdon 155). Though she
attempted some intrigue to take sole rule as em-
peror, she was unable to do so. Shortly thereafter
she suffered from breast cancer, but instead of
waiting for the cancer to claim her, she commit-
ted suicide by starving herself to death.

See also Felicity; Isis; Julia Maesa; Perpetua the
Martyr
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Julia Maesa
Roman Empress (d. ca. A.D. 224)
The dynasty established by Septimius Severus in
A.D. 197 was dominated by strong women who
fought to keep their sons in power. They fol-
lowed the example of Julia Domna, wife of Sep-
timius Severus, and exceeded her in political
savvy and ruthlessness. When Emperor Cara-
calla was murdered in A.D. 217, his powerful
mother, Julia Domna, lost the influence she had
held for so long—first with her husband, Septi-
mius Severus, then with her cruel son, Caracalla.
After being diagnosed with cancer, the empress
committed suicide by starvation. Her death,
however, would not end the influence of the
women from this talented, strong-willed Syrian
family. Her younger sister, Julia Maesa, stepped
forward and shaped the rule of the empire for
more than a decade.

Julia Maesa had been married to Julius Avi-
tus, and they had two daughters—Julia
Soaemias and Julia Mamaea. Avitus had died
while Caracalla was emperor. Each of Julia
Maesa’s daughters was widowed, and each was
left with one son. Julia Soaemias’s son was four-
teen years old when Caracalla was killed. His
name was Varius Avitus, but he is remembered
by the name of the sun-god Elagabalus, whom
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he worshiped. Elagabalus was a priest of this
god, whose image was a black conical stone. His
cousin (who would later be called Alexander
Severus), son of Julia Mamaea, was a boy of ten.
When Caracalla died, nothing seemed more im-
probable than that these boys would become
emperors, yet the indomitable will of these
women ensured it.

Upon Caracalla’s death, a man named Macri-
nus was proclaimed emperor. One of his first
acts was to send Julia Maesa a curt note insisting
that she leave Rome and return to the east, tak-
ing her possessions with her. She obeyed his
order, took her extraordinary wealth, and moved
to Emesa. Life in the provinces did not suit her,
however—she wanted to return to Rome and to
the imperial palace. She saw her opportunity, for
the big army that had been assembled in the east
by Caracalla was not uniformly in favor of
Macrinus. Julia Maesa had plenty of wealth to
buy their loyalty, but she also hatched a scheme
that would give the next heir the legitimacy of
the imperial bloodline.

Julia Maesa and her daughter Julia Soaemias
told the army that Elagabalus was really the ille-
gitimate son of the emperor Caracalla himself,
and thus the legitimate heir to both the throne
and the loyalty of the troops. Astonishingly, the
story was accepted, and the boy was smuggled
into the camp. Elagabalus was an unusual can-
didate for the imperial purple—he was a beauti-
ful young man whose interests seemed limited
to worshiping his stone-god. He also insisted on
dressing in the long robes of a priest with a tiara
on his head, and it was in this guise that he ap-
peared before the troops. The boy did have some
courage, however, for when his troops met those
of Macrinus, he fought bravely on horseback. At
first, the rebels were pushed back, but the two
Julias—Maesa and Soaemias—stopped the rout
by jumping from their chariots and appealing to
the troops to rally. The battle turned in their
favor, and Macrinus fled to go to Rome to
gather supporters for himself. He was murdered
on the way.

Julia Maesa understood Roman politics and
knew that installing this odd boy as emperor
would be no easy task. Luckily the journey back
to Rome took a long time—they had to spend

the winter in the east, delaying their entrance
into the city, which gave Julia Maesa time to
prepare the city for her idiosyncratic grandson.
Elagabalus regularly wore his priestly clothing—
purple and gold silk, with necklaces and ban-
gles, and on his head, a richly bejeweled miter.
His grandmother and mother explained to him
that it was a mark of decadence in Rome to wear
silk, and he should dress more appropriately.
They said that by Roman standards he looked
more like a woman than a man. Instead of lis-
tening to the women, Elagabalus claimed that
he would not wear traditional wool—it ap-
peared cheap to him. Instead, he commissioned
a portrait of himself in his full priestly regalia
worshiping his stone. He sent it to be displayed
in the senate house so the Romans could be-
come accustomed to the appearance of their
new emperor.

In July of A.D. 219, the party reached Rome.
The Romans looked at his strange appearance
and called him the Assyrian. The youth did not
care but continued his single-minded devotion
to Elagabalus. He built temples to his sun god,
and in his extravagant devotion, Elagabalus fur-
ther offended the Romans. He rid himself of his
first wife and married one of the vestal virgins.
He claimed: “I did it in order that godlike chil-
dren might spring from me, the high priest, and
her, the high priestess” (Balsdon 159). The
Roman historian Dio Cassius probably spoke
for most Romans when he wrote, “he ought to
have been scourged in the Forum [for the viola-
tion of a vestal virgin]” (Balsdon 159). Elaga-
balus also dressed more and more like a woman,
even having his beard hairs plucked out so his
face would be smooth. He wore eye makeup and
a hair net and took male lovers. He even
shocked Rome by formally taking a “husband”
in a wedding ceremony.

For all his extravagant behavior, Elagabalus
seems not to have forgotten the debt he owed his
mother and grandmother. They were both de-
clared empresses and given the right to strike
their own coins. Soaemias was given the titles
“mother of augustus” and “mother of the army,”
and Maesa was called “mother of the army and
the senate.” No doubt under their influence,
Elagabalus declared that since Rome had a senate
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of men, it should also have a senate of women.
This body was established and met, but its only
known achievement was to issue a complicated
code of etiquette for women in Rome. It decreed
what kind of clothing they might wear, who was
to advance and kiss whom upon meeting, who
might ride in a chariot or on a horse, and so on.
Though the senate of women was dissolved at
Elagabalus’s death, it was revived occasionally
later. It appears that the powerful Julias of the
Severan dynasty were interested in bringing
women’s opportunities to the fore.

In spite of all the titles and privileges Julia
Maesa received during the reign of her grand-
son, she was a realist. She knew that his incorri-
gible behavior would soon lead the army to raise
another to the purple, and she did not wait for
chance to choose the next emperor. She selected
her other grandson, child of her daughter Julia
Mamaea. In a repeat of the public relations ploy
that had worked so well for Elagabalus, Julia
Mamaea circulated the rumor that she, too, had
been unfaithful to her husband and that her son
had also been fathered by Caracalla. The twelve-
year-old boy took the name Alexander Severus,
and Julia Maesa persuaded Elagabalus to adopt
his cousin to ensure his succession. Elagabalus
commented at the strangeness of a sixteen-year-
old boy adopting another of twelve: “I seem to
have acquired a very large son” (Balsdon 162).

Alexander Severus was a serious and popular
young man—the direct opposite of Elagabalus.
The young emperor was jealous of his cousin and
no doubt tried to murder him, but he was well
protected by the three Julias. Finally, in A.D. 222,
the Praetorian Guard lost patience with the ec-
centric emperor and raised Alexander Severus to
the throne. The soldiers rampaged through the
palace looking for Elagabalus, and they found
him and Julia Soaemias in each other’s arms hid-
ing in the palace toilet. The soldiers quickly
killed them both and dragged their corpses
through the streets of Rome to the shouts and de-
rision of the people.

Although Alexander showed none of the ex-
cesses of his cousin, his mother and grand-
mother were not going to take any risks. They
controlled the administration of the empire and
appointed a council of sixteen senators to advise

the young man. They set a new tone of serious-
ness and responsibility, much more to the liking
of the conservative Romans. Even Elagabalus’s
god was prudently returned to Syria.

About four years later, Julia Maesa died a nat-
ural death. She had remained a popular and re-
spected figure in Roman politics, and she was so
well loved by the senate and people that she was
declared a god after her death. Her daughter
Julia Mamaea tried to continue the rule of em-
press after her mother’s death.

See also Julia Domna; Julia Mamaea; Vestal Virgins
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Julia Mamaea
Roman Empress (d. ca. A.D. 235)
The women of the Severan dynasty of Rome
that had been established by Emperor Septimius
Severus in A.D. 197 were extraordinary in the
political power they wielded. First Septimius’s
wife, Julia Domna, withstood the murder of one
son while she influenced the second. Then her
sister, Julia Maesa, took over and was an effec-
tive leader behind the scenes of imperial power.
When Julia Maesa died in about A.D. 224, she
had accomplished all her goals (even if her life
had not been easy). She had remained the most
powerful person in Rome until her death and
was loved and deified by the Roman people. Her
grandson, Alexander Severus, was securely on
the throne, and her daughter Julia Mamaea was
his influential adviser. It only remained for her
daughter to carry on in Julia Maesa’s footsteps,
but Julia Mamaea was not as skilled a politician
as her mother.

As young Alexander began to grow up, he
began to chafe at his mother’s restrictions. Fur-
thermore, he started to find something to criti-
cize in his mother’s otherwise impeccable behav-
ior. She was hoarding money in a shameful
fashion, and although she explained that she was
doing so in order to have money to bribe sol-
diers if they should ever need to, her son was not
satisfied. Julia and her mother had carefully
raised the boy with staunch Roman virtues, and
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this did not include greed, so Alexander turned
from his mother for a time.

He challenged her authority and married a
woman who might take his mother’s position in
court. Julia Mamaea tried (in vain) to prevent
her son from giving his wife the title of empress,
and when that failed, she worked to have the
marriage fail. Within two years, she had suc-
ceeded. The new empress was banished to
Africa, and her father was executed. Alexander
married again—perhaps even twice more—but
he did not sire any children who survived. His
mother remained the strongest influence during
his reign.

It appears that Julia Mamaea was interested
in Christianity. Even before her nephew Elaga-
balus had been proclaimed emperor, she had the
church father, Origen, brought to her under
military escort and had him preach her a sermon
on Christian worship. She raised her son to be
sympathetic to Christianity, for his private
chapel included a range of statues from deified
emperors to Abraham, Orpheus, and Christ.
Later traditions suggest that Julia Mamaea had
been a Christian, but the evidence cannot sup-
port so firm a commitment. Certainly she
shared the interests in religion and philosophy
that marked the women of this extraordinary
family.

It may have been that Alexander and Julia’s
reign would have progressed peacefully, but the
eastern borders of the empire were threatened
by the Persians and Germans. When Alexander
left Rome to campaign in the east in A.D. 231,
Julia Mamaea joined him. Two years later, when
he had to go north to deal with trouble on the
Rhine, she went too. The troops had become
disenchanted with their favorite, Alexander,
during these years. He was not a good general,
and although the Roman armies prevailed
against the threats, they did not do so easily.
The troops also disliked Julia Mamaea and her
greed, and they hated the way she and Alexan-
der showed favoritism to the soldiers who had
come from the east. Finally the troops on 
the Rhine murdered both of them in A.D. 235.
The dynasty of Severan women who had
proven that Rome could be guided by em-
presses died out.
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Junia
Christian Woman (ca. A.D. 50)
The most important information we have about
the spread of Christianity in the earliest years
comes from the letters of St. Paul to the various
Christian churches in the eastern Mediterranean.
The first of Paul’s letters in the Bible is his letter
to the Romans, written about A.D. 55. Within
this important letter, Paul explains his under-
standing of the gospel and discusses Christ’s ben-
efits. With these important lessons, this letter to
the Romans was an influential early church doc-
ument. At the end of this letter, Paul sends his
greetings to important Christians in Rome.
Within this list of names, he includes the name
of a woman, Junia, who because of later transla-
tions of this letter became very controversial.

In his letter to the Romans (16:7), Paul
greeted Andronicus and Junia, who he said were
his relatives and fellow prisoners. He also said
that they were distinguished apostles, and fur-
thermore they were followers of Christ before
Paul himself. This short passage is extraordinary
because it implies several things about Junia.
First, since Paul calls her an apostle, she must
have claimed to have seen the risen Christ and
have been engaged in missionary work. This
means that she took a leadership role in the early
church—just like other early Christian women
such as Prisca.

The earliest copy of the letters of Paul comes
from about A.D. 200, and there were many
copies and translations after that. It appears that
some early writers were uncomfortable with the
concept of a female apostle (with the implied
leadership role that entails) and began to write
Junia as Junias—giving it a male ending and
thus claiming the apostle was a man. Many bib-
lical translations still use the masculinized form
Junias, thus eliminating the existence of a fe-
male apostle. Modern textual criticism, how-
ever, is pretty convincing regarding the argu-
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ment for the female form Junia. This was a pop-
ular name at the time; it occurs over 250 times
among inscriptions from ancient Rome alone.
At the same time, there is no ancient inscription
of the hypothetical name Junias. Furthermore,
the fourth-century church father John Chrysos-
tom praised Junia as a female apostle, so in the
text he had kept the name Junia.

It is highly likely that one of the apostles who
saw the risen Christ was a female, since Jesus
had included women in his following, and this
new reading of Paul’s letter to the Romans re-
stores Junia to her rightful place among the in-
fluential early Christians.

See also Christian Women; Prisca
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Juno
Roman Goddess
Juno was an early goddess on the Italian penin-
sula, who became one of the chief deities in
Rome. She was one of three (along with Jupiter
and Minerva) who shared a temple on the Capi-
toline Hill in Rome. These three deities were
called the Capitoline Triad and were seen as the
special protectors of Rome. By the late republic,
Juno had acquired the title “queen,” which she
bore throughout the imperial period. In a land
that valued family, she was praised as the wife of
Jupiter and a special guardian of all women. At
an early date, Juno became identified with the
Greek goddess Hera, and all Hera’s myths were
attributed to Juno as well.

Many epithets were given to Juno to express
her various aspects. For example, Juno Lucina
was the goddess of childbirth, Juno Populonia
blessed the people when they were at war, and
Juno Sospita Mater Regina was a goddess mainly
of fertility and protection. Juno Sororia was the
goddess of protection of girls at puberty. While
every man had his “genius,” every woman had
her “Juno”—a divine double that personified and
protected her femininity. The temple of Juno
Moneta at Rome was entrusted with keeping the

standard measure of a foot (about 11.65 inches),
so that builders would come there for the stan-
dard. These few epithets show the many ways
that the cult of Juno served the women of Rome.

There were many festivals dedicated to Juno,
including those on 1 February, 1 June, 13 Sep-
tember, 1 October, and 10 October. One of the
most popular celebrations, however, took place
on 1 March to celebrate the foundation day of
one of her temples in Rome. On this day hus-
bands traditionally gave presents to their wives as
a way of pleasing the goddess (and their wives).
In a society that valued family and wives as much
as the Romans did, it is not surprising that the
queen mother of the gods would be so venerated.

See also Hera
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Figure 46. Juno, Roman goddess equivalent to Greek
Hera. Marble statue (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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Justina
Mother of Roman Emperor 
(d. ca. A.D. 389)
The late Roman Empire was dominated by in-
stability and turmoil coming from many fronts.
Emperors and dynasties quickly changed
through powerful usurpers, Germanic tribes
threatened the borders and even the stability of
the empire itself, and religious disputes split the
Christian congregations and the rulers who sup-
ported them. It took leaders with nerve and po-
litical shrewdness to negotiate these difficulties,
and one such leader was Justina, who domi-
nated the rule of her son, Valentinian II.

One of the strong generals who rose to impe-
rial power in the mid-fourth century A.D. was
Valentinian I. While he was still a general, he
had married a woman named Severa, who died
in A.D. 359 shortly after giving birth to a son
they called Gratian. Valentinian then married
Justina, who gave him several children: a son,
Valentinian II, and three daughters, Galla, Justa,
and Grata. (Some sources identify only the first
two daughters.) In A.D. 364, Valentinian was
proclaimed emperor, and the family entered
into the struggle to establish a dynasty that
would outlast Valentinian I.

To try to establish continuity, in about A.D.
368 Valentinian proclaimed his eight-year-old
son Gratian as emperor—augustus—ruling
with him. However, the violence of the times
did not give the youth much time to consolidate
his power. In A.D. 375, Valentinian I died, and
the sixteen-year-old Gratian became sole em-
peror. But dynastic claims complicated the suc-
cession, for ministers also proclaimed Justina’s
son, Valentinian II (a child of four), as emperor.
The sources are not clear about Gratian’s re-
sponse to this move, but he seems to have gra-
ciously accepted it—perhaps finding little threat

in the authority of his young half-brother. This
status quo remained until violence again inter-
rupted dynastic hopes.

In A.D. 383, Gratian was murdered by Mag-
nus Maximus, a general who had been pro-
claimed emperor by his troops. Now the young
thirteen-year-old Valentinian II began to rule in
fact in the west. From A.D. 383 on, the sources
indicate that Justina ruled in his name, using all
her resources to make sure her son retained the
title. Justina moved from the east to Italy and
took up residence in the capital at Milan. There
she brought the resources of the Catholic
Church to bear in her efforts to preserve her son’s
crown by appealing to the popular bishop of
Milan, Ambrose, to intervene with the usurper.
Ambrose seems to have persuaded Magnus Max-
imus to leave Justina and Valentinian II ruling in
Milan, so the bishop’s political power grew.

At this point, Justina’s religious views
brought her into conflict with Ambrose. As she
became involved in the religious controversies of
the day, she established precedents that were to
shape church-state relations in the west for cen-
turies to come. Justina was an Arian—that is,
she followed the belief that Jesus was created by
God the Father, that there was a time before
which Jesus did not exist. The orthodox
Catholic Church (including Ambrose of Milan)
strongly disapproved of this belief, but many of
the Goths had supported it. Thus, Justina fol-
lowed the faith of many of the strong Germanic
armies that had become essential to imperial
power, although it is impossible to know
whether she followed her conscience or political
expediency in her religious policies.

The controversy came to a head in A.D. 385,
when Justina wanted to take over one of the
churches outside Milan and devote it to Arian
worship. Ambrose refused in no uncertain
terms. The bishop wrote a letter to his sister
telling of the conflict, showing his exasperation
with Justina: “Each man is persecuted by some
woman or other.” Ambrose said he would not
surrender the church: “The palaces belong to
the Emperor, the churches to the Bishop” (Am-
brose 371). It was a dramatic moment in
church-state relations in the west, and the court
gave way. Ambrose kept his church. Justina re-
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sponded with an edict in A.D. 386 to reaffirm
the right of assembly by Arians. Ambrose again
opposed this, and with popular support, the
bishop again prevailed over the royal court.
Justina was in no position to confront the
bishop, for the threat of the usurper Magnus
Maximus always hung over her. She turned to a
different means to ensure her son’s rule.

Justina appealed to the emperor in the east,
Theodosius I, to protect her son’s interests
against Magnus. To get his help, she used the
traditional dynastic means of marriage. Theodo-
sius’s first wife, Flaccilla, had died, and Justina
offered her beautiful, talented daughter Galla as
wife for the older emperor. Theodosius agreed,
and in A.D. 388 the marriage was sealed, and
Theodosius marched west and defeated Magnus
Maximus. Justina died the following year, so she
did not live to benefit from the powerful mar-

riage she had arranged. Nor did her son live very
much longer; he died in A.D. 392, and the dy-
nasty Justina had worked so hard to ensure
moved to the east, where her daughter Galla
bore the famous queen Galla Placidia. Justina
also failed to ensure that Arianism could be
practiced in the empire—orthodoxy and the
power of bishops in the west were the ideas of
the future.

See also Flaccilla, Galla Placidia
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Laodice I
Seleucid Queen (ca. 287–235 B.C.)
The Seleucid dynasty ruled in the eastern part of
the region that was once Alexander the Great’s
empire (shown in Map 6). In 261 B.C. Antiochus
II, son of Stratonice I, succeeded his father Anti-
ochus I to the throne. By this date, it was not un-
usual for the Hellenistic monarchs to marry their
relatives, and Antiochus married Laodice I, who
was either his sister or his cousin (the sources are
contradictory). She was a resourceful—and many
said ruthless—woman, and though historians
have had little good to say about this queen, she
was so famous that her name became the dynas-
tic name of princesses in the Seleucid family. Her
reputation for violence came from her fierce pro-
tection of her children’s right to rule in an age of
violence and almost perpetual warfare.

While the date of her marriage is not
recorded, it appears that Laodice married the
king shortly after he was made coregent with his
father in 267 B.C. She bore Antiochus four chil-
dren—two sons and two daughters. Eventually,
the daughters were married to kings, but the
sons had a more stormy life. The first problem
came in the family in 252 B.C., when Antiochus
II decided to settle a long war against the Egyp-
tian Ptolemy dynasty. To seal the peace, Anti-
ochus agreed to take Berenice—the Egyptian
king’s daughter—as his wife. She would bring
with her such a rich dowry that she was called
“dowerbringer” by her contemporaries, who
were astonished at such wealth. While it was
usual for Hellenistic kings to take several wives,
this high-born Egyptian princess was not to be a
“second” wife. The arrangement seems to have
called for Antiochus to set aside Laodice and
displace her sons as heirs to the throne. Laodice
was sent to live in her great estates near Babylon,

where her wealth would assure her of a comfort-
able life. But she would await her chance to re-
store her sons to power.

The Egyptian king Ptolemy sent his daughter
jars of Nile water to make her fruitful, so she
could produce an heir that could join the two
powerful dynasties. The charm seems to have
worked, for Berenice produced a son—although
he would not live long enough to take power.

After some years, Antiochus seems to have
tired of Berenice and returned to live with
Laodice on her estates. On his deathbed in 247
B.C., Antiochus named his elder son by Laodice
—Seleucus—as his heir, renouncing Berenice’s
son. Some sources claim that Laodice poisoned
Antiochus to prevent him from changing his
mind again and returning to Berenice, but there
is no other evidence of that. At the king’s death,
Laodice was again queen and coregent with her
son. Like Alexander the Great and other rulers,
she first had to ensure that her son would face
no rival for the throne. Berenice was living in
Antioch with her son, and her brother Ptolemy
was marching from Egypt to save them. He was
too late; Laodice sent assassins first to kill the
boy, then Berenice herself, who had fled to the
temple of Apollo.

The sources also report that Laodice was
fierce in defending herself—and her son—
against treason. In one instance, she called
Sophron, one of her soldiers, to her presence be-
cause she believed he had been disloyal. Danaë,
her lady-in-waiting, was the soldier’s lover, and
she warned him of the queen’s intention to kill
him. He escaped, but Danaë remained behind to
feel the queen’s wrath. Danaë refused to answer
questions, and in her death speech accused the
queen of murder. She said, despairing of justice
in this world: “No wonder men despise the
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gods. I have saved my lover, who has been a hus-
band to me, and this is my reward from heaven.
Laodice has killed the man who was her hus-
band and she receives all this glory” (Macurdy
86). Danaë was thrown from a cliff, and histori-
ans blame Laodice for a ruthless murder.

The queen was also reputed to have stirred
up a war between her two sons—supporting the
younger, Antiochus (who was only fourteen),
against the elder, Seleucus. By 236 B.C., the two
sons appear to have reconciled, and one of the
sources (the Roman historian Appian) says that
Laodice fell into Ptolemy’s hands and he killed
her. However she died, she lived as a typical Hel-
lenistic queen, fiercely guarding power and her
children against all threats.

See also Stratonice I
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Leah
Hebrew Matriarch 
(ca. seventeenth century B.C.)
Leah and her sister Rachel are considered two
matriarchs of the Hebrew people because they
were married to Jacob—who later came to be
called Israel—the father of the Jewish nation.
The twelve Israelite tribes that occupied Canaan
traced their descent and their names back to
Jacob’s sons, and the Hebrews were referred to
collectively as the Children of Israel. Most of
these children were born to Leah, the first but
less-loved wife of the patriarch.

Jacob fell in love with Leah’s younger sister,
Rachel, who was more beautiful than Leah, who
was only described as having “weak eyes” (Gen.
30:17). Jacob worked for Leah’s father, Laban,
for seven years to win Rachel as his wife. On the
wedding night, however, Laban replaced Rachel
with Leah, who was wearing heavy veils. The
next morning, when Jacob discovered the sub-
stitution, he was angry, but Laban explained
that in his culture the elder daughter had to
marry first. Laban was also willing, however, to
give Rachel to Jacob as a second wife if he

worked for another seven years. Jacob so loved
Rachel that he was willing to do so.

Leah was in the position of being unwanted,
but as the Bible says, “When the Lord saw that
Leah was hated, he opened her womb; but
Rachel was barren” (Gen. 30:31). Leah quickly
bore four sons in succession, and after each, she
hoped that Jacob would love her more—“Surely
now my husband will love me”—she said
poignantly (Gen. 30:32). When Leah ceased
bearing children, she gave her maid, Zilpah, to
her husband as a concubine. Zilpah bore two
sons, who were also considered Leah’s children.

One year, in the days when they were har-
vesting wheat, one of Leah’s sons found man-
drakes in the field, which were said to stimulate
conception. The barren Rachel desperately
wanted the mandrakes, but Leah said, “Is it a
small matter that you have taken away my hus-
band? Would you take away my son’s mandrakes
also?” (Gen. 30:15). Rachel then traded one
night with Jacob for the mandrakes. Leah met
Jacob as he came in from the fields and said,
“You must come in to me; for I have hired you
with my son’s mandrakes” (Gen. 30:16). So
Jacob lay with her and she conceived another
son. Leah would bear two more children before
Rachel finally conceived a child.

In all, Leah bore Jacob six sons—Reuben,
Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun—
and one daughter—Dinah. In addition, her
maid Zilpah gave Jacob two sons—Gad and
Asher. As the Bible credits, these along with
Rachel’s sons would “build the house of Israel”
(Ruth 4:11). Leah died and was buried in the
family tomb in the Cave of Machpelah in He-
bron before Jacob went to join his sons in Egypt.

See also Jewish Women; Rachel; Rebekah
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Leontium
Greek Epicurean Philosopher 
(ca. early third century B.C.)
During the Hellenistic period after the death of
Alexander the Great in 323 B.C., many people
felt powerless and insignificant within the large
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monarchies that had replaced the city-states that
had spawned Greek culture. Some philosophers
explored the question of how to live a happy life
in such an uncertain setting, and one of the
most influential was Epicurus (341–270 B.C.).
Epicurus founded a “garden school” in Athens,
in which he and his devoted disciples lived as
they studied and practiced his philosophy,
which has come to be called Epicureanism. Epi-
curus believed that the ultimate goal in life was
to obtain happiness through tranquility, and in
a practical sense, this meant withdrawing from a
public life and living happily with friends in a
community. His school was just such a commu-
nity, where people grew their own food and
studied and discussed philosophy—even devel-
oping a theory of atoms that in some ways
sounds remarkably modern. Another unusual
element of Epicurus’s ideas was that he believed
in an equality among people, and we know that
the garden school included a number of women
and slaves. One of the women who joined the
philosopher was a courtesan, Leontium.

Leontium was a courtesan’s name, and several
women with such names were associated with
the Epicurean school. The presence of such free
women—in a cultural tradition when the only
free women were courtesans (see Aspasia)—led
to subsequent criticism and indeed ridicule of
the philosopher. For example, Cicero (first cen-
tury B.C.) used Epicurus’s relationship with
Leontium to attack weakness and hypocrisy in
the Epicurean school. He describes Leontium
contemptuously as a “little whore” who “dared”
to write philosophy. Later, Plutarch (ca. A.D.
100) wrote a satirical work called “How a Pleas-
ant Life Is Impossible according to Epicurus,” in
which he argued that Epicurus consorted with
two courtesans, including Leontium. Contem-
porary and subsequent commentators clearly
used Leontium’s sexual freedom as a way of ig-
noring her interest in philosophy, and thus it is
difficult to try to find the real woman among
the critical gossips.

It appears that Leontium—who may cer-
tainly have been a Greek courtesan, for many
were well educated, talented, and rich—entered
into Epicurus’s garden school. She studied
under the master and seems to have become an

accomplished philosopher. According to one let-
ter, Epicurus had such respect for her intellec-
tual talents that he made her president of his
school for one day. She was also painted by Aris-
tides of Thebes in a pose of meditation, which
led later biographers to argue that she was de-
voted to philosophy. She wrote against an Aris-
totelian philosopher, and Pliny the Younger
(first century A.D.) wrote in some awe, “I do not
know how a woman has dared to write against
Theophrastus, a man of such great eloquence
that for this he has been called divine” (Kersey
147). So, while her writings have not survived in
a way to let us know her philosophical position,
it seems that Leontium—like Aspasia before
her—was a courtesan who took advantage of the
opportunities to study and discuss great ideas
with great men.

In her personal life, she also seems to have
forged her own path. She seems to have become
Epicurus’s mistress as well as his pupil, but the
details of this relationship are unclear. Another
source says she also was the mistress of one of
Epicurus’s principal followers, Metrodorus, and
that the couple had two children. Diogenes
Laertius, who wrote the Lives of Eminent
Philosophers, also said she was Metrodorus’s mis-
tress. Unfortunately, beyond these shreds of evi-
dence, we cannot find out more about the life of
someone who clearly followed a sensual and in-
tellectual life in the garden school of one of the
most eminent philosophers of the day.
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Livia
Roman Empress (56 B.C.–A.D. 29)
After the turmoil of the civil wars at the end of
the Roman Republic, a brilliant young man
emerged as the clear victor. Octavian, who
would later be known as Caesar Augustus, de-
feated his enemies and became the ruler of the
Roman world. He introduced a new form of
government—called the Principate—in which
the old forms of the republic were preserved, but
Rome would in fact be governed by one man:
the “first citizen,” who was later called the em-
peror. Augustus ruled for so long, from 27 B.C.
to A.D. 14, that at his death there was hardly
anyone left who remembered a different kind of
rule. Thus, his role was centrally important to
the stability of the state, and it was equally im-
portant that there be a clear succession to the
next emperor. Every emperor from Augustus on
knew the Principate depended on an heir, and
for most emperors, the ideal remained that they
would be followed by a son, grandson, or at
worst, an adopted son.

Throughout his long reign, Augustus’s part-
ner was his much-beloved wife, Livia, who
shared his triumphs and disappointments. In
the end, she probably did not share Augustus’s
disappointment that her son by her first mar-
riage, Tiberius, received the crown of emperor.

In the tradition of Roman parents, Livia’s fa-
ther had arranged for her to marry a prosperous,
solid man—Tiberius Claudius Nero—and she
bore him two sons, Tiberius (who became Au-
gustus’s heir) and Drusus. Her life took a sharp
departure, however, from that of most modest
Roman matrons. While she was still pregnant
with Drusus, she and Octavian fell in love. At
that time, Octavian was the heir of Julius Caesar
and one of the three men (including Mark
Antony) who were ruling Rome; he had not yet
become sole ruler. Even though it was clear by
then that marriage with Octavian would be a
strong political match, the couple seemed most
motivated by affection. In violation of modest
Roman customs, they lived together for a few
months until she bore Drusus. Then she rapidly
obtained a divorce, and three days after the
child’s birth, Livia and Octavian married; her
ex-husband gave her away in marriage.

There can be no doubt that the young couple
were devoted to each other, but Livia’s role as a
wife took some unusual turns. According to the
sources, she tolerated, and even encouraged, his
acts of infidelity but was always the model of
decorum and modesty herself. Augustus fre-
quently consulted her, and it seems that she was
able to mollify his anger and intervene to save
some of his enemies. As we shall see, there were
critics who claimed she exerted too great an in-
fluence on her husband, but the contemporary
sources do not suggest that she was anything but
a model Roman wife.

She was quite beautiful—as the cameo in
Figure 47 shows—but she never showed any-
thing but the greatest dignity in public. She
presided over her complex household with grace
and accepted tragedies with uncomplaining res-
ignation. (She despised her sister-in-law Oc-
tavia’s extremes of grief at the loss of her son.) It
was to her (and Augustus’s) great grief that she
never bore him a child. Their household con-
sisted of children born to their other spouses,
and it was in this complex family that the future
of the empire rested.

In addition to Livia’s two sons by her previ-
ous marriage, the family included Julia, Augus-
tus’s daughter by his previous wife, Scribonia. It
was to these children that Augustus looked for
the succession. Julia had married Agrippa—an
important political connection for her father,
and the couple had achieved the important task
of producing imperial grandchildren. Two sons
were born (in 20 and 17 B.C.), and Augustus
adopted them both, making them his official
heirs and calling them C. Caesar and L. Caesar.
Julia and Agrippa also produced two daughters,
Agrippina and Julia, who were also raised in the
palace under the emperor’s supervision. It ap-
peared as if the imperial succession was well es-
tablished through Augustus’s line, but life is
never certain.

In 12 B.C., Agrippa died, and Augustus
arranged for Julia to marry his stepson, Tiberius,
perhaps to make sure that no other husband
outside the family would think to produce an
heir to threaten the grandsons. This was not a
happy match (see Julia). The handsome and
popular Drusus died while on campaign in Ger-
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many in 9 B.C. He already had two sons—Ger-
manicus (who would die young) and Claudius,
who was considered something of a buffoon,
but who would become emperor when he was
nearly fifty. It may be that Livia was devastated
over the death of her talented, popular son
Drusus, but as a Roman matron of the old
school, she hid her grief and carried on. Worse
was yet to come. In A.D. 2, the promising grand-
son Lucius Caesar died and two years later his
brother, Gaius Caesar, also died. Neither left
widow or children, for although they were in
their twenties, they had not yet married. The
imperial grandsons were gone, and Augustus
had run out of choices for an heir. In A.D. 4, he
adopted Livia’s less popular son, Tiberius, who
would become the next emperor.

Augustus died in A.D. 14, when Livia was
seventy years old. Reputedly, his last words were
spoken to his wife, and he urged her not to for-
get the happiness of their married life. They had
been married fifty-one years, which was a re-

markable length of time for the ancient world.
Livia lived for fifteen more years, preserving the
gracious, dignified air that she had always held.
She left the palace to her son Tiberius, the new
emperor, but she had an abundance of property
of her own. She had a house in Rome—the
“house of Livia,” which is open to tourists
today. Her other house was nine miles north of
Rome, where reputedly she was sitting when an
eagle dropped a hen in her lap, and the hen held
a laurel twig in its beak. She planted the laurel,
and from this splendid bush came the laurel
crowns that Augustus and his successors wore.

She was heavily involved in business matters,
for she was immensely rich, owning property in
Asia Minor, Gaul, and Palestine, and she had
complete independence in administering this
property. Her personal staff numbered over a
thousand people. After Augustus’s death, she
continued to be venerated by the Roman peo-
ple. She was appointed the first priestess of Au-
gustus’s cult and given other public honors. Her

Figure 47. Livia, wife of Caesar Augustus, cameo (Burstein Collection/Corbis)
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relationship with her son Tiberius was always
correct. He never spoke ill of his mother, and in
public he always deferred to her wishes. She died
in peace.

In spite of the seeming upright quality of her
life, subsequent Roman historians have treated
her harshly. Tacitus (A.D. 56–120), for example,
accused her of making sure that Tiberius re-
ceived the coveted prize of emperor, even mur-
dering the two grandsons of Augustus and oth-
ers. Tacitus even suggested that she hated
Augustus in the end. These charges probably
came from the fact that Tiberius became very
unpopular, and historians wanted someone to
blame. There is no basis for believing in these
accusations, however; it seems that Livia was
what she appeared to be—an honorable Roman
woman who made the best of life as it came and
helped shape one of the greatest empires the
world has known.

See also Cleopatra VII; Julia; Octavia; Turia
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Lucretia
Republican Roman Heroine (ca. 510 B.C.)
Like other ancient civilizations, the early Ro-
mans were ruled by kings, but to work out the
details of the monarchy, historians have to
struggle with combinations of history and leg-
end. Romulus (753?–715? B.C.) was the first
king, and more unverifiable legends claim he
was followed by four more monarchs. By the
seventh century B.C., Rome seems to have been
ruled by an Etruscan dynasty that governed for
almost a century from about 616 to about 509
B.C. In the early sixth century B.C., Roman no-
bles seem to be chafing under the Etruscan rule
and ready to throw off the dynasty. According to
legend, the incident that sparked Rome’s fight

for independence surrounded a brave woman
named Lucretia. We cannot know whether she
actually existed, but throughout their history
Romans looked back to the story of Lucretia
and held her up as a model of virtuous women.

During the reign of the Etruscan king Tar-
quin the Proud, the army was in the field be-
sieging a city twenty-three miles south of Rome.
As the men were drinking, there arose an argu-
ment between Tarquin’s sons (one of them called
Sextus Tarquinius) and their cousin Collatinus.
They argued about whether their wives were be-
having properly in their husbands’ absence, so
they decided to mount their horses and ride off
to Rome to check. They arrived as darkness fell
and discovered the princes’ wives enjoying
themselves at dinner parties, which was not con-
sidered a particularly virtuous pastime for
women whose husbands were away at war. Then
they rode another nine miles to Collatia, and it
was late at night when they arrived. Collatinus’s
beautiful wife, Lucretia, was not in bed, how-
ever; she was hard at work, weaving with her
slave women. Collatinus had won his bet, but
he would have done well not to bet at all, for
Sextus had seen his lovely wife and coveted her.

A few days later, Sextus called at Collatinus’s
house and asked for a bed for the night. Since he
was a cousin, he was of course made welcome.
When everyone was asleep, however, he went to
Lucretia’s bedroom and entered her bed. When
she resisted his advances, he made a terrible
threat: He said he would kill her, then kill a slave
and leave his body naked in her bedroom. He
would then tell the world that he had discovered
them together making love and killed them im-
mediately. Everyone would believe that she was a
loose woman, and her reputation would be for-
ever sullied. She allowed him to have his desire.

The next morning, when he had ridden back
to camp, the unhappy Lucretia summoned her
husband, her father (who had been placed in
charge of Rome by the king in his absence), and
her male relatives. These were the people who
would have judged her had she been accused of
adultery. She told them the horrible story of her
rape and then challenged them, saying: “The
mark of another man is in your bed. But only my
body has been violated. My mind is guiltless, as
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my death shall testify. Swear that you will take
vengeance on the adulterer” (Gardner 61). All
the men swore and began to try to comfort her,
assuring her that she was forced, and thus not at
fault. Lucretia answered: “I absolve myself of
wrongdoing, but I do not free myself from pun-
ishment; and hereafter no unchaste woman shall
live through my example” (Gardner 61). She
then pulled a sword and stabbed herself to death.

Her body was taken and exposed in the
forum at Rome, and she became the example of
the abuse of royal privilege, where a king’s son
believed he was above the law. The populace was
inflamed to expel the king and inaugurate a re-
publican form of government. Sextus Tar-
quinius was murdered by men who avenged Lu-
cretia and other crimes he had committed.
Lucretia was remembered as the perfect Roman
matron who preferred honor above life itself.

The story of Lucretia has remained a riveting
tale for writers and philosophers into the modern
day. The overwhelming question that plagues
commentators is: Why did she have to die? She
was clearly innocent, so what purpose did her
death serve? For the ancient Romans, her death
was not about her own innocence or guilt, but
instead the rape of Lucretia symbolized a serious
disorder in a society that was ruled by family and
decorum. Her death and her family’s vengeance
restored order to the Roman Republic, and the
lesson of Lucretia continued to preach the values
of family, responsibility, and order.

See also Etruscan Women; Verginia
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Lydia
Christian Woman (ca. A.D. 50)
The Book of Acts in the Bible tells of Paul’s trav-
els through the eastern Mediterranean as he
brought the message of Jesus to the cities in the

region. In the course of his travels, Paul came to
the Macedonian city of Philippi (see Map 8).
Philippi was a prosperous town made up mostly
of Gentiles (non-Jews), and Paul’s conversions
here were very important as Christianity began
to spread to Gentiles. Philippi was also a reli-
gious center that seemed to have been important
to women. The apocryphal Acts with their
strong profemale message circulated here, pagan
women honored the deified Livia (the wife of
Augustus) with five huge statues, and many
women followed the Diana/Artemis cult as well
as the cult of Isis. It was to this city, where
women had a tradition of prominence in reli-
gion, that Paul came with his message.

Acts says that Paul met a group of women
who had gathered outside the gates of the city
by a river at a “place of prayer.” This passage is
somewhat puzzling historically, because there
were so many places of worship for women
within the city that it is hard to imagine why
these women gathered outside by the river; per-
haps the place became one of prayer only after
Paul began to speak. Nevertheless, the account
says that Paul addressed a group of women here,
and one was a wealthy woman named Lydia.

She was probably named for the region from
which she had come, for the Bible says she was
from Thyatira in Lydia (see Map 8). She was a
merchant, dealing in the very lucrative trade in
purple dye that was produced on the eastern
shore of the Mediterranean and sold all over the
ancient world. Purple dye was extremely valu-
able because anyone who was of royalty or was
wealthy felt they had to wear garments dyed in
purple to show their status. Thus, they paid pre-
mium prices to obtain purple cloth. Inscriptions
in Philippi have been found that honor that
city’s guild of dyers, so it may be that Lydia was
engaging in trade with them. There is no men-
tion of a husband related to Lydia’s household,
so she may have been a widow. It was common
for widows to continue to run family businesses
after their husbands died, and it is most likely
that this was the case with Lydia.

The Bible also tells us that Lydia believed in
the Jewish God. Either she was Jewish or, per-
haps more likely, she was one of those who ac-
tively supported Jewish communities—called
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“God-fearers”—who went to services in the syn-
agogue and contributed money to the Jewish
community. According to the Bible, “the Lord
opened her heart to give heed to what was said by
Paul” (Acts 16:14). Lydia was converted to the
Christian message and was baptized along with
everyone in her household, which would have in-
cluded slaves and perhaps family members. After
her baptism, Lydia prevailed upon Paul and his
company to come and stay at her house.

Some biblical scholars have argued that the
story of Lydia represents a conscious message
that the author of Acts (probably Luke) was
sending: The independent women of Philippi
should listen to the apostles and support them

with resources. The story also expressed how
wealthy, independent, ancient women like Lydia
followed their consciences, embraced the new
religion of Christ, and stepped forward to help
it grow.

See also Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles; Artemis;
Christian Women; Livia
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Maccabean Martyrs
By his conquests and policies of establishing
Greek colonies in his wake, Alexander the Great
(356–323 B.C.) had spread Greek civilization all
the way to India. After his death, his great em-
pire was divided up among some of his generals,
who established monarchies to rule over the
lands that they had been able to seize. These
monarchs—the Ptolemies in Egypt and the Se-
leucids based in Syria—ruled what historians
call the Hellenistic world, which means that
their culture combined Greek (Hellenic) with
Asian and African. (See Map 6.) In the Hellenis-
tic kingdoms, enterprising native people quickly
learned that the route to success was to learn to
speak Greek, get a Greek education, and accept
much of Greek culture. They then could join the
Greek-speaking ruling classes. These policies
brought a multicultural vitality to much of the
ancient world, but in places it also brought cul-
tural conflict that sometimes led to violence.
The region that found it most difficult to recon-
cile Hellenization with traditional life was the
ancient land of Judea, where the Jews had cen-
tered their worship in the holy city of Jerusalem.

Jews had proudly celebrated the rebuilding of
their Temple in Jerusalem in 538 B.C., when the
Persian great king Cyrus allowed Jews to return
to their homeland from their captivity in Baby-
lon. For the most part, Jews had continued to
preserve their identity and religious freedom
under the Hellenistic Seleucid rulers. Tensions
began to grow from within and without the Jew-
ish community, however. Many Jews compro-
mised with Hellenism, learning Greek and taking
advantage of the opportunities available to those
who at least had the appearance of Hellenism.
Some even forgot how to speak Hebrew, and in
great cities, Jews gathered in traditional fashion

but read scriptures in Greek. Others—particu-
larly in Judea—scolded their fellows for turning
away from the traditional Jewish Law of Moses.

These uncertainties within the Jewish com-
munity came to a head when the Seleucid king
Antiochus IV (r. 175–163 B.C.) decided to
quicken the pace of Hellenism. He decided his
kingdom would be stronger if it were more ho-
mogeneous, so he decided to force the Jews to be
more like his other subjects. As a Jewish chroni-
cler wrote in 1 Maccabees (written in about 140
B.C.), “Then the king wrote to his whole king-
dom that all should be one people, and that each
should give up his customs.” According to the
text, even the high priest of Jerusalem supported
the king and “exercised his influence in order to
bring over his fellow-countrymen to the Greek
ways of life” (1 Macc. 1:41). This pressure led to
resistance, and among the earliest recorded mar-
tyrs in the Judeo-Christian tradition were a
mother and her sons who refused to adhere to the
decrees of Antiochus and in their stubbornness
became models for subsequent Christian martyrs.

One of the main ways that Jews preserved
their distinctive identity from their neighbors
was in adhering to dietary and other purity re-
strictions that were in their sacred scriptures.
The dietary laws in particular were the responsi-
bility of women, who did the cooking and made
sure their families did not eat food that was not
ritually pure, or kosher. Antiochus’s authorities
sometimes used food as a measure of people’s
willingness to embrace the Greek way of life,
and the first century B.C. text 4 Maccabees
(which is included in some Old Testament
Bibles as an “apocryphal” work, or not part of
the approved scriptures) describes one such con-
frontation that led to violence and an extraordi-
nary brave act by a pious mother.

199
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4 Maccabees tells how an aged mother and
her seven sons were brought before the authori-
ties and told they had to eat pork, which is for-
bidden as unclean by Jewish law. The mother
had to watch each son be tortured as he refused
the forbidden food. Instead of wanting to save
her sons, the mother urged each one to endure
horrible pain rather than eat the pork that
would cause them to lose their Jewish identity.
The author wrote beautifully of the mother’s
love for her sons: “In seven pregnancies she had
implanted in herself tender love toward them,
and because of the many pains she suffered with
each of them she had sympathy for them.” Yet,
in spite of this deep love, she did not try to save
their lives, but instead “urged them on, each
child singly and all together, to death for the
sake of religion.” Her sons “obeyed her even to
death in keeping the ordinance.” The mother,
too, was killed after she watched each of her
sons die. The author of the text was surprised at
the mother’s exceptional courage—“she fired
her woman’s reasoning with a man’s courage” (4
Macc. 15:23)—but he recorded her deed as a
model for preserving Jewish identity in the face
of an oppression that threatened Jewish survival.

Judas Maccabee, a military leader, rallied
Jews into an army that revolted successfully
against the Seleucid rule, and an independent
state emerged again centered around Jerusalem.
Yet, the texts preserved the memory of the Mac-
cabean martyrs—the mother and her seven
sons—because their courage represented the
center of Jewish identity, the family. The mother
had made sure that her family kept the dietary
laws that marked her family as Jewish, and this
martyrdom was about preserving family piety in
the face of oppression. The author of 4 Mac-
cabees called the martyr “mother of the nation,
vindicator of the law and champion of religion”
(4 Macc. 15:21), and thus she also became a
hero in the resistance. This mother/martyr also
became a significant role model for Christian
martyrs who found themselves having to choose
between conscience and death.

See also Blandina; Felicity; Martyrs; Perpetua the
Martyr
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Macha Mong Ruadh
Celtic Queen (ca. 377 B.C.)
The early chronicles of Ireland are difficult to
use as historical sources; there is no indepen-
dent confirmation of their information, for
they recall times when there was no written lan-
guage. The island was populated by Celtic
tribes who had migrated there by 700 B.C. They
lived in close-knit clans ruled by chieftains,
who led the warrior classes in repeated raids on
their fellows. The clans based their wealth on
cattle—great long-horned beasts that served as
draft animals to pull carts and plows and as
sources of tough, boiled meat. Archaeological
excavations in Ireland show that the Celts lived
in settlements of round huts surrounded by
walled fortifications to keep out would-be
raiders. The early chronicles preserve accounts
of chieftains who proved their strength in feats
of arms, and these stories were told and retold
in the evenings around the fires. Many histori-
ans accept some of the accounts as reasonably
factual, including that of a queen who reput-
edly ruled all of Ireland for seven years.

Macha Mong Ruadh (Macha of the Red
Hair) seized power after her father, Aedh
Ruadh, drowned. Macha’s father had ruled Ire-
land jointly with his two cousins (whom some
texts identify as his brothers). At Aedh’s death,
the heads of the clans elected Macha to rule, but
the two cousins disputed this vote since they
wanted to rule without her. Macha raised an
army and defeated one of the claimants—
Dithorba—killing him and taking his five sons
as hostages. She forced the sons to build a
fortress to serve as her headquarters against the
other cousin. Instead of fighting, however,
Macha and the remaining cousin decided to
marry and thus share the throne of Ireland. The
Irish sources credit Macha with building the
first hospital in Ireland, called Bron-Bherg (The
House of Sorrow), which remained in use until
A.D. 22.
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Macrina the Younger
Christian Woman (ca. A.D. 327–379)
By the fourth century A.D., many people in the
Roman Empire were Christians. Since the time
of Constantine (ca. A.D. 313), imperial patron-
age had strengthened and enriched the church,
and new organizational structures—such as a
strong hierarchy—were replacing the small con-
gregations that gathered in house churches. By
the fourth century, there was also a tradition of
Christians who sought God by leading an asce-
tic life, sometimes retreating to the desert and
wilderness areas, and sometimes living quietly
within their homes. Communities of men and
women began to gather together to live a simple
Christian life, and these were the forerunners of
monasteries. In the fourth century in Cappado-
cia, a brother and sister started such communi-
ties, and they are known as the founders of east-
ern monasticism. Basil of Caesarea and his sister,
Macrina, shaped the direction of the fourth-
century Christian church.

Macrina was the eldest child of a Christian
family living in Cappadocia in modern Turkey
(see Map 7). She is called “the younger” to dis-
tinguish her from her grandmother Macrina,
who also was a Christian. Macrina the Younger’s
paternal grandparents had spent seven years hid-
ing in the forests during the persecution of the
emperor Decius (ca. A.D. 250), and one of their
children became a bishop. Their other son, Basil,
became a famous lawyer and the father of Mac-
rina and her brothers, Basil, Naucratius, and
Gregory (later called Gregory of Nyssa). Their
mother was Emmelia, who was the daughter of a
Christian martyr. Thus, the children grew up in a
household that still had the vigorous spirit of the
early Christians who had suffered for their faith.

When Macrina was twelve years old, her par-
ents arranged for her to be betrothed to a young
man who was planning to become a lawyer, and
Macrina agreed to the match. The prospective
groom died unexpectedly, however, and Mac-

rina refused to accept any other suitor. Eventu-
ally, she vowed herself to a life of celibacy and
contemplation.

Some two or three years before Macrina’s en-
gagement, her brother Basil had been born. His
father gave him the best education he could in
the hope that he would continue in his father’s
footsteps as a lawyer and orator. Young Basil
studied first at Caesarea and later in Antioch,
Constantinople, and Athens. This cosmopolitan
experience caused Basil to feel proud of his wis-
dom and experience. His family connections
immediately got him a job teaching rhetoric.
His attitude caused Macrina to intervene, how-
ever. She bluntly told her brother that he had
become conceited, acting as if he were better
than anyone else. She further told him he would
do well to study fewer pagan authors and spend
more time on Christian ones. Basil ignored his
sister’s comments, thinking that she was simply
uneducated. Soon events would cause Basil to
turn to his pious sister, however.

Their father died, and a short time later, their
brother Naucratius also died unexpectedly. Basil
was greatly shaken since he and his brother had
been very close, and in his bereavement, Basil
turned to his sister. He resigned his teaching po-
sition and asked Macrina to teach him the se-
crets of religious life.

At Macrina’s suggestion, the family withdrew
to their land in nearby Annesi to live in renun-
ciation of material things and contemplation of
the divine. She said that happiness could only be
found in the service of God and that to break all
ties with the world, people should live as simply
as possible and devote themselves entirely to
prayer. Macrina thus proposed a life similar to
that of the ascetics of the desert, yet within the
household.

Macrina, her mother, and several other
women withdrew to Annesi to live this life.
Basil, following the desires of his sister, left for
Egypt in order to learn more about the monas-
tic life. Later Basil would write a rule for the
monastic life, which was profoundly influential.
Macrina spent the rest of her life in monastic re-
treat in Annesi. Years later, shortly after Basil’s
death, their brother Gregory of Nyssa (who had
become a famous church father in his own
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right) came to visit Macrina. She had become so
respected for her religious instruction that she
was known simply as “the teacher.”

Gregory was saddened to find that his sister
was suffering from a severe asthma attack and
on her deathbed. She let him shed his tears and
then instructed him on the nature and destiny
of the human soul, reminding him of the hope
of resurrection. Gregory reputedly recorded her
instruction in his dialogue On the Soul and the
Resurrection, thus preserving her teachings.
Gregory also wrote a biography of his saintly sis-
ter, which has maintained the memory of this
influential woman. She died in great peace, and
her brother closed her eyes, led the funeral serv-
ice, and went out to continue her work.

Church leaders and theologians recognized
the significant impact Basil, Gregory, and their
friend Gregory of Nazianzus made on the future
of the church. These three have been called the
“great Cappadocians” to note their influence.
Basil and Gregory, however, would no doubt
not have made the same impact without the in-
fluence of their sister, Macrina the teacher. She,
too, should be included in the list of the great
Cappadocians of this generation.

See also Helena; Melania the Elder; Paula
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Maenads
Greek Religious Celebrants
In the time of the ancient Greeks, Dionysus was
a popular god whose attributes set him apart
from the other Olympic deities. His birth was
remarkable—according to the myth, he was
snatched from the womb of his dying mother,
Semele, by his father Zeus, and he was carried to
term in his father’s thigh. The Romans wor-
shiped him as Bacchus. Throughout antiquity,
he was first and foremost the god of wine, in-
toxication, and ecstasy, but his attributes also in-

cluded the fictional world of the theater and the
mysterious realm of death and afterlife. All these
qualities show him to be a god whom people
could worship when they wanted to transcend
their everyday lives, when they wanted to
glimpse something else. Women—particularly
Greek women—were drawn to his worship, al-
most certainly as a release from their strictly cir-
cumscribed lives. These women who ecstatically
worshipped Dionysus were called Maenads.

According to legend, Dionysus was first nur-
tured by nymphs. They were possessed by the
god and inspired by him with a mystical frenzy,
so they roamed about the countryside, drinking
at springs and imagining that they drank milk
or honey. They had power over wild animals;
artists depicted them riding panthers and hold-
ing wolf cubs in their arms. Human followers of
Dionysus sought to imitate their impassioned
conduct.

Maenadic rituals took place in the rough
mountains of Greece in the heart of winter every
second year. Maenads (probably upper-class
women) would leave the cities in great ceremony
and walk into the mountains, shouting the cry
“to the mountains.” There they removed their
shoes, let their hair hang loose, and clothed
themselves in fawn skins. After a sacrifice of
small cakes to the god, they danced every night,
accompanied by drums and flutes and carrying a
wand called a thyrsus as a mark of their religious

Figure 48. Maenad, woman in ecstasy, detail of
amphora Attic, ca. 500 B.C. (Museum Antiker
Kleinkunst, Munich)
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devotion. The maenads would be stimulated by
the high-pitched music, the flickering of the
torches that lit their way, and the spinning and
jumping of the dance until they collapsed to the
ground in a euphoric ecstatic trance. The
woman shown on the Greek vase in Figure 48 is
in an ecstatic trance, holding her thyrsus and
dressed in loose clothing.

One of the most famous descriptions of the
maenads was in Euripides’s play The Bacchae,
written at the end of the fifth century B.C. The
playwright offers a compelling but horrifying
description of the mythical prototypes of wor-
shipers of Dionysus. In the play, the women run
wild in the mountains, tearing apart wild ani-
mals with their bare hands, and when they are
thirsty, they strike rocks with a thyrsus wand,
and a fountain magically spurts from the rock.
When the daughter of Cadmus discovers her
son, Pentheus, the king of Thebes, hiding in a
tree disguised as a woman spying on the mae-
nads, Dionysus makes her see Pentheus as a wild
animal. In their trance, she and the others mur-
der and dismember him, and it is only later that
she discovers what she has done. The play ends
with the worship of Dionysus firmly established
in Thebes. This play offers the extreme example
of the penalty for disobeying the gods; ordinary
maenads did not kill people.

Historians have argued about whether Euripi-
des’s play described an existing cult or whether
indeed it stimulated such ecstatic celebrations.
While no consensus has emerged, the abundant
portrayal of maenads in art and descriptions in
other plays suggest that some form of the ecstatic
celebration existed before Euripides and was
popular with women of ancient Greece.

The writings of Plutarch from the second
century A.D. contain several interesting refer-
ences to women’s ecstatic rites in honor of
Dionysus. In one case he tells how a group of
maenads was stranded during a severe winter
storm and had to be rescued by a search party. In
another case, he tells how a band of maenads in
their ecstatic trance had strayed behind enemy
lines and collapsed from exhaustion in the town
square. The women of the town guarded the
sleeping worshipers from the soldiers and
arranged for them to have a safe escort home.

These stories and the popularity of the cult it-
self suggest that Greek women valued this op-
portunity to escape the constraints of their every-
day lives and indulge in the wild abandon of
ecstasy. By the Hellenistic period, when women
began to have more freedom and other opportu-
nities for creative expression, maenadism started
to decline. By the second century A.D., it had vir-
tually disappeared. But it remains a fascinating
example of ancient women expressing their reli-
gious longings in wild abandonment.

See also Artemis; Greek (Athenian) Women
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Marcella
Christian Roman Matron (ca. A.D. 330–412)
In the fourth century A.D., Christian ideas had
spread to Rome, and a number of people in the
wealthy patrician families were drawn to these
new ideas. Among the most famous and influ-
ential followers of the new religion were women,
who used their wealth and influence to forward
Christianity even as they renounced the trap-
pings of wealth and power that were their
birthright. One of these famous converts was
Marcella, a wealthy widow who cultivated a
close friendship with the influential church fa-
ther Jerome (ca. A.D. 340–420).

Marcella was the daughter of a Roman fam-
ily whose ancestors had served as leaders of the
state, as consuls and other important officers.
She had high rank and a great deal of wealth.
When Marcella was only about ten years old,
she came into contact with ideas of ascetic
Christianity as practiced by holy men and
women living in the deserts of Egypt and Syria.
The eastern bishop, Athanasius, had taken
refuge in Rome in about A.D. 340 and had been
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a guest in her home. Although she was a young
girl at this time, she listened to his stories of the
famous monk Anthony, whose life in the desert
had served as a model for many others who fol-
lowed him to seek God by living lives of strict
renunciation and escape from society. Athana-
sius later wrote a biography of Anthony, which
spread the ideas of monasticism throughout
Christendom. His verbal account of the deeds
of the great monk had already found fertile
ground in the mind of the young, pampered
Roman girl.

Although Marcella resolved to follow the as-
cetic life, she could not easily do so. As Jerome
wrote, “In those days no highborn lady at Rome
had made profession of the monastic life, or had
ventured—so strange and ignominious and de-
grading did it then seem—publicly to call her-
self a nun” (Jerome 254). Marcella had to break
new ground to introduce a monastic life to the
patrician households of Rome. But first, the
young girl had to obey her parents’ wishes for
her to marry. Her family arranged a good mar-
riage for her, but her husband died less than
seven months after the marriage. Her father
died, too, leaving her and her mother alone.

As Marcella was a young, beautiful, and
wealthy widow, she did not lack for suitors. A
powerful Roman—named Cerealis—courted
her, offering his great wealth and protection to
the young widow. Her mother, Albina, sup-
ported his proposal, but the young woman
adamantly refused. Her suitor was much older
than she, but he pointed out to her that some-
times old men live long while young men die
early—as her first marriage had shown. Marcella
cleverly retorted: “A young man may indeed die
early, but an old man cannot live long” (Jerome
253). She had decided to dedicate herself to per-
petual chastity and to try to reproduce the
monastic life as far as she was able in her mag-
nificent mansion on the Aventine, the southern-
most of Rome’s seven hills and residential quar-
ter of the rich.

Marcella persuaded her mother, too, to fol-
low an ascetic life, and their household became
a gathering place for widows and virgins who
wanted to lead a monastic Christian life.
Some—like her friend Lea—were extremely as-

cetic in their practices, living isolated in a small
room and fasting constantly. Others, however,
were more moderate in their practices, gathering
for prayer and study and simply avoiding the
luxuries of Roman society. The women wore
modest widows’ clothing and no makeup. Mar-
cella wore no gold jewelry and never went any-
where without her mother and other modest
women to keep her company. Marcella fasted in
moderation, simply eating no meat, and drank
wine sparingly. She donated much of her money
to help the poor, but she was careful not to
bankrupt the family for her mother’s sake. The
women renounced all the public entertainments
that gave the Romans such pleasure—theaters
and games—and instead confined their public
visits to the basilicas where martyrs were buried.
They probably visited the catacombs in Rome
that held the remains of the faithful from the
second century A.D.

Their lives were enriched in A.D. 382, when
the educated church father Jerome came to
Rome. He quickly became acquainted with the
women gathering in Marcella’s home. Marcella
recognized that the scholar could help satisfy her
curiosity on Christian matters. It is through her
friendship with Jerome that we have learned so
much about Marcella and her life, for he de-
scribed her in his voluminous correspondence.
According to Jerome, he was very shy in the
presence of these patrician Roman women, yet
Marcella approached him and pleaded with him
to join them. Thus began a friendship that
would last throughout her life. He met with the
women in her household and helped them study
the scriptures and other works.

Marcella was no passive student of the scrip-
tures. She had an inquiring, probing mind and
constantly questioned Jerome on fine points in
the texts. Though their meetings were frequent,
she often insisted that he set down his explana-
tions on paper. Of this correspondence, sixteen
letters from Jerome to Marcella survive. Many
of her questions were linguistic—she wanted to
understand passages of scripture that were ob-
scurely translated from the Hebrew or to under-
stand Hebrew words or phrases that the transla-
tors into Latin had left in Hebrew. It may be
that Jerome’s conversations and correspondence



marcia 205

with Marcella confirmed his resolution to pro-
duce a new translation of the Old Testament
from the Hebrew into Latin—which would
later be his most influential life’s work.

Sometimes in the correspondence, Jerome re-
veals some of the wonderful tensions that show
their relationship to be a rich one. In one place
he expresses impatience with his “task-mistress”
for making him unravel baffling phrases in
scripture, which imposed a “burden” on him. In
another letter, he complains that he was kept up
so late dictating his reply to her inquiries that he
had to break off because of violent stomach
pains. He also flatly refused to lend her texts
that he believed were heretical. In other letters,
however, he revealed the deep care he felt for the
intelligent widow. When Marcella’s friend Lea
died in A.D. 384, Jerome wrote Marcella to con-
sole her by praising Lea’s life and commitment
to Christ: “So complete was her conversion to
the Lord that, becoming the head of a
monastery, she showed herself a true mother to
the virgins in it, wore coarse sackcloth instead of
soft raiment, passed sleepless nights in prayer,
and instructed her companions even more by
example than by precept” (Jerome 42). He in-
sisted that Lea was happy in heaven now that
she was gone from this earth.

Jerome left Rome in A.D. 386 to settle in
Palestine. But he did not lose touch with Mar-
cella, who had been such an important part of
his life in Rome. In a letter written in A.D. 412
to Principia, one of Marcella’s friends, Jerome
tells of Marcella’s death in the violent circum-
stances that swept through the empire in the
early fifth century.

In A.D. 410, the Visigoths—a Germanic
tribe—invaded the empire and sacked the city
of Rome itself. This was a shocking event, as
Jerome wrote: “The City which had taken the
whole world was itself taken,” and in the raiding
that followed, Marcella’s mansion on the hills
was not spared. The raiders broke in, and she re-
ceived them without alarm. They demanded
gold, and she pointed to her coarse dress to
show that she lived in poverty and had no
wealth. Nevertheless, they “scourged her and
beat her with cudgels.” The old woman simply
pleaded with tears for them to spare the other

younger women in her household. Remarkably,
the soldiers listened to her: “Christ softened
their hard hearts and even among bloodstained
swords natural affection asserted its rights.” The
soldiers sent Marcella and her young compan-
ion, Principia, to the church of the apostle Paul
for safety and sanctuary. Marcella was said to be
pleased that she had lived such a life of poverty
that the devastation had taken nothing from
her. The pain she suffered took its toll, how-
ever—she died a few days later, mourned by
Jerome and the women upon whom she had
made such an impact (Jerome 257).

It is impossible to overstate the importance of
ancient women like Marcella. They were pro-
foundly influential in bringing Christianity to
Rome, and in their discussions with church
leaders such as Jerome, they no doubt shaped
the form of the writings that would become fu-
ture doctrine. Marcella was a path breaker in es-
tablishing a new way of life for Roman women,
and many others would follow her example.
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Marcia
Concubine to Roman Emperor (ca. A.D. 190)
When the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius
died in A.D. 180, his nineteen-year-old son,
Commodus, became emperor. Marcus Aurelius
had been an excellent emperor and a fine Stoic
philosopher who ruled with balance and care for
the Roman people. His son was the complete
opposite, so much so that Romans spread the
rumor that he had been fathered by a gladiator
instead of the upstanding emperor. Commodus
enjoyed hunting and wrestling, and to the shock
of the Roman people, he even appeared in the
Colosseum and fought as a gladiator. During
the empire, gladiators were condemned prison-
ers, so for the emperor to act as one was consid-
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ered an appalling breach of custom. Commodus
also arranged for the assassination of his critics,
and all in all, he is remembered as one of the
worst of Rome’s emperors. His reign might have
continued for even longer than the twelve years
that he ruled but for the courage of his concu-
bine, Marcia.

During the early years of Commodus’s reign,
his household was plagued by the rivalry of his
sister, Lucilla, and his wife, Bruttia Crispina. In
A.D. 182, Lucilla conspired with her cousin,
Ummidius Quadratus, to assassinate Com-
modus and thus rid herself of both her brother
and his wife. The plot failed, however, and most
of the conspirators were killed. Lucilla was ban-
ished to the island of Capri and killed shortly
thereafter. Bruttia Crispina did not survive
much longer—in A.D. 187, she was found guilty
of adultery and banished to Capri. She was exe-
cuted shortly thereafter. Commodus did not
marry again but instead took as his concubine
Marcia, who had been the concubine of Quad-
ratus who had conspired against Commodus in
A.D. 182 and been executed.

According to the Roman sources, Marcia was
courageous and intelligent, and she seems to
have cared for the young emperor. She was also
sympathetic to Christians, and while she held
some power in the royal household, she did what
she could to help them. Her affections for the
emperor were misplaced, however. In A.D. 192,
Commodus decided he would abandon the tra-
ditional and dignified formalities of the Roman
New Year celebrations. Instead of dressing in the
purple toga of an emperor, he decided to appear
before the people as a gladiator. Furthermore, in-
stead of leaving the palace, he decided to emerge
from the gladiator barracks surrounded by an es-
cort of gladiators. Marcia, who the sources tell us
was concerned for the dignity of the imperial of-
fice, tried to dissuade him from his course of ac-
tion, but he would not listen. Instead, he called
the leader of the Praetorian Guard, Laetus, and
the “groom of the bedchamber,” Eclectus, to
make the necessary preparations for him to
spend the night in the gladiator barracks before
his appearance on New Year’s Day.

With these preparations made, Commodus
was ready to retire for a rest, but before he did,

he made a list on a writing pad of the people he
proposed to have executed that very night. He
put it on his couch, not expecting that anyone
would come into the room, and he left it there
when he went out to the baths. While the em-
peror was gone, his favorite slave boy came into
the room and picked up the writing pad;  he was
playing with it when he came out of the build-
ing and encountered Marcia. She noticed the
pad and saw that it had writing in the emperor’s
hand on it, so she took it and read it to see if it
was important.

She was horrified by what she saw. The list of
people to be executed that night included her,
Laetus, and Eclectus—the people closest to
Commodus. The list also included the names of
distinguished senators who had been friends of
Commodus’s father and who seemed to repre-
sent a constant criticism of his actions. They
certainly would disapprove of his night in the
barracks before the important New Year’s cele-
bration. Reputedly, Marcia cried out, “Well
done, indeed, Commodus. This is a fine return
for the kindness and affection I have lavished on
you and for the drunken insults which I have
endured from you all these years!” (Balsdon
149). She showed the document to Laetus and
Eclectus, and the three decided what was to be
done—Commodus would have to die if they
were to live.

Marcia efficiently took matters into her own
hands. As soon as Commodus returned from
the baths, she gave him a cup of particularly fra-
grant wine that was heavily poisoned. He drank
it down and fell deeply asleep. He woke quickly,
however, and was very ill—he vomited so much
that the conspirators were afraid that the poison
would have been lost. Therefore the three se-
cured a strong gladiator who was paid to stran-
gle the emperor Commodus. Marcia, Laetus,
and Eclectus quickly went to the house of Perti-
nax, a sixty-six-year-old veteran, and with the
support of the senate and the army offered him
the title of emperor.

Pertinax ruled for only three months before
another man offered soldiers more money to kill
this emperor. He was assassinated, and the three
conspirators—Marcia, Laetus, and Eclectus—
who had given Pertinax the throne were also
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killed. While the enterprising concubine effi-
ciently killed the cruel young emperor to save
her own life, the violence of the age consumed
her shortly thereafter. Future emperors would
know that their power rested on the strength of
their armies.
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Maria
Niece of the Monk Abraham 
(ca. fourth century A.D.)
During the fourth century A.D., many men and
women moved away from society into the
deserts of Egypt and Syria to try to seek a special
relationship with God. They lived ascetic lives,
eating and sleeping little, and praying often. Re-
markably, the sources mention children living
among the holy. Some men who became monks
took their young sons with them to raise them
in a holy life. Orphans, too, sometimes were put
in the care of the holy people of the desert. At
times, these children were sources of problems.
For example, one monk was reputed to have
warned: “Do not bring young boys here; four
churches in the desert have been destroyed be-
cause of boys” (Ward 86–87). In one popular
story, however, a young girl becomes a heroic
model of piety, sin, and repentance. We cannot
know whether this contemporary account of
Maria, the monk Abraham’s niece, was histori-
cally accurate, but we do know that it circulated
widely and was treasured as true.

A literate churchman—Ephraim—lived
closely with the desert hermits and wrote an ac-
count of the life of Abraham, a monk he admired
deeply. In the last story of Abraham’s life,
Ephraim tells of the fortunes of Maria, Abraham’s
orphaned niece. The holy man’s brother, who
lived in the vicinity, died and left his seven-year-
old daughter as an orphan. Friends of the girl’s fa-
ther took her to her uncle in the desert, and Abra-
ham took on the responsibility for the young girl.
He placed her in a room built onto the outside

wall of his cell and placed a window between the
two cells. Through the window, Abraham taught
scripture and the methods of the ascetic life to his
young charge, and his lessons were well learned.
Ephraim writes: “Her uncle was glad to see how
she at once made progress without any hesitation
in all the virtues, that is to say, in tears, humility,
modesty, and quietness . . .” (Ward 93). The two
spent twenty years in each other’s agreeable and
pious company.

Then trouble came to the young woman. A
monk “by name only” used to come to visit
Abraham under the pretext of study, but really
to try to see Maria. Although he could never
catch a glimpse of her through the window of
her cell, he “was filled with the urges of lust” and
he spent a year “softening her thoughts by his
words.” Then one day when he came to her cell
window, she climbed down to him: “At once he
defiled and polluted her by intercourse out of
wicked iniquity and lust” (Ward 93).

Poor Maria was overcome with dismay at the
sin. “She beat her face with her hands, wishing,
in such great grief, that she were dead” (Ward
93). She felt all her years of asceticism and
prayer were useless in the face of such a fall. She
could not bear to face her uncle, nor stay in the
cell that reminded her of her holy life as a virgin.
In despair, she fled away to a city and entered a
brothel to work as a prostitute.

Abraham, meanwhile, knew nothing of the
events, although he dreamed a serpent entered
her cell and devoured a dove. The dream caused
him to worry for her safety, and for two days he
called eagerly to her through the window be-
tween their cells. Then he knew she was gone
and “wept bitterly and said, ‘Alas, a most cruel
wolf has snatched my lamb away’” (Ward 95).
For two years he missed her and prayed for her.
Finally, his curiosity caused him to ask an ac-
quaintance to make inquiries about Maria’s
whereabouts. The man found her in the brothel
and with a heavy heart told Abraham what he
had learned.

Without hesitating, the old monk decided to
go after her. He disguised himself as a soldier, so
he could enter the brothel without causing no-
tice. Entering, he told the proprietor he had
come a long way to “enjoy” the presence of a
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young woman whose fame had spread. The
brothel keeper brought Maria, and Abraham
had to kiss and stroke her to keep up pretenses
in front of others. After they had eaten together
and retired alone to her room, the monk was
able to lift his disguise.

He spoke long to the devastated young
woman, reminding her that no one is without
sin. He reprimanded her not for her sin but for
not accepting his help. Abraham promised her
that he would take on her sin and answer to
God for it if only she would leave the brothel
and return with him to the desert. As written in
Ephraim’s beautiful prose, Abraham’s plea was
poignant and compelling. He said, “It is not
new to fall, my daughter; what is wrong is to lie
down when you have fallen” (Ward 98). She laid
her head on his feet and wept the rest of the
night away. In the morning they left together,
and the old man put her on his horse and led
her back to their cells.

This time he gave her the inner cell, and she
spent years in prayer and weeping, asking God
for forgiveness. After three years of such repen-
tance, God showed his favor by giving her the
gift of healing. Crowds of people came to her
daily, and she would heal them all by her
prayers. In this way everyone saw the power of
God to forgive those who were repentant. Ten
years later, when he was seventy years old, Abra-
ham died; Maria lived five years after that, and
both died in peace. Ephraim ended his account
by lamenting his loneliness in the absence of his
great friends and models, Abraham and Maria.

Ephraim had first written his account in Syr-
iac, an ancient Middle Eastern language. It was
soon translated into Latin and spread through
western Europe as well as the east, circulating
the fame of the pious family. In the tenth cen-
tury, Hrosvit (also spelled Hroswitha or
Roswitha) of Gandersheim, a German nun,
wrote a play about these events, which further
preserved their memory and popularity.

See also Mary Magdalene; Mary of Egypt; Pelagia;
Prostitution; Thais
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Mariamne
Queen of Judea (ca. 50–29 B.C.)
In 37 B.C., the Roman senate made Herod king
of Judea, which ended the previous Hasmo-
naean dynasty and introduced the Herodian
one. Herod had come from a family of Idu-
maeans, Arabs whose land had been conquered
by the Hasmonaean rulers and who had been
forced to convert to Judaism. Therefore, many
Jews taunted Herod as being only half Jewish
and suggested that his commitment to Judaism
was half-hearted at best. To eliminate such talk,
Herod married Mariamne, granddaughter of the
Hasmonaean ruler whom Herod had displaced.
The new king no doubt hoped that such an al-
liance would silence critics and make their off-
spring fully royal children of the royal house.
Mariamne’s family seemed to pose a threat to
the Herodians, however, and the king, sup-
ported by his sister Salome, would cruelly de-
stroy the remnants of the Hasmonaeans.

Mariamne and her brother Aristobulus were
strikingly beautiful children. Their mother,
Alexandra, wanted to ensure that her children
would rise to the height of power that was their
Hasmonaean birthright. Mariamne married
King Herod, which raised her to the highest
state, but Herod did not want to make Alexan-
dra’s son, Aristobulus, high priest, for he be-
lieved that might threaten his own kingship.
Alexandra turned to Cleopatra VII, queen of
Egypt, and asked her to intercede with the
Roman Mark Antony to make Herod give her
sixteen-year-old son the priesthood. Antony had
seen a picture of the beautiful young man and
urged Alexandra to send him to Egypt. Herod
was deeply suspicious of Alexandra’s political
machinations and ordered her not to meddle in
political affairs. The king also eliminated Aristo-
bulus’s threat by having the young man
drowned in a swimming pool. Cleopatra tried to
make Antony punish Herod for this crime, but
Antony was persuaded that Herod was more
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useful to him alive. The king remained deeply
suspicious of his mother-in-law, however, which
had disastrous consequences for Mariamne.

The young bride’s archenemy at court was Sa-
lome, influential sister of King Herod. Salome
was married to her uncle Joseph, who was left in
charge of Mariamne while Herod was sum-
moned by Antony to explain Aristobulus’s death.
Herod had left orders that if he did not return
safely, Mariamne was to be killed. When Herod
returned in good standing again, he went to his
beautiful young bride, and while he was telling
her of his passionate love for her, she told him
that she knew of his order to kill her. Herod flew
into a rage when he found out that she had been
told of his plan, and he summoned his sister for
an explanation. Salome lied and told him that
her husband, Joseph, had seduced Mariamne in
his absence. Herod went wild with jealousy and
had Joseph put to death. He imprisoned Mari-
amne’s mother, Alexandra, but his passion for
Mariamne caused him to spare her life.

After a full year had passed—a year filled
with bitterness and strife between Mariamne
and Salome—Herod still deeply desired his
wife. One day when the king lusted for her and
called her to his side, Mariamne refused to
yield to him and instead reproached him for
the murders of her nearest relatives. Salome,
who was nearby (as always, it seems), sent the
royal cupbearer to the king with a false story
that Mariamne had told him to give the king a
love potion that the cupbearer feared was poi-
son. To find out more, Herod tortured Mari-
amne’s favorite slave; the king learned nothing
more about the purported poison but did learn
that Mariamne hated him. Once again burning
with jealousy, Herod had the slave killed, be-
lieving that he had been Mariamne’s lover, and
placed the queen on trial for trying to poison
her husband.

Salome wanted the king to execute Mari-
amne instead of imprisoning her, and in fear of
Herod’s wrath, Mariamne’s own mother,
Alexandra, betrayed her daughter and accused
her of disloyalty to the king. Alexandra’s con-
duct filled all with disgust and horror, but Mari-
amne stood calm and proud before her accusers,
earning her a great deal of respect. The ancient

Jewish historian Josephus described how Mari-
amne died bravely and showed fortitude and
greatness of spirit to the last. She was killed in
about 27 B.C. after a marriage of nine years.
Josephus claimed that Mariamne was innocent
of any wrongdoing and that Salome contrived
to have her killed. Eventually, Salome had Mari-
amne’s and Herod’s two children, Aristobulus
and Alexander, killed.

Mariamne was portrayed by the ancient his-
torians as a beautiful and proud woman who
was fully innocent and who was the victim of
Salome’s ruthless jealousy. Herod was described
as being consumed by passionate love for her
and being driven almost mad by her cold dis-
dain for his passion. He was full of wild re-
morse and grief at having condemned her to
death, and he could not believe she was dead.
Some historians claimed that Herod was driven
to even greater acts of cruelty after the death of
his beloved Mariamne. It was this reputation
for cruelty that led the author of the Gospel of
Matthew in the Bible to write that Herod had
ordered the slaughter of innocent children in
the hopes of killing the newborn Jesus. Some
historians question whether this event oc-
curred, but the cruelty of the king that caused
him to destroy his beloved Mariamne was cer-
tainly true.

See also Alexandra Salome; Cleopatra VII; Salome I
Suggested Readings
Josephus, Flavius. Jewish Antiquities. Trans R.

Marcus. Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1963.

———. The Jewish War. Trans. H. St. James
Thackeray. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1927.

Kokkinos, Nikos. The Herodian Dynasty: Origins,
Role in Society and Eclipse. Sheffield, UK:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1998.

Kraemer, Ross Shepard, and Mary Rose D’Angelo.
Women and Christian Origins. New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1999.

Macurdy, Grace Harriet. Vassal-Queens and Some
Contemporary Women in the Roman Empire.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1937.

Richardson, Peter. Herod: King of the Jews and
Friend of the Romans. Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1999.

Sandmel, Samuel. Herod: Profile of a Tyrant.
Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1967.



210 martha 

Martha
Christian Woman (ca. A.D. 30)
The Gospels that tell the story of Jesus’ ministry
also tell of many women who followed Jesus.
Among the most famous were Martha and her
sister, Mary. This same story of the two sisters
has also led to much speculation about the ex-
pected roles of women in the early Christian
communities. The basic story as told by the bib-
lical author Luke is as follows:

As Jesus traveled, he entered a village and a
woman named Martha received him into
her house. She had a sister called Mary, who
sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his
teaching. But Martha was distracted with
much work. [The word translated as “work”
is diakonia, which can mean “to serve”—as
waiting a table—but it was also used to refer
to Christian ministry. The modern term
deacon—an official in the church—derives
from the word diakonia.] Martha went to
Jesus and said, “Lord, do you not care that
my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her
then to help me.” But the Lord answered
saying, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious
and troubled about many things; one thing
is needful. Mary has chosen the good por-
tion, which shall not be taken away from
her.” (Luke 10:38)

This story has been used to permit women to
devote themselves to following Jesus instead of
working with the many household tasks in-
volved in maintaining life. Many future genera-
tions of nuns would look to Mary as the model
of a contemplative life. Modern feminist au-
thors suggest, however, that Martha had in fact
stepped out of traditional women’s roles of serv-
ing within the household; she was a deacon in
the church working actively in a missionary and
pastoral role. Since she was the one who invited
Jesus to enter her home, it is likely that she was
the leader of the household. In addition, since
members of the early Christian communities re-
ferred to each other as brother and sister, we
cannot even be sure that Mary and Martha were
kin rather than Christians living together in a
Christian household.

The story of Martha and her household is
told in more detail and made more significant in
the Gospel of John (John 11:1–45). John begins
the account saying that in the village of Bethany
(near Jerusalem), where Mary and Martha lived,
their brother, Lazarus, was ill. (Again, we do not
know if Lazarus was actually a blood relative or
a fellow Christian.) Martha and Mary sent for
Jesus to cure their brother. John then says, “Now
Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.”
Here again the text suggests that Martha was the
head of this household. Jesus stayed with
Lazarus for two days, then went to Judea to con-
tinue his ministry. While Jesus was away,
Lazarus died, and Jesus told his disciples he
would return to raise him.

When Jesus arrived, he found Lazarus had
been in the tomb four days. Many people had
come to Martha and Mary to console them on
the death of their brother. When Martha heard
that Jesus was coming, she ran to meet him,
while Mary sat in the house. Martha told Jesus
that she was sure if Jesus had been there, her
brother would not have died. Jesus told her
Lazarus would rise again. Martha said, “I know
that he will rise again in the resurrection at the
last day,” but Jesus spoke to her and told her the
significant Christian theology of the resurrec-
tion: Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the
life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet
shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in
me shall never die. Do you believe this?” Martha
acknowledged this: “Yes, Lord; I believe that
you are the Christ, the Son of God.” When she
had said this, she went and called her sister
Mary and told her that Jesus was coming.

Mary went to Jesus, fell at his feet, and wept
for her brother. When Jesus saw her weep, he
was deeply moved and asked the Jews to show
him where Lazarus was buried. Jesus came to the
tomb, which was a cave with a stone in front of
it. Jesus said for the stone to be removed.
Martha objected, warning that after four days
the odor of the dead flesh would be overpower-
ing. Jesus reprimanded her, reminding her of his
promise of the resurrection. They moved the
stone and Jesus prayed. Then he cried with a
loud voice, “Lazarus, come out.” The dead man
came out, his hands and feet bound with band-
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ages, and his face wrapped in a burial cloth.
Jesus bade them unbind him and let him go.
The many Jews who had come with Mary were
amazed and believed in Jesus’ power. Jesus left
and continued his ministry.

Six days before Passover, Jesus came again to
Bethany and visited the house of Martha. The
family gathered around—Martha served the
meal, and Lazarus was at the table with Jesus.
Mary took costly ointment and anointed Jesus’
feet and wiped them with her hair. The house
was filled with the scent of the costly ointment,
and Judas Iscariot—one of the disciples (who
would soon betray Jesus)—complained about the
waste of the ointment. He said that money could
have been used to help the poor. Jesus told him
not to reprimand Mary and warned his followers
that he would not be among them much longer.

Martha and her sister Mary were central to
many significant points in Jesus’ ministry. It was
to Martha that Jesus explained the theology of
the resurrection, and it was in response to
Mary’s ministrations that Jesus foretold his own
imminent death. In addition, Martha and Mary
remained two prototypes for women’s activities
in the newly emerging Christian world.

See also Christian Women; Junia; Lydia; Mary
Magdalene
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Martha
Persian Martyr (ca. A.D. 341)
As the Roman Empire grew strong in the west,
its counterpart, the Persian Empire, prevailed in
the east, centered in the regions dominated
today by Iran and Iraq (see Map 3). The Persian
Empire had developed its own powerful cultural
and religious institutions, and the most signifi-
cant of these was the religion of the prophet
Zarathustra, known most commonly by the
Greek form of his name, Zoroaster. The prophet
was born in about 628 B.C., probably in north-
ern Iran. Legend says he was a lover of wisdom
who retreated to a mountain wilderness to seek
the truth. There he received a revelation from

Ahura Mazda—whom he believed was the one
true god and Lord of Light. Zoroaster recorded
his revelation in the holy book of his new reli-
gion, the Avesta, and preached to his people.
Zoroastrianism had much in common with the
great monotheistic religions of the west—Chris-
tianity and Judaism—in that Zoroaster believed
in one god and argued for people to live an eth-
ical life in the expectation of an afterlife. Many
in Persia converted to Zoroastrianism, and in
fact, it became something of a national religion.

Centuries later—by the mid-third century
A.D.—there were sizable numbers of Christians
in the Persian Empire. These numbers swelled as
third-century Persian victories over the Roman
armies brought thousands of Christian captives
as slaves into the Persian Empire. Just as in the
Roman Empire, these Christians began to spread
their message to other Persians, many of whom
were Zoroastrians. Just as in the west, these con-
versions led to confrontation between Christians
and Persian authorities. Since Persian officials
identified Zoroastrians as loyal Persians, they
identified Christians as loyal to their enemy, the
Roman Empire. During the wars of the fourth
century between the two great empires, Persians
persecuted Christians within their borders, creat-
ing martyrs just as pagan Rome had done.
Among these martyrs were Christian women
whose stories of bravery were preserved in the
Syriac-speaking east.

Among the early victims in the mid-fourth
century was the king’s master craftsman, Posi, a
Christian who had been deported from Roman
territory. Posi had married a Persian wife and
converted her to Christianity. The couple had a
daughter named Martha, who evidently had
taken a vow of perpetual virginity—a practice
particularly offensive to Zoroastrian culture. Posi
was martyred, and shortly thereafter, Martha was
arrested.

The king sent his chief Mobed (a Zoroastrian
priest) to interrogate the girl, and the account
tells how she spoke boldly to him. When asked
about her religion, Martha said, “I am a Chris-
tian, as my clothing shows.” Then Mobed con-
tinued: “Tell me the truth, are you the daughter
of that crazy Posi who went out of his mind and
opposed the king, with the result that he was
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put to an evil death?” (Brock et al. 68). Martha
praised her father’s faith and hoped that she was
strong enough to share his fate. Then Mobed of-
fered the king’s clemency, saying that if she
would show her loyalty to the Persian king of
kings, she would be spared. The dialogue con-
tinued with Martha remaining firm in her faith.

The Zoroastrian then turned to her profession
of virginity, what he called a “disgusting pretext”
(Brock et al. 70), and urged her to marry. She
claimed she was already betrothed, but to Jesus,
and could not be forced to marry another. Then
Mobed answered with anger: “I will spatter you
from head to toe with blood, and then your fi-
ancé can come along to find you turned into dust
and rubbish; let him marry you then.” Martha
responded with joy: “He will indeed come in
glory, riding on the chariot of the clouds, accom-
panied by the angels and powers of heaven, and
all that is appropriate for his wedding feast . . .”
(Brock et al. 70). In a rage, the chief priest in-
formed the king of the stubborn girl’s attitude,
and the king ordered her sacrificed on the very
spot where her father had been killed.

So they led the chaste virgin Martha to be put
to death. When she reached the place appointed
for the sacrifice, she threw herself down on the
earth and prayed, thanking God for allowing her
to be martyred as a virgin. When the officer came
to tie her up, she laughed, saying “I am gladly sac-
rificed for my lord.” According to the narrator of
the events, the thousands of spectators who stood
by were astounded at the chaste girl’s courage,
and everyone praised God for generating such a
faithful following. Martha was “slaughtered like a
lamb,” and after some days, Christians were able
to retrieve her body and bury it with ceremony
beside her father (Brock et al. 72).

Martha joined the ranks of Christians who
were persecuted by Zoroastrians in the Persian
Empire. She shared much of the same experi-
ence as her counterparts in the west, who were
also accused of treason for not worshiping the
gods of the empire.

See also Martyrs; Tarbo; Thekla
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Martyrs
(ca. A.D. 64–304)
Throughout history there have been people who
were willing to suffer and die for their beliefs,
just as there have been people equally willing to
try to use force to change people’s convictions.
In the Judeo-Christian West, one of the most fa-
mous of the early martyrdoms was that of the
Jewish Maccabean mother who encouraged her
sons to die rather than give up their traditions
and who then followed them in death. She be-
came a prototype for subsequent Christian mar-
tyrs as they faced the largest suppression of be-
lief that had been seen in the ancient world.

Conservative Romans looked askance at any
innovations, particularly religious novelties. It
was one thing for Christians to worship some-
one as a divinity who had died within living
memory, but it was quite another for them to re-
ject the traditional Roman assortment of gods.
Furthermore, rumors circulated about misun-
derstood Christian rituals. One third-century
Roman described the accusations against Chris-
tians: They gathered together with “the lowest
dregs of society and credulous women” and en-
gaged in incest, cannibalism, and orgies after in-
dulging in shocking “love feasts.” Such rumors
came from misunderstandings of communion
meals in which Christians commemorated Jesus’
sacrifice and sealed their fellowship with “kisses
of peace” (Salisbury, Perpetua’s Passion 78). For
Romans, early Christians seemed to violate the
traditional social order by including the poor,
slaves, and women as equals in their congrega-
tions, but the more shocking charges against
them were never demonstrated. Even these ear-
liest accusations indicate that women would fea-
ture prominently in the persecutions.

Emperor Nero implemented the first large-
scale oppression of Christians in Rome in A.D.
64, when he needed scapegoats to blame for a
large fire in the city. He executed hundreds of
Roman Christians whom he “covered with the
skins of beasts . . . to be torn by dogs, or nailed
to crosses, or doomed to the flames” (Tacitus
381). This cruelty set a precedent that would be
repeated periodically over the next two centuries.
Even in this earliest persecution, women were
present. Throughout subsequent persecutions
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the same theme would emerge—weak women
would prove themselves as strong as the mighti-
est athlete.

During the third century when the empire
confronted many internal and external prob-
lems, its policy toward Christians grew harsher.
Emperors decided that the imperial cult should
constitute the single unifying rite of the empire,
and everyone had to worship at the altar of the
emperor. Jews were somewhat exempted from
this requirement because of their long history of
monotheistic worship. (The Romans did respect
tradition.) Christians, however, lacked this
lengthy history, and worse, struck the Romans
as particularly traitorous in their obstinacy.

In A.D. 256, and then again under Emperor
Diocletian in A.D. 304, all imperial residents were
to sacrifice to the emperor and receive a docu-
ment recording their compliance. But this wide-
spread demand for conformity only provoked
many more Christians to die for their beliefs. The
persecution of Diocletian took the most Chris-
tians—some thousands throughout the empire.

These persecutions did not work. As Tertul-
lian, the third-century church father, said, “The
blood of martyrs is seed [from which new Chris-
tians would spring]” (Salisbury, Perpetua’s Pas-
sion 166), and indeed watching brave Christians
die seemed only to spur on others to convert.
Emperor Constantine ended the persecution of
Christians, and then Christianity itself became
the religion of Rome. The age of the martyrs
ended in A.D. 313.

Throughout all these sporadic persecutions,
women had played important roles. Since
women in the early Christian communities had
been early converts, inevitably they were ar-
rested with men. The texts that tell of the mar-
tyrdoms always mention the strong women who
endured torture and death for their faith, and
the presence of women in these trials no doubt
persuaded other women that Christianity was a
religion that offered something to them.

It is impossible to determine exactly how
many people died. The earliest church historian,
Eusebius, who wrote in the fourth century A.D.,

Figure 49. Procession of virgin martyrs, mosaic, ca. A.D. 560 (Scala/Art Resource, NY)
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listed the names of 120 men and 15 women
along with many more anonymous martyrs.
Other later lists of martyrs yield the names of
about 950 martyrs, of which 177 were women,
and the heaviest proportion of the women mar-
tyrs was in North Africa.

The accounts of the martyrs—called “acts” or
“passions”—often reveal a good deal of informa-
tion about ancient women. For example, we
learn that pregnant women were arrested and
had to wait for childbirth before dying. We see
married women and mothers who were arrested,
to the chagrin of their families. We also see that
the visions of the women martyrs included a
great deal of concern for other people and images
that are often described as containing feminine
aspects: attention to clothing, descriptions of gar-
dens and flowers, and a strong sense of modesty.

The way Christians transformed and remem-
bered these female martyrs became even more
important than the historical narratives of the ac-
tual women. One of the main transformations in
the accounts of the female martyrs was that most
became described as “virgins” whether they were
actually virgins or not. The mosaic in Figure 49
shows a procession of virgin martyrs, each hold-
ing the palm of virginity and wearing the crown
of martyrdom. The popular imagination began to
see the procession of women who died for their
faith as a parade of virgins, who died pure and
untouched by the realities of the sexual world.
Why did people make this transformation?

Part of the reason may simply be because an-
cient people associated the highest form of pu-
rity both with virgins and martyrs, so it made
sense to combine them. There is a deeper sym-
bolic meaning to the transformation, however,
that grows out of the late Roman view of vir-
ginity. In the ancient world, virgins were (rather
paradoxically) associated with fertility. Virgins
who renounced their own fecundity were
thought to bring fertility and prosperity to oth-
ers. Since people believed martyrs brought ben-
efits to the people in their vicinity, it seemed
that martyrs were fulfilling the same role that
the ancient virgins had.

Furthermore, there was a more symbolic rea-
son to associate virgins with martyrs: in both
blood flowed. Virgins continued to bleed

monthly since they did not get pregnant, and
martyrs bled through their torture and execu-
tion. Bleeding represented a mysterious sacrifice
that in the minds of others brought fertility to
the community. The fourth-century Spanish
poet Prudentius expressed this relationship in
his poem about the virgin-martyr Eulalia:

Mighty and populous the city she blessed
Drenching the soil with her blood there

outpoured,
Hallowing it with her virginal tomb.

(Prudentius 129)

Prudentius’s verse, at one level, is about martyrs’
blood and a city hallowed by the martyr’s burial.
At a deeper level, it is about a city made pros-
perous by the blood from a virgin’s tomb (and
by association, a virgin’s womb).

As people told the stories of women martyrs
who spilled blood for their faith, they began to
call these women virgins, who by their absti-
nence continued to spill blood monthly. The
pure martyrs served not only as “seed” to bring
new converts into the besieged church, but after
the church became accepted, they continued to
be venerated as women who brought prosperity
to their communities. The old vestal virgins of
Rome became the virgin martyrs of Christianity.
And real women—who included mothers and
wives—were converted to symbolic women—
pure as the Virgin Mary.

See also Agnes; Blandina; Felicity; Maccabean
Martyrs; Perpetua the Martyr; Vestal Virgins
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Mary
Mother of Jesus (b. ca. 18 B.C.)
Mary the mother of Jesus was a central figure in
Christianity, yet the references to her in the bib-
lical texts are remarkably few; we can obtain
only a shadowy picture of this most influential
ancient woman. Stories of Mary’s birth, life,
death, and bodily ascension to heaven first ap-
pear in Christian narratives dating no earlier
than the second century A.D. and usually much
later. These were relegated to the Apocryphal
Acts (outside the agreed-upon books of the
Bible) and were composed only after the signif-
icance of the Virgin Birth was appreciated by
Greco-Roman converts to Christianity. Within
the Bible, the main references to Mary appear in
the Gospel of Luke, which describes the mirac-
ulous birth of Jesus.

That Gospel says that the angel Gabriel ap-
peared to Mary, a young woman engaged to
Joseph the carpenter. Gabriel told her she would
conceive a child, and she was to name him Jesus.
Mary asked how she could conceive a child,
since she had never “known a man.” Gabriel re-
minded Mary of God’s miraculous powers,
telling her that her relative Elizabeth would bear
a child even though she was too old. Mary’s mir-
acle would be even greater, however, for the
Holy Spirit would father Mary’s son. Mary sub-
mitted to God and agreed to the divine inter-
vention, although she knew how shocking it
would be for her—an unmarried virgin—to be-
come pregnant. Such occurrences were the cause
of much shame in the early Jewish communities
in which Mary lived. Mary visited her relative
Elizabeth and they took joy in her pregnancy.

The Gospel of Matthew, perhaps to under-
score the difficulties inherent in Mary’s social
position, approaches the account from a differ-
ent direction. Matthew says that when Mary
was betrothed to Joseph, “before they came to-
gether” (Matt. 1:18), she was found to be with
child of the Holy Spirit. Joseph, who was a “just
man and unwilling to put her to shame” (Matt.
1:19), resolved simply to end the betrothal qui-
etly. But then Gabriel appeared to Joseph in a
dream and assured him that Mary’s child had
been fathered by the Holy Spirit and that he
should take her as his wife. Therefore, they mar-

ried, and Matthew says they had no intercourse
until she had borne her son Jesus.

Mary appears in the Gospels several times
later, and in each context she is shown as a good
mother who took pride in her divine son. Joseph
took her to Bethlehem for the imperial census,
and there she gave birth to Jesus in a manger.
When the shepherds came to worship him,
“Mary kept all these things, pondering them in
her heart” (Luke 2:19). As good Jews, Mary and
Joseph had the infant circumcised and then
took him to the Temple for ritual purification.
There Simeon, the blind prophet, saw in Jesus
the salvation of Israel. He took Mary aside and
warned her about Jesus’ future to prepare her for
the troubles to come. Finally the young family
returned to Nazareth, where Jesus grew up.

When the boy was twelve, the family was in
Jerusalem for Passover. Jesus wandered off to the
Temple without telling his parents. After a
three-day search they found him, and as a duti-
ful mother, Mary scolded him. Jesus responded
that he had simply been in his “father’s house,”
and again Luke tells us that Mary “treasured all
these things in her heart” (Luke 2:48–50).

The Gospel of Matthew tells us that when
Jesus began to preach in his own land, his neigh-
bors were astonished. They described his ordi-
nary family life: “Is not this the carpenter’s son?
Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his
brothers James and Joseph and Simon and
Judas? And are not all his sisters with us?” (Matt.
14:55–56). This passage, which indicates how
difficult it was for a prophet to be accepted in
his own land, also implies some things about
Mary’s life and has generated a good deal of con-
troversy. Did Mary and Joseph have a normal
married life after Jesus’ birth, so that Mary bore
him four sons and many sisters? Some who
argue for Mary’s perpetual virginity suggest that
these were her stepchildren. Alternative readings
suggest that these were Jesus’ cousins, born to a
sister of Mary also named Mary. Matthew later
refers to one of the followers of Jesus who was a
companion of Mary Magdalene who was named
“Mary the mother of James and Joseph” (Matt.
27:55), and Mark also refers to this Mary the
mother of James (Mark 15:40, 16:1). Either
these references were to Mary, mother of Jesus,
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or they referred to another follower of Jesus
named Mary. Scholars disagree.

The Gospels give Mary virtually no role in
Jesus’ ministry (unless the Mary who was the
mother of James and Joseph was in fact Jesus’
mother). The Gospel of John even seems to sug-
gest some tension between Jesus and his mother
at the marriage at Cana (John 2:1–6). When the
wine gave out, Mary came to Jesus to tell him of
the problem. Jesus gave her a short reply, “O
woman, what have you to do with me? My hour
has not yet come” (John 2:4). This seemed to
suggest that Jesus was not yet prepared to do
miracles, but Mary was pushing him to do so.
She told the servants to follow Jesus’ instruc-
tions, and he then performed the miracle of
turning water into wine for the wedding guests.
This was the first of Jesus’ miracles and began
the significant part of his mission. The Gospel
credits Mary with being the catalyst for this
miracle.

Mary appears again in the Gospels on the day
of Jesus’ death. John tells us she appeared at the
foot of the cross, and there Jesus entrusted her to
the care of his beloved apostle John. Here at the
end of his life, Jesus is the dutiful son, caring for
his mother, just as she had been a dutiful and
caring mother throughout his life. Based in part
on this reference to John, subsequent tradition
says that Mary lived out her life in Ephesus in
Asia Minor (shown on Map 7), and today there
is a church dedicated to Mary on the hill over-
looking Ephesus, where she reputedly lived.

The Acts of the Apostles that told of the
spread of Jesus’ message after his death did not
mention Mary. Nor did Paul refer to Mary in
his letters. Perhaps she did not take an active
role in the missionary activities. Nevertheless,
countless generations of subsequent Christians
have venerated her for her role in the birth of
Christianity.

See also Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles; Elizabeth;
Mary Magdalene
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Mary Magdalene
Follower of Jesus (ca. A.D. 1)
The New Testament of the Bible contains refer-
ences to more than three women named Mary
(excluding Jesus’ mother), and centuries later
these women were often treated as the one
named Mary Magdalene. The Gospels refer to
one specific woman named Mary of Magdala in
several places. Luke claims that Jesus was fol-
lowed by several women “who had been healed
of evil spirits and infirmities” (Luke 8:2), and
among them he mentions Mary of Magdala (a
town on the shores of the Sea of Galilee shown
on Map 5), who had been “possessed by seven
demons” (Mark 16:9). Jesus cured her of this
possession, and she followed him in his ministry
and joined the women who helped support
Jesus and the Apostles. The Gospel of Mark also
says that Jesus had cast out seven demons from
Mary Magdalene (whose name may mean
“Mary from Magdala”).

This Mary stayed with Jesus until his cruci-
fixion, when according to the Gospels of Mark
and John, she watched the crucifixion and no-
ticed where Jesus was buried. Then she and two
other women (including another Mary, the
“mother of James and Salome”) brought spices
so they could anoint the body and complete the
burial rites. When they arrived, however, they
discovered the tomb was opened and an angel
was there, who told them Jesus had risen and
gone ahead to Galilee, where he would meet
them. The Gospel of John states that Jesus, too,
appeared to Mary Magdalene at the tomb. Jesus
said to Mary, “Woman, why are you weeping?”
Thinking he was the gardener, Mary asked
where he had moved the body so she could go
there. When Jesus called her name, she recog-
nized him and called him Rabboni, which
means “teacher” in Hebrew. Jesus warned her
not to touch him but told her to go to the disci-
ples and say that Jesus was “ascending to my Fa-



mary magdalene 217

ther and your Father, to my God and your God”
(John 20:13–18). Mary went and told the disci-
ples, but they did not believe her. According to
the Gospel of Mark, Jesus appeared to her the
next day, and “she went and told those who had
been with him, as they mourned and wept. But
when they heard that he was alive and had been
seen by her, they would not believe it” (Mark
16:9–12). But on the evening of that day, Jesus
appeared to all the disciples, so they believed.

Very quickly, other women in the Bible came
to be conflated with this Mary of Magdala. In
part, this association came from Mary Magda-
lene’s role as coming to anoint the dead body of
Jesus; commentators began to associate her with
other women who were mentioned in the Bible
as anointing Jesus. For example, Luke describes
an anonymous woman—“a woman of the city,
who was a sinner”—who came to a Pharisee’s
house where Jesus was eating. She brought an
“alabaster flask of ointment,” and she “began to
wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with
the hair of her head, and kissed his feet, and
anointed them with the ointment.” Jesus for-
gave the woman’s sins, “which are many,” be-
cause she “loved much” (Luke 7:37–40).

Another anonymous woman appeared to
Jesus when he was in Bethany eating at the
house of Simon “the Leper.” According to the
Gospels of Mark and Matthew, she appeared
“with an alabaster flask of very expensive oint-
ment, and she poured it on his head as he sat at
the table.” When his disciples complained about
the waste of the ointment, Jesus reprimanded
them and said, “In pouring this ointment on my
body she has done it to prepare me for burial”
(Matt. 26:6–13; Mark 14:3–8). In this instance,
the woman provides the opportunity for Jesus to
predict his crucifixion, and it is perhaps not sur-
prising that later commentators equated this
woman with Mary Magdalene, who actually ar-
rived at his burial to anoint his corpse. Both
these instances linked Mary Magdalene with
great love and great forgiveness of sins.

Finally, Mary Magdalene became linked with
another Mary of the Bible, Mary the sister of
Martha and Lazarus—those friends of Jesus
with whom he stayed when he visited Bethany.
This Mary, according to Luke, sat at Jesus’ feet

listening to him talk instead of helping her sis-
ter, Martha, serve them. Jesus defended her, say-
ing “Mary has chosen the better part” (Luke
10:42). Thus, when Mary Magdalene became
associated with this Mary, a contemplative life
of prayer became associated with the new com-
posite Mary Magdalene.

There is no scriptural authority that links all
these women, and in fact, even a cursory read-
ing of the Bible shows that these were separate
women. Very soon after the composition of the
texts, however, commentators and church fa-
thers began to link the women. It is clear that
the moral of the text was more important to
them than its historical accuracy, and the figure
of the composite Mary Magdalene offered a sig-
nificant lesson that was greater than the sum of
its parts.

The traditions about Mary Magdalene
changed in the eastern and western traditions of
the early church. In the east, particularly among
groups who would later be known as Gnostic,
she was given a great deal of respect and consid-
ered a prominent disciple of Jesus. The Gnostic
Gospel, Gospel of Mary, gives Mary Magdalene
an even more privileged position; she was recog-
nized as the recipient of a special revelation from
the risen Jesus, and when the disciples were dis-
couraged, she rallied them. Peter within this
Apocryphal Act called her the woman Jesus
loved more than any other, but the apostle quar-
reled with her, claiming he should be the leader
of the apostles, not a woman.

In the west, however, her reputation took a
significantly different turn. The early church
commentators added a significant feature to the
slowly developing literary Mary: again without
clear biblical authority, they claimed she was a
reformed prostitute. The Bible only said she was
a sinner, indeed that she had “many” sins and
that she had been possessed by demons. By the
sixth century A.D., she had been identified as a
prostitute. Why?

Part of the answer may come from texts dat-
ing from about the second century A.D., which
purport to be biblical stories but were excluded
from the collection of the Bible. In several of
these works—called Apocryphal Gospels or
Acts—Mary Magdalene was described as Jesus’
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lover. In the Gospel of Philip, for example, the
author wrote: “The companion of the Savior is
Mary Magdalene. Christ loved her more than all
his disciples, and used to kiss her often on her
mouth” (Ward 15). It may be that such associa-
tions led people to associate Mary Magdalene
with sexuality, and therefore sexual sins. It may
be that the identification of Mary with prostitu-
tion served as an attempt to silence those tradi-
tions that attributed great authority to this
woman who was so close to Jesus.

Perhaps the most likely reason for associating
Mary with prostitution is that in the Bible she
became a sinner who had been forgiven and re-
deemed. Therefore, in sermons and lessons, the
story of Mary Magdalene became a story of sal-
vation, and in the late Roman world the most
striking example of redemption might have been
a prostitute, who under Roman law could never
change her status. Therefore, the image of a pros-
titute who was saved by Jesus offered a model of
one of the most compelling transformations for
a Roman audience. Mary Magdalene the sinner
became Mary the prostitute. It is the memory of
this Mary Magdalene that the West preserved in
stories and churches and even in “Magdalene so-
cieties” designed to reform prostitutes. In this
case the legendary woman was much more influ-
ential than the historical figure.

See also Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles; Martha
[Christian Woman]; Mary of Egypt; Pelagia;
Prostitution
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Mary of Egypt
(d. ca. A.D. 421)
In about A.D. 600, the patriarch of Jerusalem re-
putedly wrote down the account of a remarkable
ascetic woman who had died in about A.D. 421.

He claimed to have faithfully recorded the ac-
count that had been preserved by oral tradition,
and the written account proved a popular tale of
a prostitute who had been redeemed by conver-
sion to Christianity. Stories of reformed prosti-
tutes were particularly popular during the
Roman Empire, because although Romans ac-
cepted prostitution, they believed that once a
woman was a prostitute, she could never be re-
stored to respectability. Once a Roman woman
was registered as a prostitute, she could never
expect to have a legitimate marriage or lose the
stigma of prostitution. It was in this context that
Romans listened with wonder to stories of re-
deemed prostitutes.

The narrative of the life of Mary of Egypt be-
gins with a monk, Zosimas, who had lived in a
monastic community and had been a good and
pious monk for fifty-three years. After all this
time, he was still not content with his religious
progress and hoped to learn more about God.
His quest led him to the desert across the Jordan
River. Zosimas wandered in the desert for
twenty days, and one day when he was resting
and praying at noon, he lifted his eyes to the
east. There he saw what at first he thought was
a ghost. It was a naked figure, skin blackened by
the sun, clothed only in long hair like white
wool. The figure began to flee deeper into the
desert, but Zosimas pursued it. Finally he
caught up with the apparition, which then ad-
dressed him by name, saying: “Father Zosimas,
why do you chase me? Forgive me for not turn-
ing toward you, for I am a woman nude. Lend
me your cloak so I may turn toward you and ac-
cept your prayers” (Salisbury 70). Zosimas was
astounded that she knew his name, and he
stripped off his garment and gave it to her.

Mary and Zosimas then argued over who
should give the first blessing, each pleading un-
worthiness in the face of the other’s sanctity.
Mary argued that Zosimas deserved the honor
because he was a priest. Zosimas, on the other
hand, claimed that Mary was filled with the
Holy Spirit because of her ascetic life, so she de-
served precedence. Zosimas won the argument,
persuading Mary to bless him first. The author
of the account noted that by this, Mary the as-
cetic and woman was superior spiritually to the
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old, pious monk. After the exchange of benedic-
tions, they entered into conversation.

Zosimas asked how Mary came to be in the
desert, and she told her story: “Father, my coun-
try was Egypt. When I was twelve years old, I
abandoned my parents and went to live in
Alexandria. For seventeen years I sold my body,
not to accumulate riches, but just to live a luxu-
rious life. I abandoned myself to drinking, sleep-
lessness and lived a defiled life with laughter,
ardor and friends” (Salisbury 71). When Mary
was about twenty-eight years old, she saw a
group of pilgrims from Libya preparing to cross
the sea. She learned that they were going to
Jerusalem to celebrate the redemption and as-
cension of Christ. Mary was interested in the
procession and wanted to join the pilgrims. She
was told she could join them if she paid the pas-
sage fee, as everyone else did. She did not have
enough money for the passage, having spent all
her earnings in luxurious living, but she offered
to earn it, saying: “You may use my body for the
passage fee” (Salisbury 71).

The voyage was hard, but the pilgrims ar-
rived in Jerusalem and joined the procession of
the cross that preceded the festival. At dawn on
the morning of the feast day everyone hurried to
the church. Mary tried to join the celebrants,
but her past life caught up with her at the door
of the church. A mysterious force repeatedly
prevented her from entering. Her sins kept her
from joining the community of the faithful. She
retreated from the doorway and sat and wept,
miserable at her sinfulness. Looking up, she saw
an image of the Virgin Mary and prayed to her
namesake for forgiveness. She renounced her
previous life and was able to enter the church
and worship the True Cross.

Upon leaving the church, she heard a voice
saying: “If you cross the Jordan, you will find rest”
(Salisbury 71). She felt herself divinely guided to
her place of penance. A pious man gave her three
coins with which she bought three loaves of bread
to take with her to the desert. She crossed the Jor-
dan with many tears of penitence and had lived in
the desert ever since, seeing no one.

Zosimas asked how long she had been a her-
mit and about her labors in the desert. She re-
sponded that she had been in the desert for forty

years and had subsisted for that time on the
loaves of bread she had brought with her. She
said it was the first seventeen years that had
troubled her the most. During that time she was
plagued with recollections of the carnal delights
she had left behind. She overcame her sordid
thoughts with many tears and, armed with
prayer, she vanquished her burning passions.
She said that the sweetness of overcoming these
temptations more than compensated for her
lack of food and clothing. She claimed to be
clothed in the word of God.

Before the monk left, Mary asked him to re-
turn to the Jordan on Holy Thursday of the fol-
lowing year to bring her holy communion. Zosi-
mas followed her instructions and met Mary at
the Jordan to give her communion. He prom-
ised to return again the following year, but at
that time, he found her dead. He saw written in
the sand: “Father Zosimas, bury Mary in this
place, and return her to the earth. I left this earth
on the second day of April” (Salisbury 72). The
old man then knew she had died after she had
taken communion. He tried to dig a grave to sat-
isfy her last request, but the ground was too
hard. The story then tells about the appearance
of a lion, who dug the grave for the holy woman.

Zosimas returned to his monastery and told
the monks everything that had happened. They
celebrated annually the death of the holy
woman, and the narrator says that Zosimas lived
in his monastery for a long time, surviving to an
age of a hundred years. The patriarch of Jeru-
salem wrote down the account to preserve the
story of Mary of Egypt, the prostitute who over-
came her sinful life to become a venerated holy
woman.

See also Mary of Magdalene; Prostitution
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Medb
Celtic Queen (before A.D. 400)
Before 600 B.C., Celtic tribes had settled in Ire-
land; there they lived in fortified settlements
where they were ruled by a tribal king. The king
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led his people in war and presided over a warrior
class of young men who prided themselves on
raiding, drinking, and telling stories of great es-
capades. There was also a priestly class of druids,
wise men who preserved the wisdom of the tribe
in a preliterate age, where memory was essential.
Finally, there was a farmer class who worked the
hard land and, even more important, tended the
cattle that the Celts counted as their greatest
wealth.

The early history of this society has been all
but transformed into myth, preserved in stories
that praise heroes and tell of battles, dreams,
hopes, and losses. Scholars assume most of the
tales were composed sometime between 200
B.C. and A.D. 400 and that most preserve tradi-
tions that were much older. While it is difficult
to sort history from fantasy in these tales, many
historians credit one series of stories—the Ulster
Cycle—with preserving some genuine traditions
of a conflict between two major tribes. Within
this tradition appear accounts of the best-known
Celtic heroine—Queen Medb (the English call
her Maeve). It is particularly difficult to trace
the story of Medb because there seem to have
been at least two in the tales—one a queen (pos-
sibly historical) and the other a goddess, whom
kings had to “marry” in order to achieve their
sovereignty. Both these figures become confused
in the various stories. While scholars have not
agreed on whether Medb is a historical or a
purely literary figure, all agree that the popular
tales have made the Celtic queen a significant
figure in the Celtic and Irish imagination.

Medb appears in the texts as the daughter of
a king. She was described as independent and
sexually active. She had many lovers before mar-
rying Ailill Mac Mata, probably another tribal
king, and Medb and her husband jointly ruled
their combined kingdoms. The myths say that
Medb preserved her independent ways even
after marriage, saying “it would not suit me at
all if [my husband] were jealous, for I have never
denied myself the man I took a fancy to . . . and
I never shall whatever husband I have now or
may have hereafter” (Gantz 117).

The myths attribute to Medb all the skills of
a good ruler—from warfare to wisdom. In the
famous epic of “The Cattle Raid of Cuailgne,”

Medb appears as a forceful and sometimes vio-
lent queen. At the start, she finds her possessions
are not as extensive as those of her husband, so
she wants to acquire a fabulous brown bull from
a neighboring kingdom. After unsuccessfully
trying to buy it, she raises an army to seize the
animal and stands in her chariot leading her
warriors herself. In another story, Medb fights a
single combat and wounds the opposing hero
with an accurate cast of her spear.

In addition to skills in war, Medb is shown to
be wise in counsel, giving her husband advice
during times of difficult deliberation. For exam-
ple, a neighboring king sends three warriors to
Ailill for him to judge which should be made the
champion. Ailill was placed in a difficult situa-
tion, for surely the two losers would bring vio-
lence to Ailill and Medb’s kingdom in their rage.
Medb develops a trick to avoid the problem. She
tells her husband to tell each of the warriors that
he is the champion, and swearing the men to se-
crecy, she gives each a symbol wrapped in cloth
to take back to their king. When the warriors re-
turn home and present their king with their
supposed symbol of championship, only one
turns out to be made of gold. The king is thus
readily able to see which is the winner, but by
then the irate losers are safely out of Medb’s
kingdom. By such subterfuges, the queen gained
a reputation for shrewd political dealings.

Medb and Ailill had seven sons and one
daughter. The girl—Findbhair—takes a promi-
nent place of her own in the myths. She is de-
scribed as a prophet who had been trained by
druids. The daughter is shown as a tender, lov-
ing woman who marries a fine warrior. The sto-
ries say that Medb continued to dominate her
daughter, however, repeatedly interfering in her
life. The young woman finally realizes that she
had been controlled by her strong mother, and
she cannot live with that knowledge. Findbhair
drowns herself in a river, and her ring is found
in the body of a salmon—the Celtic symbol for
wisdom.

According to the myths, Medb dies vio-
lently. While bathing at the water’s edge, the
queen and her king are both killed by a spear
cast by a young man from a different tribe. In
another version, Medb is killed by her own
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nephew as an act of vengeance for a perceived
insult against his mother. In both stories, the
queen dies violently as a consequence of her
own warlike life. She was reported to have been
buried under a large mound, which still exists
in Ireland, where for centuries it has been a cus-
tom to place a stone on the mound whenever
one passes it.

What lessons did generations of Celtic
women and men learn from the popular ac-
counts of the legendary (or semihistorical)
Queen Medb? Perhaps women learned that they
could be shrewd warriors, inspiring such figures
as Boudicca or Cartimandua. Perhaps they also
learned of the difficulties of family ties as daugh-
ters and nephews clashed with the dominating
Medb. It may have been enough if readers only
learned about the richness of human experience
from the skillfully drawn stories of the queen
and her family. Whatever people took from
these tales, they were and continue to be re-
markably popular.

See also Boudicca; Cartimandua; Elen Luyddog;
Macha Mong Ruadh
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Medea
Sorceress in Greek Mythology
One of the oldest Greek legends tells of the hero
Jason and his adventures on his ship, the Argo.
Jason and his crew (called the Argonauts) sailed
on the Black Sea and had many adventures that
lived on in Greek myths. One of Jason’s com-
panions, who was central to his adventures, was
the witch-princess Medea. This mythological
woman became even more notorious than Jason
in subsequent Greek literature.

The story of Jason and Medea began with
royal struggles in Thessaly in northern Greece. A
queen named Nephele was worried that her
children would be placed in danger because
their father had taken a new wife. She placed her
children on a ram with a golden fleece. The ram

delivered the boy, Phryxus, safely to the king-
dom of Colchis on the eastern shore of the Black
Sea. (The girl, named Helle, fell from the ram’s
back and drowned in the sea in the place named
Hellespont after her. See Map 4.) In gratitude
for his deliverance, the boy sacrificed the ram to
Jupiter and gave the Golden Fleece to Aeetes,
king of Colchis. Aeetes placed the fleece in a sa-
cred grove under the care of a sleepless dragon.
Medea was the daughter of King Aeetes.

Meanwhile trouble arose back in Thessaly.
The king, Aeson, was tired of governing and en-
trusted the kingdom to his brother, Pelias, under
the condition that Pelias would turn over the
kingdom to Aeson’s son Jason when the boy was
grown. When Jason claimed his throne, Pelias
suggested that he first go retrieve the Golden
Fleece that was thought to be the property of
the Thessalonians. Jason agreed and built the
Argo for the adventure. The goddesses on
Mount Olympus were interested in this enter-
prise, because they wanted their favorite, Jason,
to win the fleece. Aphrodite persuaded her son,
Eros, to send a magical arrow into Medea’s
heart, making her fall in love with Jason and
thus help him with her knowledge of sorcery.

King Aeetes of Colchis consented to give
Jason the Golden Fleece, but only if he could
yoke two fire-breathing bulls, plow a field, and
then sow it with serpent’s teeth. (Aeetes knew
that the serpent’s teeth would sprout into armed
men who would try to kill the farmer who
sowed them.) Jason had no idea how he would
accomplish these seemingly impossible tasks,
but Eros’s arrow had done its work. Medea ap-
proached Jason and promised to help him win
the fleece if he would take her away in the Argo
and marry her. Jason promised to be faithful to
her forever.

Medea gave Jason a flask of lotion—the juice
from the crocus flower—that would protect him
from the bulls’ fiery breath. Jason spread it all
over his body, spear, and shield. Then he was
able to subdue the bulls and harness them to the
plow. When the armed men sprang from the
ground, Jason followed Medea’s advice and sub-
dued them by throwing a stone into their midst,
which caused them to fight among themselves
instead of against him. Medea then led Jason



222 medea 

and his men to the fleece and cast a spell on the
dragon, putting it to sleep, allowing Jason to
take the prize. The group fled to the Argo and
escaped, and Medea cured most of their wounds
by her magic potions.

Aeetes was furious and prepared his fleet to
give chase, but Medea would stop at nothing to
make her escape. She had taken her young half-
brother Apsyrtus with her on the Argo, and
when Aeetes approached, she killed Apsyrtus
and cut him into pieces. She threw the body
parts into the water, where they were caught by
the strong current. Aeetes had to stop his pur-
suit to gather his son’s remains to give them a
decent burial, and the Argonauts escaped.

When the group returned to Thessaly with
the fleece, the only thing that prevented Jason’s
joy was that his father was too old to enjoy the
festivities. Jason pleaded with his wife to restore
his father’s youth. The night of the next full
moon, Medea went forth and invoked the gods
and goddesses of nature. A chariot pulled by fly-
ing serpents descended to her and took her
where she could collect powerful plants. For
nine nights she engaged in her search, then she
was ready.

She erected two altars—to Hecate and to
Hebe (goddesses of the underworld and youth).
She laid Jason’s father on a bed of herbs and
began her mysterious ceremony (which no one
was permitted to see). She mixed a huge caul-
dron with magic herbs and other items. When it
was ready, Medea cut the throat of the old man
and let out all his blood. She poured into his
mouth the juice from the cauldron, and sud-
denly he was rejuvenated as if he were forty years
younger. Jason was delighted. Medea also used
her magic for revenge, however.

Jason’s uncle Pelias was also old, and his
daughters wanted Medea to make him young
again too. This time, however, Medea prepared
her cauldron in a different way. She told the
daughters that they had to strike Pelias with
swords first, and they entered his sleeping cham-
ber to do so. (Medea had cast a spell on the
guards to make them sleep.) The daughters
struck him tentatively, but Medea dealt the
death blow. They placed him in the cauldron,
and Medea departed in her serpent-drawn char-

iot before they discovered her treachery. Pelias
was not restored; his body was simply burned.

Medea and Jason lived for some time in
Corinth, until King Creon wanted his daughter,
Creusa (sometimes called Glauce), to marry
Jason. Medea was furious and reminded Jason of
the oath he had sworn to her, and she plotted
her revenge. She sent a wedding gift to the wed-
ding of Jason and Creusa—a beautiful golden
crown and a long white robe. No sooner had
Creusa put them on than unquenchable flames
shot up from them and consumed her and all
the wedding party except Jason, who escaped by
leaping from the window. According to some
accounts (most influential, the playwright Eu-
ripides), Medea completed her revenge on Jason
by killing their two surviving children, so he
would feel the deep pain of their loss.

Medea fled and had many adventures of her
own. She visited the hero Heracles at Thebes
and cured him of some madness. She married
Aegeus, the old king of Athens, promising to use
her magic to bear him a son. She bore a son
named Medus, but when Aegeus’s first son, The-
seus, returned, Medea tried to poison him. She
then had to flee again. She sailed to Italy and
taught snake charming to the people there. She
also sailed to Asia and married an Asian king.
According to the myths, Medea never died but
became immortal and reigned in the Elysian
Fields. Some myths say that it was she (rather
than the beautiful Helen) who married Achilles.

This Greek myth preserves the tale of a re-
markably independent and destructive woman.
She was remembered for her skill with magic
and with herbs (traditionally female skills), and
the stories told how she always gained what she
wanted by her courage and ruthless determina-
tion. She is also remembered as the greatest ex-
ample of feminine anger at being abandoned by
her beloved. She cared more for revenge than she
did for her children. She remained a frightening
and compelling model of ancient womanhood.

See also Aphrodite; Helen of Troy in Greek
Mythology
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Medusa
Greek Mythological Monster
Ancient Greek storytellers told of three fearsome
monsters called Gorgons, who lived on an island
far to the west. Their names were Stheno, Eu-
ryale, and Medusa, and all were daughters of
two sea-gods, Phorcys and Ceto. They each had
wings, huge tusks like those of a boar, hands of
bronze, and hair of snakes, and any human who
looked at them was turned instantly into stone.
They were objects of fear and loathing to mor-
tals and immortals alike. (Only Poseidon was
unafraid of them, for he had fathered a child
with Medusa.) Two of the Gorgons were im-
mortal, but the third, Medusa, could die if any-
one could figure out how to kill her. A young
Greek hero—Perseus, son of Danaë—foolishly
boasted that he would bring the head of Medusa
back to King Polydectes. Fortunately for
Perseus, two powerful gods watched over him
and helped him in his adventure.

As Perseus wandered in search of the island of
the Gorgons, the messenger god, Hermes, came
to his aid. He told the young man that first he
had to go to the Gray Women, who could tell
him the way. The Gray Women were strange
creatures because they had but one eye among
the three of them. It was their custom to take
turns with it, each removing it from her fore-
head when she had had it for a time and hand-
ing it to another. Hermes told Perseus he must
rush forward and steal the eye as they passed it
among them, then refuse to give it back until
they told him how to reach the Gorgons. The
plan worked perfectly, and Perseus forced the
Gray Women to give him directions.

If Perseus were to prevail against the dreadful
Medusa, however, he would need magical
weapons, and the gods provided them. Hermes
gave him a sword that could not be broken by
the Gorgon’s scales. But this sword would be use-
less if Perseus were turned to stone before he
could approach the monster. Athena solved that

problem: She took off the shield of polished
bronze that covered her breast and gave it to
him, telling him to use the shield as a mirror and
with it to see the Gorgon without looking di-
rectly at her. As Hermes and Perseus continued,
they stopped for a while in the land of a hos-
pitable people called the Hyperboreans. They
gave Perseus additional gifts: winged sandals to
let him fly, a magic bag that would always be-
come the right size for whatever was to be carried
within it, and a cap that made the wearer invisi-
ble. Now Perseus was ready to confront Medusa.

He approached the Gorgons as they were
sleeping, and Hermes and Athena told him
which was Medusa. Perseus hovered over them
with his magic sandals, and looking only in the
bright shield, he located Medusa’s head and cut
it off with a single stroke of his sword. He
quickly placed it in his magic bag, which closed
tightly over it. He was now safe from Medusa’s
glance, which even in death would turn him to
stone. From the stump of Medusa’s neck two be-
ings sprang forth: Pegasus, the winged horse, and
Chrysaor, a man with a golden sword. The other
two Gorgons had awakened and tried to pursue
their sister’s murderer, but Perseus’s magic cap
made him invisible so he could escape.

Perseus brought Medusa’s head back and
changed the evil king Polydectes into stone
when he drew the monster’s head from the bag.
Then Perseus lived happily with his wife, An-
dromeda, and his mother, Danaë. He gave
Medusa’s head to Athena, who bore it always
upon her aegis (her breastplate) or on her shield.

Medusa remained a popular subject in art, as
the ancient Greeks remained drawn to this fright-
ening and murderous ancient female monster.

See also Athena; Danaë
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Melania the Elder
Monastic Founder (ca. A.D. 341–410)
During the first centuries after the death of
Jesus, Christians all over the Roman Empire had
developed various ways to understand the
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Christian message and to practice their faith. By
the late fourth century A.D., church leaders
eager to have a uniform worship found this di-
versity of thought and practice unacceptable, so
religious controversies developed that split
Christian communities. Many pious Christians
found themselves on the wrong side of ideolog-
ical differences—this happened to the wealthy,
ascetic Roman woman, Melania. Melania was a
well-known and influential woman during her
lifetime, and her career as an ascetic monastic
founder placed her in touch with the most fa-
mous church figures—men such as Augustine of
Hippo, Palladius, and Paulinus of Nola wrote of
her accomplishments, and the irascible church
father Jerome condemned her for associating
with religious dissidents.

Melania was born in about A.D. 341 into a
wealthy Roman family in the province of Spain.
Her family arranged a good marriage for her
when she was about fourteen. Scholars believe
her husband was Valerius Maximus, an impor-
tant official in Rome and a man of considerable
prestige. She became pregnant frequently in the
early years of her marriage—bearing three living
sons and enduring several stillbirths. The family
seems to have moved outside Rome to live in
one of their large estates in the provinces, but
the country life did not improve their luck. In
about A.D. 364, when Melania was only twenty-
two years old, illness took two of her sons and
her husband. The grief-stricken young widow
moved with her remaining child back to Rome.

While in the city, Melania was drawn to
Christian worship and joined a group of ascetics
who gathered in the households of well-to-do
Romans. For about eight years Melania devel-
oped her spiritual life, and finally at about the
age of thirty, she decided to commit herself more
dramatically to a religious calling. Her biogra-
pher said she kept her plans secret to avoid her
relatives’ interference, but she pursued her
dream to escape the city of Rome. She appointed
a guardian for her son (who was about ten years
old), packed her goods, and as her biographer
wrote, “put them on a ship, and then she sailed
with all speed for Alexandria accompanied by
various high-born women and children . . .”
(Murphy 65). From there she planned to go on

to Jerusalem—that holy city that had already
drawn many pilgrims by the late fourth century.

Melania’s first stop was Alexandria, where she
sold her goods and met Rufinus—a scholar who
became an influential force in her life. Melania’s
desire to learn from other ascetics was voracious,
however, so she went into the desert to visit and
learn from the holy men and women living there.
She spent six months in the desert in about A.D.
377 and became involved in a great religious con-
troversy. The monks in the Egyptian desert were
engaged in a major disagreement over the rela-
tionship between God the Son and God the Fa-
ther—the Arian controversy—that raged through
the eastern portion of the empire. (The Arians
believed that God the Father existed before the
Son. This position was later condemned by the
church.) The bishop of Alexandria banished sev-
eral of the dissenting monks from Egypt, and
they fled into Palestine. Melania went with them
and used her own money to provide for them.
Her biographer told how she dressed as a young
male slave to minister to the holy men, but an of-
ficial arrested her and threw her in prison “igno-
rant that she was a lady.” She boldly announced
who she was and insisted that she be treated with
the respect because of her family connections.
The judge “made an apology and honored her,
and gave orders that she should succor the saints
without hindrance” (Murphy 69).

After this, in about A.D. 378, she went to
Jerusalem and founded a monastery, probably
on the Mount of Olives. Rufinus, Melania’s
friend and spiritual director, joined her in the
monastery, which was probably a “double
monastery,” one in which both men and women
lived. Her monastery became a center for pil-
grims as well. Visitors from the west often stayed
with her and enjoyed her hospitality. In A.D.
385, the famous churchman Jerome and his
companion, Paula, stayed with Melania. During
these years, Melania’s biographer credits her
with healing religious breaches: “winning over
every heretic that denied the Holy Sprit, [Mela-
nia and Rufinus] brought them into the
Church” (Murphy 72). In the end, however,
Melania and Rufinus could not escape being
drawn into the controversies.

During her time at the monastery, Melania
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spent much time in study: “She turned night
into day perusing every writing of the ancient
commentators, including three million lines of
Origen. . . . Nor did she read them once only
and casually, but she laboriously went through
each book seven or eight times . . .” (Murphy
71). These studies ultimately led her into con-
troversies that caused her reputation to be seri-
ously damaged. Her friend and mentor, Rufi-
nus, was an avid scholar of the works of
Origen—a third-century Christian philosopher
who had written prodigiously and speculatively
about many topics. Rufinus had translated
many of Origen’s works from Greek into Latin
to make them more accessible in the west. After
A.D. 400, however, many of Origen’s ideas were
condemned—for example, he had cast doubts
on the resurrection of the flesh and on eternal
damnation. Rufinus refused to renounce his old
master, so Jerome vituperatively condemned
Rufinus and, by association, Melania.

Jerome’s animosity did not seem to affect
Melania during her life. In about A.D. 399, the
holy woman returned to Rome for a visit to see
her son and to guide her granddaughter and
namesake, Melania the Younger. She strongly
influenced the young Melania, who became a
renowned holy woman in her own right. Then
in about A.D. 404, Melania the Elder visited
North Africa and the famous Bishop Augustine
of Hippo on her way back to Jerusalem. She
died in the Holy Land in about A.D. 410, at the
venerable age of sixty-nine. Although her biog-
rapher detailed the events of her remarkable life,
other church writers, who feared being tainted
with the charge of heresy if they praised her,
often omitted mentioning her in their accounts
of the early years of the Christian church. We
are fortunate not to have lost the story of her life
and her accomplishments. She founded monas-
teries, helped spread Christian worship, and
urged tolerance for differing ideas.

See also Egeria; Eustochium; Melania the Younger;
Paula
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Melania the Younger
Monastic Founder (A.D. 385–ca. 439)
In A.D. 385, a daughter was born into one of the
oldest and wealthiest Roman families; she was
named Melania and referred to as “Melania the
Younger” in order to distinguish her from her
grandmother, Melania the Elder, who had estab-
lished a reputation for Christian piety. During
Melania the Younger’s life, she would exceed her
grandmother in sanctity, and after her death,
Gerontius, a priest who had lived with Melania
the Younger in her old age, wrote a detailed biog-
raphy of the extraordinary woman. Gerontius
tells us that the young Melania was raised to ful-
fill the obligations of a dutiful Roman daughter
and to marry and bear children to carry on the
family name (and its wealth). From early child-
hood on, however, the young girl wanted to forgo
marriage and live as a Christian holy woman like
her grandmother, but her father would not allow
it. Instead, as was customary in the Roman Em-
pire, when Melania was fourteen years old, her
parents arranged for her to marry Pinian, the son
of another old Roman family. Pinian was not as
wealthy as Melania, so the marriage was intended
to better the prospects of his family.

With her longing for a Christian life, Mela-
nia pleaded with Pinian to allow her to practice
chastity within marriage. She even tried to buy
her way out of the marriage debt by offering
Pinian control of all her wealth if he would leave
her virginity intact. Pinian wanted first to en-
sure the succession of his family, however, so he
told Melania that she must bear two children
before he would consider her request to be freed
from sexual intercourse. A daughter was duly
born to the young couple, and at Melania’s in-
sistence, they dedicated her to a life of virginity.
Again Melania pleaded with Pinian for a life of
chastity, but he insisted on producing one more
child. Melania considered fleeing the bonds of
marriage (leaving her husband with her money),
but she was persuaded by a holy man who sug-
gested she stay and convert her husband to a
holy life.

Melania began to practice austerities as a way
of enhancing her religious life. For example, she
began to wear a rough wool garment hidden
under the soft silk clothing of the Roman upper
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classes so that her skin would be constantly
scratched, reminding her of the frailty of flesh.
Her ascetic practices continued even though she
once again became pregnant. Late in her preg-
nancy, she spent many nights on her knees pray-
ing in the family chapel. Her self-sacrifices
seemed to have taken their toll, for the child was
born prematurely. The infant boy died shortly
after being baptized, and Melania herself fell
very ill after the birth. Melania told Pinian she
would only survive if he vowed that they would
henceforth live perpetually chaste. He agreed
and the couple began a new stage of their lives,
renouncing traditional Roman roles in favor of
new Christian ascetic ones. Their daughter and
Melania’s father died shortly thereafter, and
there seemed no longer anything to tie them to
their past. Melania took the lead in deciding on
the couple’s new path.

The twenty-year-old woman moved the cou-
ple away from their wealthy estate, and they
began to help the poor and the sick of Rome.
Melania wanted to free herself and Pinian from
the immense wealth they controlled, but since
they had property all over the empire, it was
very difficult. Melania asked the empress to help
them liquidate the holdings, and Serena, the
wife of Emperor Honorius, agreed to arrange for
imperial agents to handle the sales. But even this
did not quickly solve their problems. For exam-
ple, Melania’s town house was so valuable that
no one in Rome, including the emperor, could
afford to buy it. Melania’s biographer explained
that God provided a solution to the expensive
house: “After the invasion of the barbarians they
sold it for less than nothing since it was burned
to the ground” (Salisbury 91).

Even as the property was being liquidated,
Melania was faced with getting rid of the gold
that was acquired with each sale. The young
couple sent gold coins to holy men, founded
monasteries, and even bought whole islands for
holy men and women to live on. The barbarian
invasions offered new opportunities for spend-
ing: the young couple ransomed captives with
the seemingly unending flow of gold.

Like many others, Melania and Pinian fled
Italy ahead of the invasions of the Visigoths.
They first went to North Africa, where they

lived for seven years, then they went on a pil-
grimage to visit the holy places of Jerusalem and
the eastern Mediterranean. Like many other pil-
grims, they visited the holy men and women in
the deserts of Egypt and Syria, and the biogra-
pher wrote that Melania was received by them
“as if she were a man” (Salisbury 93). Finally the
couple returned to Jerusalem, where Melania
decided to build a monastery and surround her-
self with other women. During this period, Pin-
ian died, and Melania arranged for a monastery
for men to be built in his honor.

Through the rest of her life, Melania took
advantage of many opportunities to travel to
Constantinople and the court of the imperial
household there. She was well received and en-
joyed talking theology from dawn to dusk with
wealthy pagans and Christians alike. She even
became close friends with the new empress, Eu-
docia, who entertained Melania graciously
whenever she visited. Finally, the fifty-four-year-
old woman died in her monastery in Jerusalem,
surrounded by her companions. The priest who
would write her biography was at her side, and
she was mourned by many. Melania’s popular
biography served as an inspiration for men and
women who aspired to live ascetic Christian
lives, and the monasteries she founded in
Jerusalem offered shelter to thousands for cen-
turies.

See also Christian Women; Egeria; Eudocia;
Eustochium; Melania the Elder; Paula
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Meryt-Neith
Egyptian Queen (ca. 2900 B.C.)
Before the dynasties of great pharaohs ruled
Egypt, that land was divided up into many re-
gions, each ruled by a chieftain. We have no his-
torical records from this early period, and histo-
rians have had to illuminate this shadowy time
with archaeological finds, surviving monu-
ments, and later chroniclers’ memories of this
early Egyptian history. Sometime about 3000
B.C., Egypt was united by a king—named either



messalina 227

Menes or Narmer (historians disagree)—who
joined the whole region along the Nile under his
rule. Once upper (southern) and lower (north-
ern) Egypt were united, subsequent kings con-
tinued to recognize this impressive accomplish-
ment by doing many things by twos: they wore
a double crown to symbolize the union of the
two kingdoms; they maintained at least two of-
ficial residences; and perhaps most important
for Egyptians preoccupied with providing for
their afterlife, they built two burial places.

With the union of Egypt, this ancient land
began its historical period, for writing—in a
mixture of pictograms and phonetic signs called
hieroglyphs—was invented about this time.
From then on, the early history of Egypt is pre-
served in tantalizing fragments of inscriptions
that tell of the first two dynasties of rulers that
date from about 3000 to 2650 B.C. We have not
identified a clear chronology of these earliest
rulers, but it appears that one of them—possibly
the third ruler of the first dynasty—was a
woman, one of a small number that seem to
have ruled in dynastic Egypt from about 3100
to about 332 B.C.

In about A.D. 1900, when Egyptologists were
excavating old tombs to try to understand the
early history of Egypt, they discovered a large
carved funeral monument bearing the name
Meryt-Neith. Because of the impressive size of
the memorial stone column, scientists accepted
it as that of a king and assumed it was the third
king of the first dynasty. As people began to im-
prove their understanding of hieroglyphic writ-
ing, however, they realized that the name was
actually one of a female—literally meaning
“beloved of [the goddess] Neith.” Then Egyp-
tologists wondered if instead of a ruler, this was
an unusually powerful queen consort. Or did a
woman really rule Egypt in the formative years
of the shadowy first dynasty?

Further excavations have lent support to the
hypothesis that Meryt-Neith indeed ruled on her
own, for archaeologists have excavated a number
of tombs in Sakkara that belonged to high offi-
cials. These tombs contained goods bearing her
name, as one might expect if she were the king,
so these inscriptions further support the assump-
tion that she ruled in her own right.

Her monuments were surrounded with all the
ceremony accorded other ancient rulers. For ex-
ample, she was given a solar boat that would let
her spirit travel with the sun god in the afterlife,
and this honor was normally reserved only for a
king. Furthermore, each of her tombs was sur-
rounded by the graves of at least forty attendants,
while seventy-seven servants were buried in a
neat U shape near her monument. Thus, all the
evidence suggests that Meryt-Neith had been a
powerful ruler in her own right. Unfortunately,
there are not enough surviving sources to tell us
anything more about her. Hardly more than her
name survives to remind us of a time in the ear-
liest dynasty of Egypt when a woman ruled and
wielded enough power to be certain that her
place in the afterlife was ensured.

See also Egyptian Women; Hatshepsut; Nefertiti;
Nitocris; Sobeknofru; Twosret
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Messalina
Roman Empress (A.D. 25–48)
Caesar Augustus (Octavian) had established an
empire that was virtually ruled by one man—
the princeps, or “first citizen.” One of the major
problems with this new structure, however,  was
the question of succession. Augustus had ruled a
long time—over forty years—and at his death,
it seemed that he should be replaced by some-
one of his family. This introduced the “Julio-
Claudian” dynasty of emperors, men who could
trace their legitimacy to rule by having some
blood relationship with the family of Augustus.
The huge amount of power and wealth that
came with the position and the importance of
the succession led to corruption and violence
among the Julio-Claudians, and many of their
women were actively involved in the struggles
for power that marked this dynasty. One young
empress, Messalina (also known as Valeria Mes-
salina)—who died when she was only twenty-
three years old—created enough scandal that
her name long outlived her short life span.
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The Emperor Tiberius (r. A.D. 14–37) was
succeeded by his grandnephew, known as
Caligula (r. A.D. 37–41). Rome was thrilled be-
cause Tiberius had been very unpopular, but the
celebrations were premature. Caligula would
prove to be a disaster. He was cruel and auto-
cratic, and assassins murdered him. A soldier of
the elite Praetorian Guard searching the impe-
rial palace discovered Claudius hiding behind a
curtain, and the Praetorian Guard hailed
Claudius emperor on 25 January 41. Claudius
was proclaimed emperor because he was a mem-
ber of the imperial family—he was the popular
Germanicus’s younger brother.

Claudius had never been considered imperial
material because he had multiple handicaps and
infirmities. He had weak knees, trembling
hands, and a wobbly head; he dragged his right
foot, walked with a limp, stuttered, and drooled
uncontrollably. These very infirmities probably
kept him alive, since his murderous relatives
considered him as the subject of jokes, not as a
threat to the imperial throne. Claudius had been
well educated, and during his thirteen-year
reign he consolidated many of the governmental
structures established by Augustus and put the
empire on a solid footing. Most historians—an-
cient and modern—conclude that Claudius’s
main failing was in his relationship with his
wives. His first two marriages—to Plauta Urgu-
lanilla and Aelia Paetina—ended in divorce. His
third marriage, to Messalina, ended in scandal
and death.

Messalina was born of the best Roman fami-
lies, and indeed she was the great-granddaughter
of Octavia (Augustus’s sister). Claudius was her
mother’s first cousin; Claudius married Mes-
salina in A.D. 39 or 40 (about one year before he
was proclaimed emperor). She was only four-
teen when she married, and Claudius was al-
ready forty-eight. Within seven years, they had
two children—a daughter named Octavia and a
son, Britannicus—and the young empress was
at the height of her power, which she abused.

The sources accuse Messalina of taking lovers
with abandon. Later her accusers would claim
that she concealed her black hair under a blond
wig and that under the assumed name of Lycisca
she was regularly employed in a brothel. They

further charged that she even set up a brothel in
the palace, with women of the highest social
standing as prostitutes and their distinguished
husbands as pimps. Probably these charges were
exaggerated if not completely false. Surely
Claudius would not have been as blind as to
overlook such goings-on under his own roof.
Messalina’s downfall, however, certainly came
because of her great love for a handsome noble-
man named Silius.

According to Tacitus, by A.D. 48 “adultery
was such an everyday affair as to hold no further
interest for Messalina” (Balsdon 97) and she fell
hopelessly in love with Silius. She made him di-
vorce his wife to accept Messalina as his mis-
tress. She did not try to hide the affair: She came
to his house attended by a huge crowd of fol-
lowers, and she clung to his side when he went
out. She gave him great presents and wealth,
and at the end, the emperor’s slaves, his freed-
men, and even his heirlooms were to be found
in the adulterer’s house.

What brought the matter to a head was an
outrageous event: As soon as Claudius left town
to perform a necessary sacrifice, Messalina went
through a formal marriage ceremony taking Sil-
ius as her husband. This was too much for the
palace staff, because although the marriage
could have no legal standing, it seemed to
threaten Claudius’s reign. Could Silius claim the
right to the throne by being married to the em-
press who had Julio-Claudian blood in her
veins? The freedmen (freed slaves who had in-
fluential positions in the court) decided to take
action. If they were to tell Claudius, their own
power would be enhanced if Messalina were re-
moved. They decided to risk the emperor’s
wrath by bringing the bad news.

When he returned, a freedman fell to the
ground at Claudius’s feet and cried out: “Mes-
salina is married to Silius” (Balsdon 99). He
then called on others at the court to confirm the
story. Claudius immediately called his most
powerful counselors and verified the claims. The
emperor set out for Silius’s house and con-
fronted the couple, who were having an extrav-
agant party. Messalina was arrested. She sent
word to her children, Britannicus and Octavia,
to plead for her life and sent others to beg for
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mercy on her behalf. Claudius entered Silius’s
house and saw his own heirlooms displayed by
the adulterer. Now the emperor was angry and
worried at the implied threat to his rule. He or-
dered the troops to round up the offenders, and
a number of accomplices who had facilitated the
liaison were executed. Silius only asked to be
killed quickly.

Messalina meanwhile was waiting in the gar-
dens to find out her fate. With the optimism of
youth, she still hoped to persuade Claudius to
save her, but she would not have the opportu-
nity. A freedman—who was perhaps also wor-
ried about her charms—told the soldiers that
she was to be executed immediately. The soldiers
found her lying on the ground in her mother’s
arms. Her mother told her: “Your only aim now
should be to die honorably” (Balsdon 102).
Messalina was crying when the executioners ar-
rived. It was only now that Messalina realized
there was no hope. She accepted the dagger and
tried to commit suicide honorably, but her hand
shook too much. So the officer killed her. Her
mother was allowed to take the body. Claudius
was at dinner when he was told she was dead,
but he showed no emotion and simply asked for
a drink and went on with the party.

What led to the tragedy of Messalina? Was it
a young teenager faced with an old husband and
more power than almost anyone could dream
of? Was she seduced by a man greedy for power
and longing for the throne himself? Perhaps.
But even after her death, Claudius did not im-
prove on his choice of wives. Agrippina the
Younger would cause him even more grief, and
Messalina would be portrayed in Roman sources
as a woman dominated by sexual desire.

See also Agrippina the Younger; Octavia
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Minerva
Roman Goddess
Minerva was originally an Italian goddess of
crafts and trade guilds, but as Romans became
influenced by the Greeks, the goddess became
identified with the Greek deity Athena. Minerva
then acquired all the myths that the Greeks had
associated with Athena. From then on, she was
regarded as a goddess of handicrafts, wisdom,
and war. Minerva was an important goddess in
Rome: she was one of three (along with Jupiter
and Juno) who shared a temple on the Capito-
line Hill in Rome. These three deities were
called the Capitoline Triad and were seen as the
special protectors of Rome. The three marked
the importance of family, work, and wisely
fought wars.

Within Rome, the vestal virgins were charged
with guarding a large statue of Athena within
their temple. This statue was identified with
Minerva, and the Romans believed it was a pow-
erful talisman that brought good luck to the city.

The emperor Domitian (r. A.D. 81–96) par-
ticularly favored Minerva as his favorite goddess.
In thanks for her protection, he founded a le-
gion (one of his armies) in A.D. 83 and named it
the I Minerva. In this, he emphasized the god-
dess’s aspect of war, but this versatile goddess
could equally give her support to guilds of
craftspeople or women at their weaving.
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Minoan Women
By 2000 B.C., the islanders living on Crete
boasted the wealthiest, most advanced civiliza-
tion in the Mediterranean. (See Map 4.) Early
Greek historians identified an early (perhaps
legendary) ruler of Crete as King Minos, and
modern archaeologists named this society Mi-
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noan after this legendary king. The Minoans
were not Greek, nor even Indo-European, but
were probably a Semitic people related to those
living in the eastern and southern Mediter-
ranean. With regard to women, however, this
society seems to have been dramatically differ-
ent from the related cultures in the eastern
Mediterranean.

The Minoan ships were the best made in the
Mediterranean. With their heavy construction
and high front prows, these vessels cut effort-
lessly through rough seas and helped make the
Minoans very wealthy from trade. Excavations
show that the cities were not walled (unlike the
equivalent sites in Mesopotamia or in early
Greece), and historians suggest that this shows
that this society was remarkably peaceful. Nor is
there any evidence for a military presence on the
island; soldiers were not part of the day-to-day
culture. It may be that the Minoans depended
upon their fleet to keep invaders at bay. It may
also be that the lack of warrior society helped
women take a prominent place in society.

Minoans made exquisite bronze weapons and
tools and traded in valuable olive oil. One store-
room in a palace (at Knossos) contained clay jars
for olive oil that totaled a remarkable capacity of
60,000 gallons. Minoans also learned writing
from the Sumerians, and their script (called Lin-
ear A) was also a pictographic script written on
clay tablets. As in Sumer, archaeologists have ex-
cavated clay tablets in Crete that seem to have
been used for accounting and for tracking the
movement of merchandise. So far, the symbols
of Linear A have not been translated, so to learn
about Minoan society, we must rely on archaeo-
logical remains, including their riveting artwork.

It is through the evidence in archaeological
remains that historians suggest that women had
an important position in Minoan society. Just as
in the Stone Age finds at Çatal Hüyük, Minoan
artifacts suggest that the people at Crete wor-
shiped the goddesses over gods. One of the most
popular images is the statue of the snake goddess
shown in Figure 50. This goddess is shown
wearing the standard fashion for Minoan
women—a flounced dress with the breasts ex-
posed. The goddess triumphantly holds a
writhing snake in each hand. In many societies,

snakes represented immortality (since they shed
their skins and seem reborn from the old skin),
and this goddess may offer a hope for immor-
tality along with fertility.

The Minoans also decorated their great, ram-
bling palaces (which the later Greeks called
labyrinths) with beautiful frescoes painted on
the walls. Within these images, we see men and
women enjoying life at banquets with music and
women participating in processions. The
women are shown wearing fine clothing and
using many cosmetics; their hair is elaborately
coiffed. All these images suggest a prosperous,
peaceful society with leisure and wealth.

The frescoes also show what might have been
a religious ritual—a dangerous and athletic bull
leaping—shown in Figure 51 (known as the
Toreador Fresco). It was traditional in Minoan art
to show men as dark skinned and women light,
and thus in this image we see two women and a

Figure 50. Minoan snake goddess, ca. 1600 B.C.,
Knossos, Crete (Nimatallah/Art Resource, NY)
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man engaging in the bull ritual. The man is ex-
ecuting a somersault over the bull’s back while
the girl at the right holds out her arms to help
him land. On the left, another girl prepares for
her somersault by seizing the bull by the horns.
Since bulls were sacred to the Minoans, we as-
sume that this held some religious significance,
but the details are lost. Certainly it was a dan-
gerous ritual for both men and women.

In about 1450 B.C., Minoan society was de-
stroyed. Excavations show that their great
palaces were burned by invaders, and it seems
clear that they were early warlike Greek invaders
from the mainland who overwhelmed the peace-
loving Minoans. Some historians suggest that a
volcanic eruption on the nearby island of Thera
created a tidal wave that may have destroyed the
Minoans’ protective fleet. We may never know
exactly what happened to the Minoans of Crete,
but the center of Aegean civilization then passed
north to the Greek mainland.

See also Çatal Hüyük; Clothing; Jewelry
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Miriam
Hebrew Woman (ca. thirteenth century B.C.)
Jacob (Rachel’s husband) and his family settled
in Egypt, in the northeast corner of the Nile
delta. Their descendants lived and prospered

there for four centuries, but then the Hebrew
scriptures (the Christian Old Testament) re-
counts that the Pharaoh turned against the
growing community of Hebrews. Historians
speculate that the Pharaoh in question might
have been Rameses II, who needed many work-
ers in his massive construction projects. Accord-
ing to the Bible, the Pharaoh first put the He-
brews to work—virtually enslaving the
people—then when their numbers continued to
seem too high, Pharaoh ordered the Hebrew
midwives to kill every male infant at birth. The
midwives evaded this decree on the pretext that
“the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian
women; for they are vigorous and are delivered
before the midwife comes to them” (Exod.
1:19). Pharaoh then ordered his people to
throw the male babies into the river and drown
them. This decree fell on one family of the
priestly house of Levi. The parents, Amram and
Jochebed, decided to defy the decree, and their
children would play influential roles in the for-
mation of the Hebrew nation.

The couple had two children—Aaron and
Miriam—but Jochebed gave birth to a second
son after Pharaoh’s decree. To save the child, she
kept him hidden for three months, then en-
closed him in a basket woven of rushes and
sealed with tar and concealed it among the reeds
at the river’s edge. She posted her daughter,
Miriam, a little distance away to watch over
him. Pharaoh’s daughter came to bathe at this

Figure 51. Minoan Bull Ritual, fresco, ca. 1500 B.C., Knossos, Crete (Erich Lessing, Art Resource, NY)
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spot, and when she saw the basket, she sent a
maid to fetch it. When she opened it, the baby
started to cry. The princess felt pity for it, realiz-
ing it was one of the Hebrew children her father
had ordered killed, and she decided to raise the
child. Miriam came out and offered to find a
Hebrew nurse to suckle the baby, and when the
princess agreed, Miriam ran off to fetch the
child’s mother. When he was older, Pharaoh’s
daughter adopted him and gave him the name
of Moses, which means “to draw out” because
he had been drawn out of the water.

When Moses had grown, he and his brother
Aaron confronted Pharaoh to free the Israelites
from bondage. Moses brought many plagues
upon the Egyptians before Pharaoh agreed to let
them leave, but once permission was given, the
great Exodus began in which Moses led his peo-
ple from Egypt back to the promised land of
Canaan. The Hebrews left in haste, fearing
Pharaoh would pursue them, and their fears were
warranted. Pharaoh regretted his decision and
sent out a force that included 600 chariots. The
Hebrews were trapped on the edge of the Sea of
Reeds (that is incorrectly translated into English
as the Red Sea), which may be in the area of the
Bitter Lakes through which the Suez Canal now
passes (see Map 2). According to the biblical ac-
count, Moses stretched out his hand and a strong
east wind pushed the water aside so the Hebrews
could cross to the other side. Pharaoh’s pursuing
chariots were engulfed as the waters swept back
over them.

Miriam led the celebration of the Hebrews’
liberation. The Bible calls her a prophet, prob-
ably because of her ecstatic rousing of worship
through song and dance, and says she took a
timbrel (tambourine) in her hand and led all
the women in a dance. Miriam sang the follow-
ing song:

Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed
gloriously;

The horse and his rider he has thrown into
the sea. (Exod. 15:21)

This is reputedly one of the oldest poetic cou-
plets in the scriptures. The Bible’s account of
Miriam’s role suggests that she was perceived—

along with her brother Aaron—as sharing some
of the leadership during the Exodus. This per-
ception would cause her to come into conflict
with Moses—and the Lord.

At one point during the forty-year journey
through the Sinai, Aaron and Miriam confronted
their brother. They criticized him for marrying
Zipporah, a “Cushite woman”—one of many
Arabic peoples. In their confrontation, they said,
“Has the Lord indeed spoken only through
Moses? Has he not spoken through us also?”
(Num. 12:2). In this speech, they reveal their
jealousy of their brother’s leadership, but God
heard the speech and spoke to the three, saying:
“Come out, you three, to the tent of meeting.”
The Lord appeared in a pillar of cloud and called
Aaron and Miriam and confirmed that he had a
special relationship with Moses: “With him I
speak mouth to mouth” (Num. 12:4–8).

When the angry cloud disappeared, it was
plain that God’s anger had been directed toward
Miriam, who had been struck by leprosy, and
the illness made her skin “white as snow.” Moses
prayed for her, begging “Heal her, O God, I be-
seech thee” (Num. 12:9–14). The Lord told
Moses that she had to be punished and to send
her outside the camp for seven days, after which
she would be restored. Moses halted the Exodus
while they waited for his sister to be cured. After
seven days, she was restored, and the people
could set out again.

In the course of the travels, Moses revealed
the laws that would bind the Hebrew nation,
and in the forty years of wandering, the new na-
tion was formed. Neither Moses nor Miriam
would live to see the people successfully enter the
Promised Land of Canaan. Miriam died and was
buried in the wilderness, and Moses died reput-
edly at the age of 120 after glimpsing the new
land. The experience of the Exodus and the laws
that were generated in the wilderness have influ-
enced Jews, Christians, and Muslims ever since.
And Moses’s sister, Miriam, played an influential
role in this central event of Hebrew history.

Miriam was the first woman in the Bible to
be called a prophet, so she begins a long tradi-
tion of female prophecy. Miriam’s influence
continued into the Christian era, for many
women bore the Greek equivalent of her He-
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brew name: Mary. The many Marys of the
Gospels testify to the long-standing influence of
this early prophet.
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Monica
Christian North African Mother 
(A.D. 331–387)
One of the most famous mothers in the ancient
Christian world was Monica, mother of the
church father Augustine of Hippo (A.D.
354–430). She was immortalized in the writings
of her devoted son in his autobiographical work,
The Confessions. Since this work remained widely
and popularly read for centuries (even today), his
portrayal of his mother became the prototype for
subsequent Christian mothers. Monica joined
the Virgin Mary as an ideal mother.

Monica was born in North Africa in A.D. 331
into a Christian family. She was raised by an aged
slave who had proven to be a long and faithful
servant to the family. The nurse was very strict
with young Monica, trying to bring her up as a
model of virtue. For example, the servant would
not allow the daughters of the household to drink
anything—even water—between meals, for she
did not want them to get into the habit of
quenching their thirst, so that when they grew
older they would not drink too much wine.
Young Monica did acquire a taste for wine, how-
ever, because whenever her parents sent her to
draw some wine from the cask, she rebelliously
sipped a few drops. This habit was broken only
when a servant girl quarreled with her young mis-
tress and called her a drunkard, and Monica rec-
ognized her fault and renounced it. Even after she
had grown, she always drank only in moderation.

Monica’s parents arranged for her to marry
Patricius, a pagan, who nevertheless had a mea-

sure of prosperity and shared a desire for suc-
cessful children. Augustine writes that his father
had a bad temper, but Monica’s patience and
sweetness turned away his wrath. He offers in-
sights into the plight of many Roman women
when he writes that other women, “whose faces
were disfigured by blows from husbands far
sweeter-tempered than [Monica’s]” (Augustine
195), complained about their treatment. Mon-
ica told her friends to remember that their hus-
bands were their masters, and they should not
anger them. Monica never quarreled with Patri-
cius even though he was unfaithful to her.

Monica also had to withstand a difficulty
faced by many other Roman women—conflict
with her mother-in-law. At first during the mar-
riage, servants sowed discord between Patricius’s
mother and his new bride. At first her mother-
in-law disapproved of Monica, but in time the
wife’s patience and forbearance won her over.
The mother-in-law told Patricius to beat any
servant who told tales against Monica, and after
a few whippings, the tales ceased and the two
women lived harmoniously in the household.

Patricius and Monica had several children, but
the favorite was the bright, talented Augustine.
Once it was apparent that the boy had the intel-
lectual skills to succeed in the best Roman career,
the couple spared no expense to give him an ex-
cellent education. Patricius, who “had slender re-
sources” (Augustine 45), saved his money so he
could send Augustine to Carthage to study with
the greatest teachers. Monica had an additional
hope that her son’s education would lead him to
Christianity as well as to a successful career. This
hope points to a conflict between Monica and
Patricius that shaped much of Augustine’s early
life—her hope for his Christian salvation. One
incident points up this tension: Augustine wrote
that when he was sixteen years old and at the
public baths with his father, his father was de-
lighted to see signs of “active virility coming to
life in me and this was enough to make him rel-
ish the thought of having grandchildren” (Au-
gustine 45). He shared his excitement with Mon-
ica, but she only saw the possibility of sin in the
young boy’s growing maturity, and wept.

Monica began a career of praying and weep-
ing for her son. Augustine in his conversation
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with God recalls, “my mother, your faithful ser-
vant, wept to you for me, shedding more tears
for my spiritual death than other mothers shed
for the bodily death of a son” (Augustine 68). By
incessant weeping and prayer, Monica estab-
lished a role for Christian mothers that persists
today: They were to act as mediators for the sal-
vation of their children. Monica was rewarded
for her piety by visions that promised her that
Augustine would eventually be saved. Monica
converted Patricius when he was on his
deathbed, so once again a Christian woman’s
role was shown to be one of bringing sinners to
virtue. After Patricius’s death, Monica focused
all her prayers and attention on Augustine.

Augustine lived with a mistress and had a
son, Adeodatus, so Monica felt he needed much
prayer and guidance, and she was relentless in
her determination that her son be saved. At one
point, when Augustine was twenty-eight years
old, he planned to sail from Carthage to go to
Rome. His mother wanted to join him, and the
young man slipped away on a ship while Mon-
ica was praying at a church. Eventually she fol-
lowed him to Milan in Italy, where Augustine
had obtained a post as a public teacher. In Milan
both Monica and Augustine came under the in-
fluence of Bishop Ambrose, and Monica was
certain that now Augustine would finally be
converted to a Christian life. Her hopes were
not misplaced. In A.D. 387 Augustine and his
son, Adeodatus, were both baptized.

Monica became ill in that same year. While
Augustine was at her deathbed, she assured him
that now that her son was safely baptized, her
work on this earth was over, and she could die in
peace. She was fifty-six years old, and her beloved
son was thirty-three. From Monica onward,
Christian mothers were to pray and cry for their
wayward children and be instrumental in bring-
ing them to a virtuous way of life and to salvation
in the next world. Few ancient Christian moth-
ers pursued this ideal with the zeal of Monica.

See also Christian Women; Motherhood, Roman
Suggested Readings
Augustine. The Confessions. Trans. R. S. Pine-

Coffin. New York: Penguin Books, 1980.
Brown, Peter. Augustine of Hippo. Berkeley:

University of California Press, 1969.

Motherhood, Roman
Population Problems
As early as the end of the Roman Republic (ca.
20 B.C.), the Roman people recognized that they
had a population problem. The first emperor—
Caesar Augustus (27 B.C.–A.D. 14)—even at-
tempted to correct this problem by legislation.
He passed laws encouraging people to marry
and to bear at least three children. The Roman
sources suggest, however, that people found
some attraction in remaining childless, perhaps
in order to preserve family fortunes.

Such sources assumed that Roman women
and men were choosing not to bear children. In
part, that seems to have been so—they limited
their children by various forms of birth control
and by abortion. In part, however, Roman med-
ical practices impeded fertility, and social prac-
tices caused high female mortality, which also
limited childbearing. One Roman commented
on the scarcity of women, noting “since among
the nobility there were far more males than fe-
males, Augustus allowed all free men who wished
to marry freedwomen” (Dixon 93). Noble
women married very young—in their early teens,
and sometimes even before they had menstru-
ated, and youthful childbearing increased female
mortality. The low birthrate had cultural as well
as physical causes, however. For example, wealthy
Roman men as well as women often wanted few
children, so as to preserve their inheritance intact.

In spite of all these causes for a low birthrate,
Augustus addressed his laws specifically to
Roman mothers. He offered women special
privileges before the law if they raised three chil-
dren—that is, they would be given indepen-
dence from their husbands’ and fathers’ control.
This law is particularly interesting in its as-
sumptions: it recognized women’s desire for
freedom before the law, and it assumed that
women controlled their own fecundity. More
than anything else, however, these laws and the
Roman assumptions that lay beneath them rec-
ognized the importance of Roman mothers to
the future of the state.

Childbirth and Infant Care
When a woman felt the beginnings of labor
pains, she and her midwives secreted themselves



Figure 52. A woman nursing her child, watched by the father. She sits in a high-backed armchair, a sign of her
upper-class status. Detail from a sarcophagus from the mid-second century A.D. (Louvre, Paris)

from the men of the household. Women bore
children seated in a birthing chair, which helped
the mother in the delivery by employing the
force of gravity to help her. The chair had an
opening through which the midwife could help
deliver the child. If the woman died in child-
birth, the midwives would cut the child from
the mother’s uterus in hopes of saving it. Even a

successful delivery, however,  would not guaran-
tee that a healthy child would be raised.

Even after a safe birth, the newborn immedi-
ately faced further risks in the Roman house-
hold. When a child was born, the midwife in-
spected it even before the umbilical cord was cut
to judge whether it was physically perfect. If it
was not, she would likely cut the cord too
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closely, thus killing the child. A healthy new-
born was placed at the father’s feet. If he ac-
cepted the infant, picking up a boy or acknowl-
edging a girl, then the child was raised. If he did
not, the baby would be “exposed”: placed out-
side to die or to be taken in and raised as a slave.
Roman law required the father to raise only one
daughter, but it is impossible to know how
many children were exposed and how many
died as a result. In one chilling letter, a soldier
matter-of-factly instructs his pregnant wife to
keep the child if it is a boy and to expose it if it
is a girl. We can only conclude that the practice
of exposure was not considered extraordinary.

Once the child was accepted, however, he or
she received endless attention. Medical literature
detailed explicit instructions on how to raise an
infant, and all the child-rearing advice focused
on molding the baby to be shapely, disciplined,
and obedient. Newborns were tightly bound in
strips of cloth for two months to ensure that
their limbs would grow straight. Once a day
they were unwrapped to be bathed in a tepid
bath. Parents then stretched, massaged, and
shaped the screaming babies before tightly
wrapping them again. Noble children were usu-
ally breast-fed by a wet nurse (a slave woman
who had recently had a child), although some
Roman writers praised mothers who would
nurse their own children. Figure 52 shows an
idealized family in which a high-born mother
nurses her infant while her husband looks on
approvingly.

Many physicians recommended that children
begin to drink sweet wine at six months of age,
and infants sometimes needed to have supple-
mentary feedings if their mothers had died or
their wet nurses had insufficient milk. The pot-
tery shown in Figure 53 is the equivalent of a
baby bottle for feeding infants. Despite the rec-
ommendations of physicians and the attentions
of loving parents, infant mortality was high—
fewer than half of the newborns raised reached
puberty.

Role of the Mother
Although Roman authors praised mothers who
nursed their own infants, more often than not
an infant was turned over to the care of a nurse,

who not only fed the child but served as a cen-
tral influence. Roman authors recognized the
importance of these surrogate mothers: “These
nurses are the first people the child will listen to,
it is their words the child will attempt to form
by imitation and we are naturally most firmly
influenced by the things we have learned when
our minds were unformed” (Dixon 110). As Ro-
mans recognized the impact of the early nurse-
maids, many also criticized their importance.
For example, they argued that other societies do
not “hand their children over to slaves and
nurses”; in contrast Roman babies are “handed
over to some wretched Greek maidservant”
(Dixon 125). The practice remained strong,
however, and the child’s nurse/slave remained an
important part of the household. Furthermore,
many adults seemed to retain a fondness for the
nurses who raised them.

Mothers and fathers saw their role as different
from the servant/nurturers who guided the small
children. Both parents believed their roles were
to educate and raise the children to be strong,
moral citizens. Roman proverbs emphasized that
mothers joined fathers as disciplinarians, and

Figure 53. A baby’s feeding bottle (The University of
Queensland Antiquities Museum)
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Romans such as Tacitus, who longed for a
“golden age” of Roman virtue, lamented the ab-
sence of “discipline and severity” that had char-
acterized famous mothers such as Cornelia,
mother of the Gracchi brothers. Indeed, the Ro-
mans believed severity was the way to build char-
acter, for only a child whose appetites were se-
verely restricted could grow to be a model citizen.

Girls and boys could attend schools together
from the ages of about seven to twelve. After
that their lives diverged. Boys could continue
into higher education to prepare for a public ca-
reer, and girls returned home to prepare for mar-
riage, which could come as early as twelve. If
they did not marry right away, they worked in
the household with their mothers, learning
about the responsibilities of a Roman matron.
When boys and girls came of age at eighteen,
however, they still did not escape the influence
of their parents.

Mothers of Adult Children
Roman sons and daughters remained under the
authority of their fathers throughout his life-
time. For example, a grown man could take no
legal action without his father’s consent, nor
could he even cultivate a career. Even many
married daughters remained under their father’s
control if their marriage contract did not place
them under their husband’s. Mothers, too, re-
tained an extraordinary influence over their
grown children. This influence derived in large
part from a mother’s control over her own for-
tune that she brought with her to the marriage.
Her position was further strengthened if she was
a widow, for then she effectively controlled the
portion of her husband’s estate that he had left
to her. Through their control of some family re-
sources, Roman mothers retained a remarkable
hold over their grown children, and the Roman
sources repeatedly show this.

Seneca wrote of one young man left fatherless
and a “ward in the care of guardians until his
fourteenth year—but he remained perpetually
in the guardianship of his mother” (Dixon 168).
Sons were expected to visit their mothers regu-
larly, even if they were divorced and remarried.
Other sources criticized sons who neglected to
visit their elderly mothers or even to listen to

their advice. Women who came from important
families could use their family connections to
help their adult sons and were expected to do so.
All these factors combined to produce some for-
midable, influential women, many of whom
used their relationship with their sons to make
an impact on Roman society. Octavian’s mother
did not permit him to join a military expedition
with his uncle Julius Caesar, and another young
man—Metilius—claimed he could not serve in
the military because he had to stay with his
mother. Such loyalty might be scorned today,
but Roman authors praised it.

Daughters, too, owed a great deal to their
mothers. Women were expected to visit their
mothers regularly, and the evidence suggests
that grown daughters shared a good deal of af-
fection with their mothers. Mothers were in-
volved in selecting a good match for their
daughters and in contributing to their dowries.
Mothers throughout their lives offered their
daughters financial assistance, advice, and pro-
tection and in return expected obedience, com-
pany, and perhaps the joys of grandchildren.
(See Melania the Elder for an example of a
Roman matron who made a point of traveling
in order to exert influence on her granddaugh-
ter’s life.)

The roles of Roman mothers were different
from those of modern mothers. They served as
minimal influences in the early nurturing of in-
fants and in helping during those early forma-
tive and dangerous years of childhood. Romans
remembered fondly the love and affection of
their nurses, not their mothers. Roman mothers
exerted considerable moral influence and guid-
ance, however, and this influence grew even
stronger as their children entered their adult
lives as Roman citizens.

See also Abortion; Contraception; Cornelia [Roman
Matron]; Gynecology; Melania the Elder
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Muses
Ancient Goddesses of Inspiration
Ancient Greeks treasured the creative impulses
that allowed them to produce magnificent po-
etry, literature, and other arts, and they believed
the origin of such creativity to be divine. The
source of creative inspiration was the Muses—
daughters of Zeus (the father of the gods) and
the Titaness Mnemosyne. The Greeks believed
that the Titans and Titanesses were a race of
gods begotten by the union of Uranus (sky) and
Gaea (earth), and the Greeks thought of them as
gigantic beings who had ruled the world in a
primitive age. Zeus had overthrown the Titans
to take over rule of the ancient heavens. The
goddess Mnemosyne the Titaness (whose name
means “memory”), however, bore the Muses,
who remained so influential in Greek thought.
The name Muse denotes memory or “a re-
minder” and probably derives from a time when
poets had no books to read from and relied on
their memories. But in time, the Muses would
come to bring inspiration to other arts along
with poetry. All the Muses were goddesses,
which linked the creative process with the fe-
male principle.

The Muses were generally depicted as
winged and were said to live on mountains, par-
ticularly Helicon in Boetia and Pieria near
Mount Olympus (see Map 4 of Greece). Origi-
nally there were believed to be only three
muses—Melete (“practice”), Mneme (“mem-
ory”), and Aoede (“song”)—and these three
show their origin in poetry that was sung to an
audience. At Delphi they were named after the
three strings of the early lyre—bottom, middle,
and top (Nete, Mese, Hypate)—which also
shows their strong link to performed poetry.
Hesiod, the influential Greek poet from the
eighth century B.C., claimed, however, that
there were nine Muses, and it is this number
that became the standard understanding (al-
though there always remained a difference of
opinion on their exact functions).

The following are the names and disciplines
of the nine Muses as they are usually identified:

Calliope (“fair voice”) Epic Poetry
Clio (“renown”) History
Erato (“lovely”) Lyric Poetry

or Songs
Euterpe (“gladness”) Flute-Playing

Figure 54. Muses of music and dance, left to right: Euterpe, Erato, and Terpsichore (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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Melpomene (“singing”) Tragedy
Polymnia (“many songs”) Mime
Terpsichore (“joy in the Lyric Poetry

dance”)  or Dance
Thalia (“abundance, Comedy

good cheer”)
Urania (“heavenly”) Astronomy

The Muses were associated with Apollo, who
as god of music and prophecy was their leader.
Greeks believed they danced with him and the
other deities—the Graces and the Hours—at
festivals of the gods on Olympus, and they at-
tended weddings. Philosophers—traditionally
beginning with Pythagoras—took Muses as
their special goddesses.

An open-air sanctuary and formal cult dedi-
cated to the Muses was established below
Mount Helicon (their sacred mountain) in the
Vale of the Muses; it was the first Museum, and
subsequent museums would be founded to in-
voke the Muses to generate creativity in study.
This first Museum probably included a collec-
tion of poetic works, and later ones would be-
come repositories of scientific and other texts. In
the Hellenistic age, Ptolemy IV Philopater be-
came a great patron of the musical contests
sponsored in honor of the Muses. Occasionally,
women who seemed particularly creative were
called the “tenth Muse,” suggesting that they
were the embodiment of the divine creativity.
The poet Sappho and the Hellenistic queen Ar-
sinoë III both were praised by this designation.

While some women may have been praised
in this way, Greek mythology suggested that the
Muses jealously guarded their monopoly on
creative talent. When the Thracian singer
Thamyris boasted of being more talented than
the Muses, they blinded him and deprived him
of his memory. Similarly, when the nine daugh-
ters of Pierus—a Macedonian—challenged the
Muses to a contest and lost, they were turned
into crowlike birds called jackdaws. The Muses
continued to be important through the Hel-
lenistic world and under the Romans, and they
were popular subjects in sculpture. Since an-
cient times, people have valued the creative
products of the Greco-Roman world, and thus
perhaps the Muses—who inspired this excel-

lence—are among the most influential of the
ancient goddesses.

See also Arsinoë III; Gaea; Hypatia; Philosophers,
Greek; Sappho of Lesbos
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Mythology
The ancient world expressed its understanding
of the truths of the world and the gods by
myths—stories of gods and heroes. These tradi-
tional stories were entertaining; poets told them
by the fires in the evening, and women told
them to children in the nurseries. These myths
also contained symbolic concepts, however, that
held deep meanings and dealt with fundamental
issues of life in the ancient world. For example,
myths explained the nature of human relation-
ships—including the foundations of the social
and political order—and the relations between
humans and gods. Legends are related to myths
and usually refer to some semilegendary histori-
cal event or person. (Although the terms legends
and myths are often used interchangeably, myths
usually refers more specifically to the activities
of gods.)

Since myths are so central to ancient soci-
eties, they also reveal much about perceptions
and status of ancient women. Since myths fre-
quently use symbolic language, however, it is
hard to draw direct meanings from these old
stories, and historians therefore often disagree
about what a myth reveals about ancient
women’s lives. In spite of these difficulties, it is
possible to draw some understandings about
how women were perceived. For example,
Athenian myths told how males came to domi-
nate women to keep chaos at bay, and Greek
legends even explained why women wore the
clothing they did. (See Clothing.)

Myths also explained the nature of the
gods—who they were and what they did—and
when women listened to stories of goddesses,
they may have learned some things about them-
selves. For example, when women heard of the
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virgin huntress Artemis (or Diana), they might
have come to some conclusions about virginity
yielding independence. Myths also offered expla-
nations for the origin of the world and for natu-
ral occurrences; as Greeks told the story of Pan-
dora—the woman who brought evils into the
world—or Hebrews recounted Eve’s temptation,
they also symbolically told of their fears about
the influence of women. In these ways, the stud-
ies of mythology yield important (albeit general)
insights into what ancient societies thought of
women (and men and gods, for that matter).

Ancient cultures also used myths and legends
to ascribe certain characteristics to natural re-
gions. For example, when they situated murder-
ous women on certain mountains, they were
claiming that remote mountainous regions were
dangerous. In contrast, myths that told of lovely
maidens playing in meadows filled with flowers
made lowland fields seem attractive and safe.

Finally, myths articulated a relationship be-
tween humans and gods and reminded people
that there was an unbridgeable gap between the
two. Mesopotamian myths made the deities
fearful in their distance, but even Greek myths,
which often made goddesses almost as real as
humans, offered warnings against undue human
pride. For example, when myths told of un-
happy endings of love affairs between gods and
humans, they stressed the unbridgeable gap be-
tween the two and reminded humans of their
place in the religious order of the universe.

The ancient societies of the Middle East,
Mediterranean basin, and northern Europe had
myths (and deities) that resembled each other in
many respects, and this was not purely by
chance. In part the similarities came about be-
cause of a shared prehistory. Thus the
Mesopotamian myth about a great flood resem-
bles the account in the Hebrew Bible, and fer-
tility goddesses are similar in many of the an-
cient societies. In other cases the myths are
similar because ancient societies borrowed read-
ily from each other. The early Romans, for ex-
ample, had many deities, attributing a goddess
or god for almost every space (natural and do-
mestic), but they did not endow these deities
with stories to explain them. When the Romans
came in contact with the Greeks, who had elab-

orate myths for their gods, the Romans quickly
superimposed the Greek myths onto their own
deities. Thus, the Greek myths became part of
the Roman heritage.

Individual entries within this volume give the
myths and characters of the major goddesses of
the ancient world. This general entry lists the
major goddesses and gods of each ancient cul-
ture and gives an overview of the mythology of
each. In the accompanying tables, the names of
the goddesses are in italics. This outline gives a
general background for the individual accounts
and provides some comparisons among these
ancient peoples.

Mesopotamia
Many of the myths from this region are from
the earliest periods of human settlement. The
many gods and goddesses overlap in their func-
tions, and their names change as differing peo-
ples conquered the region. Regardless of the
names, however, the major deities remained a
fertility goddess with her consort, the king of
the gods, and a god of the underworld. In spite
of this generalization, we can still identify many
deities from the ancient Middle East, many of
which are included here:

Deity Function
Adad Weather god, including the

important rain
Annunaki Sumerian gods of fertility and

the underworld
Antum Sky god’s wife
Anu Sky god
Damkina Ea’s wife
Dumuzi Ishtar’s lover. Fertility god.
Ea (Enki) Lord of magic knowledge and

arts and crafts
Ellil Anu’s son. Later became king

of gods, displacing his father.
Ereshkigal Queen of the underworld
Erra (Nergal) God of plague and war
Igigi Sumerian sky-gods headed 

by Ellil. (Paired with the
Annunaki.)

Ishtar/Inanna Goddess of love, sex, and war.
The most important deity.

Marduk Ea’s son
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Mulliltu Ellil’s son
Nabu Marduk’s son. God of wisdom

and patron of scribes.
Namtar Ereshkigal’s vizier and much-

feared god of plague
Nin-hursag Mother goddess. Sometimes

(Aruru) described as a spouse of
Nergal.

Ninurta War god and patron of
hunting

Shamash (Utu) Sun god
Sin Moon god

The Mesopotamian myths were preserved on
clay tablets inscribed with an ancient script
called cuneiform. The most famous myth is the
Epic of Gilgamesh, but other myths also have
survived, including the story of the descent of
Ishtar (see Ishtar). Archaeologists still hope that
new excavations will yield tablets with new
myths that will help us understand the religious
ideas of these very ancient men and women.

Egypt
Like so many other ancient peoples, the Egyp-
tians worshiped numerous gods and goddesses,
believing that the divine spirit inhabited many
parts of nature and the cosmos. In addition, the
Egyptians believed that their king (in time
known as pharaoh) was a living god. At differ-
ent times in their history, the Egyptian rulers
and priests favored worship of one god or an-
other, but the principal ones remained Amen-
Re, his consort-sister Isis, Osiris, and Horus, son
of Isis. For a short period, the Egyptians wor-
shiped one god—the sun disc named Aten (see
Nefertiti)—but soon Egyptians returned to
their long-standing list of deities.

Since there were many regional differences
within Egypt where people worshiped various
gods and goddesses, it is difficult to put together
a definitive list of Egyptian deities. In fact, some
texts of the early dynasties list some 200 deities
and the later Book of the Dead supplies the
names of nearly 500. When the names of other
mythological Egyptian figures are added, the list
might rise as high as 800. With this caution in
mind, here follows a guide to the major Egypt-
ian deities:

Deity Function
Amen-Re Creator and sun god
Anubis God of the dead
Bastel Cat goddess/daughter of Re
Bes Dwarf god who guarded

against evil spirits
Geb God of the earth
Hathor Cow goddess/symbolic mother

of pharaoh
Horus Son of Isis
Isis Mother goddess; in Hellenistic

times often worshiped as
universal

Khonsu Moon god
Maat Goddess personifying cosmic

harmony
Min Fertility god
Mut Wife of Amen
Nephthys Goddess of the dead/daughter

of Geb and Nut
Nut Goddess of the sky and

heavens
Osiris God of the underworld and of

vegetation
Ptah Creator god/god of craftsmen
Qadesh Goddess of love and beauty
Renenutet Cobra-goddess/guardian of

pharaoh
Sakhmet Goddess of the rising

sun/Daughter of Re
Serket Scorpion goddess; helper of

women in childbirth.
Seth God of chaos
Taweret Hippopotamus goddess and

protector of childbirth
Thoth Moon god/resides over scribes

and knowledge
Wadjet Cobra-goddess/northern Egypt
Wepwawet God of war and funerals

Greece and Rome
The Greeks worshiped many gods and god-
desses, from Zeus, the king of the gods, to he-
roes to nymphs who resided in rivers and
woods. There were twelve main deities, however,
who lived on Mount Olympus; these twelve
were known as the “Olympians.” Romans, too,
worshiped many diverse gods and goddesses; in-
deed their list is even more numerous than that
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of the Greeks. Early in their history, however,
the Romans adopted the names and mythology
of many of the Greek deities, so for convenience
they are listed here together. This list includes
the main deities living on Mount Olympus:

Greek Roman
Deity Deity Function
Aphrodite Venus Love and beauty
Apollo Apollo Sun god/healing
Ares Mars War
Artemis Diana Hunt/moon goddess
Athena Minerva War/wisdom/crafts
Demeter Ceres Harvest and fertility
Dionysus Bacchus Wine/revelry/rebirth
Hephaestus Vulcan Fire and forge
Hera Juno Sister-wife of Zeus.

Queen.
Hermes Mercury Messenger
Poseidon Neptune Sea
Zeus Jupiter Ruler of the gods

or Jove

Both the Greeks and Romans venerated other
important deities, who are shown here:

Special
Greek Roman Concern 
Eros Amor Love 

(Cupid)
Hades Pluto Underworld/death
Helios Sol Sun
Hestia Vesta Hearth
Pan Pan Flocks
Persephone Proserpina Spring (reluctant

bride of Hades)
Selene Luna Moon

Celtic
The Celts were an Indo-European people who
from about 600 B.C. spread throughout much of
Europe, including northern Spain and the
British Isles. They dominated northern Europe
until about the third century B.C., when Roman
legions conquered and the more purely Celtic
cultures were relegated to the fringes of Eu-
rope—mostly Ireland and Wales. Like other
Indo-European peoples, the Celts worshiped
many gods and goddesses. Since the early Celts

had no written texts, it is hard to gain direct in-
formation about their early worship. The Greeks
and Romans who described the early Celts often
associated the native gods with Roman ones—
for example, calling the Celtic war god Mars.

Archaeological finds offer us some images of
the deities that give clues about the functions
and worship of these Celtic deities, and histori-
ans use these remains in conjunction with later
records of Celtic myths to try to reconstruct early
beliefs. The surviving Celtic myths themselves
come from Irish and Welsh sources that were
recorded no earlier than A.D. 600, and some even
later. These sources presumably recorded old oral
tales that told about Celtic gods and heroes, but
it is impossible to tell what portion of the mate-
rials had been added by later societies that had
been influenced by both Rome and Christianity.
(The Roman territories were converted in the
late fourth century, and the Irish shortly there-
after.) Many of the early Celtic legends purport-
edly recall ancient Celtic history, when tribes and
heroes fought one another. These legends pre-
serve the names of kings and queens more than
gods and goddesses, which makes it even more
difficult to sort out a list of Celtic divinities.

With all these cautions in mind, here is of-
fered at least some of the names of the major
deities as they appeared in the later Celtic
myths. We can only assume that the ancient
Celts worshiped a similar pantheon:

Deity Function
Boann River goddess; consort of Daghda
Daghda Father god—provider and bringer

of fertility
Dian Cecht God of healing
Epona Horse goddess
Lugh God of light and crafts
Manannan Sea god
Morrigan Battle goddess; consort of

Daghda
Nuadn Temporary king and god of

healing
Rigantona Queen in some of the myths

The Celts, who were known for their skilled
craftsmanship in iron and precious metals, also
worshiped a triad of craft gods:
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God Craft
Creidhne Metalworker
Goibhniu Blacksmith
Luchta Carpentry and construction

Persian
Like the Celtic material, our information about
the early myths and deities of the ancient Per-
sians (also known as the ancient Iranians) is
drawn from texts of much later periods, and
thus we can only get an approximate idea of the
earliest gods. Much of our information can be
found in the religious texts of the Zoroastrians,
whose prophet Zoroaster may have lived some-
where in central Asia. Zoroaster lived sometime
between 1000 and 600 B.C. (scholars disagree),
and Zoroaster incorporated ancient myths in
the holy book, the Avesta.

The original Avesta probably dates from be-
tween 1400 and 1200 B.C.; legends claim that
this book was written in gold on prepared ox-
hides and that it was destroyed by Alexander the
Great in about 323 B.C. Parts of the sacred text
were assumed to have been saved and copied, but
the present Avesta only dates from the thirteenth
century A.D. It contains only a fraction of the
original text, and as can be seen from the large
span of dates, it is impossible to know how close
these old stories are to the originals. The section
of the Avesta that is assumed to contain the old-
est material is known as the Yasht, and this con-
tains the tales of the gods and goddesses. The fol-
lowing is drawn from the Yasht and gives a
general idea of the major ancient Persian deities:

Deity Function
Ahura Mazda Creator and god of absolute

goodness
Angra Mainyu Evil god who wants to destroy

or Ahriman the world
Ardvi Sura Goddess of waters and fertility

Anahita

Atar God of fire/son of Ahura
Mazda

Haoma God of health and strength
Mithra God of order and justice
Tishtrya God of rains
Vayu God of wind
Verethragna Warrior god

Summary
The women and men of the ancient world ven-
erated gods and goddesses who were responsible
for the natural world. Divine families of deities
married and produced divine children, and
human worshipers could seek their protection
when they were in need. Women and men
prayed for peace, prosperity, health, and fertility,
and in this they showed that their concerns were
not so unlike our own. They had rich spiritual
and ritual lives regardless of the many names of
the gods and goddesses who populated their
heavens and the deep underworld of their dead.

See also Aphrodite; Gaea; Hera; Ishtar; Isis
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Naomi
Biblical Mother-in-Law (ca. 1100 B.C.)
The Book of Ruth in the Bible shows readers
one of the difficult aspects of life for ancient He-
brew women: Unless they were married, or oth-
erwise in the care of a man who handled prop-
erty, they could quickly descend into poverty.
The story also shows, however, how women de-
pended upon each other and through mutual
loyalty transcended their circumstances. While
the narrative features Ruth, a woman from
Moab who married a Hebrew man, the Book of
Ruth also describes another fine female charac-
ter—her mother-in-law, Naomi. In the relation-
ship between these two women, subsequent
readers could find solid role models that would
strengthen the family and community ties that
helped preserve the Hebrew people.

The Book of Ruth tells how Naomi and her
husband left a famine in Judah to go to the
neighboring country of Moab (see Map 5). There
they settled, and their sons married Moabite
women. Naomi’s husband and both sons died,
however, leaving all the women as widows. The
Moabite women could return to the protection
and care of their own families, but Naomi had to
try to return to Bethlehem, her original home, to
try to find the charity that ancient peoples ac-
corded widows. One of her daughters-in-law—
Ruth—chose to remain with her mother-in-law
and accompany her back to the land where Ruth,
rather than Naomi, would be a stranger. The bib-
lical author used Ruth’s willingness to stay with
Naomi as a way to emphasize the daughter’s loy-
alty to her mother-in-law, for in an age when
widows needed family protection, these two wid-
ows were indeed going off into an uncertain fu-
ture together. Thus, Ruth’s act was one of ex-
treme love and self-sacrifice.

The two women set out alone along the ar-
duous hundred-mile journey down the moun-
tains, across the Jordan valley, and through the
wilderness of Judea to Bethlehem. When they
entered the town, the people were surprised to
see the two and cried out: “Is this Naomi?”
Making a play on her name, Naomi replied:
“Do not call me Naomi [which means ‘my
pleasure’], call me Mara [which means ‘bitter’ in
Hebrew], for the Almighty has dealt very bit-
terly with me” (Ruth 1:19–20). The text again
reinforces the difficulty of life for widows, but
the two women helped each other in their time
of troubles.

Ruth went to gather spare grains of barley in
a field of a wealthy relative of her dead father-in-
law to feed the two women, and the owner—
Boaz—treated her kindly. Naomi saw a prospect
of gaining a more secure life for her beloved
daughter-in-law, saying, “My daughter, should I
not seek a home for you, that it may be well
with you?” (Ruth 3:1). Naomi urged Ruth to
look attractive while she was near Boaz in hopes
that he would exercise the right of “redemption”
that existed under Jewish law. This right said a
relative could marry a widow in his family to
protect her and preserve the family’s property
and lineage. The plan worked, and Boaz mar-
ried Ruth. Naomi, too, prospered, for she stayed
to care for the couple’s new son, who proved to
be a great comfort to her.

In this story, the Bible offered a model of fe-
male comportment within a world that was dif-
ficult for women who were disconnected from
their families. It suggests that if women worked
together and remained virtuous and loyal, they
would soon be reconnected and cared for. No
doubt all widows did not end up in such fortu-
nate circumstances as Ruth and Naomi, but this
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much-beloved tale must have offered consola-
tion and hope to many. It also offers a glimpse
into the informal networks that must have sus-
tained Hebrew women even though they were
outside the public structures of official Judaism.

Scholars have differed widely on how to in-
terpret the character of Naomi. Some assess-
ments are highly positive: She is an independent
woman who forges a deep friendship with Ruth
and takes charge in a world in which she had lit-
tle say. Others are negative: She is a domineer-
ing mother-in-law who denounces God for her
troubles but fails to thank Him for her blessings.
These varied judgments at least attest to
Naomi’s commanding, if ambiguous, presence
in the Bible.

See also Jewish Women; Ruth
Suggested Readings
Meyers, Carol, Toni Craven, and Ross S. Kraemer.

Women in Scripture. New York: Houghton
Mifflin, 2000.

Nefertiti
Egypt’s “Sun Queen” (ca. 1366–ca. 1333 B.C.)
When the pharaoh Amenhotep III ruled (r. ca.
1391 to 1353 B.C.), the New Kingdom of Egypt
was at the height of its power. (See Tiy.) When
he died, the crown went to his younger son,
Amenhotep IV (r. ca. 1353–1335 B.C.), whom
everyone—especially his powerful mother—ex-
pected to perpetuate the prosperity. At first, he
continued the building projects of his father,
which in Egypt was a statement of continuity.
Shortly, however, he embarked on a path of his
own—one that would make him one of the
most-remembered pharaohs of the ancient king-
dom. What influenced his new direction? Some
scholars suggest that he was molded by his beau-
tiful and powerful consort-queen, Nefertiti.

In the tradition of the pharaohs, Amenhotep
IV needed an official consort to create his royal
house, and either shortly before or after his ac-
cession, he married an obscure woman whose
history has been impossible to trace. Nefertiti—
whose name means “a beautiful woman has
come”—seems not to have been a royal sister, for
she never took the title “king’s daughter.” Some
scholars have speculated that she may have been

a foreign princess drawn from the king’s harem,
but we cannot know for sure. A famous bust of
the queen shows that her name was accurate, for
based on this statue (shown in Figure 55) Nefer-
titi has come to be regarded as one of the most
beautiful women in history, and the epithets that
her husband approved for her suggest that he,
too, wanted her known for her beauty. She was
called “fair of face,” “mistress of joy,” “endowed
with charm,” “great of love.” This beautiful
woman would soon become the most powerful
woman in the kingdom, exceeding the influence
of her powerful mother-in-law, Tiy.

Within a few years after Amenhotep’s acces-
sion, the portrayals of Nefertiti begin to change
in a strikingly unusual way. In the first departure
from tradition, there are a disproportionate
number of Nefertiti’s images, many completely
without the king at all. For example, the queen
offers to the gods in the presence of one of her six
daughters, again without the king. Furthermore,
in some portrayals the queen is shown striking
some enemies, and up to now, this warlike pos-
ture had been reserved exclusively for kings. Fi-
nally, the queen began to wear a dramatic blue

Figure 55. Nefertiti (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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headdress as an unusual symbol of power. This
unique depiction of a queen-consort would have
been enough to set Nefertiti and Amenhotep
apart from other rulers, but they went further.
They introduced a revolution in religion and art
that continues to astonish historians.

Within five years of his succession, Amen-
hotep IV radically simplified Egypt’s polytheistic
religion by abolishing most of the established
deities and replacing them with one sole god—
the Aten, or “sun disc.” To underscore this trans-
formation, Amenhotep changed his name to
Akhenaten, which means “he who is useful to the
sun disc,” and he began to build a new city—
called Akhetaten, or “horizon of the disc” (see
Map 2). (This location is now known as Amarna,
so archaeologists call remains from Akhenaten’s
time the “Amarna period.”) Nefertiti became
known as the “Sun Queen” in honor of the new
worship. The new god and the new city served to
weaken the old established hierarchy of priests,
opening the way for new, more naturalistic art
forms and for a new role for the queen.

The new god was impersonal, distant, and
without gender. As such, it made an unsatisfac-
tory deity for Egyptians used to the divine fam-
ily of Isis, Osiris, and Seth. The divine family
was replaced by the royal one, however, and as
the pharaoh represented Aten on earth, Nefertiti
became his female complement, and believers
were to offer prayers to the royal family instead
of directly to the god. For example, burial peti-
tions at Amarna show many addressed to Nefer-
titi, asking to be granted eternal life. Some were
even addressed to Queen Tiy, who moved with
the family to Amarna, but who seems to have
faded in power in comparison with Nefertiti.
Akhenaten and Nefertiti focused on their family
life (see Figure 25, page 93), and the images of
the couple with their six daughters served to
promise the blessings of fertility on all Egyptians
who followed the new religion.

The new worship of Aten has caused much
dispute among historians. Some have seen the
religion as an early turn to monotheism that re-
flected—or even borrowed from—the ancient
Hebrews. Others have simply seen it as a shrewd
political gamble on the part of a king who was
insecure on his throne (evidence shows a large

increase in personal bodyguards) and who
wanted to weaken the traditional powers of
Egyptian priests and nobles. Some have even
credited Nefertiti with finding a new religion
that would allow her power to increase. The
truth remains elusive, but it probably lies some-
where in between these extreme positions.

In about the eleventh year of Akhenaten’s
rule, the royal family began dying—perhaps as a
result of plague in the region. Within a few
years, Queen Tiy and four of Akhenaten’s six
daughters were all dead. About this time, Nefer-
titi herself surprisingly disappears from view.
The last clear portrayal we have of her is weep-
ing over the lifeless body of one of her daughters.
Perhaps she died at this time as well, although it
is surprising that there is no reference in the
sources to her demise, as devoted pharaohs often
recorded and mourned the deaths of their con-
sorts. Perhaps she simply retired in mourning
and disappeared after her husband’s death a few
years later. A last hypothesis—not widely sup-
ported by experts—is that she changed her iden-
tity and became known as Akhenaten’s coruler,
the enigmatic Prince Smenkhkare.

It appears that toward the end of his life,
Akhenaten took as coruler his heir, named
Smenkhkare. The identity of this shadowy figure
is unclear, and he has been variously identified as
Akhenaten’s daughter’s husband, his son by his
second wife, or even his own younger brother.
Some suggest, however, that Smenkhkare was
Nefertiti herself, renamed and regendered. The
evidence supporting this hypothesis is slim:
Smenkhkare appears in the archaeological record
precisely at the moment that Nefertiti disap-
pears, and one carving previously identified as
Akhenaten and Nefertiti turned out to have an
inscription identifying Smenkhkare.

Whoever Smenkhkare was, he (or she) was
not to rule alone. After Akhenaten’s death in
about 1335 B.C., the throne went to Tutanka-
men, possibly Akhenaten’s son by his second
wife. Tutankamen was to undo all the religious
and cultural reforms initiated by Akhenaten and
Nefertiti. The capital returned to Thebes, and
the worship of the old gods returned (as did the
powerful priesthood) as this conservative
pharaoh tried to bring Egypt back to ways of
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their ancestors. Future historians, archaeolo-
gists, religious scholars, and art historians, how-
ever, would instead focus intently on the brief
moment in Amarna when a highly unorthodox
king and queen created a religious and cultural
revolution.

See also Egyptian Women; Hatshepsut; Isis; Tiy
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Niobe
Mythological Greek Queen
The Greek myths tell of Niobe, who was the
wife of the king of Thebes. She suffered from
too much pride and was therefore destroyed by
the gods. The queen and king of Thebes had
many children, and the different versions of the
myth give various numbers. Homer says six or
twelve, Hesiod says twenty, Herodotus four, and
Sappho eighteen. The playwright Euripides says
fourteen—seven sons and seven daughters.

Niobe was inordinately proud, and she
boasted that she was superior to Leto, the Ti-
taness who was the mother of Apollo and
Artemis. Niobe bragged that since Leto had
borne only two children, she was inferior.
Mante, the prophetic daughter of the prophet
Tiresias, overheard this incautious remark and
advised the women of Thebes to placate Leto
and her children at once. She urged them to
burn incense and wear laurel branches in their
hair. Niobe, smelling the incense, appeared and
interrupted the sacrifice, asking why Leto, a
woman “with a mannish daughter and a wom-
anish son,” should be preferred to her. Aban-
doning the sacrifice, the terrified Theban
women tried to placate Leto with murmured
prayers, but it was too late.

Leto had sent her own divine twins to kill all
Niobe’s children. Apollo found the boys hunt-
ing and shot them down one by one, sparing

only Amyclas, who had offered a propitiatory
prayer to Leto. Artemis found the girls spinning
in the palace, and with a quiverful of arrows,
killed all of them except Meliboea, who also had
prayed to Leto. Some myths say that the surviv-
ing children built a temple to Leto, but other
myths say all the children were killed.

For nine days and nine nights Niobe
mourned her dead children and found no one to
bury them, because Zeus, supporting Leto, had
turned all the Thebans into stone. On the tenth
day, the Olympic deities themselves came to
conduct the funeral for the children. Niobe fled,
but Zeus turned her into a stone, which contin-
ued to weep every summer. The stone of Niobe
is a crag of roughly human shape, which was
probably a natural formation. It seems to weep
when the sun strikes its winter cap of snow. It
may be that the myth originated to explain the
appearance of the rock.

A different version of the Niobe legend offers
another explanation for the murder of her chil-
dren. In this account, Niobe was the daughter of
Assaon, who had married her to an Assyrian.
Her husband was killed during a hunt, and As-
saon fell in love with his own daughter. She re-
fused to yield to him, and he then plotted his re-
venge. He invited all her children to a feast and
set fire to the palace, burning his grandchildren
alive. Stricken with remorse, Assaon then killed
himself, and Niobe was either changed into
stone or threw herself from the top of a rock.

The sadness of Niobe has captured the imag-
ination of artists ever since. She is the symbol of
grief—grief for lost children, but also the grief
that comes to women so proud that they meet
their destruction by challenging the gods. This
was a lesson repeated over and over in the an-
cient world.

See also Artemis; Helen of Troy in Greek Mythology
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Nitocris
Egyptian Queen (ca. 2150 B.C.)
Throughout the long, over two-thousand-year
history of ancient Egypt, people retained a re-
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markably consistent view of kingship. The
monarch was the absolute head of all aspects of
Egyptian life, and his word was law. He was sup-
posed to administer and defend his country and
in general bring prosperity to the land. Egyp-
tians surrounded their kings—pharaohs—with
a strong symbolic importance as well, for it was
their role to ensure a cosmic order and justice,
which Egyptians called maat. Egyptians believed
maat had been established at the beginning of
time, but it was fragile; chaos could overwhelm
at any time. Egyptians believed their kings had
established a kind of contract with the gods:
The pharaoh was a god himself living on earth,
and he ruled in the name of the gods. In return,
the gods ensured that the Nile would flood an-
nually, making the fields fertile, and the sun
would shine, helping the crops grow. In short,
with the god-king on the throne, maat reigned
in the land.

Throughout the dynastic period of Egypt
(from about 3100 to 332 B.C.) it was generally
assumed that a man would serve as king. Kings
had ritual duties to appease the gods, and it was
important to ensure that kings would preserve
maat by fulfilling these tasks and by providing a
male heir to continue the divine dynasty. Kings
frequently had several wives and concubines to
be sure they would have an heir, and they often
married their sisters or half-sisters to preserve
their own divine bloodline. A few times during
the long course of Egyptian history, this pattern
was disrupted, and a woman came to the throne
to rule on her own. All these women were first
queen-consorts to their husbands, and all were
probably of royal blood themselves (a close rela-
tive of their husbands). Perhaps most important,
none produced a son to carry on the succession,
so that when their husbands died, the women
took the thrones during times when maat
seemed absent.

It is difficult to find very much information
about most of these enterprising ancient
women, for there are few remaining sources. We
know hardly more than the names of queens
such as Meryt-Neith. Queen Nitocris presents
the opposite problem for historians, however,
for her life became surrounded with many leg-
ends. It seems probable that Queen Nitocris

took rule during a difficult time at the end of
the sixth dynasty, just before Egypt plunged into
a period of maat-less chaos.

The sixth dynasty king Pepi II is reputed to
have ruled Egypt for over ninety years (ca.
2246–2152 B.C.), and his reign was marked by
a gradual decline in the stability of the country.
When he died with no clear successor, Egypt en-
tered into a period of general unrest followed by
what historians call the First Intermediate Pe-
riod (ca. 2150–2040 B.C.)—a time of chaos and
suffering when there was no clear ruler, and
local leaders took control of a decentralized
land. Just before the First Intermediate Period,
there was a succession of little-known kings with
very short reigns—a clear indication that all was
not well within Egypt. One source records that
Nitocris was the second or third of the rulers
after Pepi II, and she ruled for about two years.
For some reason, Nitocris captured the imagina-
tion of ancient historians who wrote centuries
after her reign, and they have told such creative
stories of her life that it is impossible to find the
real ruler among the legends.

Manetho (ca. 280 B.C.) was an Egyptian
priest and historian who wrote the history of the
kings of his country, and his work became the
basis for all subsequent chronologies. He de-
scribed Queen Nitocris as “the noblest and
loveliest woman of her time, rosy-cheeked and
of fair complexion” (Tyldesley 217). He con-
fused this queen with King Menkaure of the
fourth dynasty and thus credited her with com-
pleting the third pyramid at Giza. Her reputed
“rosy complexion” came from a confusion be-
tween Nitocris and a beautiful Egyptian prosti-
tute who was said to have had such a beautiful
rosy complexion that a king fell in love with her
and made her his wife, eventually burying her in
a great pyramid.

The earlier Greek historian Herodotus (ca.
484–424 B.C.) had heard these stories and
scornfully rejected them as impossible. Yet he
passed on another legend of the beautiful Ni-
tocris that has become the prevailing memory of
the queen:

Nitocris was the beautiful and virtuous wife
and sister of an Old Kingdom monarch who
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had ascended the throne at the end of the
Sixth Dynasty, but who had been murdered
by his subjects soon afterwards. Nitocris
then became the sole ruler of Egypt and was
determined to avenge the death of her
beloved husband/brother. She gave orders
for a huge underground hall to be made
that would connect to the Nile by a hidden
channel. When the room was complete, she
threw a great banquet, inviting all those
whom she held responsible for the murder
of her husband. When the guests were feast-
ing, she commanded that a secret door be
opened and, as the Nile waters flooded in,
all the traitors were drowned. She then com-
mitted suicide by throwing herself “into a
great chamber filled with hot ashes” and suf-
focating to death. (Tyldesley 218)

There is no way to test the accuracy of
Herodotus’s account, but it seems unlikely that
he would have had access to any sources that
would have detailed such a romantic tale from
such a long-ago chaotic time. Yet, the story of Ni-
tocris’s loyal vengeance and brave sacrifice made
more of an impact on subsequent listeners than
any of the actual accomplishments of this Egyp-
tian queen who ruled briefly during the twilight
of the Old Kingdom before Egypt plunged into
the dark chaos of the First Intermediate Period.

See also Egyptian Women; Hatshepsut; Meryt-
Neith; Nefertiti; Sobeknofru; Twosret
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Nossis of Locri
Hellenistic Poet (ca. third century B.C.)
Some women during the Hellenistic period used
their education and became much admired by
their contemporaries as skilled poets. One such
woman was Nossis of Locri in Italy. From hints
about herself within her poetry, we know that
Nossis was of the upper class, which is not sur-

prising since it would take money and leisure to
acquire the poetic skills that Nossis reveals in her
surviving poetry. She also frankly claimed that
she had been influenced by the poet Sappho,
who by then had been firmly identified with les-
bian relationships.

Nossis wrote both lyrics and epigrams, but
only the latter have survived. Even within the
epigrams, readers can see how the poet gained
her reputation as a poet of love, and perhaps of
love between women. In one frankly erotic
poem, Nossis claims that love is sweeter than
anything, even honey:

Nothing is sweeter than desire. All other
delights are second.

From my mouth I spit even honey.
Nossis says this, whom Aphrodite does not

love,
knows not her flowers, what roses they
are. (Fantham et al. 165)

Nossis also shows an appreciation of the vi-
sual arts and combines it with frank apprecia-
tion of women’s appearance: “Let’s go to the
temple of Aphrodite to see how her statue is in-
tricately worked from gold. Polyarchis set it
there, with the great wealth she won from her
own body’s fame.” Or in another instance:
“This picture captures Thaumarete’s form—
how well he painted her looks and her beauty,
her gentle eyes. If your little watch-dog saw you,
he would wag his tail, and think that he saw the
mistress of his house” (Lefkowitz and Fant 9).

These tantalizing bits of poetry can only
serve to make us wish we had more of her lyrics
and that we knew more of the ancient poet who
composed them.

See also Anyte of Tegea; Corinna of Tanagra;
Erinna of Telos; Sappho of Lesbos
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Nymphs
Mythological Goddesses
In Greek mythology, nymphs were spirits of na-
ture, and in the Homeric epics they were said to
have been the daughters of Zeus. They are con-
sidered secondary deities, to whom prayers were
addressed and who were sometimes to be feared.
They were often worshiped in caves or woods
(where they were called dryads or hamadryads)
or by springs (where they were called naiads).
They were always represented as beautiful
young girls. Sometimes they were called daugh-
ters of Zeus and were said to inspire men with
prophetic powers. At other times, they were por-
trayed as followers of Pan or participants in the
cult of Dionysus. They are usually shown enjoy-
ing music and dance.

Within various myths, nymphs are portrayed
as evil or benevolent. Sometimes they hurt hu-
mans, blinding or destroying those who offend
them. Sometimes they are helpful, saving hu-

mans who come into their sphere. At other
times, the nymphs themselves are the victims of
the passions of gods or men—Daphne and Eu-
rydice were both nymphs who suffered because
of their beauty.

Their cult was widespread and continued
into Roman times. The very flexibility of
mythological stories of semidivine women prob-
ably contributed to their popularity. These
beautiful women could be shown as villains and
victims, and they could represent the natural
world in its varied aspects. Even by the Chris-
tian era, nymphs remained popular symbols in
art and literature.

See also Daphne; Eurydice; Maenads
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Figure 56. Hermes with the Nymphs. Engraving of a detail from a vase. (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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Octavia
Sister of the First Roman Emperor 
(69 B.C.–ca. 9 B.C.)
Through the tumultuous years of the late
Roman Republic and the civil wars that ushered
in the empire, marriage ties were central to forg-
ing political alliances. Men who sought power
had to marry women of influential families, and
divorces occurred when political winds shifted.
Given this situation, it is not surprising that the
sister of Octavian—who later became known as
Caesar Augustus—became a vital figure in the
strife that brought Augustus to power as the first
emperor. Octavia was more than just a pawn in
the power game, however, because her character
and the way she comported herself became as
much a political issue for the Romans as her
husband’s actions. In an age when violence and
deceit often won political victories, Octavia was
rightly known for being gentle, charming, kind,
and good.

When Octavia was fifteen years old, her fam-
ily arranged a marriage with C. Claudius Mar-
cellus, a politically powerful man more than
twenty years her senior. It was Marcellus who
helped provoke Julius Caesar’s invasion of Italy
and the start of the civil war, so the teenaged
bride must have recognized the coming storm of
civil unrest, but in the tradition of good Roman
matrons she concentrated on matters within her
household. In the forties B.C., they had three
children—a son named M. Claudius Marcellus
and two daughters, each called Claudia Mar-
cella. By 40 B.C. Octavia, however, was a widow
and once more was brought into the politics of
marital alliances.

By 40 B.C., Octavia’s brother Octavian had
emerged as one of the powerful leaders of Rome
after the murder of Julius Caesar. To seal the al-

liance between himself and the equally powerful
Mark Antony, Octavian arranged for his sister to
marry Antony, whose wife, Fulvia, had recently
died. Antony’s lover, the Egyptian queen
Cleopatra VII, must have been horrified by this
marriage, which threatened her political and
personal alliance with Mark Antony as well as
the status of her infants born to the Roman. She
had to bide her time, however, while Antony es-
tablished a household with the by-all-accounts
beautiful and kindly Octavia. Antony even
struck coins to celebrate his wedding to Octavia,
and this was the first time a woman’s portrait
head appeared on a Roman coin (see Figure 57).

Late in 39 B.C., Antony and Octavia took up
residence in Athens, where they were soon re-
garded as the model couple. She bore Antony
two daughters—Antonia major (the elder) and
Antonia minor (the younger). These daughters
would in time be mothers and grandmothers to
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Figure 57. Coin with Antony and Octavia, 39 B.C.
(British Museum)
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Roman emperors. Octavia’s household was com-
plex; it included more than her children by
Antony. She had her own son—Marcellus—by
her first marriage, and she also took care of
Antony’s son by Fulvia—M. Antonius Antyllus.
(In fact, when he was a teenager, Antyllus visited
his father when he had returned to Cleopatra
and reported on Octavia’s unfailing kindness to
him.) The couple’s honeymoon period did not
last too long, however.

As Octavian and Antony began to lose trust
in each other, Octavia tried to keep an agreeable
atmosphere between the men, but in 37 B.C.,
Antony sent her back to live with her brother
(taking the children and stepchildren with her).
He rejoined Cleopatra, thus insulting Octavian
and all of Rome, who admired the virtues of
Octavia. As the historian Plutarch wrote, “Oc-
tavia unintentionally did great harm to Antony’s
reputation, since he was naturally hated for
wronging such a woman” (Plutarch 1135). The
insults to Octavia mounted: In 36 B.C., Antony
married Cleopatra. Although the marriage was
not valid under Roman law, it did represent the
final breach between Antony and Octavian—
civil war began again. In 32 B.C., Antony sent
Octavia formal notice of divorce.

By 31 B.C. Antony and Cleopatra were both
dead, and by 27 B.C. Octavian—now called
Caesar Augustus—was the undisputed master of
the Roman Empire. Octavia, with a seeming
unbounded generosity, took in Cleopatra Se-
lene, the surviving daughter of Mark Antony
and Cleopatra, and raised her with the kindness
and care she had devoted to her own children.
As the emperor’s sister, Octavia continued to be
an important political figure, but now her chil-
dren became the focus for marriage alliances.

In his search for an heir, Augustus arranged
for his daughter, Julia, to marry Octavia’s prom-
ising son by her first marriage. Marcellus was
charming and popular and would have made an
excellent successor to Augustus. But it was not
to come to pass, for two years later, Marcellus
fell to an epidemic that swept the city. Octavia,
who had been so courageous in facing the hard-
ships of her earlier life, was inconsolable with
the loss of her son. In the remaining twelve years
of her life, she never discarded her mourning

clothes, and she built a library in memory of her
son. The Stoic philosopher Seneca criticized the
grief he thought was immoderate in a Roman
matron: “She refused to have a portrait of her
son whom she loved so dearly, and she never al-
lowed his name to be mentioned in her pres-
ence. . . . Spending more and more of her time
alone in the dark, with no regard even for her
brother, she refused to listen to poems and other
compositions in honor of Marcellus’s memory,
and to every attempt of consolation she simply
closed her ears” (Balsdon 73).

Livia—Augustus’s wife—had been admired for
stoically withstanding the death of a beloved son,
and Octavia was in the same measure condemned
for giving in to a similar tragedy. It is perhaps
ironic that the woman who won such honor as the
perfect mother and stepmother was criticized at
the end of her life for expressing such grief. But for
highborn ancient women, children were to secure
the future, and once they were dead, they could
no longer fulfill the important political alliances
that had so marked Octavia’s life.

See also Cleopatra V Selene; Cleopatra VII; Fulvia;
Livia
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Olympias
Christian Deaconess (ca. A.D. 368–ca. 410)
By the fourth century A.D., the great city of Con-
stantinople was the capital of the Roman Empire.
There great debates raged that shaped the history
of Christianity, and it was there that many church
fathers preached, wrote, and guided the growing
church. As during the earliest centuries of Chris-
tianity, some wealthy women used their money
and influence in the service of the church, and in
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the late fourth century, one of the most influen-
tial was the deaconess Olympias.

Olympias was born into a pagan family of
high rank in Constantinople. Her father, Seleu-
cus, was a count of the empire, but he died
when she was a young girl. She was then raised
by her uncle, Procopius, who was a devout
Christian and a friend of Gregory of Nazianzus
(who was one of the “great Cappadocians” who
along with Macrina were extremely influential
in bringing ascetic Christian practices to the
urban communities). Gregory took great inter-
est in Olympias, and he spoke of her fondly in
his letters. Her governess, Theodosia, was an ex-
tremely pious Christian woman, and Gregory
urged Olympias to follow Theodosia’s model.

The young Olympias was not only very
beautiful, but she was an heiress of a large for-
tune. These qualities, combined with her im-
portant family connections, made her highly de-
sirable as a bride, and she had many suitors. In
A.D. 384, when she was about sixteen, she was
married to Nebridius, a young man of high rank
and irreproachable character. The marriage does
not seem to have been happy, however; it may
have been that Olympias had already chosen a
life of religious chastity in her heart. When Ne-
bridius died about two years later, Olympias was
sure that God wanted her not to be married.

Emperor Theodosius I had different ideas. In
the tradition of the Roman Empire, highborn
heiresses were important to forging political ties,
and the emperor wanted her to marry a young
Spaniard, Elpidius, who was a relative of the em-
peror himself. Olympias refused, and the em-
peror was angered by her intransigence. He or-
dered her property to be confiscated until she
turned thirty years old, unless she consented to
the proposed marriage. Olympias remained
firm, and in a letter to the emperor, she sarcasti-
cally thanked him for relieving her of the “bur-
den of wealth.” Theodosius, recognizing that
she would not change her mind (and perhaps re-
gretting his harsh measures), finally left her
alone to enjoy her property as she wanted to.

From then on, her time and wealth were de-
voted to the service of the church. She cared for
the sick and poor and gave so much money and
land to the churches in Greece, Asia Minor, and

Syria that even John Chrysostom, bishop of Con-
stantinople, warned her against giving away so
much of her wealth that there would be nothing
left. Her generosity and activity for the church
caused Chrysostom’s predecessor, Bishop Nectar-
ius, to ordain her deaconess even though she was
not sixty years old, as required by church custom.

Olympias became the good friend of Bishop
John Chrysostom, and seventeen of his surviv-
ing letters are addressed to her. In these letters,
we can see their mutual care for each other; she
urged him to care for himself and eat properly
and not get ill. She herself practiced strict ascet-
icism (as did many religious women of the
time). She renounced bathing, wore only old
coarse clothing, and ate and slept sparsely.

In A.D. 404, John Chrysostom came into con-
flict with the empress Eudoxia and other power-
ful people in the court, and he was exiled from
Constantinople. Olympias, too, suffered from
the persecution that plagued all Chrysostom’s
followers. She was accused of having caused a fire
that broke out immediately after his departure
and that destroyed the church and senate house.
An official tried to frighten her into a confession
of guilt, but her firm demeanor in the face of
such pressure caused the people of Constantino-
ple to admire her immensely. Chrysostom’s let-
ters to Olympias date from this period of exile
and show the strong mutual support they gave
each other during these difficult times.

Olympias was fined for her support of the
bishop, and eventually she, too, left Constan-
tinople, although we do not know whether she
was exiled or simply left voluntarily. We have no
information about the rest of her life and know
only that she died sometime between A.D. 407
and 419. The example of this strong, Christian
woman, however, shows how significant the
wealth and influence of such women were to the
growth of the church.

See also Christian Women; Eudoxia; Helena;
Macrina the Younger
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Olympias
Macedonian Queen (ca. 375–316 B.C.)
Macedonia—the land to the north of Greece—
played a formative role in the history of Western
civilization in the fourth century B.C. The
Macedonian king Philip I consolidated his rule
over his kingdom and built a dynasty that soon
strengthened Macedonia’s political position. As
was customary, such dynastic ties were bound by
marriage, which linked the Macedonian royal
house with the royal houses of its neighbors,
and kings took many wives to forge as many
ties as possible. By 357 B.C., Philip I had al-
ready arranged several marriages for his son and
heir Philip II, but in that year he took Philip II
to Samothrace, a sacred island where he would
be initiated into religious mysteries. While
there Philip II met and fell in love with a very
young woman who would become his next
wife. It was an excellent political match, and a
marriage was soon arranged between Philip II
and Olympias, the daughter of a king of Epirus
(in modern Albania). Olympias would become
a strong queen who shaped the destiny of
Macedonia—particularly through her famous
son, Alexander the Great.

Olympias and Philip had two children in
quick succession: Alexander, born in 356 B.C.,
and Cleopatra, born two years later. According
to the sources, both Philip and Olympias had
wild and violent natures, and the marriage was
marked by much passion. Olympias reputedly
always hated the presence of Philip’s other wives
and children in the household, however, and the
stormy relationship in time deteriorated into vi-
olence. One source claims she slowly poisoned
one of Philip’s sons to weaken his intellect so
that he was left an imbecile.

The historian Plutarch wrote that Olympias
introduced wild religious ritual into Macedonia,
particularly among women who worshiped
Dionysus, the god of wine. (See Maenads.) Re-
putedly, Olympias had the power of snake
charming, and she taught the women to include
live snakes in their religious procession. Their
husbands did not like this practice, and Plutarch
claims that even Philip grew to dislike his mar-
riage bed because Olympias frequently slept with
her pet snakes. It is impossible to know how ac-

curate Plutarch’s tales were, for he loved to repeat
a good story, whether it was true or not.

The queen had a close relationship with her
children, caring for their education and up-
bringing. She made sure Cleopatra, too, was
trained to rule, for she had hopes for both her
children to take power. She was particularly
close to Alexander, and throughout his life they
exchanged letters. It was over her ambitions for
her son that she and her husband had their final
battle. After twenty years of marriage, Philip de-
cided to marry yet another wife—a Macedonian
noblewoman also named Cleopatra. Olympias
found this offensive enough, but at the wedding,
Cleopatra’s father offered a toast hoping for a le-
gitimate heir to be born of the union—suggest-
ing that Olympias’s children, since they were not
Macedonian, should not rule. Alexander was fu-
rious, and so was his mother. Alexander took
Olympias back to her native land, where she
seems to have conspired against Philip.

Philip was murdered in 336 B.C. at the wed-
ding of his daughter. Reputedly, Olympias had
planned the murder, but that was never proven,
for the assassin was killed. She does seem to have
been responsible for killing Philip’s last wife,
Cleopatra, and their recently born infant. She
refused to let Alexander face any competition
for the throne of Macedonia, and she enjoyed a
good deal of power as his mother. Olympias re-
turned to Macedonia, and for the next five years
she presided over the court while her son was
away at the wars that would create a new Hel-
lenistic world. Olympias’s strength of will
earned her many enemies, however. The regent,
Antipater, wrote to Alexander complaining of
the stubbornness, violence, and interference of
the queen, but Alexander never renounced his
mother. The sources claim that he told one of
his followers that Antipater was unaware that
one of his mother’s tears would wash out the
complaints of a thousand letters. The queen so
alienated Antipater, however, that on his
deathbed he warned the Macedonians never to
let a woman rule over them.

In 331 B.C., Olympias had made so many en-
emies in Macedonia that she moved to Epirus,
where her daughter, Cleopatra, was queen. She
planned to wait there until her son returned
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from the wars, when she could return with him
to Macedonia. Alexander’s death in 323 B.C.
changed that, but the indomitable woman did
not give up her ambitions to rule. First, she tried
to arrange a marriage between Cleopatra and a
Macedonian who could rule as king. Powerful
nobles led by Antipater foiled these plans, how-
ever. When Antipater died in 319 B.C.,
Olympias had one more opportunity to seize
power. Some Macedonian nobles invited
Olympias back to act as regent for Alexander’s
young son, Alexander. But another strong
woman interfered—Eurydice, Philip II’s grand-
daughter by his first wife.

The young Eurydice had been as determined
as Olympias to place her husband on the throne
of Macedonia, and the death of Antipater
seemed to provide that opportunity. As the
armies gathered, the two women appeared in
front of their forces to fight for the throne.
Olympias, who was almost sixty years old at this
time, was dressed as a priestess of Dionysus, and
Eurydice wore Macedonian armor. When the
Macedonian soldiers saw the proud Olympias,
looking so much like their beloved Alexander,
they came to her side, and the battle was won
without a blow. Eurydice and her husband were
captured and turned over to Olympias, who
showed them no mercy. She had Eurydice’s hus-
band, Philip, killed; then she sent Eurydice a
dagger, a rope, and a bowl of hemlock poison,
telling her to choose her own death. Eurydice
cursed her, then took off her own girdle and
hanged herself without a trace of fear. The brave
Eurydice was only twenty years old.

As Olympias tried to kill more of her ene-
mies, she lost the support of the Macedonians,
who perhaps remembered Antipater’s dying
warning against following a queen. She was cap-
tured and imprisoned. Her captors sent some
relatives of those she had killed, and these men
stabbed her. She died bravely without begging
for any mercy. Her daughter, Cleopatra, was also
murdered by men who feared her potential for
political power. Olympias’s greatest contribu-
tion was her son, who changed the course of his-
tory by spreading Greek culture to the east with
his conquests and who paved the way for the rise
of the great Hellenistic kingdoms. Olympias

also may have provided a model of a powerful
queen who took it upon herself to be actively in-
volved in the politics of the day. The women of
the Hellenistic world would exert more freedom
than any other women of the ancient world.

See also Egyptian Women; Eurydice I; Maenads;
Phila
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Olympic Games
(776 B.C.–ca. A.D. 390)
Greeks from all city-states gathered periodically
at a religious festival dedicated to Zeus where
they competed in athletic competitions—the
Panhellenic, or Olympic Games, held in
Olympia on the Peloponnesus in Greece. They
so loved these sports that they even stopped
their almost interminable warfare and came to-
gether to celebrate their love of the contest. The
first Olympic Games were held in 776 B.C. In
The Odyssey, Homer had written, “There is no
greater glory for a man . . . than that which he
gains through the speed of his feet or the
strength of his hands” (Kebric 45), and Greeks
everywhere trained for years and competed in
preliminary trials in hopes of qualifying for
these greatest of games. At first, the event con-
sisted only of a foot race, but soon the games in-
cluded boxing, wrestling, chariot racing, and the
grueling pentathlon, which included long
jumping, discus and javelin throwing, wrestling,
and the 200-meter sprint. Olympic victors
brought glory to their home cities and were
richly rewarded there with honor and free meals.

Olympic organizers forbade women from
competing in these contests, and except for
some priestesses, women were not even allowed
to watch the games. One woman, Callipateira,
was remembered for bravely defying the con-
vention, for she wanted desperately to watch her
son compete. She dressed as a male trainer to
enter the games, but after her son won, she was
carried away by excitement and jumped over a



258 olympic games 

fence. In the process, her clothing flew up, re-
vealing her gender. She could have been con-
demned to death by law for witnessing the
games, but Olympic officials spared her out of
respect for her father, brothers, and son, who
had all been winners at Olympia. In order to
avoid any similar future improprieties, officials
passed a law requiring all trainers to attend the
games in the nude to prevent further disguises.

Women were allowed to enter chariots and
horses into the races as long as they were ridden
by a man. A Spartan princess proudly erected a
memorial recalling the victories of her chariot
team in two different Olympics. Other women
athletes, however, longed to participate more di-
rectly in games of their own. Some women’s
events were introduced into some of the games
leading up to great ones at Olympia, but women
were always forbidden from the grand games
dedicated to Zeus.

Women did conduct games of their own sep-
arately from the men’s. These games, dedicated
to Zeus’s wife, Hera, consisted only of foot races
of virgins of varying ages, and the races were
scheduled so the youngest ran first. They used a
track similar to that at Olympia, but the distance

was shortened by one-sixth. The Greek sources
describe the runners vividly: “Their hair hangs
down on them, a chiton reaches to a little above
the knee, and the right shoulder is bared as far as
the breast” (Kebric 60). Women judged and
sponsored the games and awarded the fastest
competitors crowns of olive branches and a por-
tion of the cow sacrificed to Hera. Furthermore,
they had the right to dedicate statues with their
names inscribed. Greek women, like men, en-
joyed competing for the athletic honors that
brought prestige to themselves and their cities.

The games continued even after Greece be-
came part of the Roman Empire, but their em-
phasis changed. For the Romans, athletic com-
petitions were for entertainment or business
rather than for athletic pride. Many times ath-
letic contests were held in the amphitheaters that
dotted all the major cities of the Roman world,
and sometimes in these settings women partici-
pated in the games. In one athletic contest in
Rome in the early third century A.D., women
wrestlers were so popular that they were banned
from future games. The female athletes shown in
the fourth-century mosaic in Figure 58 are
dressed in the Roman, rather than Greek, style

Figure 58. Female athletes, mosaic, ca. A.D. 350 (Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY)
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of athletic attire. We cannot know if this por-
trayal shows them actually competing in an ath-
letic contest or practicing for one, but it does
offer a view into the late history of the games.

The ancient Olympic Games were finally
ended in the fourth century A.D. as Christian
emperors banned the games as remnants of
pagan worship. The events that had drawn the
excited interest of men, women, and spectators
alike came to a close, but the memory of an
event that featured athletic excellence continued
to capture people’s imagination into modern
times when the games were begun again—this
time with women participating.

See also Greek (Athenian) Women; Hera; Spartan
Women
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Pamphila
Roman Encyclopedist 
(ca. mid-first century A.D.)
In the cosmopolitan world of the Roman Em-
pire, many men and women enjoyed educa-
tional opportunities. They had access to scrolls
of ancient works that circulated through the
empire, and perhaps even more important, they
took advantage of erudite travelers as they
moved through the cosmopolitan centers of the
Roman world. One woman who made the most
of this fertile learning environment was Pam-
phila, who wrote a number of books.

Pamphila, the daughter of an Egyptian scholar
named Soteridas, married another scholar when
she was young. Husband and wife lived in
Greece, and Pamphila spent most of her time in
study. In an introduction to one of her works, the
narrator reported how she came to study and
write:

After thirteen years of living with her hus-
band since she was a child, she began to put
together these historical materials and
recorded what she had learned from her
husband during those thirteen years, living
with him constantly and leaving him nei-
ther night nor day, and whatever she hap-
pened to hear from anyone else visiting him
(for there were many visitors with a reputa-
tion for learning). And she added to this
what she had read in books. She separated
all this material that seemed to her worthy
of report and record into miscellaneous col-
lections. (Fantham et al. 368)

Pamphila wrote some thirty-three books of
historical materials (called the Hypomnemata
Historika), which some ancient scholars ascribed

either to her father or her husband, seemingly
unable to believe that such works could have
been written by a woman. She also composed
several treatises: “On Disputation,” “On Sexual
Desire,” and other titles.

Her works were collected into an encyclope-
dia, which was read a century and more after her
death. Later (in the ninth century), the Byzan-
tine anthologist Photius copied her works; he
included the condescending remark that her
style was “simple, being the work of a woman”
(Fantham et al. 369). Yet, here was an ancient
woman who found herself surrounded by schol-
ars and who made the most of these surround-
ings by producing her own scholarly collection
that she, herself, characterized as “enjoyable and
attractive” (368).

See also Philosophers, Greek
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Pandora
Mythological Greek Woman
One of the creation myths of the ancient Greeks
involved Zeus’s creation of the first woman,
Pandora. Zeus made Pandora to get revenge on
Prometheus, a god who cared too much for hu-
mans. Prometheus had stolen fire from the gods
to give to humans, and he had tricked Zeus into
accepting bones and fat as a sacrifice, leaving the
good meat for humans. For his revenge, Zeus
made what the myths called “a great evil”—the
first woman. Zeus made her beautiful to look at,
in the form of a shy maiden. Then the other
gods gave her gifts—beauty, grace, dexterity,
and other virtues. Hephaestus, however, gave
her lying and deceit. Because of all they gave
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her, her name was Pandora, which means the
“gift of all.” From her all women came, and the
myths said that from her (and all later women)
came all the evil for mankind. (The creation
myth is similar to the ancient Judeo-Christian
story of Eve, who purportedly brought all evil to
humankind.)

In the Greek myths, Zeus sent Pandora to
Epimetheus. Even though Epimetheus’s brother
Prometheus had told him to accept no presents
from Zeus, Epimetheus was seduced by Pan-
dora’s beauty and made her his wife. Epimetheus
had a great box. In it the gods had placed all the
plagues and evils in the world. Pandora had
hardly reached earth when, overcome with cu-
riosity, she could not bear to leave the box
closed. Finally, one day she decided to open it
just a bit to peek in. As soon as she lifted the top
all the plagues flew out. From then on humans
were endangered by illness and storms and pain
and sorrow. Pandora quickly slammed the lid
back down, but it was too late. The troubles had
already escaped. Then she heard a tiny voice

from within the box asking to be let out to save
humanity. Pandora was afraid to open the box
again, but the voice persuaded her. She opened
it again and Hope flew out.

Other versions of the legend say that the box
contained not all the world’s evils, but every
blessing, and that Pandora had brought it to
Epimetheus as a wedding present from Zeus. By
opening it carelessly, she let all the good things
escape and return to the heavens instead of stay-
ing on earth. That is why humans are afflicted
with every form of evil; only hope, a poor con-
solation, was left to them.

Some people believed that hope was a good
thing—the salvation of humankind from all the
ills she had released at first. But other people be-
lieved that hope was the worst thing she released
from her box, because when people hoped for
things, they were not satisfied with what they
had. In either case, this story was how the an-
cient Greeks understood the creation of evil in
the world—it came from the curiosity of the
first woman, Pandora.

Figure 59. Pandora, center, being given gifts by Aphrodite, left, and Ares (British Museum)
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Pasiphaë
Greek Mythological Queen
Pasiphaë was the daughter of Helios, the sun-
god, and she married Minos, the king of Crete.
They had several children, including daughters
Ariadne and Phaedra and a son, Androgeus. But
Minos had offended Poseidon, the god of the
sea, and the deity decided to take revenge
through Pasiphaë. Poseidon sent a magnificent
white bull to the island for sacrifice, then he
made Pasiphaë fall in love with the bull. She
confided her passion to Daedalus, the famous
craftsman who lived in Crete. Daedalus prom-
ised to help her, and he built a hollow wooden
cow and covered it with cow’s hide. Pasiphaë hid
within the cow and in this form, mated with the
bull. She became pregnant and gave birth to the
Minotaur—a half-human–half-bull monster.

Minos consulted an oracle to know how he
might best avoid scandal, and the prophet told
him to build a great labyrinth at Knossos. The
king did so and concealed the Minotaur and
Pasiphaë within. Minos used the fierce Mino-
taur to get revenge upon Athenians because they
had killed his son, Androgeus; he required an
annual tribute of Athenian boys and girls to sac-
rifice to the Minotaur. The sacrificial youths
were placed in the labyrinth from which it was
impossible to escape and where the Minotaur
could kill them at his pleasure.

One year, the Athenian hero Theseus came
forward and offered to be one of the victims of
the Minotaur. When the young victims arrived
in Crete, they were paraded before the inhabi-
tants on their way to the labyrinth. Minos’s
daughter Ariadne saw the captives and fell in
love with Theseus. She sent for Theseus and told
him she would bring about his escape if he
would promise to take her back to Athens and

marry her. He agreed, and she gave him a ball of
thread to unwind as he went on through the
labyrinth. That way he could retrace his steps
and find the way out. Theseus did so and came
upon the Minotaur while the monster slept.
Having no weapons, Theseus killed the beast
with his fists. He then followed Ariadne’s thread
back out of the labyrinth, taking the other cap-
tives with him.

They picked up Ariadne and fled to the ship
and cast out to sea to head for Athens. On the
way, they stopped at the island of Naxos. There,
Theseus abandoned Ariadne, leaving her asleep
on the island. (One story portrays Theseus in a
better light and says that he was accidentally
blown out to sea, leaving the young woman.)
The god Dionysus found the desolate Ariadne,
comforted her, and gave her several children.
The ungrateful Theseus returned heroically to
Athens. The stories of Pasiphaë and Ariadne
continued to be very popular throughout the
ancient world and into modern times.

See also Minoan Women
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Paula
Roman Christian Widow (A.D. 347–404)
The fourth century A.D. was a critical time in the
formation of Christian thought. The great perse-
cutions were over, and writers that we have come
to call church fathers produced many tracts that
served to shape Christian ideas. One of these
church fathers was Jerome (whose full name was
Eusebius Hieronymus), later proclaimed a saint.
Jerome was born sometime around A.D. 340 in
Dalmatia, in the Balkans (shown on Map 7). He
was highly educated in the Latin classics, he
learned Greek, and in his youth he traveled to
Rome to continue his studies. In Rome, he con-
verted to Christianity and was baptized some-
time before A.D. 366. In his search for a spiritual
life, Jerome left Rome and traveled to Jerusalem
and Antioch. There he became known as a
scholar, was ordained a priest, and learned to ad-
mire the desert hermits who lived near Antioch.
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Jerome, himself, lived as a desert hermit for two
or three years while he continued his scriptural
studies and learned Hebrew.

Jerome did not remain a hermit, however. In
about A.D. 382, Pope Damasus in Rome com-
missioned Jerome to prepare a standard Latin
translation of the Bible, and this became the
great labor of Jerome’s life. He went to Rome to
work with his patron the pope, and at that time,
he became acquainted with an extraordinary
group of high-born Christian women and be-
came their teacher, spiritual adviser, and friend.
Modern feminists often criticize Jerome for his
strong views against sexuality and his frequent
antifeminist comments. The women he met in
Rome befriended the irascible scholar, however,
and supported him in his many controversies
with other churchmen. One of the women who
was most supportive and influential in Jerome’s
life was Paula, a Roman widow who became his
lifelong companion.

Paula was a wealthy aristocratic Roman
widow who was descended from the famous
Roman family of the Scipios (the general who
defeated Carthage; see Sophoniba). Her father
was Rogatus and her mother Blaesilla, and as
was appropriate to the exalted family, they
arranged an excellent marriage for their daugh-
ter, Paula. She married Toxotius—descended
from the family of Julius Caesar. She bore five
children—four daughters and finally a son.
After she bore her son—named Toxotius after
his father—she renounced sexual intercourse
and concentrated on her religious practices.
When her husband died, she was not yet in her
mid-thirties, and she mourned his demise. She
found comfort in her religious beliefs, however.

She was lavish in her charity, offering money
to the poor and comfort to the sick. Her family
complained that she was so generous that she
was robbing her children’s patrimony, but she
did not listen to such criticism and continued
her care. Paula became acquainted with another
intelligent, religious widow, Marcella, and the
women gathered, studied, and discussed scrip-
ture. Their lives would change in about A.D.
382, when Jerome came to Rome to serve the
pope. As soon as Jerome entered Rome, he was
entertained at Paula’s mansion in the company

of other churchmen. He soon formed a friend-
ship with Paula, for they both shared a love of
the ascetic life—with fasting and other bodily
mortifications—along with a passion for study.

Paula and one of her daughters, Eustochium,
studied with Jerome. Paula knew most of the
scriptures by heart and even learned Hebrew
well enough to chant it with impeccable pro-
nunciation. Paula lived an ascetic life—bathing
only when ill and sleeping on the hard ground.
Throughout the three years Jerome spent in
Rome, the friendship grew, and even withstood
the tragic death of Paula’s daughter Blaesilla.
With Pope Damasus’s death in A.D. 384, Jerome
lost his protector, and the enemies he made in
Rome (who hated his argumentative style)
began to make life unpleasant for him. He de-
cided to leave for the Holy Land to take up a
monastic existence there. Paula and Eustochium
decided to accompany him, and this unortho-
dox traveling company generated even more
scandal in Rome. Jerome wrote a letter to an-
other high-born religious woman—Asella—re-
assuring her of the chaste motives and impecca-
ble virtue of the three pilgrims.

Paula, too, ignored the scandals, for she
longed to travel to the east to visit the sites where
holy men and women retreated into the desert to
live an ascetic life. Disregarding the demands of
children and household, she planned to leave
with Eustochium. As she boarded a ship, her
children cried on the shore, and her small son,
Toxotius, reached out to her. Jerome recounts
how she was torn between her duties as a mother
and her longings for a religious life: “She knew
herself no more as a mother, that she might ap-
prove herself a handmaid of Christ. Yet her heart
was rent within her, and she wrestled with her
grief, as though she were being forcibly separated
from parts of herself” (Jerome 197). One of the
consistent themes of many of these early Chris-
tian women was the tension between the de-
mands of family and their own desire to follow a
different path. Paula sailed away in about A.D.
385 and traveled throughout the Holy Land.

Jerome recounts in detail her travels and the
sites she saw, and he carefully mentioned the
many shrines of ancient women that drew her
attention. She stopped at the house of the early
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Christian Cornelius (which by then was a
church) to see the rooms where his daughters
spoke prophetically. She stopped at the tomb of
Rachel, where she had died giving birth to her
son Benjamin, and she spent a good deal of time
in Bethlehem, where Mary had given birth to
Jesus. Paula entered the home of Sarah and saw
the birthplace of Isaac. Finally, the group gath-
ered in Palestine, outside Jerusalem, where they
established two monasteries—one for men and
one for women. During this time, Jerome
worked on his Latin translation of the Old Tes-
tament based on the Hebrew texts, and the three
friends continued their study and conversation.

Paula’s son, Toxotius, had married a woman
named Laeta, and Paula was delighted to hear
that a granddaughter was born—named Paula
in honor of her illustrious grandmother. The
young child was dedicated to a life of virginity
and her mother, Laeta, also converted to a life of
chastity, perpetuating the circle of religious
households that Paula and Marcella had estab-
lished in the capital.

Paula became ill in Palestine, and Eu-
stochium cared for her mother during her final
sickness. She died in A.D. 404, at fifty-six years
old, and was buried in Bethlehem. Jerome
placed an inscription on her tomb, praising her
background and her piety. In this final tribute to
Paula, Jerome included the summary: “Seest
thou here hollowed in the rock a grave, ’Tis
Paula’s tomb; high heaven has her soul. Who
Rome and friends, riches and home forsook
Here in this lonely spot to find her rest” (Jerome
212). Like many other Christian women, Paula
gave up all her social connections to seek God in
the remote Holy Land. Her heritage included
her influence on the works of Jerome, and her
daughter Eustochium, who stayed with the
church father until her death.

See also Blaesilla; Eustochium; Marcella; Rachel;
Sarah (also Sarai); Sophoniba
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Paulina
Roman Woman (ca. A.D. 30)
When Tiberius (r. A.D. 14–37) became emperor
of Rome after the death of Augustus, he was al-
ready in his mid-fifties. He was a morose and
sullen man, who was suspicious of almost every-
one and who worried constantly about conspira-
cies. By A.D. 26, he left Rome to live a secluded
life on the island of Capri, from where he guided
the empire while surrounded by a limited num-
ber of trusted advisers (including his favorite as-
trologer). Among the many things that aroused
Tiberius’s suspicions were various religious cults.
One that particularly suffered under his watchful
eye was the cult of the Egyptian goddess, Isis,
and the Roman historian Josephus (who was not
a fan of the cult of Isis) records what he claims is
the incident that sparked the emperor’s hostility.
It is impossible to know how accurate this rather
remarkable tale is, but we cannot discount it
completely because of the level of detail. We may
approach his story of the noble woman, Paulina,
with some skepticism, however.

According to Josephus, there was a woman
named Paulina who was descended from the no-
blest families of Rome and who was held in high
regard because of her own virtuous conduct. She
was beautiful and wealthy and was married to a
man named Saturninus, who was her equal in
reputation. Another man, Decius Mundus, was
in love with her, however. He sent her abundant
gifts to persuade her to have relations with him,
but she scorned them all because of her virtue.
His passion was so inflamed, he even offered her
200,000 Greek drachmas (a king’s ransom) if he
could share her bed a single time. When even
this failed to shake her resolve, Mundus decided
to starve himself to death rather than suffer any
longer from unrequited love.

As Mundus began his fast, a freedwoman
named Ida who lived in his household inter-
vened. She had no patience with his self-sacrifice
and went to him with a plan that held out hope
that he might succeed in enjoying intimate rela-
tions with Paulina. She informed him that she
would need no more than 50,000 Greek drach-
mas to gain his desire. Mundus gave her the
money, and Ida instituted her plan. She knew
better than to approach the virtuous Paulina
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directly, but since she knew that Paulina was
much devoted to the worship of Isis, Ida went to
the goddess’s priests. She offered them 25,000
drachmas payable at once and as much more
after the success of the plot. She told them of
Mundus’s passionate desire for Paulina and
urged them to think of a way to satisfy his lust.
Swayed by greed, the priests agreed.

The eldest priest went to Paulina’s house and
requested a private talk with her. He said that he
had been sent by the god Anubis to say that the
god had fallen in love with her and wanted her to
come to him. Paulina was much flattered; she told
her friends of the invitation and even told her
husband of her summons to dine with and share
the bed of Anubis. Since her husband had no
doubt of his wife’s virtue, he gave his permission.

She went to the temple, and after supper
when it came time to sleep, the priest shut the
doors within the shrine and took away the
lamps. Mundus, who had been concealed within
the temple, appeared and was not rejected when
he sought intercourse with Paulina, since she be-
lieved he was the god Anubis. The next morning,
Paulina went to her husband and described in
detail the divine manifestation of Anubis, and in
front of the ladies who were her friends, she
bragged about the god. Those who heard could
hardly believe it, but knowing her reputation
and her position in society, they could not argue.

Two days later, however, Mundus appeared
before her, saying: “Well, Paulina, you have in-
deed saved me 200,000 drachmas which you
could have had, yet you rendered to perfection
the service I urged you to perform. Since you re-
jected Mundus, I took the name Anubis as my
own” (Kebric 115). With this speech, he de-
parted. When Paulina heard these words, she
understood the horrible deed that had been
done to her. She went to her husband and
begged him to get vengeance. He brought the
matter to the notice of Tiberius.

Tiberius examined the priests and discovered
the full story. He crucified both of the priests
and the woman, Ida, for their role in compro-
mising the lady’s honor. Furthermore, he de-
stroyed the temple and ordered the statue of Isis
to be cast into the Tiber River. Mundus escaped
with his life; he was sentenced to exile, since

Tiberius believed his crime had been committed
under the influence of passion. And the histo-
rian, Josephus, concluded, “Such were the inso-
lent acts of the priests in the temple of Isis” (Ke-
bric 115).
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Pelagia
Prostitute and Holy Woman (ca. A.D. 457)
Pelagia was a beautiful prostitute who lived in
Antioch (shown on Map 8) in the fifth century
A.D. Shortly after she died, the story of her
transformation from prostitute to holy woman
spread rapidly, and a churchman named Jacob
the Deacon recorded the story of her life. From
then on, her story was read and reread, and in
many churches she was venerated as a saint.
Jacob wrote that this is a story of “splendid re-
pentance” (Salisbury 99), and its popularity
probably grew from its message of forgiveness.

The story began when the bishop of Antioch
convened a council of eight bishops. Among
those summoned was Bishop Nonnus, who can
probably be identified as the bishop of Edessa
who lived ca. A.D. 451. Nonnus came to the
council accompanied by his deacon, Jacob (who
became Pelagia’s biographer). The bishops gath-
ered in the forecourt of a church, and as they lis-
tened to Bishop Nonnus speak, they were dis-
tracted by the approach of a beautiful woman.
She appeared riding on an ass, and she was so
elaborately ornamented that observers could
only see gold and pearls and precious stones
adorning her. A train of young men and women
clad in rich robes with gold jewelry at their
necks accompanied her, and the very air was
scented with rich perfumes as she passed by.
Upon seeing this impudent woman who rode
with not even a veil to cover her head modestly,
most of the bishops turned their faces away. But
Bishop Nonnus did not turn his head; he gazed
at her long and carefully.

After the woman had passed, Nonnus fell to
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his knees and shed many tears. Sighing heavily,
he asked the other bishops: “Did not the beauty
of the woman delight you?” The bishops did not
answer him, but Nonnus was not deterred. He
said again: “In truth, it greatly delighted me,
and well pleased was I with her beauty” (Salis-
bury 99). Nonnus spoke of the time the woman
spent adorning herself so that there would be no
stain or flaw in her body’s beauty. Thus, the
bishop said, she was careful to please all men’s
eyes and not disappoint her earthly lovers. In
contrast, Nonnus felt that they were trying to
please God, an immortal lover, and they could
not clean their souls or make them nearly as
beautiful as the prostitute’s body.

This account of the impact of the vision of
the prostitute’s beauty on Nonnus is quite re-
markable. In all the patristic writings, the fa-
thers warned that the mere vision of any woman
could lead a man to sin. In this case, the vision
of a beautiful fallen woman had led a bishop to
the recognition of a higher level of holiness.
This is a reversal of the standard Roman warn-
ings against prostitutes, and the standard Chris-
tian admonitions against women’s beauty. Non-
nus claimed that his perspective was validated
by a dream in which he saw a filthy black dove
that dove into the water and emerged clean and
white. The bishop believed he was called to
cleanse the beautiful prostitute.

The narrator went on to describe that Bishop
Nonnus was preaching in the church, but by
chance the prostitute heard him and “she, who
had never before thought of sin, was moved to
tears by his words.” She sent a note to the
bishop asking for an audience. Nonnus received
her, and she promptly asked to be baptized. The
bishop asked her name, and she answered: “At
birth the name I received was Pelagia. However
the townspeople of Antioch call me Margarite
because of the pearls with which I was adorned”
(Salisbury 101). Nonnus then agreed to baptize
her as Pelagia after she completed the necessary
preparation. The names were related—Pelagia
means “belonging to the sea,” and Margarite
means “pearl.” In a Christian context, the name
Pearl was an unusual one for a prostitute, be-
cause it means purity. Perhaps the narrator
wanted to show that even as a prostitute, Pelagia

had an inner purity that the bishop discovered.
During Pelagia’s preparation for baptism, she

was tormented by the devil, who tempted her
with recollections of her wealth. He said: “Were
you not decorated in precious stones and pearls?
Were you not covered in gold and silver?” (Sal-
isbury 102). The young woman was not swayed,
however; she sent her servant to her house to
give up all her wealth for the church to distrib-
ute to widows and orphans.

Finally, after eight days of preparation, she
was supposed to put off her white robes of bap-
tism and dress as a modest Christian woman. In-
stead, Pelagia once again set out on an unusual
path. She rose in the night and laid aside her
white robes and dressed in the clothing of
Bishop Nonnus. She disappeared in the darkness
and was not seen again in the city of Antioch.

About three years later, Nonnus’s deacon
Jacob longed to go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.
Nonnus suggested that Jacob visit a certain holy
eunuch in Jerusalem named Pelagius, who had
acquired a reputation for holiness. Jacob found
Pelagius in a cell on the Mount of Olives, and
they prayed together for a while. Jacob left
much impressed with the holy eunuch’s piety.
After some travels, Jacob returned again to the
Mount of Olives to confer with Pelagius. There
was no response to his knock on the cell. Peer-
ing in, Jacob discovered that Pelagius was dead.
When the other monks gathered to prepare the
body for burial, they discovered that Pelagius
was a woman. Jacob then knew who the holy
eunuch really was—the ex-prostitute, Pelagia.
Her reputation spread after her death, and many
came to venerate the prostitute who transcended
not only her sinful past but her gender as well.
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Suggested Readings
Brock, Sebastian P., et al. Holy Women of the Syrian

Orient. Berkeley: University of California Press,
1987.

Bullough, Vern L., and Bonnie Bullough. Cross
Dressing, Sex, and Gender. Philadelphia: Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press, 1993.

Salisbury, J. E. Church Fathers, Independent Virgins.
London: Verso, 1991.

Ward, Benedicta. Harlots of the Desert. Kalamazoo,
MI: Cistercian Publications, 1987.



268 penelope 

Penelope
Legendary Greek Wife
During the Trojan War between the Greeks and
the Trojans (immortalized by the poet Homer),
the Greek soldiers were gone from home for ten
years besieging the city of Troy. Even after the
war was over, some men took a long time re-
turning to their homes. The most famous of the
delayed Greek heroes was Odysseus, who took
ten more years returning to his home, and his
legendary adventures are preserved in Homer’s
popular work, The Odyssey.

Homer portrays Penelope as a faithful wife
(unlike Clytemnestra, who took a lover in her
husband’s absence). Penelope suffered, however,
from the Greek tradition that required that a
woman take a husband or live with her family.
Many suitors gathered in the household, eating
and drinking and urging Penelope to select one
of them as her husband to replace the long-
absent Odysseus. She staved them off by a ruse:
She said she first must finish weaving a shroud
for her father-in-law, Laertes. She then wove all
day, but every night she unraveled what she had
created. After three years of this delay, the suit-
ors discovered her trickery and told her she must
finish it and choose.

Finally, twenty years after Odysseus’s depar-
ture, the wanderer washed ashore on his native
land. Athena disguised him as an old beggar and
clothed him in rags. Odysseus waited at a beg-
gar’s hut while he planned how to rid his house-
hold of the 112 insolent suitors. Athena brought
Odysseus’s son, Telemachus, to meet his father,
and the two had a tearful reunion. They agreed
not to tell Penelope of his return yet. The two
went to the household, where Odysseus was
given the hospitality accorded beggars. Penelope
invited him to talk to her to see if he had word
of her husband. Maintaining his disguise,
Odysseus spun a long tale but promised Penel-
ope that her husband would return soon.

On the following day at a banquet, one of the
suitors finally exerted more pressure on Penel-
ope to choose her next husband. Penelope an-
nounced that she was ready to accept any suitor
who could match Odysseus’s skill and shoot an
arrow through the rings of twelve axes that were
set in a straight row. She further told them they

had to use Odysseus’s bow, which was very hard
to pull. Some suitors tried but did not have
enough strength even to string the great bow.
No one could accomplish the feat. Then
Odysseus in his disguise as an old beggar came
forward amid jeers and insults. Taking careful
aim, he shot an arrow through every one of the
twelve axe rings. Then with his bow, Odysseus
began to kill all the suitors. After a difficult bat-
tle, all were killed, and Odysseus was reunited
with Penelope.

They were not to have a peaceful life to-
gether, however. The relatives of the dead suitors
came to exact vengeance, and Athena brokered a
truce among the fighters. Under the terms of the
truce, Odysseus was to go into exile for another
ten years while the suitors’ families paid repara-
tions to Telemachus, who was the new king. A
prophecy had said that Odysseus would be
killed by his son, but it was not to be
Telemachus who would kill his father. Instead,
Telegonus, Odysseus’s son by the goddess Circe,
whom he had fathered during his long trip
home from Troy, raided the seacoast. Odysseus
set out to repel the invaders without knowing
who was there. Telegonus killed him on the
seashore with a spear tipped with the spine of a
sting ray.

Telegonus had to spend a year in exile to
compensate for killing his father. But then he
returned and married Penelope. Telemachus
then married Telegonus’s mother, Circe, and
both branches of the family became closely
united. Penelope was not remembered for the
incestuous second marriage, however. Instead,
she was remembered as the model of the faith-
ful, patient wife.

See also Clytemnestra; Helen of Troy in Greek
Mythology
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Perpetua the Martyr
(ca. A.D. 181–203)
In the late second century A.D., the Roman Em-
pire seemed at its height of territorial and mili-
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tary might. Yet many people felt a spiritual long-
ing that led them to join new cults even as they
worshiped the traditional pagan gods and god-
desses of Rome. This spiritual quest was partic-
ularly evident in Carthage, a city in North
Africa (shown on Map 7). Carthage was a cos-
mopolitan city of about 100,00 people, second
only to Rome itself in power and wealth, and
here people (and ideas) from all parts of the em-
pire mingled. In the northern suburbs of the
city, there was a large Jewish community (prob-
ably at least 5,000 strong), and this neighbor-
hood also included small groups of people who
gathered together several times a week to wor-
ship Jesus Christ. Most Romans had never heard
of the “Jewish prophet” who had been crucified
as a criminal almost two hundred years earlier.
But members of the small Christian communi-
ties believed he was God who had come to earth
to satisfy people’s spiritual longings. In Carthage
when Perpetua was born, there were probably
about 2,000 Christians who met regularly to-
gether in joyful celebration.

Perpetua herself was raised in a prosperous
Roman family who worshiped the pagan gods in
the traditional fashion. Well educated by her
family, Perpetua could read and write in three
languages—Greek, Latin, and the local dialect
called Punic. When she was about twenty years
old, the young woman married and by the fol-
lowing year was nursing an infant son. In spite
of a pampered upbringing, Perpetua was drawn
to Christianity sometime in her late teens. She
must have attended some Christian services and
decided she wanted to learn more about the new
religion. Therefore, she became a catechumen—
that is, she was studying about Christianity to
prepare herself to be baptized as a full member
of the church. The power of Rome intervened,
however, to challenge the strength of the young
woman’s faith.

In A.D. 202, the emperor Septimius Severus
decided to stop the spread of Judaism and
Christianity, so he passed a law forbidding any-
one to convert to either of these religions. In
the next year, the local Carthaginian governor
sent soldiers to Perpetua’s home, where they ar-
rested two Christian slaves and Perpetua her-
self. Perpetua’s father was distraught by his

daughter’s insistence upon proclaiming her
Christian faith and begged her to renounce her
beliefs and avoid jail. The young woman was
adamant, however, and while under house ar-
rest, she was baptized, thus defying the em-
peror’s law. She and five other Christians were
tried and sentenced to be killed by wild beasts
in the arena on the occasion of the birthday of
the emperor’s son.

Through this sentence Perpetua was to share
the fate of many similar Christian martyrs. This
young woman set herself apart, however, be-
cause while in prison she kept a diary of the last
few days of her life. This diary offers us a rare
glimpse into the mind and feelings of a young
Roman woman and remains a moving docu-
ment. Perpetua tells of her arrest and of her fear
and concern for her infant son: “I was terrified,
as I had never before been in such a dark hole.
What a difficult time it was! . . . I was tortured
with worry for my baby there” (Salisbury 85).
She describes her final trial where she pro-
claimed her Christianity in spite of her father’s
pleas and how her parents took her son away
from her. She returned to prison to await the
day of her death.

Most of her diary describes four dreams she
had in prison. Within these dreams we can see
her belief that she would go to heaven after her
ordeal. She also dreamed that she could help
ease the suffering of her little brother who had
died years before of cancer. Perpetua ended her
diary after these reassuring dreams by giving the
text to another member of the Christian com-
munity. This narrator completed the story by
recording what happened to the other prisoners
and by describing their death in the arena. The
narrator told how Perpetua and her female com-
panion, Felicity, were brutally buffeted by a wild
long-horned cow while the crowd cheered. He
also wrote how her male companions were at-
tacked by leopards and bears. Finally, he de-
scribed the deaths of the badly wounded Chris-
tians: They were brought to a scaffold where a
gladiator slit their throats. Perpetua was the last
to die, and the gladiator missed her throat,
painfully cutting her shoulder. She bravely
guided his hand and gave herself the death blow
across her own throat.



270 persian women 

Many pagans converted to Christianity after
watching the brave young people face death,
and the bodies of the martyrs were buried with
care and awe. After Christianity became ac-
cepted in the Roman Empire (ca. A.D. 313),
their bodies were moved to a great church, and
every year Christians conducted a celebration
on the date of their martyrdom. Perpetua’s in-
fluence continued because for centuries priests
read her diary annually to the congregation to
remind them of the young woman’s strength
and vision. Today, many look to the text of Per-
petua’s diary to argue for women to serve as
priests and leaders in the church. Other Chris-
tians see proof in her dreams of the existence of
heaven and of the benefits of praying for the
dead. For all readers, however, Perpetua’s writing
offers precious insight into the mind and life of
a brave, talented woman of the ancient world.

See also Felicity; Isis; Julia Domna
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Persian Women
(539–330 B.C.)
In the sixth century B.C., the political history of
the ancient Middle East took a dramatic turn:
Cyrus the Great (ca. 601–ca. 530 B.C.) seized the
crown of the Persians—a people who lived on
the plateau in modern Iran. (See Map 3.) In the
540s B.C., Cyrus conducted an astonishing series
of military campaigns that won him a wide em-
pire stretching from India through Mesopo-
tamia into Lydia. Shortly after Cyrus’s death, the
Persians conquered Egypt, thus creating a single

empire out of the ancient peoples in this region.
The Persians were tolerant rulers—the Jews were
able to return to their homeland and rebuild
their temple, and all peoples were allowed a gen-
erous degree of religious and cultural autonomy.

The imperial structure reached its fullest de-
velopment under Darius the Great (521–486
B.C.). The court was centered at a great fortress-
palace at Persepolis (see Map 3) ruled by an ab-
solute hereditary monarchy assisted by a central
council of nobles. The provinces were adminis-
tered by local governors called satraps. Although
the provinces, or satrapies, retained much local
control, the king kept close watch over them
through a network of imperial inspectors, who
tried to make sure the satraps remained both
honest and loyal. Commerce was stimulated by
an extensive network of roads and the introduc-
tion of imperial coinage. This powerful empire
confronted the growing strength of the Greek
city-states and fought wars against the Greeks,
which were immortalized by the Greek historian
Herodotus (ca. 484–424 B.C.) and which stim-
ulated the rise of Athens. The Persian Empire re-
mained a vigorous force until it was conquered
by Alexander the Great in 331 B.C.

For the 200 years of its history, the Persian
Empire stimulated much writing on the part of
the Greeks, who found their powerful enemy in-
teresting and very foreign. This empire has also
captured the imagination of subsequent histori-
ans, who have tried to rise above the ancient
Greek negative propaganda to understand the
life of the enterprising Persians. Perhaps one of
the most difficult areas to reconstruct from the
Persian Empire is the role and position of the
Persian women—the women of the royal house-
hold in Persepolis, the noble women of the
satrapies, and the everyday women of the em-
pire. Part of the problem is that the most detailed
sources are from the Greeks—particularly the
historian Herodotus—and they neither under-
stood nor liked Persian customs. The description
offered here of some of the information from the
Greek sources is contrasted with what informa-
tion we can glean from other sources to try to
glimpse a fuller picture of Persian women.

Unlike the Greeks, the Persian kings—and
perhaps the nobility—took many wives. Mar-



persian women 271

riages were used as political alliances, so many
wives meant more alliances. The earliest Persian
kings entered politically motivated marriages
with daughters of Persian nobles and with
daughters of non-Persian royalty, and these mar-
riage practices reflect the need of the Persian
kings to expand their political dominance. In
addition, the kings seemed to have a number of
concubines who often also reflected political al-
liances: the daughters of lower officials than
kings did not have the right of becoming wives
but could still bind an alliance by becoming
concubines. With all these women at the court,
the Greek historians credited Persian women
with exerting a great deal of influence over the
king, but the reality was more complicated.

In one highly implausible example, Herod-
otus describes how Cambyses (530–521 B.C.),
the son of Cyrus, was killed and his place taken
by an impostor named Smerdis (or Gaumata),
who pretended to be Cambyses. One of the Per-
sian nobles, Otanes, suspected that there was an
impostor on the throne, and he sent a message
to his daughter, Phaedyme, who was one of
Cambyses’s wives. He asked her if the man with
whom she slept was Cambyses or someone else.
According to Herodotus, Phaedyme did not
know with whom she slept. Otanes told her how
to tell: the suspected pretender had had his ears
cut off as punishment, so when Phaedyme slept
with him she was to secretly feel for his ears—if
they were missing, then he was not the son of
Cyrus the Great. She bravely felt for his ears and
discovered they were missing. Then the Persian
nobles came in and removed the impostor, and
Darius the Great took the throne.

The details of the Greek version of this story
seem a little far-fetched—surely the wife would
have other ways to recognize her husband be-
yond the presence of ears! All the Persian
sources, however, confirm that this was a turbu-
lent time during which a palace revolt brought
Darius to power. We also know that Darius con-
solidated his rule by marrying royal daughters.
He married Cyrus’s daughter Atossa and
Otanes’s daughter Phaedyme, who had previ-
ously been married to Cambyses. In this way,
the Greek belief that the palace women were im-
portant to Darius’s rule seems accurate. The new

king also married several other noble daughters.
His position thus ensured, Darius continued on
to consolidate his rule and earn the appellation
“the Great.”

Darius responded to a Greek revolt in Asia
Minor by invading the Greek mainland in the
first of the Persian Wars. The great Persian army
was defeated at the Battle of Marathon in 490
B.C. While the motivation for Darius’s invasion
was surely the revolt of the Greeks within the
empire, Herodotus attributes his desire to invade
to Atossa—Darius’s favorite wife. She came to
know of Greece through a talented Greek physi-
cian who had cured a sore that had erupted on
her breast. She urged Darius to expand his em-
pire by invading Greece, and according to
Herodotus, he did so. While this is another story
that is not likely to be accurate (for example, the
invasion of Greece was twenty years after the
event of her cure, so that seems too long to be
linked causally), it once again reflects the Greek
tendency to call the Persians weak by being
dominated by their too-independent women.

What was the reality of the influence of the
royal women? It is clear that at least two women
in the royal court had a good deal of influ-
ence—the king’s mother and the mother of the
royal heir. Once Darius had declared Xerxes to
be his heir, Xerxes’s mother, Atossa, gained con-
siderable status at court. Herodotus’s animosity
toward Atossa probably increased because her
son Xerxes continued the Persian Wars by in-
vading Greece again (only to be repulsed again
at the Battle of Salamis in which Artemisia, a
woman admiral, led a portion of the Persian
fleet). Persian women’s political influence, how-
ever, must have been fairly limited.

With so many women at the court, they did
not have unlimited access to the king. They had
to wait for an audience or talk to him when he
chose to visit their beds. Furthermore, it appears
that the women were frequently separated from
one another, so this was not a setting like later
harems of women. For example, Phaedyme
claimed she could not consult with Atossa on
the question of whether or not her husband had
ears, for the women did not see each other.
Their political influence was limited and proba-
bly did not extend much beyond household and
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family matters. In one area royal women did
seem able to exert influence with the king—this
was to ask for clemency for family members
who had fallen out of favor. In this circum-
stance, it seems that the Persians believed that
women’s roles were to look out for their rela-
tives. After all, it was for this that their fathers
had arranged their marriages to the king—such
political influence was certainly expected.

If the Greek sources overstated the political
influence of some of the Persian royal wives,
they completely underestimated the amount of
freedom Persian women did have. Persian
women appeared in public and in many cases
seemed to enhance the status of their royal hus-
bands. The statue of the Persian woman in her
elegant robes shown in Figure 60 gives an exam-
ple of their official appearance. The Persian
sources refer to noblewomen as appearing at
banquets and eating and drinking with the men
(a practice that shocked the Greeks). Even
Alexander the Great met his wife, Roxane, who
was the daughter of a local king, when she
joined a feast with thirty other young women.
So, Persian women mingled with men in a num-
ber of informal settings.

Perhaps even more surprising to the Greek
observers, Persian women accompanied their
noble husbands and lovers on hunting trips or
even military campaigns. One Persian nobleman
foolishly took his Greek concubine to war with
him against the Greeks, and when she got close
to her homeland, she escaped. Xerxes entrusted
his family to his admiral, Artemisia, after the
Battle of Salamis so she could return them safely
to Persia. Perhaps the most famous example of a
family going to war with the great king was
when Darius III (336–330 B.C.) confronted
Alexander the Great. The account of the battle
told how Persian women accompanied their
men to battle riding in golden chariots and
bringing their furnishings and jewelry. At the
Battle of Issus in 330 B.C., Alexander captured
Darius’s family and used the occasion to show
his generosity to captive women.

Noble Persian women also traveled on their
own without being accompanied by their hus-
bands, which is further indication of the inde-
pendence they experienced. Persian records

show one woman who traveled to Syria to per-
suade her husband to abandon a revolt, and
Parysatis, mother of Cyrus the Younger, traveled
to Babylon to supervise the return of her son’s
body. Persian economic records show the
amounts of rations allocated to female members
of noble families for their travel expenses, and
these indicate both the frequency of travel and
the extent of the entourage that accompanied
the noblewomen. For example, when the
daughter of Darius I took a trip in 498 B.C., she

Figure 60. Woman in Persian dress (Brooklyn
Museum)
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Figure 61. Persian miniature from a manuscript depicting lovers (Ann Ronan Picture Library)

was issued 176 quarts of wine for the four-day
excursion. So women had a good deal of free-
dom of movement, but the really striking indi-
cation of the freedom of some Persian women
was their economic status.

The Persian records also indicate that noble-
women owned and managed huge amounts of

property on their own. Even some of the Greek
sources recognize the wealth of noblewomen.
For example, the Greek philosopher Plato re-
ferred to the vast amount of property owned by
Amestris, the mother of the Persian king Artax-
erxes I (465–424 B.C.). Similarly, the Greek
Xenophon describes the wealth of Parysatis,
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mother of Cyrus the Younger, who had such vast
estates in Syria that she could draw from them
and supply troops for her son to use in his revolt
against Artaxerxes II (404–358 B.C.). Such ex-
tensive landholding by Greek women was un-
common, so the Greek authors mentioned it as
remarkable, but it was expected of many of the
Persian noblewomen.

Texts that list supplies and production in the
Persian Empire matter-of-factly list noble-
women as the owners and indeed the managers
of many estates. Darius’s wife, Artystone, wrote
letters ordering supplies for her estates and
sealed the letters with her personal seal. From
the surviving records, it appears that Artystone
had at least three large estates throughout the
empire, each of which was administered by a
steward to whom she addressed her orders. And
she was not unique. It was typical for many
noblewomen to own and run large estates and
to gain great personal wealth from these sources.

These economic sources also shed some light
on nonnoble Persian women, for they list large
numbers of skilled and unskilled workers who
labored on the estates. These lists included
women and children as well as men, and the
women were frequently paid the same rate as the
men who worked alongside them. Unfortu-
nately the vocabulary of the lists is unclear, and
the records are incomplete, so we do not know
exactly what kind of work these large workforces
did. Nevertheless such lists are a clear testimony
to women’s involvement in the economy, from
the richest royal women to the poorest workers
on the estates. The system was so different from
that of the Greek city-states that it is perhaps no
wonder that the Greek sources felt so compelled
to comment negatively on the influence of
women in the Persian Empire.

Persia fell to the Macedonian armies of
Alexander the Great, who spread Greek culture
throughout the whole region. In the process,
Greek culture itself was transformed, becoming
what we call the “Hellenistic culture.” One of
the characteristics of the Hellenistic world was
that women gained more freedom to own land,
work, and participate in many aspects of life
than they ever had in the classical Athenian so-
ciety of the city-states. Furthermore, Hellenistic

queens from Alexander’s mother, Olympias, to
the famous Cleopatra VII exerted a remarkable
amount of authority. Many scholars have attrib-
uted the position of women in the Hellenistic
world to the Macedonians, who seemed to have
expected their women to be strong and outspo-
ken. It may also be that the many women in the
Persian Empire who had become used to exert-
ing a good deal of economic power also influ-
enced the Greeks as they moved east. The Greek
armies may have conquered the Persian Empire,
but perhaps some of the sovereignty of the little-
understood Persian women influenced the ways
of the Greeks.

See also Artemisia; Cleopatra VII; Egyptian
Women; Esther; Greek (Athenian) Women
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Phila
Macedonian Queen (r. 294–289 B.C.)
When Alexander the Great was campaigning in
the east, conquering the vast territories that ul-
timately created the Hellenistic kingdoms, he
left his trusted friend, Antipater, in Macedonia
as regent to rule on his behalf. Antipater’s great-
est rival had been Alexander’s mother,
Olympias, and with his dying breath the regent
warned Macedonians not to ever accept rule by
a queen. In spite of this attitude, Antipater
shared with other ancient men the desire to en-
sure power for their grandchildren through
good marriages for their daughters. Antipater
had many sons and daughters, and three of his
daughters married successors of Alexander the
Great who became kings. One of his daugh-
ters—Phila—married two successors and re-
markably in a violent age earned a reputation for
virtue and kindness.

In 322 B.C., less than one year after Alexan-
der’s death, Antipater gave his daughter Phila to
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Craterus, his close friend who seemed certain to
rise in fame and power. Phila had been Antipa-
ter’s favorite, and even when she was a girl her
father had consulted her about affairs of state
and valued her judgment. In addition to wis-
dom, the sources say she had the virtues of kind-
ness and pity, and her father had found a splen-
did husband for her. Craterus was hugely
popular—charming, handsome, and brave on
the battlefield. The couple had one son named
Craterus after his proud father. The marriage
was brief, however, for Craterus died in battle.

Antipater very quickly found another politi-
cally expedient marriage for Phila—to Deme-
trius, the son of Antigonus, the governor of Asia.
The marriage was arranged so rapidly that when
Phila received the body of Craterus for burial, she
had already been remarried. Demetrius was only
eighteen when he married Phila, a woman of
thirty, and Phila once again found herself married
to a man of heroic beauty. Demetrius was so
handsome that strangers followed him in the
streets for the pleasure it gave them to see him.
Demetrius valued Phila’s wisdom and political
acumen as much as her father had and consulted
her regularly on matters of state.

The sources all say that Phila deeply loved
her husband, even though he was famous for his
many lovers; his longest-standing mistress was
Lamia, a woman as old as Phila. Demetrius and
Phila had a son named Antigonus, and even
though the Macedonian kings were polyga-
mous, Demetrius did not take another wife
until 307 B.C. Then he married an Athenian
woman named Eurydice, who bore him a son.
This marriage did not seem to affect Phila very
much, for Demetrius only visited Eurydice oc-
casionally, and the Athenian was not highly
placed politically. More threatening was
Demetrius’s marriage in 303 B.C. to Deidameia,
sister of the king of Epirus. This high-born
princess could well displace Phila as Demetrius’s
most important wife. Deidameia bore Deme-
trius a son, named Alexander, but she died
shortly thereafter.

By now, Phila lived as queen in Macedonia,
much beloved by the people there. Her position
was secure, and her son, Antigonus, was his fa-
ther’s second-in-command. The sources claim

that Macedonia had never before had a queen of
such wisdom. For example, the Greek historian
Diodorus wrote: “She strove to see that justice
was done and she was generous with her wealth”
(Macurdy 66).

Demetrius perhaps should have rested on his
laurels at this point, but he did not. Ever seek-
ing more glory and new adventures, the bold
man began with a new wedding. In 292 B.C., he
agreed to marry a princess—Lanassa—who
brought the island of Corcyra as her wedding
gift to him. At the wedding, Demetrius acted
with such pride—claiming to be king of
kings—that he alienated his Macedonian
troops. Then disaster struck—he lost an impor-
tant battle and lost with it the throne of Mace-
donia exactly at a time when he was preparing to
invade Asia. The Hellenistic kings were all
against him, and the Macedonians told
Demetrius that they were sick of a spendthrift
king and that he had better leave to save his life.
He went into his tent and changed his royal
purple cloak for a plain black one and went to
where Phila was staying. Phila could not endure
the loss of her country and the sight of her
beloved king in flight. She took poison. She did
not live to see her husband marry again and re-
cover much of his wealth and power. Nor did
she live to see the splendid funeral procession
that brought the ashes of Demetrius home for
burial. The unselfish woman would probably
have been pleased for her husband. In spite of
her tragic death, she was remarkable in living
through the violent times after the death of
Alexander the Great, preserving her reputation
for wisdom and kindness. She died beloved by
her people and her children and remembered as
a fine queen.
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Philomela
Legendary Greek Woman
Early Greek myths told of the origins of the
royal house of Athens. Among the stories of the
legendary founders of the royal family, the most
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tragic (and one of the most popular) was that of
the misfortunes of the two sisters of an Athen-
ian king. Their names were Procne and
Philomela.

Procne, the elder sister, was married to Tereus
of Thrace, a son of the war-god Ares. The two
had a son named Itys, and when he was five
years old, Procne begged Tereus to let her invite
her sister, Philomela, to visit her, for she was
lonely for her family. He agreed and said he
would go to Athens himself to escort Philomela
to his home. As soon as he set eyes on the young
woman, however, he fell in love with her, for she
was as beautiful as a nymph. The lovely
Philomela readily agreed to travel with Tereus,
for she suspected nothing of his motives. All
went well on the voyage, but when they landed
and traveled overland for the palace, Tereus told
Philomela that he had received news of Procne’s
death and that her father had consented to his
marrying her. He forced her to bed with him.

The sources agree on the horrible conse-
quences of Tereus’s betrayal, but they differ on
the details. In one version he hides Procne and
cuts out her tongue so she cannot tell of his be-
trayal. In another, it is Philomela who was im-
prisoned and mutilated by removing her
tongue. Whichever sister was imprisoned, she
managed to tell the other of her plight by means
of a message woven into a piece of tapestry.

The sisters determined to rescue each other
and take revenge on Tereus. When they had
again found each other, they wept in each
other’s arms. Then the instrument of their re-
venge appeared: Procne’s little son, Itys, came
into the room. At that instant the mother real-
ized how much like his father was the beloved
son, and a plan came into her mind. She
grabbed the boy and killed him with one stroke
of a dagger. She dismembered his body, and the
sisters cooked him in a large kettle. Procne then
served the horrifying dinner to Tereus that
night. She watched him as he ate; then she told
him what he had eaten.

In his first horror, he could not move, and
the sisters fled. He overtook them, however, and
was about to kill them when suddenly the gods
turned them into birds. Philomela became a
nightingale and Procne a swallow. The legends

say that the nightingale sings a mournful song,
ever mourning the death of Itys. The swallow
cannot sing, since Procne had no tongue, so it
just screams. (Some versions reverse the trans-
formations, making Procne the nightingale.)
Tereus too was changed into a bird—an ugly
beaked bird or a hawk. It is perhaps because of
the particularly horrible nature of the revenge
taken by the sisters that this legend was repeated
throughout the Roman period.
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Philosophers, Greek
Philosophy is a Greek word that originally meant
“love of wisdom,” and early Greek philosophers
established a new way to look at the world.
Abandoning the emphasis on the supernatural
that shaped other ancient western societies, the
Greeks used rational thought—logic—to explore
the world and the place of humans and gods
within it. In doing so, famous philosophers such
as Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and others estab-
lished an approach that continues to form the
basis of modern philosophical speculations.
From the dawn of philosophy, women were ex-
cited about the new ideas and became “lovers of
wisdom.” The constraints experienced by women
in ancient Greek society, however, restricted their
participation, so the numbers of women philoso-
phers from ancient Greece are few, and many are
connected to family members who engaged in
philosophy. This is not surprising, because since
women did not have free access to move about
and choose their interests, women with direct
contact with philosophers would most easily be-
come engaged in the study. In spite of the con-
straints, a number of women made an impact in
the history of philosophy of ancient Greece.

Probably the first school to have encouraged
the study of philosophy by women was that of
the Pythagoreans in the mid-sixth century B.C.
The Pythagoreans believed that reason, which
was the most important human characteristic,
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was unaffected by gender, so women could en-
gage in philosophic study. Tradition holds that
Pythagoras himself studied under the Delphic
priestess Themistoclea, which not only links
him to a woman but also gave his philosophic
musings divine authority. Pythagoras estab-
lished a community—and school—for studying
philosophy, and in a striking departure from tra-
ditional Greek practice, women were welcome
to attend. The Life of Pythagoras, written in
about the fourth century A.D., records seventeen
women followers of Pythagoras, whom the au-
thor describes as “the most illustrious.” That
perhaps implies that there were also others. This
lifestyle also generated criticism; at least two an-
cient comedies written in the fourth century
B.C. by Cratinus the Younger and Alexis bore the
title The Woman Who Pythagorises, which no
doubt made fun of the participation of women
in the Pythagorean community.

Pythagoras married one of his female pupils,
Theano, who followed him as the leader of the
school. His daughters—Myia, Arignote, and
Damo—also became Pythagoreans. Late Py-
thagorean women—from the fourth century
B.C. to about the first century A.D.—included
Phintys, Aesara of Lucania, Perictione, and pos-
sibly another Theano. We know little about
most of these women because we only have
some fragments of their writings (or of writings
attributed to them), but from these fragments
we can identify something of their interests.

While these women shared the interests of
male philosophers in the basic principles of sci-
ence, mathematics, and human behavior, the
women also frequently added commentaries on
topics of specific interest to women. For exam-
ple, Aesara of Lucania said that human nature
provided the standard for law and justice in the
home as well as in the city; thus the principles of
philosophy had relevance to women. A surviving
fragment attributed to Theano (probably the
later one) shows how she applied the
Pythagorean principle of “harmony” to a woman
who was coping with an unfaithful husband and
showed how this principle could help such a
woman decide what she ought to do and how
she ought to act. Phintys and Perictione applied
the concept of harmony to the question of how

women ought to act in public and private life.
These Pythagoreans show how fruitful the inter-
action of men and women in the schools and
communities could be, but subsequent philo-
sophic schools were not as inclusive.

The pursuit of philosophy in Athens took a
giant leap forward with the life and career of
Socrates (469–399 B.C.), a stonemason by pro-
fession but a philosopher by calling. He spent
his life talking to people in the marketplace of
Athens and asking questions designed to lead
students to insights into such large questions as
truth, beauty, and justice. Socrates left no writ-
ings himself, but his pupils recorded many of his
conversations, which allow us to study some of
the ideas of this influential thinker.

Socrates thought that women were equally
capable as men of attaining wisdom, but the
surviving texts show that Socrates’s followers
(and likely the master himself ) shared the Greek
notion of differential treatment for women. For
example, Xenophon in his Oeconomicus limits
women’s learning to domestic duties, and a later
writer, Theophrastus, said that women should
just have enough knowledge of letters to manage
the household, which was their own sphere.
Socrates offended many Athenians in the course
of his long career of questioning, and they
placed him on trial in 399 B.C. for impiety and
corrupting youth. The Athenians sentenced him
to death, and he drank a cup of poison hemlock
to fulfill the sentence rather than stop his life of
philosophy. His work was taken up by his bril-
liant student, Plato, whose writings have
marked him as one of the greatest philosophers
in western culture.

Plato established a school called the Academy
in an olive grove outside Athens, where he drew
many of the brightest minds of the day. At the
core of Plato’s philosophy was the idea that
everyone had a soul that was immaterial, eter-
nal, and nonsexual; only our bodies are differ-
ent. Thus the souls of men and women alike
could study philosophy, and the goal for every-
one was to try to focus on our souls and detach
from the material world, including gender. Per-
haps not surprisingly, given the equality at the
heart of his philosophy, the sources record
women connected with Plato’s academy.
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There was a tradition that Plato’s mother,
Perictione, was a philosopher, but it is difficult
to substantiate this claim, and it may just be a
later literary convention. Other women cer-
tainly studied with Plato. Diogenes Laertius in
his Lives of the Philosophers records two
women—Axiothea and Lasthenia—who were
pupils of Plato and of his successors.

According to one source, Axiothea lived in
Arcadia, a region in the southwest of Greece,
and she read Plato’s Republic, in which he out-
lined how an ideal society should be governed.
She was so impressed by the work that she trav-
eled to Athens to become a follower of Plato. Al-
though The Republic maintains the equality of
women with men as potential members of the
guardian class, Axiothea had to dress as a man to
gain admittance to Plato’s lectures; Plato’s ideal
world had certainly not been implemented. Ax-
iothea also studied under Plato’s successor as
head of the Academy, Speusippus. Diogenes
Laertius also mentions Lasthenia in connection
with Axiothea as a student of Speusippus. He
tantalizingly tells us only “one may learn philos-
ophy too from your female disciple from Arca-
dia” (Waithe 209), but he offers no more infor-
mation about what Lasthenia taught. We would
like to know more about these women who
studied under Plato, but the sources unfortu-
nately offer nothing more than the evidence of
their presence.

One of Socrates’s followers was a man named
Aristippus, who went to North Africa to the city
of Cyrene to found his own school of philoso-
phy. Aristippus made Socrates’s definition of
virtue concrete by equating “good” with plea-
sure, and thus the Cyrenaics held that true hap-
piness depended upon an absence of wants.
While this school is considered one of the first
proponents of hedonism—or the search for
pleasure as a way of life—its followers neverthe-
less claimed that education and intelligence
were necessary as guides to proper enjoyment.
Aristippus’s daughter, Arete, succeeded her fa-
ther as head of the Cyrenaic school. The sources
report that she taught philosophy for thirty-five
years to well over a hundred students and that
she wrote forty books. Unfortunately, none has
survived. She was the mother of Aristippus the

Younger, who went by a nickname that means
“taught by his mother.” An epigraph on her
tomb records the accomplishments of this re-
markable woman: “She was the splendor of
Greece and possessed the beauty of Helen, the
virtue of Thirma, the pen of Aristippus, the soul
of Socrates, and the tongue of Homer” (Waithe
198). One could not wish for a better epigraph.

Plato’s greatest student was Aristotle
(384–322 B.C.), who departed from Plato in a
number of areas. Aristotle did not share Plato’s
belief in the basic similarity of men and women.
His scientific and biological studies led him to
think of women only as connected to their phys-
ical nature, and he maintained that women were
biologically inferior to men (see Gynecology). In
effect, he claimed that men were perfect and that
when nature made a mistake, a woman was
formed. He believed that since women were
weaker than men, their mental capacities were
also weaker, so women could not be real philoso-
phers. It is perhaps not surprising that we have
no evidence for any female pupils of Aristotle.

Aristotle was a teacher of the Macedonian
Alexander the Great, whose conquests trans-
formed the classical culture of the ancient Greek
city-states and in turn changed the position of
women. When Alexander conquered his great
empire, Greek culture spread eastward and min-
gled with the older culture of the east. When
Alexander died, his empire broke into large
monarchies—the Hellenistic kingdoms—and
within these large states, the small city-states no
longer held such sway. As city life changed, so
did the tight family life that restricted Greek
women to the household. In the Hellenistic
world, there is much evidence for women who
emerged from the shadows and became poets,
rulers, and philosophers.

The participation of women in philosophy
was also increased by new schools of philosophy
that grew up in response to new situations. No
longer were philosophers primarily interested in
the large questions of truth and justice that con-
sumed Plato, but instead they wondered how in-
dividuals could live a good life in a chaotic
world. Neopythagorean communities flourished
in Alexandria and southern Italy, and these in-
cluded women philosophers just as the earlier
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communities had. Scholars still debate whether
or not a number of fragments of writings from
Neopythagoreans were written by women. Cer-
tainly they discuss topics that had been tradi-
tionally linked with women—the education of
children, choice of a nurse, control of slaves,
manner of dress, and so on—and they were at-
tributed to women. There is no real reason to
doubt their authorship, and at the very least,
they demonstrate that writings purportedly writ-
ten by women could circulate and be taken seri-
ously in the world of Hellenistic philosophers.

The Epicureans of the early fourth century
B.C. developed a philosophy that claimed that
the good life could be had by studying in a com-
munity of companions. The woman Leontium
(see Leontium) was a member of this commu-
nity and shows the appeal to women of this kind
of life. Cynics believed the good life could be at-
tained by despising things of this world, and
some women, too, followed this philosophy.
(See Hipparchia.)

Another significant philosophic school of the
Hellenistic world was the Stoic, founded by the
Greek Zeno (third century B.C.). The Stoics
claimed there was no difference between men
and women, and all should study philosophy.
Although we do not have any record of women
Stoics, a number of the later Stoic writings en-
couraged women to study philosophy so that
they, too, could enjoy an easier life. The Roman
Stoic Musonius Rufus (first century A.D.) wrote
essays called “That Women Too Should Study
Philosophy” and “Should Daughters Receive the
Same Education as Sons,” which explicitly sup-
port the study of philosophy by women. We do
not know in what specific incidents women
were affected by such writings.

The ambiguity of women’s participation in
Stoic philosophy might serve as an appropriate
conclusion to this brief summary of ancient
women’s participation in philosophy. Our
sources can tell us what philosophers believed
about women—Aristotle dismissing their poten-
tial while Pythagoras, Epicurus, and Plato sup-
ported it—but we do not have any substantial
information about how those ideas affected the
lives of many real women. Where philosophers
founded communities and gathered pupils to-

gether, there was more opportunity for women
to enter along with their relatives or lovers, but
most participants remained anonymous and
thus forgotten by history. We can identify a few
women, however, who made their mark in a
field that had been dominated by men, and per-
haps the very difficulty of the task makes these
“lovers of wisdom” all the more admirable.

See also Aspasia; Diotima of Mantinea; Greek
(Athenian) Women; Hipparchia; Hypatia;
Leontium; Theano
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Plancia Magna
Roman Benefactress (b. ca. A.D. 100)
By the first century A.D., the cities of the
provinces of the Roman Empire offered great
opportunities for people to prosper, and these
territories drew enterprising Romans from Italy.
In the first century B.C. at the end of the repub-
lic, one such family—the Plancii—came to
Perge in Asia Minor (in modern southwest
Turkey) from Italy (see Map 7 of the Roman
Empire). They came to make their fortune as
traders and succeeded in becoming very wealthy.
By the late first century A.D. the head of the
family, M. Plancius Varus, rose to the governor-
ship of a province in Asia. Plancius was in a po-
sition to arrange a fine marriage for his daugh-
ter, Plancia Magna.

Plancia Magna married C. Julius Cornutus
Tertullus, a man who was at least as old as her
father—probably in his sixties when they mar-
ried. Tertullus was a wealthy provincial, who
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also had achieved high office in the empire. Both
Tertullus and Plancius Varus owned many es-
tates far away from Perge, which brought even
more wealth into their coffers. In the tradition of
Rome, one would expect Plancia Magna to have
lived modestly in the shadows of her illustrious
father and husband, but remarkably she emerges
from the past as a woman who rose to promi-
nence in her own name. How was she able to do
so? She used money combined with what must
have been her own ambition for public position.

It was unusual for a woman (especially one in
her twenties as Plancia must have been when she
married) to control her own wealth. Public in-
scriptions indicate that Plancia spent her own
money—and spent it lavishly—without control
of her husband. Therefore, her father must have
split a substantial inheritance between Plancia
Magna and her brother. While her brother used
his funds in a traditionally Roman way to ad-
vance his own career, Plancia Magna used hers
to acquire public status. It may be that the men
of her family were pursuing their public careers
in Rome while Plancia upheld the family’s status
at Perge.

During the Roman Republic and on into the
empire, Romans—usually men—frequently
used their wealth to contribute to public causes.
They built great buildings or other public mon-
uments, endowed and supported priesthoods,
or paid for public spectacles such as games. In
return for such largesse, the patron’s political
and social eminence was celebrated by the grate-
ful populace. Wealth for a Roman was used pri-
marily to buy the respect—indeed adulation—
of the community. This system—called
evergetism—lay at the heart of the public life of
the Hellenistic Greek and Roman civilizations
and helped contribute to many of the accom-
plishments that have endured. Both sides of
Plancia Magna’s family engaged in this kind of
public display. Her father had dedicated a city
gate of Nicaea to the imperial house, and in re-
turn he was called the patron of that city. A hus-
band and wife of the Cornuti family had dedi-
cated a gymnasium at Perge and were
commemorated publicly by at least four in-
scriptions. Plancia’s largesse and her accolades
far exceeded those of these relatives, and it is

through the grateful inscriptions that we can
glimpse this ancient woman.

At the beginning of the second century A.D.,
a complete renovation was undertaken on
Perge’s gate and its two round towers. The new
gate included a courtyard; a new marble, two-
storied, columnar facade; and a new monumen-
tal triple arch. There were also statues included
in the niches and arch. The statues’ bases estab-
lish Plancia Magna as the donor of the renova-
tion, which must have cost a fortune. The stat-
ues included images of five of the Olympian
deities, and in the upper niches stood statues of
Plancia’s father and brother. The inscriptions of
those statues identified them in that way, as re-
lated to Plancia, instead of as notable in their
own right. This identification shows that Plan-
cia Magna had been the instrumental donor in
the courtyard. The great arch that was the high-
light of the construction further shows that
Plancia Magna was the patron, for the inscrip-
tion proclaims that Plancia Magna dedicated
the arch to her city.

The existence of this monument to Plancia
Magna’s wealth and generosity alone would have
been enough to set her off as an extraordinary
ancient woman, but her grateful city awarded
her an impressive list of public titles that further
show that she played an active role in her city’s
life. She was designated “daughter of the city” as
well as being given the title demiourgos, which
made her a public official whose name was used
for dating purposes. She also held three of the
most significant priesthoods: She was priestess
of Artemis, the most important deity in Perge;
also priestess of the “mother of the gods”; and fi-
nally she was the priestess of the imperial cult of
the emperor—perhaps the most political of the
religious appointments. In addition, she re-
ceived one more highly public appointment: she
was the director of the gymnasium, which was
the physical and intellectual school for young
men, and the heart of the Hellenistic cities.
Clearly, Plancia Magna took an active and influ-
ential role in the life of her city, and this was
probably made possible as a result of the wealth
that she controlled. But it also must have been
owing to her own energetic determination to
gain a public reputation.
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Was she unique in this? She had other mod-
els of public women, and it seems that the pres-
ence of role models is one of the factors that
help women step out of their expected roles.
There were imperial women who often traveled
with the emperors, and during Plancia Magna’s
lifetime, Plotina, Trajan’s wife, had intervened
on behalf of the Jews in Alexandria. This kind of
activity was not limited to the imperial house-
hold, for the wives, daughters, and other rela-
tives of Roman governors traveled in the
provinces and gave donations and were publicly
honored. After Plancia Magna’s generous en-
dowment, another woman in a neighboring city
also built a city gate with her own money
(though it was not as grand as Plancia’s), and
other wealthy women in the provinces also re-
ceived important public offices.

In the eastern provinces of the Roman Em-
pire, in the world heavily influenced by the Hel-
lenistic kingdoms and influential Hellenistic
women, some Roman women rose to local
prominence. If they had wealth and inclination,
they could contribute materially to their cities,
and in return, the grateful populace awarded
them respect, honors, and public position. If
today many of these women have faded into the
ancient shadows, during their day they stood
out brightly in the center of their world.

See also Plotina; Roman Women
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Plotina
Roman Empress (ca. A.D. 76–ca. 122)
Beginning in A.D. 96, the Roman Empire expe-
rienced a period of fine government marked by
responsible leadership. This era, known as the
“good emperors,” extended from A.D. 96
through 180 and included the rules of Nerva,
Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, and Marcus

Aurelius. Many people saw in emperors such as
Trajan (r. A.D. 98–117) a restoration of the old
virtues of the Roman Republic and the virtuous
rule of Augustus. Trajan was considerate, diplo-
matic, and respectful of the Roman senate. He
married a strong, intelligent woman—Plotina—
who also left her mark on his reign.

Plotina had been born at Nîmes in modern
France (shown on Map 7) to a reasonably dis-
tinguished family. Reputedly, she knew the dan-
gers of power and wanted to preserve her in-
tegrity even while wielding immense influence.
By all accounts, Plotina achieved her goal, and
her reputation is preserved (and perhaps en-
hanced) by the praise offered her in the surviv-
ing works of Pliny the Younger. His extravagant
prose praised Trajan’s wife (and by association,
the emperor himself ): “Your wife has brought
you nothing but renown and distinction. No
woman alive has greater integrity or represents

Figure 62. Plotina (Araldo de Luca/Corbis)
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more perfectly the best tradition of Roman
womanhood. If the High Priest had to choose a
wife, she—or some woman like her—would be
his certain choice” (Balsdon 134). Plotina was
awarded the title of augusta—meaning “em-
press”—in A.D. 105, after first modestly turning
it down. What did she do to earn such praise?

First, she presided over a harmonious house-
hold. This included Trajan’s sister, Marciana,
and Marciana’s daughter, Matidia. Marciana was
much beloved by her brother, and she, too, re-
ceived the title of augusta, the first time a
woman other than a wife of an emperor had re-
ceived such a title. The honors increased, for in
A.D. 112 both women were given the right to
issue coins in their own names (and bearing
their own images). One of the things the ancient
commentators found remarkable about Plotina
was that she and her sister-in-law Marciana lived
together peacefully in the household, with no
trace of jealousy or animosity. Pliny wrote to
Trajan in respectful wonder: “They respect each
other, they defer to each other; both are so
deeply devoted to you that neither thinks it of
the slightest consequence to her which of the
two you love better” (Balsdon 136). This won-
der was probably heightened by the long history
of women’s animosity that marked the Julio-
Claudian dynasty.

The public honors bestowed by Trajan tell us
little about the ways Plotina influenced life
within the household or the empire itself. We do
have some tantalizing bits of evidence to suggest
that she was able to exert some of her opinions.
For example, when Trajan betrothed his grand-
niece Vibia Sabina to Hadrian, the historical
records indicate that he was not happy with the
match but agreed to it because of Plotina’s sup-
port. Plotina was also involved in the manage-
ment of the provinces: when Trajan let his offi-
cials extort excessive money from the provinces,
Plotina reproached him because she said that
such injustice affected his own good name, so
Trajan began to reform.

Second, Plotina was an educated woman
who was interested in philosophy, in particular
Epicureanism (see Philosophers, Greek). Inscrip-
tions survive in which she wrote to Hadrian
after Trajan’s death asking the new emperor to

confirm the right of the head of the Epicurean
school of philosophy to name his own successor
even if that person were not a Roman citizen.
Plotina prefaced her request by writing, “How
much I am interested in the sect of Epicurus you
know very well” (Fantham et al. 353), and this
reveals her long-standing interest in philosophy.

Third, Plotina’s influence was most felt in the
controversial naming of Trajan’s successor. For
some reason, Trajan had not yet named a succes-
sor, even though he was sixty years old. He was
healthy and perhaps had not yet decided to name
the obvious successor, his second cousin
Hadrian, or perhaps Trajan was not yet sure that
Hadrian was the best choice. It was rumored that
Plotina cared too much for Hadrian (who was
about her own age), and she must have sup-
ported his succession, since it was she who had
insisted that Trajan’s grandniece marry Hadrian,
thus strengthening his claim to the throne. Thus,
the all-important succession was still up in the
air when Trajan went to the east to fight a major
war in Mesopotamia. Plotina and Hadrian ac-
companied Trajan on campaign when he left in
A.D. 113. Plotina’s presence on a military expedi-
tion is also suggestive of her influence on him.

Along the way, the people erected statues to
the illustrious couple—some to Trajan and some
to Plotina. Once in Syria, Trajan left Plotina and
moved to the front. In A.D. 114 and 115 his
troops claimed a large portion of Mesopotamia
as a province, and the following year he took
Arabia. Trouble then followed, however. There
was an uprising of Jews in Egypt, and in the win-
ter of A.D. 116 Trajan fell ill. He had a stroke,
and though he recovered sufficiently to talk of
resuming military operations, he was forced to
realize (perhaps persuaded by Plotina, who was
with him) that he had better take things more
easily. He left Hadrian as governor of Syria and
began to return home to Rome. His health con-
tinued to deteriorate, however, and he had not
yet adopted Hadrian as his heir. Finally, on his
deathbed it was said he adopted Hadrian, and a
declaration to this effect was sent to the Roman
senate—but it was signed by Plotina, not Trajan.

Some of Hadrian’s critics in Rome claimed
that this was all a plot by Plotina to make sure
her favorite, Hadrian, would be emperor. It may
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have been; the sources will not allow us to know
for sure. There really was no other candidate for
the succession, however, and Plotina may have
simply wanted to ensure that the transition
would be smooth. In any case, Hadrian proved
to be a good emperor, so the succession was a
reasonable one.

Plotina lived a few years longer under
Hadrian’s rule, and when the emperor spoke at
her funeral oration, he said, “She often made re-
quests of me, and I never once refused her any-
thing” (Balsdon 138). Hadrian also proclaimed
her a goddess at her death, and a temple was
erected in her honor. He could well afford to be
grateful to the intelligent woman who ensured
that his succession to the imperial throne would
be smooth. All of Rome, too, might well have
thanked her for her intervention.

See also (Julia) Berenice; Philosophers, Greek
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Pompeia
Roman Wife of Julius Caesar (ca. 50 B.C.)
Julius Caesar was the brilliant politician who be-
came “dictator for life” at the end of the Roman
Republic before it formally became the Roman
Empire. In addition to being known as a supe-
rior general and a fine writer and being popular
with the Roman people, Caesar was known for
his marriages and love affairs. Although he scan-
dalized Rome with his affairs with the Egyptian
queen Cleopatra VII and with his long-standing
mistress, Servilia, Caesar insisted that the
women in his life adhere to the strictest stan-
dards of behavior expected from Roman ma-
trons. The ancient biographer Plutarch de-
scribes how this high standard affected one of
Caesar’s wives, Pompeia.

After Caesar’s first wife, Cornelia, died, he
married a woman named Pompeia, about whom
little is known except that she was a beautiful
woman. This beauty led to an appearance of
scandal. A wealthy patrician, Publius Clodius,
who was known in Rome for the licentiousness

of his life, fell in love with Pompeia. According
to Plutarch, she “had no aversion to him”
(Plutarch 859), but they had no opportunity to
be alone together. Caesar’s mother, Aurelia, lived
with the couple and kept a close watch on her
daughter-in-law, making any conversation with
Clodius dangerous and difficult. An opportu-
nity seemed to arise, however, during a religious
ceremony dedicated to the goddess, known as
Bona Dea.

Women who celebrated her festival did so
within their homes, and it was not permitted for
any man to be there. Therefore, at festival time,
the husband left the house with every male in
the household, and the wife took over the cere-
monies. She arranged the celebration, and the
ceremonies were performed during the night
while the women visited together and listened
to music of various kinds.

It was Pompeia’s turn to celebrate this feast,
and Clodius, who as of yet had grown no beard,
thought to enter the house in disguise. He
dressed as a singing woman and took on the
walk and demeanor of a young girl. He entered
the house and bribed a maid to be part of the
conspiracy. The maid ran to tell Pompeia, but
she was gone a long time. Clodius grew uneasy
waiting for her and went through the house
from one room to another, taking care to avoid
the lighted areas. Finally Aurelia’s servant met
him, and as Plutarch wrote, “invited him to play
with her, as the women did among themselves”
(Plutarch 860). He refused to comply, and she
pulled him forward and asked him who he was.
Clodius told her he was waiting for Pompeia’s
maid, but his voice betrayed his gender.

The woman began shrieking and ran into the
room where there were lights and cried out that
she had discovered a man. The women were all
frightened. Aurelia covered up the sacred things
and stopped the ceremonies. She ordered the
doors barred and went through the house until
she found Clodius. The women recognized him
and drove him out of doors. That very night,
they went home and told their husbands the
story. By morning, it was all about the town that
Clodius had offended not only Caesar but the
very gods whose ceremonies he had invaded.
The principal senators came together and gave
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evidence against him, charging him not only of
profaning the holy rites, but of other vile crimes,
including incest with his own sister.

Caesar was in a difficult situation, because
his political support came from the lower
classes, and he wanted to retain Clodius’s politi-
cal support. Caesar immediately divorced Pom-
peia, but when he was summoned as a witness
against Clodius, he said he had no charge
against him. The accusers asked him about this
paradox: Why did he divorce Pompeia if he had
no knowledge of any wrongdoing? Caesar
replied with a famous retort: “Members of my
household should not be even so much as sus-
pected” (Plutarch 860). According to Plutarch,
some people thought this was Caesar’s real
thought, while others believed he simply wanted
to let Clodius go. Whatever the real motive,
Clodius was freed, and Pompeia was divorced.
Caesar was free to marry again and chose the
faithful Calpurnia.

See also Calpurnia; Cleopatra VII; Servilia
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Poppaea Sabina
Roman Empress (ca. A.D. 31–65)
During the reigns of the Julio-Claudian emper-
ors, one of the most important problems was
the succession—the emperors drew their legiti-
macy from their descent from the family of Au-
gustus. (See Chart 4 of the Julio-Claudian
house.) Power followed bloodlines, which made
marital alliances crucial. This principle also pro-
vided a way for some women to use their attrac-
tiveness to enter the imperial household and
exert a good deal of power on their own. Per-
haps one of the most notorious of such women
was Poppaea Sabina, who won the heart of the
ruthless emperor Nero.

Poppaea was born in about A.D. 31 of a fairly
undistinguished Roman family of the equestrian
order, and she thus did not mingle in the impe-
rial circles. In spite of the fact that she was beau-
tiful and intelligent, her family could thus only

arrange a fairly ordinary marriage for her. In
about A.D. 44 (when she was thirteen years old)
she married Rufrius Crispinus, who was a leader
of the Praetorian Guard who served the palace.
Poppaea’s mother (Poppaea Sabina the Elder)
had run afoul of the women of the imperial
household. Messalina (see Messalina) seems to
have been furious at Poppaea the Elder because
she supplanted the empress in the affection of a
handsome pantomime actor. The elder Poppaea
was driven to suicide, and the younger Poppaea
must have taken some lessons from this event.
She set her sights at the highest levels of power.

In A.D. 51, the younger Poppaea’s husband
was displaced by Agrippina (Nero’s mother). It
seemed as if Poppaea would never be close
enough to the court to exert any influence, but
that situation changed in A.D. 58. When Pop-
paea was twenty-seven years old, a handsome
young senator, M. Salvius Otho, fell in love
with her. She divorced her husband and married
him. Otho was madly in love with his bride,
and he made the mistake of speaking lyrically of
her charm in such high praise that Emperor
Nero asked to meet her. She soon became
Nero’s mistress.

The emperor easily got rid of her husband—
he was sent to govern a distant province of the
empire, yet it seems he never lost his love for his
wife. As the mistress of the emperor, Poppaea
must have begun to calculate her chances of be-
coming empress. There were a few obstacles in
her way: Nero was already married to Octavia,
the daughter of Emperor Claudius and Mes-
salina. Nero hated this wife, but she not only
had the Julio-Claudian blood in her veins, she
had the support of Nero’s formidable mother,
Agrippina. Nero also already had a mistress—
the freedwoman Claudia Acte, who had been
brought as a slave from Asia and who had cap-
tured Nero’s attentions when the emperor
turned from his wife, Octavia.

According to the Roman historian Tacitus,
Poppaea worked to have Nero renounce his
mother’s influence and marry her. She taunted
him about his mother, and purportedly Agrip-
pina responded by acting seductively toward her
son to keep his affections from Poppaea, whom
she hated. Finally, Nero and Poppaea arranged
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the death of Agrippina in A.D. 59, yet Nero still
did not immediately marry Poppaea; perhaps he
did not want to formally divorce Octavia, who
was popular with Romans. In A.D. 62 the mo-
ment came, however; Poppaea was pregnant, so
it was time to marry to legitimize the child.

Nero divorced Octavia and married his preg-
nant mistress twelve days later. The Roman peo-
ple were outraged; they rioted in Rome and de-
stroyed Poppaea’s statues while they decorated
those of Octavia. Nero sent Octavia to an island
exile and eventually had her killed. Octavia’s
head was chopped off and sent to Poppaea. In
A.D. 63, the child was born, a girl named Clau-
dia. Both Poppaea and the child were given the
title of augusta, but the public celebrations had
hardly died down when the child died at the age
of four months.

Two years later, in A.D. 65, Poppaea was ex-
pecting a second child. It was the year when
Nero was celebrating games in which he partic-
ipated in the music, gymnastics, and horse rac-
ing. Nero returned to the palace late from these
activities, and Poppaea reprimanded him. In the
ensuing fight, Nero kicked her, causing a mis-
carriage. Poppaea died from loss of blood. For
all her efforts, she was not able to leave a child
to inherit the imperial throne.

Historians—ancient and modern—have
been ambiguous in their assessment of Poppaea’s
life and influence. Some have condemned her
for her ambition and her presumed role in elim-
inating Agrippina and Nero’s first wife, Octavia.
Others have emphasized her beauty and how she
used it to the best effect: She was supposed to
have kept a herd of 500 wild asses to provide
milk for a regular beauty bath to soften her skin.
She also introduced a new hairstyle that re-
mained popular after she died. People claimed
that she said that she wanted to die before she
ceased to be attractive.

These accounts of her vanity and cruelty
were strangely united with spiritual interests
that seemed unexpected in Nero’s household.
She was interested in Judaism and seems to have
used her influence to secure the release of Jews
who had been sent under arrest to Judea. Some
historians have suggested, however, that she
used her pro-Jewish sympathies to persuade

Nero to institute the first persecution against
Christians in A.D. 64.

All these bits of evidence and analysis per-
haps allow us to glimpse some of the many
facets of one influential ancient woman—ex-
traordinarily beautiful, charming, and intelli-
gent—who used her attributes to gain power
and who lost everything by cultivating the ruth-
less emperor Nero. Nero did not long outlast
Poppaea. Rebellions broke out in response to his
cruel and extravagant rule, and he fled and was
forced to commit suicide in A.D. 68. Nero ended
the Julio-Claudian line of emperors. In the year
that followed his death, four men briefly seized
the imperial power, and one of them was
Otho—Poppaea’s first husband. He accom-
plished little in his three-month reign, but he
did restore Poppaea’s statues that had been de-
stroyed during the riots in Nero’s lifetime. Otho
never forgot his beloved wife, and his actions
helped preserve her memory.

See also Agrippina the Younger; Boudicca;
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Porcia
Roman Wife and Conspirator (d. 42 B.C.)
The last decades of the Roman Republic were
times of turmoil when powerful men struggled
to control the wealthy state of Rome, which by
now encompassed much of the Mediterranean.
The towering figure from this time was Julius
Caesar, who managed to wrest power for a time
and who is remembered as one of the best politi-
cians and generals of all time. Almost as famous
as Caesar, however, was Brutus, one of the ar-
chitects of the plot to assassinate the dictator.
There was only one woman who was privy to
the secrets of the conspirators as they planned to
kill Caesar—Brutus’s wife, Porcia.

Brutus was first married in 54 B.C. to the
daughter of Appius Claudius, which connected
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him to an old and prominent patrician family
but also shaped his alliance in the power politics
of the day. During this time, Rome was ruled by
an informal arrangement among three strong
men—Julius Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus. This
organization, later called the First Triumvirate,
was intended to prevent the kind of battles that
had gone before when strong men engaged in
civil war with each other. Brutus’s marriage
linked him to the party of Pompey, whom he
hated because Pompey had arranged for the
death of Brutus’s father. The politics of the late
republic led to strange bedfellows, however, and
for a time Brutus joined Pompey.

The First Triumvirate fell apart into war be-
tween Caesar and Pompey, and Caesar crushed
Pompey’s army in 48 B.C. It would seem that
Brutus would have been killed for his support of
Pompey, but Caesar was in love with Brutus’s
mother, Servilia, and thus forgave Brutus and
took him into his own government. Brutus’s
beloved uncle, Cato the Younger, continued to
fight against Caesar, however, and Caesar de-
feated him as well. Cato committed suicide, and
Brutus reacted strongly to his uncle’s death.
Within a year of Cato’s suicide, Brutus divorced
his wife and married Cato’s daughter—his own
cousin—Porcia.

Porcia was a widow who had been married to
Bibulus, who was an old adversary of Caesar,
and she had one surviving son. There was no
particular political advantage to Brutus’s mar-
riage—perhaps he loved her, or perhaps he
wanted to identify more closely with his dead
uncle Cato. This marriage may have offered him
some solace, but it caused other family problems
for Brutus. His mother, Servilia, had openly op-
posed the marriage, and she and Porcia quar-
reled constantly. Servilia must have also viewed
Brutus’s marriage as a purposeful affront to Cae-
sar, for Porcia openly hated Caesar. Porcia held
Caesar responsible for Cato’s death, and she had
resented him for having humiliated her first
husband years before. By 44 B.C., as Brutus
began to organize the conspiracy to kill Caesar,
he could expect Porcia to lend a sympathetic ear.
Brutus did not readily share the secret, however.
The historian Plutarch relates how the devoted
wife persuaded her husband.

Porcia loved Brutus deeply and was full of
“spirit and good sense,” and when she sensed a
change in his behavior, she wanted to find out
what was troubling him. Porcia sent her atten-
dants away, pulled out a small knife, and gave her-
self a deep gash in the thigh. She lost a great quan-
tity of blood, after which the wound became
intensely painful and brought on a high fever.
When she saw that Brutus was deeply distressed
for her, she said to him: “Brutus, I am Cato’s
daughter, and I was given to you in marriage not
just to share your bed and board like a concubine,
but to be a true partner in your joys and sor-
rows. . . . I know that men think women’s natures
too weak to be entrusted with secrets, but . . . now
I have put myself to the test and find that I can
conquer pain” (Plutarch 1193). She showed him
her wound. Brutus was amazed and prayed to be
worthy of such a wife, and he shared the secret.

On the day appointed for the assassination,
Porcia discovered that she was not as calm as she
imagined. She was highly disturbed in anticipa-
tion of the event and could hardly stand the
anxiety. She started at every noise, and finally
her mind was so overcome with doubts and fears
that she fainted dead away. At this sight, her ser-
vants made a loud cry, and many of the neigh-
bors went running to Brutus to say that Porcia
was dead. With her women’s help, Porcia was re-
stored, and when Brutus received this news, he
was extremely troubled. Yet, he was not so car-
ried away by his grief that he gave up his pur-
pose. He continued the plan, and on the Ides of
March (15 March) in 44 B.C., Brutus and fifty-
nine other senators stabbed Julius Caesar to
death as he came to the senate.

Brutus and the other conspirators had to flee,
as Caesar’s followers began to seek vengeance for
his murder. He sent Porcia back to Rome with-
out him, although she was fearful to be sepa-
rated from him. By 42 B.C., Porcia was dead; she
might have died from illness, although there is
some evidence that she committed suicide. In
42 B.C., Brutus’s forces were defeated in Greece
by Caesar’s heir, Octavian, at the Battle of
Philippi, and Brutus killed himself by falling on
his sword. He and his wife—coconspirators—
were dead. The future lay with Octavian, who
became known as Caesar Augustus.
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Prisca
Christian Woman (ca. A.D. 50)
During the early years after Jesus’ death and res-
urrection, his message was spread by missionar-
ies traveling primarily through the eastern por-
tion of the Roman Empire. These missionaries
stopped at various cities, established meetings in
households, and gathered a group of believers
around them. Then they moved on, leaving the
house church in the hands of newly converted
local Christians. The Bible tells of an influential
couple who worked with the apostle Paul to es-
tablish house churches: Prisca and her husband,
Aquila.

Prisca (called Priscilla—meaning “Little
Prisca”—in Acts) is mentioned six times in the
New Testament—in Acts and in Paul’s letters.
Prisca is always mentioned with Aquila, but usu-
ally her name is placed first in the pair (which
was an unusual order since a husband was usu-
ally mentioned first). This order suggests that the
authors of scripture placed Prisca in a more im-
portant role. Both were tent makers (like Paul),
and they obviously had enough wealth to move
at will and to establish houses that were large
enough to allow local congregations to assemble.

Prisca and Aquila were Jews who had con-
verted to Christianity in the early years. They
were living in Rome (although Aquila was orig-
inally from Pontus on the southern coast of the
Black Sea). In A.D. 49, the emperor, Claudius,
expelled all Jews from the city of Rome because
they were engaging in disturbances, as the
Roman historian Suetonius wrote, “at the insti-
gation of Chrestus” (Suetonius 202). This is
widely interpreted to refer to quarrels between
Jews who believed in Christ and those who did
not. Rome responded by sending all Jews out of
the city.

Paul met Prisca and Aquila in Corinth soon
after their arrival from Rome. When Paul left

Corinth to go to Ephesus, Prisca and Aquila
were with him. When he wrote his letter to the
church in Corinth (1 Cor. 16:8), Paul sent the
warm greetings of the couple to their old con-
gregation in Corinth.

After the edict banning Jews was lifted in
A.D. 54, Prisca and Aquila must have returned to
Rome, for when Paul wrote to the community
of that city in A.D. 56, he sent his greetings first
of all to them. Again they used their home to es-
tablish a house church, which Paul greeted as
well. In his letter to the Romans, Paul gives
praise for Prisca’s and Aquila’s contributions to
his missionary work: He asserts that they risked
their lives for him and thanks them for their
work. The Book of Acts credits Prisca and
Aquila for teaching, specifically for instructing
Apollos, an early missionary remembered for his
eloquent speech.

According to one legend, the fourth-century
church Saint Priscae in Rome was built on the
site of Prisca’s house church. It has also been
suggested that Prisca was the author of the
anonymous letter to the Hebrews, but this can-
not be confirmed. What is certain, however, is
that Prisca was an influential missionary of the
early church and that her work was long re-
membered.
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Proba
Roman Poet (ca A.D. 351)
Throughout the Roman Empire, the favorite
poet was Virgil (70–19 B.C.), who praised the
greatness of Rome in his much-beloved epic
poem, Aeneid, which told of the founding of
Rome by the Trojan, Aeneas. This monumental
work became the centerpiece of a Roman edu-
cation, and for centuries Romans learned about
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values, history, and language by reading the
works of Virgil. In addition to the famous
Aeneid, Romans prized Virgil’s less majestic
works: the Eclogues—pastoral poems about the
countryside—and the Georgics—poetic descrip-
tions of country life and work.

Since Romans praised Virgil’s accomplish-
ments as a high point of poetic endeavor, many
Romans used his poetry as a basis of new cre-
ative works that echoed the master. The literary
form that copied the lines of one poem to make
a new one is called a cento; in fact the word itself
is thought to have meant a “patchwork cloak,”
indicating that it was composed of pieces of the
old. In this form lines were copied and re-
arranged to tell a different story from the origi-
nal one. In the fourth century A.D., a well-edu-
cated Roman matron named Proba composed
such a work using Virgil’s lines to explore a new
subject, Christianity.

We know nothing of Proba except the tanta-
lizing bits of information that may be gleaned
from her cento, but from that we can at the very
least know she was a pious Christian. Further-
more, she was a married woman of the privi-
leged Roman upper class, of the famous family
of the Anicii. She had two sons, and she may
have written her work for her sons. Proba must
have been well educated, for her knowledge of
Virgil was impeccable, and she was well read in
many other Roman and Christian writings. She
had written an earlier poem on war, which
treated a rebellion against Emperor Constanti-
ius II in A.D. 353. Some years later, however,
Christians fell on hard times, and Proba brought
her poetic skills to a Christian purpose.

In A.D. 361, Julian—known as “the Apos-
tate”—became emperor, and desiring to restore
pagan worship, he issued an edict forbidding
Christians from teaching classic texts. The basis
for Julian’s edict is interesting to modern educa-
tors, for he said that in order for someone to
teach, they had to be in good “mental health.”
He further argued that Christians who taught
one thing—the pagan classics—while they be-
lieved another—the Christian texts—were auto-
matically mentally unfit to teach. It may be that
in reaction to this, Proba composed her long
verse that combined classical texts of Virgil with

the story of Christianity. In this text, she showed
that there was no contradiction between pagan
and Christian classics. In her cento, she wrote
“that Virgil put to verse Christ’s sacred duties”
(Wilson-Kastner 45). Proba affirms that Virgil,
when correctly understood, testifies to Jesus.

Proba’s cento consists of 694 verses that retell
biblical tales from Genesis through the life of
Christ; however, it does not attempt to cover the
whole Bible. Instead it concentrates on the sto-
ries of the creation and fall and on selected
episodes of Jesus’ life, with heavy emphasis on
the birth, infancy, and death of the savior.
Throughout her selections, Proba reveals her in-
terests in traditional Roman families and their
values as well as her privileged upper-class sta-
tus. For example, she does not emphasize char-
ity, but stresses the need to pass wealth on to
one’s family. Nor does she praise Mary’s virgin-
ity, but instead emphasizes her maternity. Jesus
throughout is portrayed as an epic hero rather
than a New Testament suffering servant. At the
end of the work, she addressed her husband,
saying “O sweetest spouse, embrace them
[Christian ideas] also, and if our devotion mer-
its it, grant that our children remain pure and
holy in Thy religion” (Wilson-Kastner 685). It
may be that Proba’s portrayal of Christ as a Vir-
gilian hero might have made him more accept-
able to her husband and son.

By using the beloved words of Virgil, Proba
ensured that Romans would take her work seri-
ously. Modern literary critics have not been kind
to Proba’s efforts, for her insistence on using
Virgil’s lines makes much of her narration of sa-
cred history forced and awkward. Yet, her work
was very successful in subsequent centuries, be-
cause it was used as a textbook to teach about
both Christianity and Virgil. We do not know if
she was successful in her hope of educating her
husband and children, but she certainly made
an impact on many subsequent generations of
schoolchildren.
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Prostitution
The Ancient Middle East
Prostitution is among the oldest professions.
The Sumerian word for female prostitute
(kar.kid ) occurs in lists of jobs dating back to
about 2400 B.C. Prostitutes are listed on clay
tablets as waiting at taverns, presumably to find
clients, and a prostitute (“harlot”) even appears
as an important figure in the ancient Epic of
Gilgamesh. In this work, the wild man is
brought to civilization and given wisdom by
having sex with a harlot who was sent to educate
him. All these references suggest that from the
earliest history of cities, some women sold sex-
ual favors.

Commercial prostitution probably came
from the practice of taking female slaves in mil-
itary conquests. The violence that repeatedly
swept the ancient Middle East led to captives
who sometimes became the concubines or slaves
of conquerors and at other times were simply
enslaved and put to work as prostitutes for their
masters. Another source of prostitutes came
from free women who were forced by poverty to
sell sexual favors. By the middle of the second
millennium B.C., prostitution was well estab-
lished as an occupation for the daughters of 
the poor.

By that time, the region of the Fertile Cres-
cent was conquered by the Assyrian Empire, and
its leaders introduced a harsh, militaristic rule
over the conquered peoples. Among their laws
was one that regulated prostitution, and this law
shows that this society had become increasingly
concerned to separate “respectable” women
from prostitutes. The Assyrian law stated that
respectable women—women under the care of a
man—must veil themselves when they appeared
in public. This included wives and daughters,

and even a concubine who “goes out on the
street with her mistress” had to veil herself. The
law even stated that a sacred prostitute “whom a
man married” must veil herself. In all these
cases, the veil would mark the woman as de-
pendent and unavailable to other men. The law
concluded: “A harlot must not veil herself; her
head must be uncovered” (Lerner 248).

The law also provided penalties for violators.
“He who has seen a harlot veiled must arrest
her” (Lerner 248). This raises the question of
how a man would know if a veiled woman walk-
ing past him were a harlot. Presumably this
penalty was to prevent men from treating their
prostitutes as respectable women by veiling
them. Women who attempted to hide their pro-
fession would receive harsh penalties. A free
prostitute who wore a veil in public would be
publicly stripped and whipped and have pitch
poured over her head. She would probably be
disfigured for a long time because she would
have to shave her head to remove the tar. Slave
prostitutes received even stiffer penalties: they
would have their ears cut off.

From the time of the ancient world on, pros-
titution was established as an occupation for
women and men, and as sex was recognized as a
marketable commodity, its sale also began to
separate respectable from unrespectable women.
From this early period, then, prostitution may
have been the oldest profession, but it was also
one that brought public shame. Two classes of
working women were established—respectable
and improper. This structure persisted to vary-
ing degrees throughout the ancient world.

Ancient warfare led to women being captured
and turned into prostitutes outside Mesopo-
tamia. In fact, ancient writers claimed that Egypt
was filled with prostitutes/slaves who served ei-
ther in harems of the rich or in the markets of the
cities. Marriage was considered an important in-
stitution in Egypt, and moralists frequently
warned young men against the foreign women
serving as prostitutes who tempted them.

The Greek historian Herodotus (484–424
B.C.) recorded what he called famous Egyptian
prostitutes, and in his stories he seems to show
that prostitution was perhaps even more central
in the Egyptian economy than in that of ancient
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Mesopotamia. In one example, Herodotus tells
of the pharaoh Cheops who ran short of money
to build his pyramid. To raise funds, he sent his
daughter into a brothel but kept her fees to pay
for his pyramid. According to Herodotus, his
daughter did not seem to object to the work,
but she wanted her own immortality ensured as
well, so she required all her customers to bring a
stone for her in addition to the regular fee that
she passed on to the pharaoh. From these stones,
she built herself a pyramid that measured over
150 feet. Herodotus delighted in such tales of
successful Egyptian prostitutes, but we cannot
tell how accurate they are. At the very least,
however, they serve to confirm other sources
that indicate that prostitution was not rare in
the ancient land of the pharaohs.

The Hebrew scriptures also testify to the
commonplace existence of prostitution among
the ancient Jews. While the Bible periodically
opposes prostitution—as when Moses forbade
fathers from prostituting their daughters (Lev.
19:29)—for the most part the Bible treats pros-
titution as a fact of life. Israelite priests were
prohibited from marrying harlots, but others
could do so without penalty. Biblical accounts
tell how some women dressed in the veils of a
prostitute and sold themselves by crossroads to
men who came by. Further, it seems that chil-
dren of prostitutes did not bear any particular
stigma because of their mothers’ profession.

One of the famous passages of the Bible con-
cerns an argument between two “harlots” who
appeal to King Solomon. The two prostitutes
claimed to live in the same house, and each had
borne an infant. One child died, and the king
had to decide to whom the other belonged. In
his famous ruling to cut the child in half, the
wise king ruled that the prostitute who was
willing to give up the child rather than to see
him killed was the real mother. This story re-
veals that prostitutes seem to have lived to-
gether and raised their children in a common
house. It also shows a remarkable lack of criti-
cism about prostitution—the biblical king did
not bother reprimanding the women for their
chosen profession, which by this time was 
well established everywhere in the ancient Mid-
dle East.

Greece
Commercial prostitution that extends as far
back as historical records was also prevalent in
the city-states of classical Greece. Large cities
on the seacoasts supplied huge numbers of
prostitutes who served the sailors as they
beached their ships every night. Athens, which
took the lead in so many Greek developments,
was not to be outdone in the market for prosti-
tutes. It established state-owned brothels,
staffed by slave women, to attract the trade of
sailors and others who passed through the city.
There was a wide-ranging hierarchy among the
prostitutes in ancient Greece, which encom-
passed women from the lowest slaves to highly
influential courtesans.

The lowest-status prostitutes lived in the
state-owned brothels, where they collected very
small fees from their clients. A special official
was appointed to oversee the brothels and to
make sure the “prostitute tax” was collected.
Slightly above these slaves were the streetwalk-
ers, who sought out their customers in streets or
taverns. Many of these women were possibly
aging courtesans, whose popularity had waned,
so they were reduced to advertising on the
streets. Many were blatant in their solicitation.
For example, archaeologists have found one
shoe that has the words “follow me” on the bot-
tom, so her footprints included the invitation to
anyone who passed along the dirt road behind
her. One Greek satirist wrote that these aging
streetwalkers entertained customers in rooms so
poorly lit that “any could look like Aphrodite”
(Bullough and Bullough 34).

Entertainers were prostitutes who had more
status than streetwalkers, and their talents helped
them command higher prices for sexual favors.
Musicians, acrobats, and dancers tempted mem-
bers of the audience by erotic dances, sexually ex-
plicit songs, and skimpy clothing. Sources de-
scribe how dancers might “bare their thighs”
seductively, and the entertainers boasted of the
riots they had provoked. The most famous en-
tertainer was Lamia, who was reputed to have
entertained both the kings of Egypt and Mace-
donia. The Greek writer Plutarch said that she
was called Lamia—“vampire”—because of her
“depravities” (Bullough and Bullough 36), but
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no one doubted her influence with the kings
with whom she consorted.

The Greek prostitutes who had the highest
status (and were most highly paid) were the het-
airai, or “companions to men.” These courte-
sans were well educated and highly trained in
the arts of cosmetics, conversation, and enter-
tainment. Greek sources discuss many highly in-
fluential hetairai, and certainly the most
renowned was Aspasia, mistress to Pericles, the
leader of Athens. All the sources accuse the
women of commanding exorbitant fees for their
services and consequently of amassing large per-
sonal fortunes. These were the rare women in
ancient Greek society who controlled their own
fortunes, but they were never accepted in “re-
spectable” society, and their fortunes depended
on their own talents and attractiveness.

The prevalence of prostitution in ancient
Greece derives in part from the way the Greeks
structured the basic relations between men and
women. Especially in Athens, where respectable
women were strictly separated from mixed com-
pany, men shared their recreational times with
other men or with less respectable women. Fig-
ure 63 shows a drinking bowl with an image of
a courtesan relaxing at a drinking party, and this
image demonstrates how prostitutes were inti-
mately tied to parties and social activities, which
were forbidden to wives and daughters of
Athens’s citizens. As the Greek orator Demos-
thenes wrote, the Greeks had “hetairai for de-
light, concubines for the daily needs of the body,
and wives in order to beget legitimate children
and have faithful housekeepers” (Bullough and
Bullough 44). In this setting, women’s roles
were carefully separated, and the institution of
prostitution was central to the social structure.

Rome
After the conquests of Alexander the Great, the
small city-states of classical Greece were over-
shadowed by the great cosmopolitan cities of the
Hellenistic world, and prostitution flourished in
the great urban centers. For centuries, prosti-
tutes in cities such as Alexandria and Antioch
were reputed to make huge fortunes, and in this
new Hellenistic world, fortunes brought inde-
pendence and a measure of power. When Rome

conquered the Hellenistic cities, it took over the
ancient commerce in sexual favors, but these
cautious, conservative people gave the vocation
its own particular stamp.

Roman women were not as secluded as their
classical Greek counterparts, so respectable, ed-
ucated women served as companions for their
husbands. Perhaps for this reason, the Greek
courtesans, who were highly influential, were
not prevalent in Rome. While there were some
influential mistresses and concubines, Roman
prostitution—while accepted—was even less re-
spectable than it had been before. Where Greeks
had called their best prostitutes “companions of
men,” Romans simply and practically called
them all “earners”—meretrices. The practical Ro-
mans saw that this was an economic relationship
between men and women.

Roman prostitutes (even if they lived outside
Rome itself ) were required to register with the
state. While some prostitutes solicited cus-
tomers on the street (or during shows at the the-
aters or Colosseum), most prostitutes were
slaves who worked in brothels. In Rome, these
brothels were located close to the city walls, on
the outskirts of the city. Each brothel contained
a room for each of the prostitutes—her name
was sometimes inscribed above the door, occa-
sionally along with a list of her prices. Within

Figure 63. Courtesan at a drinking party, fifth century
B.C. (Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University)
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the room was a small bed or a blanket on the
floor and a lamp. The brothels were forbidden
to open until late in the afternoon, to prevent
young men from being drawn away from their
work or exercise. Most of the women who
worked in the brothels were slaves.

Romans considered prostitutes to be like
gladiators and performers—lowest-status work-
ers—and legislated accordingly. Just as in the
strict Assyrian law code, Romans insisted that
registered prostitutes wear particular clothing—
a togalike garment instead of the modest dress
of a matron. Furthermore, prostitutes often
bleached their hair blond to attract the eye of
admirers. Once a woman registered as a prosti-
tute, Roman law never allowed her to return to
respectable status, even if she stopped selling
sexual favors. Becoming a prostitute defined a
woman once and for all, and an upper-class
Roman was not even permitted to marry a pros-
titute. Furthermore, the stigma extended even
to the next generation, for an upper-class
Roman could not even claim as legitimate any
daughters he had fathered with a prostitute.
Similarly, upper-class Roman women were not
permitted to register as prostitutes.

During the Roman Empire there no doubt
were as many prostitutes working in all the great
cities as there had ever been in the ancient
world. People—men and women alike—ac-
cepted prostitution as a fact of life and as an eco-
nomic and social necessity. Just like the Assyri-
ans, however, the Romans wanted to make sure
that there remained a clear difference between
“respectable” and “unrespectable” women, and
they did so by passing laws to make sure that
women did not cross from one category to an-
other. It was in this setting that Christianity
made a striking claim—even prostitutes can be
redeemed. After Christianity became the pre-
vailing religion of the empire, prostitution be-
came a sin, a job, but most important, a tempo-
rary state that could be put aside.

See also Aspasia; Mary Magdalene; Mary of Egypt;
Pelagia; Prostitution, Sacred
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Prostitution, Sacred
From as long ago as the fifth century B.C., his-
torians have been fascinated by the possibility of
women who served various goddesses by selling
sexual favors, and this interest has not waned.
The Greek historian Herodotus (484–424 B.C.)
gave the first detailed account of this purported
activity, and it has drawn the attention of schol-
ars ever since. Herodotus claims to tell of an an-
cient Babylonian custom:

The most shameful custom the Babylonians
have is this: every native woman must go sit
in the temple of Aphrodite, once in her life,
and have sex with an adult male stranger. . . .
They sit in the sanctuary of Aphrodite, these
many women, their heads crowned with a
band of bow-string. Roped-off thoroughfares
give all manner of routes through the
women and the strangers pass along them as
they make their choice. Once a woman sits
down there, she doesn’t return home until a
stranger drops money in her lap and has sex
with her outside the temple. When he drops
it he has to say, “I call on the goddess
Mylitta.” Assyrians call Aphrodite Mylitta.
The money can be any value at all—it is not
to be refused, for that is forbidden, for this
money becomes sacred. She follows the first
one who drops money and rejects none.
When she has had sex, she has performed
her religious dues to the goddess and goes
home. (Beard and Henderson 482–483)

The Greek geographer Strabo gives a similar ac-
count of “temple prostitution” in the city of
Corinth, saying that there were more than a
thousand men and women who sold sexual fa-
vors in the service of Aphrodite.
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These few citations have generated much
controversy about whether the practice ever ex-
isted or whether these Greeks used such titillat-
ing tales to attract their audiences and to prove
that the “exotic east” had values and practices ut-
terly foreign to the Greek ones. Perhaps the most
compelling modern argument against the exis-
tence of this practice is the absence of references
to such large-scale trafficking in any of the Baby-
lonian cuneiform records. Many clay tablets
have survived that record all kinds of commerce
for the temples, and any activity that embraced
the whole female population would presumably
have yielded records. It therefore seems highly
unlikely that the large-scale practice that
Herodotus and Strabo described ever existed.

While the ancient goddesses seem not to
have required a ritual sex act from every woman,
there is evidence for some kinds of cultic sexual
activity. The ancient Babylonians (and other
Mesopotamian peoples) believed that the gods
and goddesses actually dwelled in the temples
and that they had physical desires. The priests
and priestesses were to care for the needs of the
deities, providing food, music, and even cos-
metics. Within this context and in a society that
regarded fertility as essential to survival, it is not
surprising that care for the gods meant offering
them sexual favors.

The heart of religious sexual acts lay in the
idea of a sacred marriage in which a priestess
representing a goddess would have intercourse
with a priest or king representing a god. It may
be that this rite originated in the Sumerian city
of Uruk as early as 3000 B.C. Uruk was dedi-
cated to the goddess Inanna, and poems have
survived that seem to celebrate the successful
union in the sacred marriage, after which the
goddess promised to bless the house of her hus-
band, the king.

Other priestesses also participated in some
kinds of sexual rituals, although these are not so
clearly documented as the important sacred
marriage. Some women were listed as “temple
servants” who were required to “remain fallow,”
thus forgoing childbearing. These women lived
cloistered lives and were at times listed as
scribes. Since they were described specifically as
chaste, it suggests that others were not. In con-

trast, other temple servants were listed as serving
as wet nurses for wealthy patrons, who then
contributed the money to the temple. In this
case, these temple women must have recently
given birth themselves, so we might assume they
also served the goddesses as prostitutes. Finally,
ancient law codes mention low-level temple
workers, probably slaves, who served as prosti-
tutes whose earnings went to the goddess.

In sum, ritual prostitution of a certain kind
existed in the ancient temples of Mesopotamia.
Just as almost every other commercial activity
was conducted at the bustling temples, people
made money from sexual activities. The scan-
dalous large-scale ritual prostitution that some
Greek historians attributed to the “barbaric”
east probably did not exist, however. Of course,
in addition to such ritual prostitution, there
were always prostitutes engaging in the oldest
profession outside of the temple complexes.
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Pudentilla
North African Roman Widow (ca. A.D. 180)
In the second century A.D., North Africa was a
prosperous province of the Roman Empire.
Fields in the great North African estates pro-
duced great yields of high-quality grain—so
much so that the region around Carthage was
seen as the breadbasket for Rome. (See Map 7.)
The sunny land also produced magnificent olive
orchards, which yielded valuable oil, and vine-
yards to grow grapes for wine. To exploit these
productive agricultural resources, the land was
organized in large estates cultivated by slaves or
peasants who reaped little benefit from the pro-
duction—but the patrician owners lived very
well from the wealth of the land. Most of the
texts from this period tell of wealthy men and
the comfortable lives they led as they pursued a
public career, but it is difficult to reconstruct the
lives of the women who shared this good life.
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One text, however, allows us to tell of one late
second-century wealthy widow, and the details
of her life can shed light on the experience of
many other forgotten ancient women. She is the
wealthy widow—Aemilia Pudentilla—whose
story is preserved because of her marriage to the
brilliant, if controversial, North African philoso-
pher Apuleius of Madaura.

In addition to being a wealthy province,
North Africa—and especially its cosmopolitan
center, Carthage—was an intellectual center for
the whole Roman Empire. Apuleius had come
from the provincial town of Madaura to
Carthage to complete his education, and he be-
came a masterful orator and philosopher. He
spoke to the cosmopolitan audiences in the pub-
lic forum of Carthage and praised its learning.
People there spoke in many languages—from
Latin to Greek to the native North African
Punic—and discussed ideas from all over the
empire. Eventually, the Carthaginians recog-
nized the greatness of their native son Apuleius
and erected a statue in his honor. Many North
Africans felt honored by the friendship and vis-
its of the philosopher. One such was Pon-
tianus—the elder son of the widow Pudentilla.

As he was traveling to Alexandria, Apuleius
became ill, and he took refuge at the estate of his
friend Pontianus. He stayed there through the
winter, and came to know the widow Pudentilla.
She had been a widow for fourteen years by then
and had two sons—Pontianus and a younger
son, Pudens. Her father-in-law was interested in
keeping the family’s resources intact, so he urged
Pudentilla to marry her deceased husband’s
brother to keep the inheritance in the family.
She refused and thus remained a widow. Once
her father-in-law died, Pontianus became the
legal head of the family. We have the account of
what happened next from Apuleius.

Pudentilla became ill, and in accordance with
current medical understanding, the doctors
claimed that her illness was due to her long years
of chastity. Apuleius explained:

[She was] made ill by the long inactivity of
her organs—the insides of her uterus were
damaged—and began to suffer internal
pains so severe that they brought her to the

brink of the grave. Doctors and wise women
agreed that the disease had its origin in the
absence of a marriage, that the evil was in-
creasing daily and her sickness steadily as-
suming a more serious character; the remedy
was that she should marry before her youth
finally departed from her. (Apuleius 114)

Pontianus began to urge his friend Apuleius to
marry his mother in spite of the age difference
between them. According to the text, Pudentilla
loved the young orator, and they married.

In the meantime, Pontianus had married,
and his new father-in-law, Rufinus, opposed the
marriage that Pontianus had worked to arrange.
Rufinus also engaged the support of Pontianus’s
uncle Aemillianus (the second brother of Pu-
dentilla’s deceased husband). Together they
began to spread rumors that Apuleius had ille-
gally taken possession of Pudentilla’s extensive
property. Apuleius formally challenged them to
sue him if they dared, but since they did not
have a good case, they trumped up a charge of
magic against the philosopher and charged him
with “bewitching” the chaste matron to get her
property. Pontianus died before the case came to
trial, but he had repented bringing the lawsuit,
and was fully reconciled to Pudentilla and
Apuleius. The wheels had been set in motion,
however, and the younger son, Pudens, formally
brought the charge.

The information we have about this case
comes from Apuleius’s defense at his trial—pub-
lished in English as the Apologia, or sometimes
the Apology. Needless to say, this is not an ob-
jective account since it was written in his own
defense; nevertheless, historians believe they can
obtain a good—if somewhat ambiguous—pic-
ture of Pudentilla. The first thing the record
makes clear is the amount of money involved.
Apuleius described the huge amount of capital
she had in addition to various country houses
with lots of servants and slaves. Apuleius also in-
dicates that Pudentilla took an active interest in
the estates, for he disproves her alleged madness
by reminding her sons that “she showed the ut-
most shrewdness in her examination of the ac-
counts of the bailiffs, grooms, and shepherd”
(Apuleius 136–137). Furthermore, Apuleius re-
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minds the judges that he persuaded his wife to
offer her sons large portions of her estates—“ex-
ceedingly fertile lands, a large house richly dec-
orated, a great quantity of wheat, barley, wine
and oil, and other fruits of the earth, together
with not less than four hundred slaves and a
large number of valuable cattle” (Apuleius 145).
If this offering was intended as a friendly ges-
ture, we can realize what a large financial inter-
est was at stake in this trial.

While we can learn much about Pudentilla’s
wealth and her active involvement with its man-
agement, we can know much less about the
woman herself. Even her age is uncertain, al-
though most scholars assume she was in her
mid-forties when they married, and Apuleius’s
accusers argue that she was in her sixties.
Apuleius also rather ungenerously claims she
was not attractive—“a woman of plain appear-
ance”—suggesting that he could have held out
for a more attractive match. Yet, he proved that
he did not marry for money—since her will
gave him little advantage, and he was absolved
of the charge of magic. In fact, he claimed that
any of those actions would have been “unworthy
of a friend and a philosopher” (Apuleius 119).

This is all the information we have about this
enigmatic woman. She seems not to have at-
tended the trial, and we have no record of her
own opinions on this whole matter. The tanta-
lizing bits of information perhaps allow us to
speculate about the character of this wealthy
woman. She refused to marry when she did not
want to and did marry the young philosopher
who was the pride of Carthage. She ran her es-
tates, controlled her finances, and prepared her
will in which she left the bulk of the property to
her sons, not her second husband. Perhaps the
main reason historians find her story so fasci-
nating is that it offers a glimpse of an impres-
sive, yet not unusual woman of the Roman
upper classes. No doubt she is also fascinating
because her story is within a trial record of ac-
cusations of magic.

See also Gynecology; Sexuality
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Pulcheria
Roman Empress (A.D. 399–453)
When Arcadius, emperor of the eastern portion
of the Roman Empire, died in A.D. 408, he left
only minor children to inherit the throne. His
heir, Theodosius II, was only seven years old,
and Arcadius’s daughter, Pulcheria, was only
nine. There were also two younger sisters. The
children grew up in the palace, sheltered from
the politics of empire by an able administrator
and regent, Anthemius. They were well edu-
cated in secular studies, and Pulcheria was
drawn to Christian studies and earned a strong
reputation for piety. She also quickly acquired a
shrewd political sense, and throughout her life
she exerted a great deal of influence on the
events of the Roman Empire in the east.

Pulcheria’s mother, Eudoxia, and her grand-
mother, Flaccilla, had both earned the title of em-
press by producing heirs for the Theodosian dy-
nasty. (See Chart 1 of the Theodosian dynasty.)
Pulcheria would forge a different path to imperial
power. When the young girl was fourteen years
old—old enough for marriage—she showed a
precocious astuteness and began to take control
of her fortunes. She announced that she would
take a vow of virginity and insisted that her sisters
do the same. With this act, Pulcheria dashed the
hopes of the regent, Anthemius, who had
planned on a royal marriage for one of his grand-
sons, but she also helped ensure the safety of her
brother. As one of the contemporary commenta-
tors noted, she wisely saw that this vow would
“avoid bringing another male into the palace and
. . . remove any opportunity for the plots of am-
bitious men” (Holum, Theodosian . . . , 93).

Anthemius disappeared from the scene, and
Pulcheria became her brother’s most important
adviser. As a source wrote, “she took control of
the government, reaching excellent decisions
and swiftly carrying them out with written in-
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structions” (Holum, Theodosian . . . , 97). Theo-
dosius recognized her importance by awarding
her the title of augusta—“empress”—in A.D.
414. Her mother and grandmother had earned
the rank through childbearing, but Pulcheria
broke new ground by accepting the title as a sin-
gle woman. Coins were minted that proclaimed
to everyone that the emperor’s sister was now
empress, and the coin in Figure 64 shows Pul-
cheria in the same way that her mother was de-
picted—she wears the royal robes and crown
jewels and is blessed by the hand of God above
her head.

The people of the empire credited Pulcheria
with setting a pious tone to the administration
and helping the Christian church as it grew in
power and wealth. Further, many credited her
piety with bringing prosperity and even military
victories to the empire. In A.D. 421, when her
brother’s armies won a decisive victory over the
Persian armies, the grateful populace erected a
victory column to commemorate the accom-
plishment. The inscription also praised Pul-
cheria’s contribution, for it lauded Theodosius
as victor “through the vows of his sisters”
(Holum, Theodosian . . . , 110). It appeared that
the Empress Pulcheria had reached a perfect
partnership with her brother. Dynastic necessity
intervened to create a change in fortunes, how-
ever. Theodosius needed a wife.

In A.D. 421, Theodosius married Eudocia, an
intelligent, beautiful, and strong-minded
woman in her own right. When Eudocia was

also named empress, dissent entered into the
household of the emperor. After A.D. 431, Pul-
cheria had withdrawn from the court to live in
the suburbs, and it seemed that her years of in-
fluence were at an end. Her greatest contribu-
tion to political and religious history was yet to
come, however.

By the 440s, Theodosius’s marriage to Eudo-
cia had become strained. The empress was living
alone in Jerusalem, and there was no longer any
hope of a male heir. Theodosius turned again to
his sister for advice and guidance. In July 450,
however, the emperor had a hunting accident
and died two days later. There was no heir
named, so the empress Pulcheria ruled alone for
a month. The Roman Empire had no precedent
for a woman ruling alone, however, so Pulcheria
with her political acumen recognized that she
needed to marry in order to continue to govern.

In A.D. 450, in spite of her vow of virginity,
she married Marcian, a Roman official who
owed his power only to her. Breaking all tradi-
tion, she conveyed the title of emperor on him,
and in return, he pledged to respect her vow of
virginity. Their marriage was to be a political
one of convenience only. Pulcheria kept her au-
thority without concern for producing heirs for
the next generation. Without a doubt, many
Christians were concerned about a dedicated
virgin marrying for political reasons, but in
Roman fashion, the court issued a coin as a
propaganda piece to praise the wedding. Figure
65 shows the commemorative coin, on which

Figure 64. Coin showing Pulcheria, minted in Constantinople, ca. A.D. 450 (Dumbarton Oaks)
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the couple are depicted as joined together by
Christ, who is depicted thus giving his blessing
to the marriage in name only of his virgin bride.

Pulcheria’s final accomplishment was in the
area of religious controversy. In the fifth century
A.D. the eastern empire was torn by religious fac-
tions who argued over the nature of the union of
divinity and humanity in Christ. Pulcheria
strongly supported a formula that preserved
Christ’s full humanity and full divinity (against
those who emphasized one over the other).
Under her influence, Marcian called a council of
bishops to meet to resolve the issue, and the em-
press appeared in person before this body (which
was highly unusual). The Council of Chalcedon
that met in A.D. 451 adopted a formula that
agreed with Pulcheria’s view, and churchmen

praised her role, saying “Many years to the Au-
gusta! You are the light of orthodoxy! Because of
this there will be peace everywhere! . . . You have
persecuted all heretics!” (Holum, Theodosian
. . . , 215). This was the crowning achievement
of the empress who for the first time ruled as a
virgin, not a wife. In spite of the blessings of the
bishops, Pulcheria did not have many years left.
She died in A.D. 453.

See also Eudocia; Eudoxia; Helena
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Rachel
Hebrew Matriarch 
(ca. seventeenth century B.C.)
According to the Hebrew scriptures (the Chris-
tian Old Testament), four women were consid-
ered the matriarchs of the Jewish people, from
whom all were descended. Along with Sarah and
Rebekah there were two sisters, Rachel and
Leah, both of whom married the same man and
competed for his affections.

The Book of Genesis in the Bible tells how
Jacob, son of Rebekah and Isaac, went to find a
wife among his mother’s relatives. Jacob met
Laban, his maternal uncle, and stayed with him
while working for a month. Laban had two
daughters, Leah—the elder—and Rachel. The
Bible says, “Leah’s eyes were weak, but Rachel
was beautiful and lovely” (Gen. 29:17). Jacob
fell in love with Rachel and offered to work for
Laban for seven years in order to win his bride.
The many years “seemed to him but a few days
because of the love he had for her” (Gen. 29:20).

At the end of the time, Laban prepared a
great wedding feast and brought in the bride,
who wore heavy veils covering her face as was
customary. Instead of Rachel, however, Laban
had brought the elder daughter, Leah, to be
Jacob’s bride. In the morning, when Jacob dis-
covered the deception, he confronted Laban.
His father-in-law responded that it was custom-
ary among his people for the elder daughter to
marry first. He said that Jacob could also marry
Rachel as a second wife if Jacob would work for
Laban for another seven years. Jacob agreed, and
after years of labor took Rachel as another wife.

Leah bore him many sons, but for a long
time Rachel had no children. She was jealous of
her sister’s fecundity and said to Jacob, “Give me
children, or I shall die!” (Gen. 30:1). Jacob grew

angry with her, claiming it was God’s decision to
withhold children. In desperation, Rachel gave
Jacob her maid, Bilhah, so he could produce a
child for Rachel by her maid. Bilhah conceived
two sons whom Rachel named Dan and Naph-
tali. After Leah had borne six sons, God finally
“remembered Rachel, and God hearkened to her
and opened her womb” (Gen. 30:22). She gave
birth to a son named Joseph.

Jacob became very wealthy after he had lived
with Laban for twenty years and decided to take
his large family and go to his own country. He
left for Canaan with his two wives, his two con-
cubines (the servants of his wives), and his
twelve children—including Rachel’s son, Joseph.
Laban pursued them and accused Jacob of tak-
ing his family away in secret, but Jacob re-
sponded that he was afraid Laban would take his
daughters away from their husband by force.
Then Laban accused Jacob of stealing his house-
hold gods (which according to ancient custom
were small idols that ensured a man’s leadership
of the family and his claim on the property).
Jacob urged Laban to search for his gods and
said that anyone who had stolen them would be
killed, but he did not know that his wife Rachel
had stolen them.

Rachel had put the gods in the camel’s saddle
within the tent and was sitting on it when her
father came in to search. She apologized to her
father for not standing in his presence, but she
claimed she was menstruating—“the way of
women is upon me” (Gen. 31:35)—so could
not rise. Laban did not find his images, so he
gave up. He and Jacob did make peace, and the
family departed with all in harmony.

Rachel became pregnant one more time, and
when she came to term, she had a difficult labor.
During the delivery, she knew she was dying and
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named her newborn son Benoni—which 
means “son of my sorrow.” Jacob changed the
boy’s name to Benjamin—“son of my right
hand.” Rachel was buried where she died, and
Jacob set up a pillar on her grave. The tradi-
tional site of Rachel’s tomb is today marked by
a small white structure standing at the side of
the main road near Bethlehem. It is venerated
by Jews and Muslims alike as a holy place.
Women have traditionally come to this spot to
wind threads of cotton around the tomb, think-
ing this would secure healthy sons for their
daughters.

See also Jewish Women; Leah; Rebekah
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Rahab
Canaanite Prostitute 
(ca. thirteenth century B.C.)
According to the Bible, Moses led the Hebrews
out of Egypt through the wilderness to the
Promised Land along the eastern coast of the
Mediterranean. Moses died as they were within
sight of the land, and leadership went to Joshua.
God promised Joshua victory over all who lived
in that land, and the story of Joshua’s life is one
of warfare and conquests. His first victory was
over the ancient walled city of Jericho, and he
was helped by the prostitute Rahab.

Jericho was the largest settlement in the lower
Jordan valley, and as such it was the gateway to
western Palestine. Joshua knew he had to take
this city first, and he sent two spies into the city.
They came first to the house of a prostitute
named Rahab, whose house was situated along
the walls of the city. In the meantime, the king
of Jericho had heard that Joshua was sending
spies, and he sent word to Rahab, saying “Bring
forth the men that have come to you, who en-
tered your house; for they have come to search
out all the land” (Josh. 2:3). But Rahab pro-

tected the two. She first hid the men under stalks
of flax that she had laid on the roof and then
sent word to the king that the men had gone.

Then Rahab spoke to the two spies. She told
them she knew that the Lord had promised
them that land, and she said her people knew of
the power of their God because they had heard
of the miracles that had occurred when Moses
led them out of Egypt. Therefore, she offered a
bargain: “Now then, swear to me by the Lord
that as I have dealt kindly with you, you also
will deal kindly with my father’s house, and give
me a sure sign, and save alive my father and
mother, my brothers and sisters, and all who be-
long to them, and deliver our lives from death”
(Josh. 2:12–13). The men agreed to exchange
her silence for her safety.

Then she let them down by a rope through
her window, which placed them outside the city
wall. And she told them to go into the hills and
hide for three days until the men who were
searching for them gave up. Then they could go
their own way. The spies told her to bind a scar-
let cord in the window and gather all her family
into her house. The invaders would spare all in
this house, as long as no one went outside into
the streets. She sent them away and tied the
scarlet cord in her window.

When Joshua came with his army, they did
not have the weapons to break through the thick
walls of the city, but according to the Bible, God
told Joshua how to bring down the walls. Every
morning for six days, the Israelite force circled
silently once around Jericho, with seven priests
in their midst carrying the ark of the covenant
(that reputedly contained the Ten Command-
ments Moses had received from God) and blow-
ing on rams’ horns. On the seventh day, they
went around seven times. The priests blew a
long final note, and at a signal from Joshua all
the Israelites gave a loud shout. The city walls
miraculously tumbled down, and the soldiers
rushed in from all sides. They slaughtered all the
inhabitants of the city—“both men and women,
young and old, oxen, sheep, and asses, with the
edge of the sword” (Josh. 6:21).

But the Hebrews did not forget the promise
made by their spies, and Joshua told them to go
and get Rahab and all her family. They brought
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them all safely out of the city and took them to
the Israelite camp. Then they burned the city to
the ground. “But Rahab the prostitute, and her
father’s household, and all who belonged to her,
Joshua saved alive; and she dwelt in Israel to this
day, because she hid the messengers whom
Joshua sent to spy out Jericho” (Josh. 6:25).

Archaeologists have argued for generations
about the account of the fall of Jericho as it is
given in the Bible. The city is regarded as one of
the oldest fortified cities in the world—walls and
a tower have been excavated that date back 9,000
years, and that is 6,000 years before Joshua, and
3,000 years before any other fortified cities. Jeri-
cho was destroyed by an earthquake and fire in
about the fourteenth century B.C.—about 100
years or more before Joshua’s invasion. Accord-
ing to excavations, the city was restored and re-
settled only several centuries later, during the
time of the Hebrew monarchy. Some analysts
suggest that the archaeological evidence is in-
complete and that indeed the city had been re-
built by the time of Joshua. Others suggest that
a later Hebrew attack felled the city, and chroni-
clers attributed its fall to Joshua. Whatever the
actual events, the account of the fall of Jericho
was considered a turning point in the Hebrew
expansion, and people credited the prostitute
Rahab with helping the conquest and becoming
the oracle of Israel’s occupation of the land.
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Rebekah
Hebrew Matriarch 
(ca. seventeenth century B.C.)
According to the Hebrew scriptures (the Chris-
tian Old Testament), Rebekah was the second of
the biblical matriarchs (after Sarah) who lived at
the dawn of Hebrew history. Rebekah was the
granddaughter of Nahor, Abraham’s brother,
and this branch of the family had stayed behind
in northern Syria when Abraham moved to the
land of Canaan with his wife, Sarah. One

evening, Rebekah went to fill her water jar at the
well as usual. But as she returned, a stranger
who was leading a caravan of pack camels
stopped to ask her for a drink. She gave him one
and offered to draw water for his camels as well.
In thanks, he gave her a gold ring for her nose
and two gold bracelets.

The man was Abraham’s trusted servant, sent
to find a wife for the patriarch’s beloved son
Isaac. Abraham wanted his son to have a wife
from his kinfolk and made the servant swear
that he would go there on this errand. An angel
had told the servant that the chosen girl would
be one who was drawing water from the well, so
he inquired who her parents were and whether
he could lodge there overnight. She courteously
invited him to do so.

The servant told the family of his mission and
gave them the gifts Abraham had sent—jewelry
and beautiful clothing for Rebekah and “costly
ornaments” for her family, including her brother
Laban. Rebekah consented to the marriage and
received the blessing of her family: “Our sister,
be the mother of thousands of ten thousands”
(Gen. 24:60). Then she started the long journey
that would lead her to Canaan to be the wife of
Isaac. As they neared their destination, Rebekah
saw a man walking through the fields, and the
servant told her this was Isaac. She descended
from the camel, veiled her face, and walked to
meet him. Isaac found out from the servant who
she was, took her into his tent, and she became
his wife. He loved her and “was comforted after
his mother’s death” (Gen. 24:67).

In spite of the blessings of her family, Re-
bekah remained barren for many years. Then
Isaac prayed to God for children, and his prayer
was granted. Rebekah became pregnant with
twins, and she asked God why these children
struggled within her. He answered: “Two na-
tions are in your womb, and two peoples, born
of you, shall be divided; the one shall be
stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the
younger” (Gen. 25:23). When she came to
term, she delivered twin boys: the first was
named Esau; the second, Jacob. Isaac was sixty
years old when she bore the twins. When the
boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, while
Jacob was a quiet man, dwelling in tents. Isaac
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loved Esau, because of the game he brought, but
Rebekah loved Jacob.

Once when Jacob was boiling lentils, Esau
came in and asked for food, for he was hungry.
Jacob said, “First sell me your birthright” (Gen.
25:31–34), which meant the leadership of the
family and the double share of the inheritance
that was due the elder son. Esau was so hungry,
he quickly agreed to trade his rights for food.

During a famine, Rebekah moved with Isaac
into the territory of Abimelech, who was the
king of the Philistine city of Gerar (between
Beersheba and Gaza). The couple told everyone
that she was Isaac’s sister, because she was so
beautiful that they feared Isaac would be killed
for her. After they had lived there for a long
time, Abimelech looked out his window and
saw “Isaac fondling Rebekah his wife” (Gen.
26:9). The king was angry at the deception, for
he said, “One of the people might easily have
lain with your wife, and you would have
brought guilt upon us” (Gen. 26:10). But
Abimelech did not harm the couple and indeed
warned everyone to keep them safe under
penalty of death. The family prospered in this
land, and Isaac became rich. He had flocks and
herds and a great household.

When Isaac was old and his eyes so dim he
could not see, he called his older son, Esau, to
him. He told Esau to go out in the field and
catch some game and prepare it for his father.
Then Isaac would give his son his blessing be-
fore he died. Rebekah had heard this conversa-
tion and thought of a plan by which her favored
son Jacob would receive his father’s blessing in-
stead of his elder brother. She told Jacob to
bring two good kids from the flock, and she
would prepare the food for Jacob to take to his
father and receive the blessing. Jacob was afraid
he would be caught in the ruse, saying: “Behold,
my brother Esau is a hairy man, and I am a
smooth man. Perhaps my father will feel
me . . .” (Gen. 27:11–12). His mother reassured
him. She dressed Jacob in Esau’s best clothing
and put the skins of kids on his hands and his
neck, and she sent her son to his father with the
savory food.

Jacob went to Isaac, and when his father
asked who he was, Jacob said, “I am Esau your

first-born.” Isaac felt his son’s hands and because
they were hairy like Esau’s, he gave Jacob a bless-
ing. Then Isaac ate the savory food and called his
son to him. Jacob came near his father, and Isaac
smelled the smell of his garments and blessed
him, thinking again that he was Esau. Shortly
after Jacob had gone, Esau returned. He cooked
the savory food for his father and asked for his
blessing. Isaac realized that Jacob had stolen his
brother’s blessing as well as his birthright. Esau
vowed revenge against his brother.

Hearing of Esau’s rage, Rebekah persuaded
Isaac to send Jacob away to her brother Laban,
where he could find a wife among Laban’s
daughters. Jacob left and married both Leah and
Rachel. When Rebekah died, she was buried in
the family tomb in the Cave of Machpelah in
Hebron. Jacob fathered many children through
which the faithful trace the history of the cho-
sen people of God. That is why Rebekah is con-
sidered one of the founding matriarchs of the
Jewish people.

See also Jewish Women; Leah; Rachel; Sarah (also
Sarai)
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Rhea Silvia
Legendary Vestal Virgin (ca. 750 B.C.)
According to legend, the founders of Rome were
born in an Italian kingdom called Alba Longa.
The king, Numitor, was deposed by his younger
brother, Amulius. To prevent the rise of
avengers, Amulius made Numitor’s daughter,
Rhea Silvia (also called Ilia), a vestal virgin to be
sure she would never bear children. Although
she lived the secluded life of a virgin, she was
nevertheless impregnated by Mars, the god of
war himself. She bore twins, named Romulus
and Remus.

Amulius was furious. He ordered the twins to
be thrown into the Tiber River, and a slave placed
them in a wooden trough to carry them down to
the river. The river was in flood, however, and the
slave was afraid to approach too closely to the
rushing river, so he placed the trough at the edge
of the Tiber, from where it was swept gently into
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the water and floated ashore. There a she-wolf
tended and suckled the twins. Plutarch, the later
biographer, adds that a woodpecker also fed
them—both wolves and woodpeckers were sa-
cred to Mars, the twins’ father.

They were found by Faustulus, the royal
herdsman, who raised the twins as his own. The
boys grew up strong and bold, and in time they
met Numitor and came to know about their
background. Together they rose against
Amulius, killed him, and made Numitor king
again. Romulus went on to found the city of
Rome, but what happened to his mother, Rhea
Silvia? The legends offer various versions of her
fate. Some said she was put into prison and
died; others claimed that her sons released her
from prison. Yet other tales claimed she was
thrown into the river, and the river-god married
her. The legend offers little that historians might
consider factual in understanding the origins of
the founders of the great city, but it did give
subsequent Romans a pride in their origins.
What greater genealogy might there be for a
mighty people than a priestess of Vesta and the
god of war?

See also Sabine Women; Vestal Virgins
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Rizpah
Hebrew Concubine and Mother 
(ca. eleventh century B.C.)
According to the Hebrew scriptures (the Chris-
tian Old Testament), Saul was the first Hebrew
king. The prophet Samuel had bestowed upon
him the title of king at a time when the Is-
raelites were threatened by their neighbors and
felt in need of a single leader who could unite
the people. The king successfully attacked the
neighboring Philistines and other tribes and
brought security to the land for a while. Saul
had many children, including two sons by his
concubine, Rizpah. After Saul had ruled for

about twenty years, the Philistines again at-
tacked, and this time they were victorious.
They killed three of Saul’s sons, and the king
killed himself so he would not be taken pris-
oner. After his death, the united kingdom split
into two—Judah in the south and Israel in the
north—and a civil war began between them.
The south was ruled by Saul’s eldest surviving
son, Ishbosheth, and the north by David, who
had been Saul’s friend, rival, and military offi-
cer. David’s ultimate victory was precipitated by
the concubine Rizpah.

Ishbosheth was a weak king, and his claim to
the throne depended on the military support of
his able commander, Abner. The king foolishly
offended the general, however, by accusing him
of having relations with Rizpah. The general was
so angry that he sent a message to David saying,
“Make your covenant with me, and behold, my
hand shall be with you to bring over all Israel to
you” (2 Sam. 3:12). David agreed and the coun-
try was reunited under the new king. Rizpah
would still face tragedy, however.

Late in David’s reign, there was a three-year
famine in the country. David was told that the
famine was due to a delayed punishment given
the Hebrews because of Saul’s slaying of a
number of inhabitants of Gibeon, a hill town
five miles northwest of Jerusalem. David asked
the Gibeonites what they would need for
atonement, and they said David had to hand
over to them seven of Saul’s descendants.
David gave them five grandsons by Saul’s eldest
daughter as well as Rizpah’s two sons. The
Gibeonites hanged all seven and left their bod-
ies unburied.

Rizpah so mourned her sons that she “took
sackcloth and spread it for herself on the rock”
(2 Sam. 21:10) and kept watch over the bodies.
She “did not allow the birds of the air to come
upon them by day, or the beasts of the field by
night” (2 Sam. 21:10). This watch continued
throughout the harvest season, until the rains
came. When King David was told what Rizpah
had done, he gathered the bones of the hanged
men and buried them together with the bones
of Saul and his son Jonathan. And Rizpah,
about whom so little is known, is remembered
for being a dedicated and tenacious mother.
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Roman Women
Ancient Roman women lived from the found-
ing of the ancient city in about the eighth cen-
tury B.C. to the fall of the empire in the west in
about the fifth century A.D., and during this
long history, their circumstances changed enor-
mously. The Roman people preserved the ideal
of semimythological women, such as Verginia or
the Sabine women, who were said to have
shaped the formation and ideals of the city itself
by embodying strong values of modesty and
family honor. Then as time passed, many
women used dramatically changing political sit-
uations, which turned Rome from a small city-
state to a huge empire, to gain personal auton-
omy and exert some public influence. Thus, the
history of Rome is peppered with the lives of fa-
mous women who left a mark on the enduring
empire. Reading beyond the myths and even be-
yond the lives of strikingly individual Roman
women, historians have come to some general
conclusions about the lives and status of Roman
women, and most agree that Roman women
claimed a surprising degree of independence for
the ancient world.

Republican Women
In the founding ideals of the city, there was no
hint of the autonomy that later Roman women
would claim. In the earliest laws (purportedly
established by the founder of the city, Romu-
lus), citizens were admonished to raise every
boy-child, but they had to raise only one daugh-
ter. This law suggests that women were not val-
ued. Records do not indicate how many infant
girls were exposed to die (or to be adopted as
slaves), but certainly some were. When an infant
girl was born, she was placed at her father’s feet,
and if he told the midwife to feed her, then she
was accepted into the family and raised. She was
to be strictly under the control of her father,

however, who continued to hold the power of
life and death over her. If he determined that his
daughter somehow had shamed the family, he
could execute her with impunity.

The early Romans were highly influenced by
the Etruscans, a neighboring tribe that actually
ruled Rome for a time. Although Romans
learned much about engineering and divination
from the Etruscans, they seem to have been un-
affected by the freedom enjoyed by their Etrus-
can women. Instead, Roman women were to be
strictly controlled by their fathers.

In about 509 B.C., the Romans overthrew the
Etruscan kings and established a new govern-
ment—the republic—in which male citizens
participated actively in government. In the strug-
gles that took place during the early republic, the
people forced the nobility—the patricians—to
record the laws so that they would exist beyond
human whim. In these earliest codes, called the
Twelve Tables, which date from about 450 B.C.,
women’s position before the law mirrored earlier
traditions that placed them under the control of
their fathers. One law read: “Women, even
though they are of full age, because of their lev-
ity of mind shall be under guardianship”
(Lefkowitz and Fant 174). In other words,
women were not supposed to control their own
property or bring cases before the law but were
to be represented by the pater familias, the father
of the family. Upon the death of the father, cus-
tody passed to the nearest male relative.

By the late republic, however, it seems that
many women were not burdened by these laws
of guardianship. We have many examples of
women, such as Terentia and Cornelia, who
clearly conducted their own business affairs
and controlled their own wealth, so the written
laws do not give the full story of life for women
during the republic. Although most women
were probably satisfied with their status and
role within the family, some women seem to
have used Rome’s marriage laws to gain some
autonomy.

As these laws suggest, a girl’s father could be
more important than her husband. Marriages
were centrally important to the ancient Romans
(as to all other ancient societies), for they served
to bind families together in ties of kin and loy-
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alty. In Rome there were two different kinds of
marriage, however. In the most common form,
called sine manu (“without authority”), the bride
remained under the authority of her father. If
she married cum manu (“with authority”), she
was completely transferred to the authority of
her husband. This system had strong religious
origins because family members worshiped their
ancestors, so if a daughter completely moved
into the family of her husband, she then cele-
brated the rites for the husband’s family instead
of those of her birth family.

Remaining under the control of her father
while married actually probably offered some
freedom for some women. Living apart from her
father, she could have a good deal of control
over her own affairs. Furthermore, the males of
her birth family continued to make sure she did
not suffer abuse at the hands of her husband.
We see examples of women (such as Cicero’s
daughter Tullia) who returned to their father’s
house to escape from abusive situations, and
marriage sine manu made such escapes easier.

Fathers also preferred to keep control over
their daughters to simplify divorces, which were
very common in Roman society. Since most
marriages were conducted for political reasons
among the upper classes, when political circum-
stances changed, so did the marriage partners.
For example, Julius Caesar forced his daughter,
Julia, to divorce her first husband and marry an-
other to solidify a political alliance. Such di-
vorces were further simplified if the wife’s family
continued to control her resources and dowry, so
they could enforce the return from the husband.

In the case of a divorce, the children re-
mained with their father, since they were part of
his family, not his wife’s. The sources show that
mothers remained in close touch with their chil-
dren, however. For example, Scribonia, the
mother of Octavian’s (also known as Caesar Au-
gustus) daughter Julia, accompanied Julia into
exile even though she had been divorced from
Octavian for thirty-seven years, and Julia had
been raised in Octavian’s household.

While these marriage and family patterns
suggest that women were kept under close su-
pervision by the men in their families, in reality
many women claimed a great deal of autonomy.

Upper-class Roman women were well educated,
for both daughters and sons were provided with
tutors. Cornelia, the famous mother of the
Gracchi, had acquired a taste for literature from
her father, and other women (such as Hortensia)
learned the art of public speaking from their fa-
thers. Many women translated this education
into artistic pursuits and into exerting some in-
fluence over the men of their families who par-
ticipated actively in public affairs.

The most important factor in a woman’s abil-
ity to guide her own destiny was money. By the
late republic many women (as well as men) had
become wealthy as Roman armies conquered
far-flung lands, and this trend only continued
later in the Empire. Wealthy women such as
Terentia (Cicero’s wife) and Clodia earned noto-
riety throughout Rome by their ability to do as
they pleased because of the freedom their money
brought them. Many other women throughout
the empire used their money in philanthropic
ways to benefit their community, however, and
in turn received their community’s thanks in the
form of inscriptions that have survived. One
wealthy woman in Egypt was given the title “fa-
ther of the city” in thanks for her generosity, and
there were many other similar recognitions left
in stone monuments. Through these inscrip-
tions, we can see that Roman women—particu-
larly wealthy ones—played an instrumental role
in the growing empire.

The wealth that was controlled by women
was periodically raised as a political issue in
Rome. Sometimes this wealth saved the city, as
in 390 B.C. when the Gauls had captured and
sacked most of Rome, and the women gathered
up 1,000 pounds of gold to pay the invaders to
leave. Such largesse from women seems to have
been ignored when Rome was threatened again
during the devastating Second Punic War. At
that time the Carthaginian, Hannibal, brought
his army into Italy and handed Roman armies
devastating defeats. As Roman men died in 216
B.C., their wives inherited much more money.
Were the women flaunting this new wealth even
as Rome was threatened? We do not know, but
the Roman men believed they did, and in the
following year passed a law known as the Op-
pian Law that tried to restrict both women’s
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wealth and its display. The Oppian Law limited
the amount of gold women could have to half
an ounce. Furthermore, they were forbidden to
wear dyed clothes, and they lost the privilege to
drive in carriages within Rome. (Many believed
the women had originally won that right in
thanks for their saving the city with their gold in
390 B.C.) The war lasted for thirteen more years,
and in spite of the Oppian Law, many women
continued to be enriched by the deaths of their
male relatives.

After the defeat of Hannibal in 201 B.C.,
Rome swiftly recovered. Men were allowed to
display their prosperity, but the Oppian Law
remained in effect, curtailing displays by
women. In 195 B.C. women demonstrated in
the streets to obtain the repeal of this law. The
historian Livy preserves a speech that the con-
servative orator, Cato, was supposed to have
delivered, warning Romans to restrict the free-
dom their women had obtained during
wartime. He reputedly said, “Women have be-
come so powerful that our independence has
been lost in our own homes and is now being
trampled and stamped underfoot in public. We
have failed to restrain them as individuals, and
now they have combined to reduce us to our
present panic” (Lefkowitz and Fant 177).
Against this argument, the tribune Valerius
spoke in favor of repealing the law. He argued
that men’s horses could be dressed better than
their wives and that the women of Rome’s allies
could wear more ornamentation than Roman
women. Finally, he claimed that men “should

not make slaves of your women and be called
their masters; you should hold them in your
care and protection and be spoken of as their
fathers or as their husbands” (Balsdon 36). He
prevailed, and the Oppian Law was repealed.
Two hundred years later, Valerius Maximus
looked back on this decision and saw it as a
moment when women were able to exert their
power, and it opened the way for scandalous
new freedoms on the part of women.

Was it this decision that led to Roman
women’s taking more freedom for themselves?
Or was it simply that during the many years of
war and in the absence of men who were serving
as soldiers, women stepped in and took more
control over their lives, and more important,
over their finances? Whatever the reason, it soon
became clear that women of the empire not only
lived more extravagantly than their republican
predecessors, but they received even more pub-
lic honors.

Imperial Women
Once Caesar Augustus (r. 27 B.C.–A.D. 14)
ended the devastating period of civil wars and
established what has come to be called the em-
pire, Roman women gained even more honors
and liberty. After the emperor’s death, Augus-
tus’s widow was awarded the title “augusta,”
showing that she shared the honor and rule of
her husband. Other imperial family members
gained the titles “empress” and “mother of the
army and senate” or were even proclaimed god-
desses. Female members of influential families

Figure 66. Roman marriage ceremony, copperplate engraving after antique painting in the Aldobrandin, Paris
(Alinari/Art Resource, NY)
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were honored by the erection of statues and
buildings, giving them more public recognition.

The statue in Figure 67 shows that wealthy
women—even if they were unrelated to the im-
perial family—became involved in public affairs
and were rewarded by public recognition of their
contributions. This statue is of a woman named
Eumachia, who sometime before A.D. 64 erected
a number of public buildings in Pompeii and
served as a patron to the cloth workers. Her ex-
ample is just one of many that indicate that im-
perial women, while they had no formal role in
government, were highly influential nevertheless.

The growing involvement and visibility of
imperial women were not lost on Roman men,
and some objected to this growing presence.
Tacitus recorded a debate conducted in the sen-
ate in A.D. 21 in which one Roman tried to pass
a law forbidding women to accompany their
husbands during their administrative services in
the provinces. The man arguing in favor of this
law claimed there had been incidents when
women actually commanded military parades
and maneuvers for their commander-husbands
or directly participated in provincial corruption.
He argued that the Oppian and similar laws had
kept women in their places, but women now “in
these emancipated times control households,
law courts—even armies” (Tacitus 120).

Only a few members of the senate applauded
his speech. Most shared the ideas of the opposing
speaker, who said that times had changed and the
circumstances that had led to the Oppian Law no
longer existed. He argued that it was worse for
marriages and households for husbands and
wives to be separated for extended periods and
that men would serve more willingly if their
wives were with them. He pointed to the exam-
ple of the great Augustus, who took his wife,
Livia, with him on his imperial tours. That argu-
ment prevailed, and the freedom of wealthy im-
perial women was secured. The subsequent his-
tory of the empire is full of accounts of empresses
and noblewomen traveling in the provinces and
exerting their influence as they went.

Perhaps the most remarkable example of
Roman women’s public involvement was re-
puted to have occurred during the reign of the
emperor Elagabalus (r. A.D. 222–235), when the

emperor (probably under the influence of his
grandmother, Julia Maesa) established a senate
of women. The body met and issued a compli-
cated code of etiquette for women, determining
what kind of clothing they should wear and
other matters of behavior. The body was dis-
banded at the death of Elagabalus, but it may
have been revived again briefly by Emperor Au-
relian (r. A.D. 270–275). All these examples and
trends refer to noblewomen, whose family ties
and wealth ensured they had a large measure of
freedom and autonomy. They were not the only
women who inhabited ancient Rome.

Figure 67. Statue of Eumachia erected in gratitude for
her public donations, Naples (Alinari/Art Resource)
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Slaves and Workers
In the course of Rome’s conquests, it captured
tens of thousands of slaves, a situation that
transformed Roman society. Wealthy Romans
owned hundreds or thousands of slaves, and
even poorer households owned several. While
male slaves outnumbered female ones by a ratio
of about three to one, that still left many female
slaves in the Roman Empire. Female slaves took
care of their owners’ needs as clerks, secretaries,
ladies’ maids, hairdressers, masseuses, entertain-
ers, and midwives. As this list indicates, many
women slaves were well educated.

Women slaves were also used for sexual pur-
poses, either in brothels or in their own house-
holds. The master had access to all his slave
women, and he could also give permission to
male slaves in his household to have sexual rela-
tions with female slaves. Records indicate that
some masters charged their male slaves a fixed
fee for intercourse with their female slaves.

The children born to a slave were automati-
cally slaves and belonged to the household of
the father of the family. There were many op-
portunities for slaves to gain their freedom,
however, either through purchase or through
the generosity of their owners. These freed-
women might also continue to belong to the
household and be paid a wage for their labors.

Freedwomen and poorer Roman women
born of citizens worked in many occupations.
Many worked in textiles, spinning, and weaving
wool for sale. Others ground grain in mills, and
still other women worked in construction as
bricklayers and stonecutters. Throughout the
imperial period, trade was a significant compo-
nent of Roman life, as goods moved through the
extensive lands, and women worked as shop-
keepers. They sold everything from exotic mer-
chandise, such as purple dye or perfumes, to
everyday items, such as nails, fish, and beans.

Conclusion
Roman culture spanned centuries, and it is not
surprising that during that time the position of
women changed. Under the republic, the ideal
woman was much like her Greek counterpart—
modest, silent, and invisible. From the begin-
ning, however, this ideal was never achieved in

Rome, because women who felt the same fierce
loyalty to their city as their husbands and fathers
periodically came to the fore to defend it. Re-
publican women expected to share the dangers
of expansion but also expected to share the ben-
efits. As Romans became wealthier, so did many
women, and they used their wealth to be more
influential in their society. By the time of the
empire, many upper-class women exerted a
great deal of influence.

It is not surprising that such active involve-
ment generated some criticism. Some of the
women who involved themselves in politics
(such as Plotina) came under scathing attacks.
Women who involved themselves in local poli-
tics and philanthropy, however, were praised
and rewarded by the appreciation of citizens.
The historian Plutarch (writing about A.D. 100)
dedicated his tract “On the Bravery of Women”
to his great friend Clea, a Greek woman. In the
introduction, Plutarch said he disagreed with
the traditional Greek view that held that the
best woman is one no one had ever heard of be-
cause she stayed inside her house. He said, on
the contrary, “Best for all seems the Roman cus-
tom, which publicly renders to women, as to
men, a fitting commemoration after the end of
life” (Fantham et al. 390). While Plutarch advo-
cated praising women only after their death, he
missed the implications of such praise: Living
Roman women saw what their predecessors had
done and used their example to participate ac-
tively in their society. Perhaps the greatness of
Rome was due in part to the activity of re-
sourceful Roman women.

See also Cornelia [Roman Matron]; Etruscan
Women; Hortensia; Livia; Plancia Magna; Rhea
Silvia; Terentia
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Ruth
Biblical Woman (ca. 1100 B.C.)
One of the books of the Hebrew scriptures (the
Christian Old Testament) tells a story of a great
friendship between Ruth and her mother-in-
law, Naomi. According to the Bible, this tale was
set in the “days when the Judges ruled,” or about
1100 B.C. Some scholars speculate, however,
that the book was actually composed sometime
after 539 B.C. when the Jews had returned to
Jerusalem after their exile in Babylon, because
the tale offers a positive view of marriage be-
tween Jews and foreigners. This lesson might
have been more readily received after some Jews
had experienced intermarriage during their
exile. Regardless of its date of composition, the
story of Ruth offered a sympathetic view of for-
eigners who put themselves under the care of Is-
rael’s god, but it also portrayed a strikingly pos-
itive view of a woman and her mother-in-law. It
has been held up as a model of such family feel-
ing ever since.

According to the Book of Ruth, there was
famine in Judea that led a Hebrew family to flee
their hometown of Bethlehem. Naomi, her hus-
band, Elimelech, and their two sons moved east-
ward beyond the Dead Sea to the mountain
plateau of Moab. (See Map 5.) There Elimelech
died, but the two sons married Moabite
women—Orpah and Ruth. Ten years later, both
sons had died, and the three widows were left to
their own devices. Naomi decided to return to
Bethlehem, but she urged her two daughters-in-
law to return to their own families in Moab.
Orpah went back to her original home, but
Ruth refused to be parted from Naomi, saying
the much-quoted phrase, “where you go I will
go, and where you lodge I will lodge; your peo-
ple shall be my people, and your God my God;
where you die I will die, and there will I be
buried” (Ruth 1:16). Naomi offered no more
protests, and the two women left for Bethlehem.

They arrived at the beginning of the wheat
and barley harvest. Hebrew law allowed the
poor to enter the fields behind the harvesters

and pick up, or “glean,” what was left in the
fields after the reapers had passed (Lev.
19:9–10). Ruth joined the gleaners to gather
food for the two destitute widows. By chance,
her gleaning brought her into a barley patch
owned by Boaz, a wealthy relative of Naomi’s
late husband. Boaz noticed the young woman
and asked who she was. When she was identi-
fied to him, he told her she should glean only in
his fields where she would be safe and protected.
She was so grateful, she fell on the ground be-
fore him, saying “Why have I found favor in
your eyes, that you should take notice of me,
when I am a foreigner?” Boaz answered her, “All
that you have done for your mother-in-law since
the death of your husband has been fully told
me, and how you left your father and mother
and your native land and came to a people that
you did not know before” (Ruth 2:10).

Ruth brought plenty of barley back to
Naomi, and the women did not go hungry.
Naomi told Ruth of another Hebrew law that
might help the widows. According to the law, a
dead man’s next of kin had the right to marry a
widow—or “redeem” her—and if the nearest
relative did not want her, the right to redeem
her would pass on to the next nearest male rela-
tive. Naomi urged Ruth to continue working in
Boaz’s field in hopes that he might eventually be
willing to marry her.

One night, Naomi heard that Boaz was going
to spend the night on the threshing floor after
the harvest was finished. She urged Ruth to go
and wait for him. When Boaz had laid himself
down to sleep, Ruth quietly lay down at his feet.
In the middle of the night, Boaz awoke and was
surprised to find Ruth, but the hardworking
widow simply asked him to redeem her, “for you
are next of kin” (Ruth 3:9). Boaz explained that
there was another closer relative who held the
right first, but if he did not want to exercise his
right, Boaz would do so and marry her. Before
daybreak, he sent her back to Naomi with
plenty of barley and told her to wait.

That morning, Boaz waited at the city gate
for the other relative to pass. They sat down to-
gether in the presence of ten elders whom Boaz
had invited, and Boaz asked if the man was pre-
pared to redeem the dead man’s land along with
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his widow. The kinsman was unwilling to marry
the widow, so renounced his right of redemp-
tion, opening the way for Boaz’s suit. The agree-
ment was sealed in the customary way—the
kinsman took off his sandal and handed it to
Boaz in the presence of witnesses. Boaz then de-
clared that he was acquiring the property and
also Ruth to be his wife.

Ruth bore Boaz a son, who gave Naomi
much joy. The midwives handed Naomi the
child, saying “He shall be to you a restorer of life
and a nourisher of your old age; for your daugh-
ter-in-law who loves you, who is more to you

than seven sons, has borne him” (Ruth 4:15).
Naomi took the child and served as his nurse.
This boy—Obed—in turn became the father of
Jesse, who was the father of the great king
David, all born from the Moabite woman who
became a Hebrew to follow her beloved mother-
in-law home to Bethlehem.

See also Naomi; Susanna
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Sabina
Roman Empress (ca. A.D. 88–136)
The household of the emperor Trajan (r. A.D.
98–117) included a number of women who
played an important part in his rule—a reign
that was remembered as one that brought ex-
pansion and honor to the Roman Empire.
These women included Trajan’s wife, Plotina;
his sister, Marciana; and Marciana’s daughter,
Matidia. Plotina and Matidia even traveled with
the emperor on his last campaign and brought
his ashes home to Rome when he died in the
east. The household also included Matidia’s
daughter, Vibia Sabina (who is usually known as
Sabina). All these women lived harmoniously
together (a fact that contemporaries noted with
some wonder), but when the young Sabina be-
came empress, she did not have as happy a
household as Trajan and Plotina.

Matidia had been widowed while her two
daughters (Matidia and Sabina) were young,
and she was determined never to marry again
but simply to devote herself to her husband’s
memory. This was why she and her daughters
joined the household of the emperor Trajan.
The young girls were raised in a circle of pleas-
ant company that was presided over by Plotina,
the intelligent and virtuous (and childless) wife
of Trajan.

Since Trajan had no children of his own, it
fell to his nieces to ensure the succession by
marriage. Plotina and Matidia favored a second
cousin of Trajan—Hadrian—and urged Trajan
to arrange a marriage between him and Sabina.
This would link Hadrian to the family and pre-
pare the way for Sabina to become empress. Tra-
jan was said to have objected to the match, but
he acceded to the wishes of the women of his
household, and the marriage was arranged.

Sabina married the twenty-six-year-old
Hadrian when she was about twelve, but the
marriage was never happy. Hadrian described
her as a tiresome and irritable woman whom in
any other walk of life he would have divorced.
On her part, she reputedly remarked that she
had taken care to ensure that she would not bear
him a child so that she would not perpetuate a
character as inhuman as his. The evidence for the
unhappiness in the marriage appeared as early as
A.D. 112, even before Trajan died, because when
Trajan, Hadrian, Plotina, and Matidia accompa-
nied Trajan on his ill-fated last journey to the
east, Sabina did not join them. Perhaps the es-
trangement between her and Hadrian was al-
ready there. In the East, Trajan died, and Plotina
sent a document to the senate saying that he had
adopted Hadrian on his deathbed. Although
some were skeptical, he became the next em-
peror, and his marriage to Sabina conferred a
measure of legitimacy on the succession.

There were some good times in the imperial
household. When Hadrian took the title “father
of the country” in A.D. 128, Sabina was given
the title of augusta—“empress.” Like her great
aunt and her mother, she also traveled with
Hadrian on many of his imperial tours, and
Hadrian was an emperor who spent little time
in Rome, so there were many trips. She was cer-
tainly with him in A.D. 130 when he toured
Egypt, and this voyage seems to have been
marked by good comradeship and interesting
company. During this trip, Hadrian was accom-
panied by the handsome young man named An-
tinous, who was Hadrian’s favorite. Indeed, the
emperor was in love with the young man in a
way he was never drawn to Sabina. Sabina seems
to have been on perfectly good terms with Anti-
nous, and they all traveled together.
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They were also joined by a remarkable poet
named Julia Balbilla, who historians assumed was
invited to join the party by Sabina herself. Balbilla
composed Greek epigrams on the thigh of the
statue of the Colossus of Memnon. Balbilla was a
Greek noblewoman, and her epigrams were writ-
ten in the archaic language of the ancient woman
poet Sappho, who had lived almost a thousand
years before. In her poem, she honored Sabina,
urging the statue to “be keen to welcome by your
cry the August wife of the Lord Hadrian.” Balbilla
also made herself immortal in the inscription,
writing, “For pious were my parents and grand-
parents. Balbillus the wise and Antiochus the
king, father of my father. From their line do I
draw my noble blood and these are the writings of
Balbilla the pious” (Fantham et al. 354).

The pleasant trip on which the royal couple
was joined by their favorites ended in tragedy. It
was probably only a few days later that Antinous
drowned. Hadrian was plunged into despair and
had his favorite proclaimed a god, and statues of
the beautiful young man were erected in his
memory.

In spite of some travels, there were obviously
times of high tension in the royal household.
For example, Hadrian believed that Sabina was
too close to other men in the imperial palace,
and the emperor dismissed the leader of the
Praetorian Guard and the emperor’s private sec-
retary for being too intimate with Sabina. In
fact, when Sabina died in A.D. 136, some ru-
mors declared that Hadrian had poisoned her.
There is no way to know for sure whether this
unhappy imperial marriage ended in murder,
but Hadrian himself died two years later.

See also Faustina the Younger; Plotina; Sappho of
Lesbos
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Sabine Women
(ca. 750 B.C.)
According to the Romans’ traditions and leg-
ends, their community began without women.

Romulus, son of the vestal virgin Rhea, left Alba
with other young men to establish a new city.
He chose the Palatine Hill by the Tiber River,
and they began to build what became the great-
est city of the ancient world. Romulus offered
asylum to fugitives from nearby communities to
increase the population, but even in their leg-
ends, Romans could not imagine that they
would welcome fugitive women; they wanted
only women of the highest virtue. The strong
young men of the new community were faced
with a dilemma, for of course the city needed
women and children to flourish.

The men first sent representatives across its
borders to negotiate alliances and the right of in-
termarriage for the newly established state. The
neighbors were unwilling, however, to allow
their virtuous daughters to go to what appeared
to be a ragged bunch of rough youths. So Rom-
ulus devised a scheme to acquire the needed
brides.

Romulus announced that they would cele-
brate the Consualia, a solemn festival in honor
of Neptune, patron god of the horse. On the ap-
pointed day crowds flocked to Rome, and men
brought their wives and daughters to see the
new town and to admire the festivities. The
crowd included the Sabines, a neighboring tribe.
At the height of the celebration, when everyone
was riveted watching the show, Romulus gave a
signal, and all the able-bodied Romans broke
through the crowd and each seized the most at-
tractive young woman he could find and carried
her off. The Roman poet Ovid (43 B.C.–A.D. 17)
wrote a romantic view of this rape (or capture)
of the Sabine women:

The king gave the sign for which
They’d so eagerly watched. Project rape was

on. Up they sprang then
With a lusty roar, laid hot hands on the
girls,

. . .
So this wild charge of men left the girls all

panic-stricken
Not one had the same color in her cheek 

as before—
The same nightmare for all, though terror’s

features varied;
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Some tore their hair, some just froze
Where they sat; some, dismayed kept

silence, others vainly
Yelled for Mamma; some wailed; some

gaped;
Some fled, some just stood there. So they

were carried off as
Marriage bed plunder: even so, many

contrived
To make panic look fetching. 
(Fantham et al. 218)

The women’s families escaped, but not without
bitter comments on the treachery of their hosts
to act so at a holy festival. Romulus made sure
all his men treated the women kindly and
harmed none.

The next morning Romulus told the women
of the superiority of the new marriage institu-
tion that he had founded as part of his new city.
The heart of Rome was to be the family, with an
indissoluble form of marriage. Women would
be virtuous and under the control of their hus-
bands, but at the same time they could share
their property and inherit their wealth. The
Sabine virgins were promised that they would
share in the fortunes of Rome. Romulus urged
the women to forget their wrath and give their
hearts to their captors. The men, too, appealed
to the women’s hearts by kind words and high
praise. The women finally agreed and were mar-
ried to the Roman youths. The new city now
had all it needed to flourish.

Even though the women had consented to
their own abduction, their families still be-
lieved they had to avenge the rape of their
daughters. The Sabines took some months and
gathered their forces to attack Rome. They sur-
rounded the Roman citadel on the Capitoline
Hill and gained access to the citadel by means
of the perfidy of a Roman vestal virgin named
Tarpeia. The virgin showed the Sabines a secret
way up to the citadel, but Roman legend
claimed that she was punished for her treach-
ery. The tale relates that as her reward, Tarpeia
asked for “what you wear on your left arms,”
coveting the gold bracelets worn by the sol-
diers. Instead, the Sabine soldiers crushed her
with the shields that they carried on their left

arms—the coin dated 89 B.C. shown in Figure
68 shows the Sabines crushing Tarpeia.
Through this story, Roman men and women
alike learned of the dangers of putting the love
of finery before love of country.

While Tarpeia betrayed the Romans holding
the Capitoline Hill, the other Romans who held
the stronghold on the Palatine Hill attacked the
Sabines. All parties fought bravely enough for
honor to be reestablished, but the war was
ended by the Sabine women themselves who
had been stolen from their families. The
women, who by this time were pregnant, inter-
vened to separate the combatants. Peace was
made, and the Romans and Sabines joined to
form a single community.

See also Rhea Silvia; Vestal Virgins
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Salome I
Sister of King Herod of Judea 
(ca. 70 B.C.–A.D. 10)
Salome and her brother, Herod, were born into
a prominent family of Idumaeans, an Arab peo-
ple whose capital was Hebron, a city south of
Jerusalem (shown on Map 5). During the time
of their grandfather, Idumaea had been con-
quered by Jewish armies led by the Hasmonaean
dynasty of Judea, and the Idumaeans had been
forced to convert to Judaism. Herod’s grandfa-
ther and father served members of the Hasmo-
naean dynasty with distinction, so the family
was well placed to rise to power.

In the early 40s B.C., Julius Caesar became a
force in the Near East, and Salome’s father, An-
tipater, provided Caesar with military support.
For this, Caesar rewarded Antipater and allowed
him to name his son, Herod, as governor over the
area of Galilee. Shortly after Caesar’s murder, An-
tipater, too, was assassinated, a murder that
Herod himself avenged. In the Roman civil wars
that followed, Herod showed himself a skilled
politician, and for his support of Mark Antony
and Caesar Augustus, the Roman senate made
Herod the king of Judaea. By 37 B.C., he had con-
solidated his control and began his long rule
(from 37 to 4 B.C.) that earned him the somewhat
dubious appellation “the Great.” Throughout his
reign, one of the most influential figures at court
was his fierce and ambitious sister, Salome.

Like her brother, Salome showed a shrewd
political awareness that their fortunes were
linked to that of the Roman Empire. She seems
to have had an intimate correspondence with
Livia, the influential empress, for Herod’s son
planted forged correspondence between Livia
and Salome, thinking this relationship would
forward his own ambitions. Salome was con-
stantly at her brother’s side, and he consulted her
on many matters. Josephus, the ancient historian
who preserved her history, condemns her for
brutality and selfish ruthlessness. It is hard to dis-
pute his evidence. The king continued to value
his sister, however, and in his will he left her a
vast fortune for her unswerving loyalty to him.

Salome was first married to her uncle,
Joseph, who like herself was an Idumaean. Later,
he was killed by Herod’s order after Salome ac-

cused Joseph of adultery with the king’s wife,
Mariamne (see Mariamne). Salome married a
second time to another Idumaean named Kos-
tobar, who was the governor of that province.
Salome quarreled with him as well and de-
nounced him, claiming that he was conspiring
against her brother. Contrary to Jewish law, she
sent him a bill of divorce (instead of waiting for
him to divorce her). Kostobar was killed by
Herod in 25 B.C.

Salome then had an affair with an Arab, Syl-
laeus, who was the prime minister of the king of
Arabia, and she fell violently in love with him.
She wanted Syllaeus to be circumcised, but he
refused, claiming that if he did so he would be
stoned by the Arabs in his own country. Salome
was so deeply in love with him, she wanted to
marry him anyway, even though it would have
been in violation of Jewish custom. Only the in-
fluence of the empress, Livia, persuaded Salome
to obey her brother, Herod, and marry the
king’s friend Alexas, who was a more appropri-
ate husband for the Jewish royal woman. For the
remainder of her brother’s reign, she remained a
central influence in the Herodian household,
causing troubles, spreading rumors, and having
her rivals killed.

After Herod’s death, Salome and her hus-
band, Alexas, took temporary charge of the af-
fairs of the kingdom. The only gracious act
recorded of Salome came at this time: Reputedly
Herod had imprisoned many Jews in the Hip-
podrome who were to be killed as soon as the
king died. Salome and Alexus released them all
instead of following the old king’s command.
Perhaps this was an effort to gain popularity
after her long career of betrayals. She then
thanked the army for its loyalty and turned over
the reins of power to Herod’s son, Archelaus.

The aging Salome was not through with her
political machinations, however. She traveled to
Rome with other members of her family to ap-
pear before Augustus and challenge Archelaus’s
inheritance. Salome’s own son, Antipater, deliv-
ered a powerful indictment of Archelaus before
Augustus and brought Salome’s testimony to the
fore as evidence that Archelaus should not rule.
Salome was not fully successful in this final
intrigue, for Augustus embraced Archelaus,
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showing he did not believe the charges. Never-
theless, the emperor tried to find a compromise
that would quiet the quarreling Herodian fam-
ily. He divided the lands among the claimants
and rewarded Salome by confirming her huge
inheritance from Herod and giving her another
royal residence. Salome lived another fourteen
years after the death of her brother, and al-
though she fades from the pages of history, she
surely enjoyed the great wealth that her loyalty
to her brother earned her. It seems she did not
have to pay for the many murders and conspir-
acies she instigated at the Herodian court.

See also Alexandra Salome; Calpurnia; Livia;
Mariamne; Salome II
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Salome II
Queen of Judea (ca. A.D. 20–ca. 58)
King Herod the Great (r. 39–4 B.C.) of Judea,
who was a client-king of the Roman emperors,
established a dynasty that held power in Judea for
about a century. These Herodian rulers balanced
precariously between the power of Rome and the
strength of a resident Jewish population who did
not particularly trust this dynasty. To protect
their authority, most of the family intermarried
with their relatives, and many of the Herodians
ruled ruthlessly, which caused them to confront
the new Christian movement and to be vilified
by the writers of the Christian Bible. One of
these rulers was Queen Salome, namesake of the
murderous sister of the original King Herod.

Salome II’s parents were Herodias and her
first husband, Herod. When Salome was just an
infant, her mother caused a scandal by leaving
her husband and marrying his half-brother,
Herod Antipas. Salome was raised in her
mother’s household, and when she was still a

girl, she performed a dance for which she is still
remembered: According to the Bible, Herodias
hated the prophet John the Baptist for criticiz-
ing her marriage. Her husband, Herod Antipas,
did not want to offend the people by killing the
prophet. At a dinner, Herodias sent her daugh-
ter Salome to dance for Herod, and the dance so
pleased her stepfather that he offered her any re-
ward she would like, even up to half his king-
dom. Under her mother’s guidance, Salome
asked only for the head of John the Baptist on a
platter. Herod reluctantly agreed, and the two
women were forever implicated in the ruthless
killing (Mark 6:17–28; Matt. 14:1–11; Luke 3:
19–20).

When Salome was a young teenager, her par-
ents arranged for her to marry her uncle, Philip,
who was also the half-brother of her own father,
Herod. The Jewish historian Josephus claims he
was a good and honorable prince, but he was
considerably older than Salome. The couple had
no children, and after Philip’s death Salome
married again (sometime after A.D. 34), this
time to her cousin Aristobulus the younger.
Under this second marriage, Salome received
the title of queen (which her mother had so cov-
eted), and her husband struck coins with Sa-
lome’s image on them. She is the only one of the
Jewish queens to have her image and title on a
coin in the manner of the Hellenistic rulers. Sa-
lome and her second husband had three sons—
Herod, Agrippa, and Aristobulus.

Little is known about Salome’s life, so she is
remembered for two things only: her youthful
dance for her stepfather and the coin bearing
her image. She died sometime before A.D. 60.

See also Herodias; Salome I
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Sappho of Lesbos
Greek Poet (b. ca. 612 B.C.)
In Greece in the seventh century B.C. there
emerged a tradition of brilliant poetry—called
lyric poetry because it was recited accompanied
by a lyre or other musical instrument. The po-
etry was probably much older, but by the sev-
enth century B.C., some poets appear whose
work is wonderfully direct and beautiful. The is-
land of Lesbos in eastern Greece (see Map 4)
produced some well-known poets; probably the
most famous was a woman—Sappho—who has
been a controversial figure since ancient times.

We know little about Sappho’s life for cer-
tain. She was born about 612 B.C. on the island
of Lesbos. Her father was probably a rich wine
merchant named Scamandronymus, and her
mother was probably called Cleis. The poet had
three brothers: Charaxus and Larichus, who
served in the government in Lesbos, and Eury-
gyius, about whom nothing more is known. The
oldest brother—Charaxus—reputedly fell in
love with a courtesan, which displeased Sappho,
but she often praised her brother Larichus. She
was probably married, and she had a daughter
named Cleis, whom she praises in her poetry.
There was political turmoil in Lesbos (as in so
many other city-states of the time), and in about
600 B.C., Sappho went into exile in Sicily for a
short time. By then, she was already well known
for her poetry.

Sappho’s poetry must also have been formed
by the particular circumstances of the culture of
Lesbos. Not only did the island spawn lyric poets,
offering Sappho models for her art, but it also
seems to have offered a particular freedom for
women unusual in the Greek world. In a Greek
culture that admired male beauty, the residents of
Lesbos seem to have greatly admired and praised
their women’s beauty—apparently even holding
beauty contests. Other Greeks gave women of

that island a reputation—real or imagined—for
excessive sexual behavior, and by the sixth cen-
tury B.C. the word lesbian began to take on the
modern connotations of female homosexuality, as
the poet Anacreon indicates in his poem:

Not that girl—she’s the other kind,
one from Lesbos. Disdainfully,
nose turned up at my silver hair
she makes eyes at the ladies. (Kebric 73)

Within this context at Lesbos, scholars inter-
pret the remnants of Sappho’s poetry. It appears
that Sappho surrounded herself with young girls
on the island. She did not exactly run a school,
but her poetic and musical talents made her so
well known that apparently parents sent their
daughters to associate with her informally. Thus
they could acquire the talents that would per-
haps make them more attractive marriage part-
ners. Apparently there were other groups like
Sappho’s, and they had rivalries in singing and
dancing. Sappho’s poetry shows how emotion-
ally involved she was with her young charges.

Sappho’s work consisted of nine books, but
only one complete poem survives. The rest
ranged in completeness from several full lines to
one word. Many of the lines lack beginning,
middle, or end because they have survived on
mummy wrapping in Egyptian tombs, the pa-
pyrus having been ripped off the roll of a poetry
book. Other lines have survived because ancient
literary critics quoted them to praise Sappho’s
style. The surviving poetry consists primarily of
passionate love poems addressed to the young
women in her circle. The one complete poem—
“Ode to Aphrodite”—pleads with the goddess
to help her win the love of a girl, and the god-
dess promises “soon she will love you, even if she
doesn’t want to” (Lefkowitz and Fant 4).

When Sappho’s girls came to marriageable
age, they left the poet’s circle, and sometimes
Sappho wrote of the loss she felt as the young girl
went to her husband: “Cold sweat pours down
me, and shuddering grasps me all over, and I am
greener than grass, and I seem to myself to be lit-
tle short of death” (Lefkowitz and Fant 4).

Sappho’s poetry has been praised for its ex-
pressions of direct, stark emotions that reveal
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the passions of the human heart. During the
golden age of Athens (in the fifth century B.C.),
her poetry was much admired, and even the
philosopher Plato referred to her as the “tenth
muse” as a form of highest praise for her creative
talents. Her reputation was not sustained, how-
ever. Although there is nothing in her surviving
poems that describes actual sexual contact be-
tween Sappho and the girls she loved, many as-
sumed (probably correctly for the ancient Greek
world) that her poetry praised homosexual love.
By the third century B.C., comic playwrights
made fun of her and accused her of being “mas-
culine” for taking up a man’s profession of poet.
Perhaps more than anything else, the poetry of
Sappho has contributed to the use of the word
lesbian to mean female homosexuality.

Later Christian authorities condemned the
poet’s works, calling them licentious and cor-
rupting, and as late as A.D. 1073, Pope Gregory
VII ordered a public burning of her writings in
Rome and Constantinople. It was only in the
Renaissance and again in the nineteenth century
that scholars once again began to appreciate the
skillful and directly moving poetry of Sappho. It

is thanks to their diligence that the few surviving
fragments have been saved to give us an intense
yet tantalizing glimpse into the emotions of at
least one woman of the ancient Greek world.

See also Muses
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Sarah (also Sarai)
Hebrew Matriarch (ca. eighteenth century B.C.)
The first Hebrew patriarch was Abraham—the
founder of the Hebrew nation. He came origi-
nally from Ur, a Sumerian city in the Euphrates
valley, near the head of the Persian Gulf (shown
on Map 1). Abraham married his half-sister, a
beautiful woman named Sarai, who is consid-
ered the first of the four biblical matriarchs
(along with Rebekah, Leah, and Rachel). With
his father, wife, and nephew Lot, Abraham
moved up the river until they settled in a trad-
ing city in modern Syria, and eventually God
told them to go to Canaan, where the Lord
promised Abraham he would found a great na-
tion. When famine came in the land, however,
the family had to go to Egypt to find food.

In Egypt, Sarai’s great beauty caused Abra-
ham to worry: He said, “I know that you are a
woman beautiful to behold; and when the Egyp-
tians see you they will say, ‘This is his wife’; then
they will kill me” (Gen. 12:11–12). So Abraham
told Sarai to pretend she was his sister. Indeed,
Pharaoh heard of her great beauty and paid
Abraham a handsome sum for his “sister” and

Figure 69. Sappho of Lesbos surrounded by three
young women in her circle, Athenian vase painting 
ca. 440 B.C. (National Archaeological Museum,
Athens)
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took Sarai into his household as a concubine.
The Lord intervened and brought a plague on
the pharaoh and his household. When Pharaoh
learned the truth of Sarai’s relationship, he repri-
manded Abraham for his ruse, saying “Why did
you say ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for
my wife? Now then, here is your wife, take her
and be gone” (Gen. 12:19). Thus Sarai was re-
stored to her husband, and the couple went on
their way in peace. A similar incident occurred
on a later journey, when the ruler of Gerar near
Gaza also was captivated by Sarai’s beauty and
acquired her after he was told she was Abraham’s
sister. God disclosed the truth in a dream, and
the ruler returned her to her husband.

For all her physical attractiveness, Sarai was
unable to conceive a child. This seemed particu-
larly troubling because God had promised Abra-
ham that the whole land of Canaan would be-
long to his descendants. Sarai suggested a
solution: she offered Abraham her Egyptian
slave, Hagar, who became pregnant by the patri-
arch. There was a good deal of tension between
Hagar and Sarai, perhaps because of God’s
promise that his heir would inherit the land of
Canaan, which raised the prospects of any child
born of Hagar. One passage in Genesis (Gen.
16) tells that Sarai believed the pregnant maid
looked at the childless woman with scorn, thus
implicitly renouncing the servant relationship
(Gen. 16:4–7). Sarai beat Hagar and drove her
away from the household, but an angel appeared
to Hagar and told her to return and behave ap-
propriately to Sarai. In return, the angel prom-
ised that her son would also father many gener-
ations. Hagar obeyed the angel’s command,
returned, and bore a son named Ishmael.

When Abraham was ninety-nine years old—
and Sarai ninety—God appeared before him
and said that he would become a father of na-
tions. At that time, Sarai’s name was changed to
Sarah, which means “princess.” As a physical
token of Abraham’s covenant with God, the
Lord told him to circumcise himself and all
members of his household. From then on cir-
cumcision became central to Jewish religion and
culture. God made Abraham another promise:
that Sarah would finally bear a child. When he
heard this, Abraham laughed, saying: “Shall

Sarah who is ninety years old, bear a child?” But
the Lord said yes, and they should name him
Isaac, and it was this son who would inherit the
lands that the Lord had promised him. Al-
though Sarah, too, did not believe she would fi-
nally bear a child, the Lord’s promise came true.

Sarah bore Isaac, and Abraham circumcised
his son when he was eight days old, as God had
commanded. When Isaac grew older and was
weaned, Abraham gave a great feast to celebrate
that day. At this time, the old animosity between
Hagar and Sarah resurfaced. Sarah saw Ishmael
playing with his young half-brother, and she did
not want Isaac’s birthright to be threatened by
Abraham’s older son. She told Abraham to send
Hagar and Ishmael away. Although Abraham was
reluctant to do so, the Lord told him to listen to
Sarah but promised that Ishmael, too, would
found a great kingdom. Hagar and Ishmael were
sent away, and Isaac was left as the sole heir.

God tested Abraham’s faith through his
beloved son, Isaac. The Lord told the aging pa-
triarch to take his son and sacrifice him on an
altar. As much as Abraham loved the boy, he was
willing to follow God’s command. He built the
altar and raised a knife to slay Isaac. An angel
stayed his hand and told him he had passed the
test. He did not need to sacrifice his son but
could sacrifice a ram instead. And the Lord
promised Abraham that he would bless his son
and multiply his descendants.

Sarah died at the age of 127 at Hebron
(shown on Map 5), where Abraham had pur-
chased the Cave of Machpelah from the Hit-
tites, and here Sarah was laid to rest. Abraham
took another wife and had many children by her
before he died at the age of 175. He was buried
with Sarah in the Cave of Machpelah.

Historians have no independent evidence for
the details of this biblical account of Sarah, but
Jews, Muslims, and Christians alike have vener-
ated the ancient matriarch of the Hebrews.
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Sarai
See Sarah (also Sarai)

Servilia
Roman Republican Mother and Mistress 
(ca. 100–after 42 B.C.)
The Roman Republic ended by 27 B.C. when
Caesar Augustus took rule and established an
imperial form of government. This transition
was not smooth; instead it came after years of
civil war during which brilliant politicians and
ruthless generals vied for power over this giant,
wealthy state governed by a republican constitu-
tion that no longer functioned. The most fa-
mous man who took power during these years
was Julius Caesar, but perhaps equally famous
was Brutus, one of his assassins, who killed Cae-
sar to try to restore the republican constitution.
An important role was also played by an influ-
ential noblewoman, Servilia, who was mistress
of Caesar and mother of his killer.

Servilia was born into one of the patrician
families of Rome, but her parents died while she
was young; she learned early to be resourceful
and was successful throughout her life. Before
she was fourteen, she was married to a man
named Marcus Junius Brutus. In 85 B.C., when
she was fifteen, she bore a son named Brutus
after his father. Her first husband was murdered
by Pompey—one of the powerful figures of this
age, who fought Julius Caesar for power. Servilia
was the half-sister of Cato the Younger, another
influential orator and philosopher who became
Caesar’s bitterest political enemy. Young Brutus
was very fond of his uncle Cato and found him-
self at times at odds with the powerful Caesar.

Throughout these years, Rome was split be-
tween two factions: The optimates represented
conservative nobles and their followers longing
for the old, traditional forms of government and
life. The second faction was the populares, who
recognized the need for changes and who looked
to the support of the common people to achieve
such change. Cato was on the side of the opti-
mates, and Caesar supported the populares. As
Brutus grew up he confronted the tensions sur-
rounding these political divisions.

In 77 B.C., Servilia married for a second time;

she had three daughters with her second hus-
band, an elderly statesman, Decimus Junius
Silanus. Sometime during her marriage to
Silanus, she began a love affair with Julius Cae-
sar, who at that time was beginning to rise in
prominence in Rome. They were about the same
age—in their thirties—when they began their
affair. Caesar was captivated by her cleverness,
and the two remained lovers for twenty years.

In 63 B.C., the republic was challenged by a
conspiracy conducted by a bankrupt patrician
named Catiline. The Catiline conspiracy was
uncovered by the famous orator Cicero, who
eloquently presented his case against the con-
spirators in the senate. (Cicero considered this
his finest hour and credited himself with saving
the republic.) During the debate in the senate,
Cato and Caesar were both standing up, arguing
about the best approach to quell the conspiracy.
At that time, a little note was delivered to Cae-
sar, which he read silently to himself. Seeing this,
Cato cried out aloud, accusing Caesar of corre-
sponding with enemies of the state, and when
many other senators joined the call against Cae-
sar, he delivered the note to Cato. Upon reading
it, Cato discovered that it was a love letter from
his own half-sister, Servilia. Furious, Cato threw
the note back to Caesar, saying “Keep it, you
drunkard” (Plutarch 1189), and returned to the
debate. Plutarch told this incident as an example
of how open and notorious was Caesar and
Servilia’s relationship. After the death of
Servilia’s husband in about 60 B.C., she did not
remarry. She apparently preferred to be Caesar’s
mistress, and in this role she was able to exert in-
fluence upon him and help her son, Brutus.

It appears that Brutus was the person origi-
nally destined to marry Caesar’s only child,
Julia. When Caesar needed some way to bind an
alliance with Pompey to seal the First Triumvi-
rate that he had formed to control the Roman
government, however, Julia was given to Pom-
pey. Were Brutus (and Servilia) disappointed to
lose such a match to the man who killed Bru-
tus’s father? The sources do not say, but we do
know that in the following year (59 B.C.) Caesar
gave Servilia a magnificent pearl, worth a mil-
lion and a half denari. Some scholars suggest
that the gift was to soothe Servilia’s disappoint-
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ment at the failed marriage, but others suggest
that this was simply the first time the debt-rid-
den Caesar had enough money to give his mis-
tress a gift worthy of his love for her. Where did
Caesar get the money? He had just received a
fortune from Cleopatra VII’s father to keep him
on the throne in Egypt, and a few years later,
Caesar would go to Egypt and fall in love with
the Egyptian queen herself.

Caesar showed his affection for Servilia in
other ways as well. When the civil war finally
came in 49 B.C. with the breakdown of the First
Triumvirate, Brutus had to choose between sup-
porting Pompey or Caesar. Brutus hated Pom-
pey, and as late as 52 B.C. had attacked him as an
enemy of freedom; but Pompey had the support
of the optimates (and his uncle Cato). Brutus
did not want to support Caesar either; he may
have resented Caesar’s long-standing affair with
his mother, or perhaps he sincerely believed that
the party of change was not good for Rome. In
any case, Brutus threw his support to Pompey.
When Caesar crushed Pompey’s army in 48 B.C.,
Caesar made sure that Brutus was not harmed—
according to the ancient sources, out of affection
for Servilia. Brutus was reconciled to Caesar,
who gave him a high office in Gaul. Brutus did
not even openly object when his uncle, Cato,
was defeated by Caesar and committed suicide.

By 44 B.C., Caesar had taken control of
Rome. He was the dictator and began his pro-
gram of reform that he thought would rejuve-
nate the state. He rewarded Servilia’s loyalty and
affection by giving her great estates that he had
confiscated. But opposition began to grow. Bru-
tus probably knew that in Caesar’s will he left
everything to his grandnephew, Octavian,
which eliminated any hope that Brutus would
benefit from their long relationship. Brutus may
also have strongly returned to his philosophic
position as an optimate opposing change. Bru-
tus was also influenced by Cassius, an older,
more experienced man who was married to
Junia—Servilia’s daughter and Brutus’s half-sis-
ter. Junia may well have resented her mother’s
affair throughout the years her father was alive.
It is perhaps ironic that the two chief conspira-
tors in the assassination of Caesar were Servilia’s
son and son-in-law.

On the Ides of March in 44 B.C., about sixty
senators surrounded Caesar in front of the sen-
ate meeting and stabbed him to death. Sueto-
nius’s account includes the final words Caesar
supposedly uttered to Brutus before the end—
“you, too, child?” (Suetonius 51)—and this
phrase was repeated by Shakespeare and others
who look back to Brutus’s disloyalty as an ulti-
mate betrayal of a man who had been as a father
to him. Perhaps Caesar’s repeated last words
were recorded as a more direct allusion to the af-
fair with Servilia. (Another Roman author—
Plutarch—claimed Caesar died too quickly to
say a word, and this is probably more accurate.)
Caesar’s death did not bring peace to Rome.

Although the senate met and proclaimed an
amnesty for the conspirators, Caesar had been
too popular for such a forgiveness to hold. The
Roman people had loved Caesar and longed for
revenge, which came at the hands of Caesar’s
heir, Octavian (later to be known as Caesar Au-
gustus). In 42 B.C., the conspirators were de-
feated at the Battle of Philippi in Greece. First
Cassius, then Brutus, committed suicide.

Servilia lived to see her beloved men die.
When Caesar was killed, she kept his gifts and
continued to refer to him as the love of her life.
We do not know how she reacted to her son’s
and daughter’s involvement in the murder. After
Brutus’s suicide in 42 B.C., the victors sent her
his ashes for burial. The sources do not permit
us to know exactly what influence Servilia had
on the great events that surrounded and en-
gulfed her, but as the woman who had the
longest relationship with Caesar, she could not
help but have been consequential. At the very
least, without her, Caesar would not have spared
his eventual murderer, and the future of Rome
might have been different.

See also Calpurnia; Cleopatra VII; Cornelia
[Roman Matron]; Julia; Pompeia
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Sexuality
From the earliest humans, women have been as-
sociated with sexuality; people believed women
were profoundly sexual beings whose associa-
tions with fertility shaped their cultural identi-
ties. The Stone Age Venus figurines emphasize
women’s sexual features and suggest how impor-
tant women’s sexuality was to our ancient ances-
tors. We cannot know more about people’s atti-
tudes toward female sexuality, however, until the
historical period when written texts supplement
visual portrayals.

In Mesopotamia, where writing first ap-
peared, some early texts show that women and
their sexuality were centrally important to reli-
gion and society. The most famous Sumerian
work—the Epic of Gilgamesh—purportedly col-
lects stories of a king of the city-state of Uruk
(shown on Map 1) who ruled in about 2700
B.C. In one of these tales, the author tells how
the mother goddess created a counterhero
named Enkidu to check Gilgamesh’s tyrannical
power. First Enkidu had to be civilized and
brought to the city, however, and the only one
who could do this was a harlot sent to seduce
the wild man:

The lass freed her breasts, bared her bosom,
And he possessed her ripeness.
She was not bashful as she welcomed his

ardor.
She laid aside her cloth and he rested upon

her.
She treated him, the savage, to a woman’s

task,
As his love was drawn unto her.
For six days and seven nights Enkidu comes

forth
Mating with the lass. (“Epic of Gilgamesh” 75)

After this, Enkidu was dramatically trans-
formed. The woman tells him he has become
wise, and it is time to go to the city and chal-
lenge Gilgamesh. This story shows poetically the
perceived transformative power of women’s sex-
uality and perhaps helps explain the existence
and importance of temple prostitutes, who
served the goddess by offering their sexuality.

The ancient Hebrews, too, recognized the

significance of female sexuality. In many inter-
pretations of the story of the Garden of Eden in
which the first woman, Eve, tempts Adam with
the apple, the apple represents intercourse. The
couple—like Enkidu—are transformed by the
experience of sexual intercourse and acquire a
certain wisdom from the experience. (Of course,
in the process, they lose the innocence of the
presexual state.) In this analysis, the fact that the
woman is the one who introduces sexuality and
tempts the man places the responsibility for sex-
ual intercourse on her. This again recognizes the
ancient world’s belief that sexuality resides most
strongly in women.

Ancient Jewish law acknowledged the im-
portance of sexual relations within marriage
and specifically noted that wives had the right
to sexual pleasure (and to the children it would
produce). For example, men were exempt from
military service and business obligations that
might take them away from their brides during
the first year of their marriage, for a husband
was to be home specifically “to cause his wife
to rejoice” (Deut. 24:5). Furthermore, even
after the first year, husbands were required to
have sexual intercourse with their wives peri-
odically to satisfy their needs and to give them
children.

One of the most beautiful praises to sexuality
exists in the Bible in the Song of Songs. This
poem is full of magnificent images that celebrate
the young bodies of the two lovers. The man re-
joices in the woman’s breasts, hair, lips, neck,
and so on, and she loves his dark hair, fragrant
cheeks, lips, and strong limbs. Many scholars
from the ancient world and beyond interpreted
this work as allegory, but at a literal level there
has seldom been a more beautiful celebration of
sexuality.

These biblical references recognized the im-
portance of sexuality to women (and men), but
its expression was supposed to be limited to
marriage. The Bible forbids “cult prostitution”
of both men and women (Deut. 23:17), thus
separating Jews from the practices of their
neighbors. Recognizing the centrality of female
sexuality, the Bible warns men to avoid the se-
duction of women, perhaps assuming that men
would not stray from the marital bonds without
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temptation. For example, Proverbs describes a
seduction scene as a man walks in the street:

She seizes him and kisses him, and with im-
pudent face she says to him: “I had to offer
sacrifices, and today I have paid my vows; so
now I have come out to meet you, to seek
you eagerly, and I have found you. I have
decked my couch with coverings, colored
spreads of Egyptian linen; I have perfumed
my bed with myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon.
Come, let us take our fill of love till morn-
ing; let us delight ourselves with love. For
my husband is not at home. (Prov. 7:14–19)

The man is warned to ignore her temptations and
to return to his wife and enjoy married sexuality.
The incident also shows, however, the degree to
which ancient men believed that women’s sexual
urges drove them to illicit liaisons.

These early literary works offer tantalizing
glimpses into ancient people’s attitudes toward
female sexuality, but we can begin to get a fuller
account of perceptions with the Greeks, who ar-
ticulated their views in texts from literature to
medicine. Greek attitudes shaped subsequent
ancient societies and contributed a great deal to
our own perceptions of women’s sexuality. The
Romans adopted and transmitted Greek ideals
of sexuality.

The Greeks’—and later the Romans’—view
of sexuality was overwhelmingly shaped by their
understandings of what it meant to be male and
female. They believed men were supposed to be
active—in the world and in the bed—and
women were to be passive. Therefore, women’s
sexuality, while demanding, was expressed in an
open passivity. Medical views also shaped their
understanding. They believed men were hot and
dry and women cold and moist, and it was
men’s heat and energy that allowed them both to
make semen and to make an impact in the
world. Ancient men did not separate these two
activities. Indeed, Roman texts warned men
against too much sexual intercourse, for if they
expended too much semen, they would be
cooled and thus be made more like a woman.
Sexuality was threatening to men, and thus
women’s sexuality was also threatening.

Most physicians did not believe that women
were weakened by sexual intercourse. Instead,
they believed that women desired the beneficial
effects of the hot semen and would be strength-
ened by intercourse just as men were weakened.
(This analysis, of course, ignored the significant
dangers of childbearing, which took many
women’s lives.) Perhaps the most vivid story that
explains classical views on female sexuality is the
mythological account of an argument between
the deities Zeus and Hera over whether men or
women experienced more pleasure in inter-
course. Zeus claimed women did, while Hera
insisted that men did. They approached the
prophet Tiresias, who had lived part of his life as
a man and part as a woman. He said that
women enjoyed intercourse nine times more
than men did. This oft-repeated story was taken
as divine proof of women’s sexual nature and in-
deed of their insatiable desire.

Some gynecology texts concerned themselves
with women’s pleasure in intercourse (see Gyne-
cology), hoping that women’s orgasm would
help conception. The influential Greek philoso-
pher Aristotle, on the other hand, believed that
women produced no seed, so under his influ-
ence, the issue of women’s pleasure receded from
medical consideration. Since women were be-
lieved to be particularly sexual, it seems that
their pleasure was taken for granted. The texts
continued to warn men against the enervating
effects of intercourse, however. Thus, one of the
legacies of ancient beliefs about female sexuality
was that it was threatening to men.

Roman beliefs about the power of women’s
bodies extended into fears about menstruation
and menstrual blood. The Roman encyclope-
dist, Pliny the Elder (A.D. 24–79), recounted
many warnings about menstrual blood: it can
put bees to flight, stain linens black, dull razors,
tarnish bronze, ruin dyes, and cause abortions.
He warns that intercourse with menstruating
women can be deadly. The power he attributes
to women’s bodies—and their sexuality—is im-
pressive, and this power can also be beneficial. In
an example that raises a humorous image, Pliny
says that headaches can be cured by wearing a
woman’s brassiere on the head, thus perpetuat-
ing the view of the force of women’s sexuality.
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When Christianity began to spread through
the Roman Empire, Christians began to think
about their views of sexuality. In many respects,
they preserved the Roman fear and caution
about sexuality and its association with women.
Isidore of Seville, who was a seventh-century
A.D. compiler of Roman knowledge, expressed
the classical view of women’s sexuality: He said,
“the word femina [woman] comes from the
Greek derived from the force of fire because her
concupiscence is very passionate: women are
more libidinous than men” (Salisbury 23).
Much of the misogynist expressions in the writ-
ings of the early church fathers comes from the
association between women and sexuality. The
fear was directed against sexuality, and unfortu-
nately the result was misogyny: The third-cen-
tury church father Tertullian called women the
“devil’s gateway” through which all humankind
fell. The early church fathers rejected all the
senses because they led men to a “feminine” sex-
uality that was both unmanly and sinful. By rel-
egating women to the sensual realm, Christians
devalued them dramatically.

There are some texts that offer a different
view of female sexuality. In collections of saints’
lives about women, we can see that obviously
many women did not share the negative view of
women and their sexuality that many church
leaders were advocating. In the anonymous
Saint’s Life, “Life of Melania the Younger,” for
example, the saint reputedly said that vaginas
could not be “filthy” because through them were
born the saints of the church. This points to a
more positive view of sexuality than that of Ter-
tullian’s “devil’s gateway.” In another example,
Constantina reputedly wrote that everyone
needed to please God through their bodily
members. Here we can see Christian women
using sensuality in the service of spirituality—
they did not see any contradiction between in-
habiting a woman’s body and seeking religion.
The church fathers built on the medical and
philosophical “wisdom” of the Greco-Roman
world and incorporated a deep suspicion of
women’s sexuality into Christian Europe.
Throughout the first few centuries after the
birth of Christ, however, there were women who
clearly knew there was nothing to fear in their

own sensuality, and even some writings by
women who had renounced sexual intercourse
praised women, their bodies, and their sexuality.

Homoeroticism: Love between Women
Before the Roman times, writers hardly mention
erotic attraction between women. (The Hebrew
Bible prohibits male homosexual behavior in
Leviticus 18 and 20 but does not mention
women.) Ancient texts probably in part ignored
the practice because writers saw sexual inter-
course as centered on the phallus and penetra-
tion. Women’s sexual expression with other
women either was too general or simply not
necessarily recognized as sexual by male writers.

The famous sixth-century B.C. poet Sappho
from the Greek island of Lesbos wrote magnifi-
cent poetry that expressed love for the girls who
were in her charge. This poetry remained hugely
respected throughout the ancient world. Mod-
ern scholars argue about whether her poetry ex-
presses sexual love between women or whether it
was simply the poetic expression of a passionate,
affectionate woman. As time passed in the an-
cient world, similar arguments arose: Was this
the first female homoerotic poetry?

One of the earliest unambiguous references to
female homoeroticism in Greek literature seems
to have been by Plato, in “The Symposium,” in
which one of the speakers refers to women who
are attracted to other women. In spite of Greek
acceptance of male homoerotic attraction, Plato
claimed that comparable female behavior was
unnatural. This condemnation may have grown
out of the violation of cultural norms of female
sexuality: If two women made love, they could
not both be passive, so at least one had to violate
the norm for passivity. (Greeks also condemned
men who were passive partners in a homoerotic
relationship for precisely the same reason—it vi-
olated their maleness. Active male homosexual
acts were perfectly in accord with masculine
norms, and thus acceptable.)

The Romans condemned female lovers even
more strongly. When Roman literature—from
the plays of Plautus to a rhetorical exercise by
Seneca—mentioned the practice, it was to note
that female lovers were against nature, against
the gods, and against custom. Jews during the



324 sibyls 

Roman times also began to become aware of
women’s sexual relations and prohibit them: A
rabbinical commentary from about A.D. 220 on
the Levitical prohibition against male homosex-
ual behavior expanded it to ban women marry-
ing women. New Testament Christian writers
lived during this time of increasing suspicion
and continued the prohibitions that pagan writ-
ers expressed. Paul, for example, in his letter to
the Romans, wrote to condemn “women [who]
exchanged natural relations for unnatural . . .”
(Rom. 1:26), and this prohibition was further
developed by church fathers who continued the
condemnation of female homoeroticism.

In spite of all this rhetoric, how do we know
there were actually women who loved other
women? Perhaps the strongest evidence is the
existence of surviving magical binding spells in
which one woman tried to make another fall in
love with her. These date from about the second
to the fourth centuries A.D. and match the same
formulas used by heterosexual lovers. Long
spells urge the goddesses to cause the women to
love: “Burn, set on fire, inflame her soul, heart,
liver, spirit with love for Sophia” (Brooten 86).
The spells further ask that the lovers be bound
together. These spells indicate that when Roman
or early Christian authors condemned sexual re-
lations between women, they were responding
to a social reality.

The church father Clement even claimed
that some women married other women, but we
do not know any details about such alliances. A
medieval scribe who was commenting on
Clement’s mention of marriages wrote “Les-
bian” in the margin. This indicates that at least
by then, the word lesbian—which initially sim-
ply meant “from the island of Lesbos”—had
come to refer to female homoerotic activity. It
may be that over time Sappho’s poetry had be-
come sufficiently associated with love of women
to have the name of her home island mean the
activity.

Some texts from the late Roman and early
Byzantine period indicate that some believed
that female homoerotic behavior was a medical
problem. They claimed that some women had
an enlarged clitoris that led them to behave like
men. Medical texts offered information on how

to shorten the clitoris surgically to try to make
the woman act in a more “normal” fashion. We
do not know how often this surgery was prac-
ticed, but the existence of texts that advocate
such painful mutilation gives silent testimony to
how ancient people perceived women’s sexuality.
Women were thought to be highly sexual
temptresses yet supposed to be passive recipients
of men’s affections. Variations of this formula
were considered highly threatening to the estab-
lished cultural norms.

See also Gynecology; Melania the Younger;
Prostitution; Prostitution, Sacred; Sappho of
Lesbos; Stone Age Art; Sulpicia; Theano
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Sibyls
Prophetesses
The name Sibyl was first used in Hellenistic
Greek to refer to an inspired prophetess, who
was said to have entered into ecstatic trances and
delivered oracles from Apollo. There were Sibyls
in several places—Varro, the great scholar of the
Roman Republic, listed ten, and the origins of
the Sibyls go far back to the Greek times. Ac-
cording to some traditions, the first Sibyl was
the daughter of a Trojan; according to other tra-
ditions the earliest was a daughter of Zeus who
uttered prophecies. Some said the first Sibyl was
born before the Trojan War and predicted that
the land would be laid waste through the fault
of a woman from Sparta (Helen).

The most famous of the Greek Sibyls was
from Erythrae, in Lydia. She was said to have
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been born in a cave on Mount Corycus, and
immediately after her birth she began to proph-
esy in verse, so her parents dedicated her to
Apollo in his temple. She was said to have lived
for 110 years. One tradition maintained that she
was the same as the famous Roman Sibyl of
Cumae.

The most famous Roman prophetess was the
Sibyl of Cumae in Italy. (See Map 7.) It was re-
lated that she had asked Apollo for a long life,
but at the same time she forgot to ask him for
youth. So as she aged she became smaller and
shriveled, and she ended up looking like a cicada
(a kind of beetle). She was hung up in a cage in
the temple of Apollo at Cumae. Children would
ask her, “Sibyl, what do you want?” and she
would reply, “I want to die.”

In Virgil’s magnificent epic, which became
the poetic history of Rome’s greatness, when
Aeneas landed in Italy, he was first directed to
the Sibyl of Cumae. She then led him into the
underworld to visit his father.

The original Sibyl of Cumae was said to have
produced a series of oracular sayings that were
collected in volumes called the Sibylline Books.
According to legend, an old woman offered nine
oracular books to the Etruscan king Tarquin the
Proud, who ruled Rome. When Tarquin refused
to buy them at the price asked, she went away
and burned three of them. Then she came back
and asked the same price for the remaining six.
Everyone laughed at her and thought her crazy
to think she could get for six books what the
king was unwilling to pay for nine. She went
away again and burned three more, then came
back and asked for the same price for the re-
maining three. Surprised at her determination,
Tarquin sent for augurs to read the signs. They
told him he had rejected a blessing sent by the
gods and warned him to buy the remaining
books at whatever price she asked. Tarquin did
so and saved the books and appointed special
keepers to guard them.

The books were kept in a chest in a stone
vault under the temple to Jupiter in Rome, and
during the republic, people consulted the
Sibylline Books in time of crisis. The oracles were
supposed to contain the key to guidance for the
state. The temple was destroyed by fire in 83

B.C. and the books with it. A new collection of
oracles was made from different copies of the
original oracles that existed in many places.
These new Sibylline books were placed by Au-
gustus in the temple of Apollo in Rome.

Over time, there were additions made to the
books that included Judeo-Christian interpola-
tions in the oracles. Because of these, the Sibyls
were later considered equal to the Old Testa-
ment prophets, and they appear in Christian art
and literature. These books continued to be
consulted until the fourth century A.D., when
they were burned again by the order of General
Stilicho. Fourteen books of so-called Sibylline
prophecy still exist, however, which purport to
bring the words of the ancient Sibyl into the
modern world.
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Sirens
Greek Mythological Creatures
In ancient Greek mythology, Sirens were bird-
like women who lived on an island in the sea. In
Homer’s writings they were presented as two sis-
ters, but later authors increased their numbers
to three or four. The Sirens were threatening
creatures, for they had enchanting voices that
lured sailors to crash into the island’s rocks and
drown. In some early myths, the Sirens were
presented as daughters of Earth, who escorted
(or fed on) the dead. The most popular myths of
the Sirens tell how the Greek heroes Jason and
Odysseus escaped their seductive song.

Jason was the famous captain of the ship
Argo, and he and his Argonauts had many leg-
endary adventures. According to some versions,
they were accompanied by Orpheus, a great mu-
sician whose songs could quiet wild beasts and
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move inanimate objects. As the Argonauts sailed
near the island of the Sirens, they heard the en-
chantingly sweet song that drove out all
thoughts except to go closer and hear more. As
the sailors turned their ship toward the island,
Orpheus snatched up his lyre and played a tune
so clear and ringing that it drowned out the
sound of the fatal voices. The sailors came to
their senses and steered their ship out of the
Sirens’ danger.

Odysseus, too, had to sail past the Sirens’ is-
land in his journey home from the Trojan War.
The nymph Circe had warned him about the
Sirens, and Odysseus told his men to stop up
their ears with wax so they would not hear the
fatal song. Odysseus himself, however, was de-
termined to hear the song, so he told his crew to
tie him to the mast so strongly that he could not
get away however much he tried. As they drew
near the island, Odysseus heard the song. The
words were even more enticing than the melody,
for they promised wisdom and a growth of the

spirit. Odysseus’s heart ached with longing, but
the ropes held, and the deafened crew safely
rowed the boat out of range of the deadly Sirens.
Figure 70 shows the birdlike Sirens luring
Odysseus as he is tied to the mast.

In some classical texts, the Sirens lose their
evil nature and are remembered by their beauti-
ful music. For example, the philosopher Plato
claimed that the Sirens provided the perfect
notes that made up the music of the heavenly
spheres. In later folklore tradition, the Sirens
were shown with fish tails like those of mer-
maids. Although their images changed, these
mysterious female creatures of the sea main-
tained their hold on the imaginations of story-
tellers for centuries.
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Figure 70. Sirens lure Odysseus, detail from a Greek red-figured Stamnos from Vulci, early fifth century B.C.
(Ann Ronan Picture Library)



sophoniba 327

Plato. “The Republic.” In Great Dialogues of Plato.
Trans. W. H. D. Rouse. New York: Mentor,
1956.

Sobeknofru
Egyptian Queen (ca. 1785 B.C.)
From about 21,500 B.C. to about 2000 B.C.,
Egypt experienced a period of decentralization
and chaos that is called the First Intermediate
Period—a time between strong dynasties. Dur-
ing this Intermediate Period, people saw that
the land lacked order (what the Egyptians
called maat), and many longed for a strong
king. (See Nitocris.) In about 2000 B.C. a pow-
erful king (named Montuhotep) in the south-
ern city of Thebes was able to break the power
of the local nobles and reestablish a strong cen-
tral government centered in the new capital of
Thebes. A pharaoh—Amenemhat I—ruled
again over a united kingdom, and he intro-
duced the twelfth dynasty and a prosperous era
called the Middle Kingdom. During this dy-
nasty, building, art, literature, and international
commerce flourished.

The kings of the twelfth dynasty seem to
have recalled the importance of securing the
succession of pharaoh to preserve Egypt’s pros-
perity, so many of them practiced the policy of
coregency—as he grew old, a reigning king ap-
pointed his successor, and both kings ruled
jointly for a time. Thus, when the elder king
died, there was no break in the rule and no op-
portunity for civil disruption. This policy was
successful for centuries, but in about 1789 B.C.
there seemed to have been no male successor,
and the twelfth dynasty ended with the reign of
a woman—Queen Sobeknofru.

King Amenemhat III (ca. 1832–1797 B.C.)
probably fathered several children, including his
son and heir Amenemhat IV (ca. 1797–1790
B.C.), whom he dutifully appointed as coregent.
The elder king also had at least one daughter,
Princess Sobeknofru. In the tradition of Egyp-
tian royal families, the younger Amenemhat
married his sister, although we are not certain
whether the stone monument mentioning the
queen refers to Sobeknofru or another sister.
Amenemhat IV ruled briefly and left no re-
markable accomplishments. He also left no male

heirs. His sister, Sobeknofru, became the last
ruler of the twelfth dynasty.

We do not know the reasons behind Sobe-
knofru’s ascent to the throne. Some historians
have suggested that there was a feud within the
royal family, with the princess successfully con-
spiring to wrest power from her brother. There
was probably a less dramatic cause, however, for
the unusual ascent of a woman: There were no
male heirs from the highly successful family of
Amenemhat. There is no evidence that her reign
raised any controversy, and it was duly recorded
in the official lists of rulers. Archaeologists have
recovered a number of statues of the queen, and
she is portrayed as a regal woman.

Sobeknofru ruled for only about three years,
and her accomplishments were as unremarkable
as those of her brother. Nor was she able to pro-
duce an heir to continue the rule of the twelfth
dynasty—it ended with her. We do not know
exactly what ended her brief reign—historians
simply assumed she died. With her death, how-
ever, Egypt’s prosperous Middle Kingdom came
to an end, and the chaotic Second Intermediate
Period once again brought decentralization, vio-
lence, and foreign invaders into the Nile valley.
The last queen of the twelfth dynasty had been
unable to prevent new desolation.

See also Egyptian Women; Hatshepsut; Meryt-
Neith; Nefertiti; Nitocris; Twosret
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Sophoniba
Carthaginian Heroine (ca. 205 B.C.)
By the fourth century B.C., two great powers
had emerged in the western Mediterranean.
Carthage—the magnificent North African city
founded in about 800 B.C. by Queen Dido
(shown on Map 7)—controlled lands as far
away as Spain; it had grown wealthy and power-
ful on a vast trade that moved goods all around
the Mediterranean basin. Rome had begun as a
small settlement in about 750 B.C. and had suc-
cessfully conquered its neighbors on the Italian
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peninsula. It, too, had begun to grow wealthy
and powerful, and it seemed inevitable that
these two powers would clash. In 264 B.C., the
two city-states came into direct conflict over a
disputed region in Sicily. This began the first of
three Punic Wars between Rome and Carthage.
(Punic came from the Roman word for “Phoeni-
cian,” which recalled Carthage’s early history as
a Phoenician colony.) The Punic Wars were ex-
traordinarily destructive, and at the end they de-
stroyed Carthage and established Rome as a
major imperial power.

During the Second Punic War (218–201
B.C.) it seemed as if Rome itself would be con-
quered as the Carthaginian general Hannibal
marched across the Alps with his armies and ele-
phants and defeated Roman forces all across
Italy. Rome was saved by its dogged determina-
tion and by a bold general—Scipio—who took
the war to Carthage’s North African homeland.
While all students remember the Carthaginian
general Hannibal, few remember his niece So-
phoniba (often spelled Sophonisba), who se-
cured Carthage’s North African allies in a way
that almost led to Rome’s defeat.

Throughout the Punic Wars, the native
North African princes carefully played one side
against the other to gain power and to try to ally
with the ultimate winner. To the west of
Carthage was the large kingdom of Numidia,
led by the talented, but aging, King Syphax.
Syphax had been inclined to support Rome to
free himself from the strong presence of the
Carthaginian armies, and in the summer of 206
B.C., the Roman general Scipio met with the
Numidian king and was certain that he had se-
cured the king’s alliance. The general believed
Carthage would be pressed from the west as well
as from Rome’s armies. Scipio did not reckon,
however, with the beautiful and talented So-
phoniba, daughter of the Carthaginian general
Hasdrubal.

The Carthaginians knew that their security
depended upon making an alliance with
Syphax, so they sealed the king’s friendship by
his marriage with Sophoniba. The Roman
sources say that she was young, beautiful, edu-
cated, and a fine musician. She was also “gifted
with wit as well as charm” and completely “en-

slaved” Syphax (Lancel 399). But the elderly
Syphax could not hold his own territory, and in
203 B.C. his palace and country were captured
by a rival claimant to the throne—Massinissa.

Carthage was placed in a difficult position
by this palace coup, because Massinissa had
supported Rome in the past and was now in a
position to deliver the powerful Numidian
forces into Rome’s camp. Once again, however,
Sophoniba came to her country’s aid. Mas-
sinissa was immediately captivated by the tal-
ented woman and fell in love with her, but this
great love was not enough to stop the conquer-
ing armies of Scipio. At the end of the Second
Punic War, as Rome won a decisive victory, So-
phoniba asked her new lover, Massinissa, to put
her to death rather than let her be captured by
the hated Romans. He agreed and prepared
poison for her. Once again in the land founded
by Queen Dido, a remarkable Carthaginian
woman preferred to die rather than succumb to
an enemy.

Carthage’s final defeat took place at the end
of the Third Punic War in 149 B.C. The Romans
were determined to destroy their old rival com-
pletely; the Roman general Scipio Aemilianus
blockaded the city and presided over street
fighting for six days and nights, and his troops
struggled up the Byrsa hill to take the fortifica-
tion at the top. Finally, the stronghold itself
could not hold, and the Carthaginian general,
Hasdrubal, surrendered, pleading at Scipio’s feet
for mercy.

Here at the final moments of the indepen-
dent Carthaginian civilization, its history was
once again dramatically punctuated by the sui-
cide of a brave woman. As the general surren-
dered, his unnamed wife reproached him for
cowardice. In a final gesture, she cursed her hus-
band: “Upon this Hasdrubal, betrayer of his
country and her temples, of me and his chil-
dren, may the gods of Carthage take
vengeance.” With these words, she killed their
children, flung them into the fires that were
consuming the city, and plunged in after them.
The Roman historian Appian, who recounted
these events, concluded his account of the inci-
dent with his own reproach of the husband:
“With these words . . . did the wife of Has-
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drubal die, as Hasdrubal should have died him-
self ” (Salisbury 54).

According to legend, ancient Carthage was
founded by a woman who committed suicide
rather than succumb to another’s will, and the
ancient city’s independent existence also ended
with the same act. For better or worse, the tra-
dition of sacrifice was strong in North Africa,
and the stories of these women helped to per-
petuate it.
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Sosipatra
Philosopher (ca. A.D. 300s)
Ephesus (shown on Map 8) was a prosperous
merchant city in Asia Minor where ideas circu-
lated along with goods, so it was a vibrant intel-
lectual town as well as a rich one. The apostle
Paul had preached in Ephesus, and there was a
well-established Christian community there by
A.D. 300. Like other areas in the Roman Em-
pire, however, Ephesus boasted competing sects
as people sought to understand the mysteries of
the universe through many differing paths.
Sometime in the fourth century A.D., a girl
named Sosipatra was born in Ephesus, and she
would grow up to take a prominent place in the
intellectual life of her city.

When Sosipatra was a young girl, she was
placed in the care of two elderly male
guardians, who were reputed to have extraordi-
nary powers. Many people in the fourth cen-
tury claimed to have prophetic or magical pow-
ers, and Sosipatra’s guardians called themselves
“Chaldeans,” which probably meant that they
thought of themselves as soothsayers, as-
trologers, or seers practicing some other form of
magical divination. They taught Sosipatra all
they knew, and by the time she grew up, she
had gained a great reputation for clairvoyance.

Her reputation for philosophy eclipsed her skill
in magic, however.

When she reached marriageable age, a match
was arranged with the Sophist philosopher Eu-
stathius. Sosipatra quickly eclipsed her philoso-
pher husband. Her biographer wrote that “her
surpassing wisdom made her own husband seem
inferior and insignificant” (Kersey 191). In the
course of their marriage, she bore three sons.
One, named Antonius, became known in his
own right as a philosopher-seer, so it seems he
learned a great deal from his mother. After her
husband died, she continued her career, surpass-
ing her previous reputation.

She moved from Ephesus to Pergamon, a
larger and more cosmopolitan city deeper in Asia.
There she took another philosopher—Aede-
sius—as her consort, and together they founded
a school. She held a chair in philosophy that was
as prestigious as Aedesius’s, and Eunapius, her bi-
ographer, wrote that after students had attended
Aedesius’s lectures, they would go immediately to
hear Sosipatra’s. Unfortunately, we know no more
about this philosopher-seer, but we may assume
that she continued her teaching.

There are no surviving writings by Sosipatra,
so scholars cannot identify what kind of philos-
ophy she favored or what her impact was on the
students she taught. The ease with which she
could maintain her reputation as a seer, sooth-
sayer, and philosopher does reveal the way these
enterprises were mixed in the fourth century
A.D. During that time, many people were long-
ing to be more closely in touch with the gods—
whether by magic or by reason, and Sosipatra’s
career illustrates this yearning. She was another
ancient woman who used all her talents to make
her way in the dynamic, cosmopolitan cities of
the late Roman Empire.

See also Hypatia; Philosophers, Greek
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Spartan Women
The Greek city-state of Sparta (shown on Map
4) had a way of life strikingly different from that
of the other classical Greek cities. When the
early Greek invaders marched into the Pelopon-
nese (the southern peninsula of the Greek main-
land), they conquered a resident population,
whom they enslaved and called helots. These
Spartan overlords constantly feared the revolt of
the helots, who greatly outnumbered the ruling
invaders, so they structured their city as a mili-
tary encampment. Boys lived in barracks from
their youth through most of their mature lives
and trained rigorously all the time. The Spartans
created strong soldiers who were the envy (and
fear) of the other Greek city-states. At the same
time, the strictly regulated lives of the men cre-
ated a way of life for Spartan women that was
dramatically different from that of the secluded
lives of women in other Greek city-states. The
Spartan women have been both admired and
vilified from the ancient times to the present.

While the job of a Spartan man was to be-
come a good soldier, that of a woman was to
produce good soldiers. To this end, the semi-
legendary founder of Sparta’s constitution, Ly-
curgus, reputedly broke with traditional Greek
practice. He said that for women to bear strong
children, they should avoid the secluded life of
most Greek women, who were to stay inside and
weave wool. He believed slave women could
weave enough to supply all the needed clothing.
Free women were to be educated and engage in
vigorous athletic training just as men, and these
strong women would then bear strong children.

Sparta was the only Greek city-state that pro-
vided a public education for its girls. These girls
studied Greek myths, poetry, and philosophy. At
the end of the seventh century B.C., a poet named
Alcman composed choral lyrics that were per-
formed by Spartan girls, and many of these are
beautiful and, indeed, erotic. Women who par-
ticipated in these artistic activities reputedly knew
how to sing and dance beautifully. Unlike
Athens, Sparta produced at least two female
poets; though their names are known, their works
are lost. As late as the fourth century B.C., the
philosopher Plato remarked that Spartan women
were well educated in philosophy. While Spartan

men who spent all their time in military training
were notoriously uneducated, it seems that Spar-
tan women received a fine classical education.

Greek commentators remarked in even more
wonder about Spartan women’s exercise habits,
as Lycurgus’s recommendation for physical exer-
tion was embraced vigorously. Women raced,
wrestled, and threw the discus and javelin.
While they probably did not exercise completely
nude as men did, they did appear in scanty
dresses that offered freedom of movement. Fig-
ure 71 shows a statuette of a young woman ath-
lete dressed as a Spartan woman would be for
racing. The healthy young women were reput-
edly beautiful—with golden hair and shining
complexions uncovered by cosmetics.

According to the ancient sources, the Spar-
tans developed unusual marriage practices that
they believed would also enhance the strength of
children. After marriage, husbands and wives
were kept separate, and the men had to sneak out
of the barracks and stealthily enter their wife’s

Figure 71. Statuette of a female athlete, sixth century
B.C. (Foto Marburg/Art Resource, NY)
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room without being seen. Reputedly this restric-
tion on intercourse was supposed to keep their
mutual desire strong, with the result that strong
children would be conceived during these pas-
sionate, stolen interludes. Other Greeks com-
mented negatively on this unusual marital situa-
tion, which also permitted the possibility for
adulterous relationships to develop. It seemed,
however, that the important thing was that strong
children were conceived, regardless of the father.

The Greek biographer Plutarch (ca. A.D.
46–ca. 120) recorded a series of quotations that
were supposed to be the words of Spartan
women. It is impossible to tell how many of
these quotations were accurate, or when they
were composed, but they serve to give a sense of
the reputed wit of Spartan women (unlike their
supposedly silent men) and of the values that
they held dear. If the quotations are accurate,
Spartan women during the early centuries of
Sparta’s history shared the militaristic values and
loyalty to the state of their husbands. One say-
ing describes the strength of a mother’s resolve:

After hearing that her son was a coward and
unworthy of her, Damatria killed him when
he made his appearance. This is the epigram
about her: Damatrius who broke the laws
was killed by his mother, She a Spartan lady,
he a Spartan youth. (Plutarch 459)

Another woman was burying her son when
an old woman came up to her and said, “Ah,
what bad luck you have had you poor woman.”
“No, by heaven,” the Spartan mother re-
sponded, “but good luck; for I bore him that he
might die for Sparta, and this is the very thing
that has come to pass for me” (Plutarch 463).

These brave Spartan women also earned a
reputation for unprecedented freedom among
Greek women. In one of the sayings Plutarch
preserved, a Spartan woman who had been cap-
tured in war was being sold as a slave. When the
slave master inquired of her what she knew how
to do, she simply answered: “To be free”
(Plutarch 469). By late in Sparta’s history, after
its victory in the Peloponnesian War, some com-
mentators claimed that feminine freedom
caused Sparta’s decline. The philosopher Aristo-

tle (384–322 B.C.) said that Spartan women,
who had the right to own and manage their own
property, had accumulated so much money that
they had become corrupted by it. Aristotle
claimed that nearly two-fifths of the land was
owned directly by women. Furthermore, he said
Spartan women were using their wealth frivo-
lously, rather than for the good of the state.

It is impossible to know how much truth
there is in Aristotle’s accusations. Certainly
women controlled property more in Sparta than
elsewhere in the Greek world, but there is no ev-
idence that this control contributed to the de-
cline of the military state. Women did spend
money on nonessential items, but so did many
men from other Greek states. For example, Spar-
tan women were the first to join men in owning
racehorses to run in the Olympic Games. Like
wealthy male owners, they did not themselves
race, but hired charioteers. One inscription of
Olympic victories in 396 B.C. proudly pro-
claimed the novelty of one woman’s achievement:

My father and brothers were kings of Sparta.
I, Cynisca, victorious with my chariot of
fleet horses, erected this statue. I declare that
I am the only woman in all of Greece, who
has won this crown. (Fantham et al. 64)

The city-state of Sparta produced a harsh
military society in which men gave up individ-
ual freedoms for the glory of the state. Yet, at the
same time, this city offered opportunities for
women that were unheard of in the rest of the
ancient Greek world. Women were educated,
physically fit, and self-reliant. They controlled
property and expressed themselves creatively.
Their experiences offer rare examples of voices
of independent women of the ancient Greek
world.

See also Greek (Athenian) Women
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Stone Age Art
ca. 40,000–ca. 4000 B.C.
For most of human history people lived in small
tribal groups, moved slowly but consistently as
they sought food and shelter, and survived by
gathering plants that grew wild and by hunting
wild animals. During this early period, people
depended upon tools and weapons made of
stone, and what we know of their life is mostly
extrapolated from the remains of the stone tools
they carefully made. Therefore, scholars have
called this period the Stone Age. In time, schol-
ars began to subdivide this long period based on
the quality of the tools that people made: The
first appearance of men and women who used
tools was about 40,000 B.C., and this Old Stone
Age (Paleolithic) extends to about 8000 B.C. (Of
course the scarcity of the evidence makes all
these dates approximate, and the dates vary all
over the world.) During this time, the great ice
ages that covered many continents with glaciers
took place. The Middle Stone Age (Mesolithic),
which extended from about 8000 to 5000 B.C.,
marked a warming climate and the retreat of
glaciers. (Once again these dates vary depending
on the location; the Mesolithic ended in the
Near East in about 7000 B.C. and in Britain in
about 4000 B.C.) Now, peoples could settle
around lakes and other places where food was
abundant. Finally, the New Stone Age (Ne-
olithic) began about 7000 B.C. in the Near East
and extended as late as the second millennium
B.C. in northern Europe. In the Neolithic, some
people slowly made the revolutionary change
from hunting and gathering to agriculture. So-
ciety from then on in many places of the world
would take on a dramatic new form.

The evidence for the lives of ancient women
in the Stone Age is scarce. The remnants of
stone tools tell us nothing about who made
them or who used them. Archaeologists have
discovered that Stone Age people carefully
buried their dead, many placing them in a fetal
position and covering them with a red pigment
called red ochre; some scholars suggest the red
represents blood—perhaps of the childbirth that
had ushered the person into the world in the
first place. The most tantalizing information
about beliefs about women comes from the

Stone Age art that has remarkably survived for
so long.

Paleolithic artists focused on two principal
kinds of artwork—sculpture and painting. The
most famous sculpture is a small (about 4 1/2
inches high) carving of a woman found in Wil-
lendorf, Austria, which was made in about
25,000 B.C. Figure 72 shows this statue, which
was carved from limestone and was originally
dyed with red ochre. Scholars have come to call
these figures Venuses, named after the Roman
goddess of love, and the Venus of Willendorf is
just one of many that have been found all over
Europe. The small female figure has no facial
features, which implies that she is more a sym-
bol than an individual, and many scholars be-
lieve that she represented a supernatural appeal
to fertility.

The large breasts on which she rests her arms
hint at an abundance of food, and her heavy belly
and thighs celebrate an excess of calories rarely
available to hunting-gathering societies. The fig-
ure’s prominently displayed genitals may express
either sexuality or childbirth, or both. We do not
know whether the figure represents a fertility

Figure 72. Venus of Willendorf, ca. 25,000 B.C. (Ann
Ronan Picture Library)
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“goddess,” a celebration of—or hope for—gen-
eral abundance, or a magical invocation of fe-
cundity. The red ochre dye may have represented
the blood of menstruation or childbirth, which
suggests that Stone Age people may have had awe
and respect for that aspect of womanhood.

The portrayal of female figures continued
into the Neolithic (see Çatal Hüyük), and per-
haps the most dramatic surviving fragments of
female statues come from the island of Malta,
where archaeologists have excavated a large Ne-
olithic temple complex. Within the temples,
there is evidence of sacrifices of animals and of
stone statues that must have represented god-
desses. Figure 73 shows the stone fragment of
one such goddess. All that has survived of this
figure is her body and legs. Her large legs, like
those of other statues found here, leave no
doubt that in their original state these were im-
posing—indeed gigantic—figures. One colos-
sal statue was surrounded by many smaller
obese female figures, and they suggest the pres-
ence of a fertility cult. A number of them were
ritually covered around the legs with red ochre,
again suggesting the blood of childbirth or
menstruation.

Even more impressive than the fine stone
carvings were great cave paintings that have sur-
vived deep in caves of limestone in Spain and
France and in other areas of the world, includ-
ing Africa and Australia. The paintings were
mostly of great animals—bisons, horses, stags—
that must have represented impressive hunts.
People returned seasonally to the same caves and
painted new figures near earlier ones, and some-
times over them. Some caves show evidence of
repeated painting over an astonishing span of
10,000 years, revealing the endurance of these
early cultures as they preserved their traditions
over lengths of time that are almost unimagin-
able today. Scholars believe that the paintings
were done for some ritual purpose—perhaps to
ensure the continued abundance of the great
game animals they painted. The interpretation
is made more complicated because many of the
animals they feature were not the principal ones
they hunted. It may also be that the repeated
visits to the deep caves coincided with the peri-
odic gathering of groups for trade and other in-
teractions, and perhaps the paintings preserved
tribal memories.

The cave paintings offer tantalizing bits of
information for scholars studying the history of
ancient women, but there is little consensus on
what the images signify, because the paintings,
while realistic, seem to portray a ritual life that
may or may not have coincided with real life.
Nevertheless, some suggestions emerge. In the
European paintings, the animals are portrayed
most realistically, but there are small figures of
hunters, and these are all male. This has led
some scholars to speculate that—as in many
modern hunting-gathering societies—men did
most of the hunting while women gathered the
important vegetable products that actually made
up most of the caloric intake. (The Australian
cave paintings do show women and men to-
gether hunting kangaroos, so it is impossible to
generalize based on such scanty evidence.)

Some of the most interesting speculation on
the paintings comes not from the figures them-
selves, but from abstract symbols that often sur-
round the magnificent images. Figure 74 shows
a wonderful horse from the caves of Lascaux,
France. The horse’s body suggests pregnancy

Figure 73. Goddess statue from Malta, ca. 2500 B.C. (J.
Allan Cash Ltd., London)
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and the imminent delivery of a foal, so scholars
see the presence of the female and the important
fertility in the figure of the animal. There are two
diagonal forms in this image—one near the
horse’s neck and the other overlapping its lower
outline—and these have been identified either as
plants or as arrows. They are similar to hunting
harpoons that have been found in the Stone Age
sites, so they may be hunting figures. Some ar-
chaeologists identify the harpoons as phallic sym-
bols, and therefore male signs. Above the horse is
a rectangle, which some scholars interpret as a fe-
male symbol. These interpretations are similar to
many that emerge from the study of the strange
symbols surrounding the cave paintings, and if
they are accurate, they suggest a society that was
deeply concerned about fertility and survival,
and one that also profoundly understood the im-
portance of both men and women to contribute
to the totality of their world. We are so removed
from those Stone Age times, however, that we
can hardly do more than admire in wonder their
magnificent, mysterious creations.
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Stratonice I
Queen in Seleucid Dynasty 
(r. ca. 295 B.C.– 254 B.C.)
After Alexander the Great’s death in 323 B.C.,
the empire he had briefly forged broke apart,
and the most powerful of his followers—the
“successors”—became kings in what have come
to be called the Hellenistic kingdoms. (See
Map 6.) In 305 B.C., one of his followers—Se-
leucus I—was able to secure the eastern part of
the empire, including Mesopotamia and re-

Figure 74. Horse from Lascaux, France, ca. 15,000 B.C. (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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gions to the east. He introduced the Seleucid
dynasty that ruled for centuries. As was tradi-
tional with the Macedonian kings, Seleucus
consolidated his power with strong polyga-
mous marriages. His first wife, Apame, was
Persian and had been given to Seleucus by
Alexander himself at a great wedding in 324
B.C. in which Macedonians married Persian
women. Apame was Seleucus’s only wife until
298 B.C., when he sealed a treaty with the
Macedonian king, Demetrius, by accepting
Demetrius’s young daughter, Stratonice, as his
next wife. Stratonice proved to be as popular as
her wise and kind mother, Phila.

Stratonice bore one daughter by Seleucus,
named Phila after her mother, but then her mar-
riage took a strange turn. The Roman historian
Appian tells the story in great detail. According
to him, Antiochus, Seleucus’s son by his first
wife (Apame), grew very ill. Seleucus called his
best physician and was told that the young man
was sick with love for his stepmother, Straton-
ice. Seleucus preferred his son’s happiness and
health to his young wife, so he arranged for Stra-
tonice to marry her stepson. Furthermore, Se-
leucus sent the couple to the eastern provinces as
king and queen of the east, and he told the cou-
ple not to worry about their unorthodox union,
for as he said, “what the King holds as right is
right” (Macurdy 79).

Antiochus and Stratonice had four children,
most of whom were caught up in the stormy
politics of the age. Their son Seleucus shared his
father’s throne for a time, but Antiochus put the
youth to death, charging him with treason. An-
tiochus II inherited his father’s throne and ruled
from 261 to 246 B.C., but then he was perhaps
poisoned by a wife he had repudiated. Strato-
nice and Antiochus’s daughters made good mar-
riages: Apame became the mother of Berenice II
of Egypt, and Stratonice II married her cousin,
Demetrius II of Macedonia.

Stratonice I was a religious woman, and she
used much of her great wealth in offerings to the
gods. She bore the title of empress and was wor-
shiped in local cults as Aphrodite Stratonikis,
which suggests that she had won the love and re-
spect of many of her subjects. Her husband was
said to have loved her greatly, and he took no

other wives—remarkable for the Hellenistic
kings. For all this, Stratonice seems to have been
little interested in wielding political power, but
she lived relatively calmly as her mother had
done before her. She died in 254 B.C., outliving
her husband by seven years.

See also Laodice I; Phila
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Sulpicia
Roman Poet (b. ca. 40 B.C.)
The reign of Caesar Augustus (r. 27 B.C.–A.D.
14) introduced the imperial period of Rome and
began what has become known as the Pax Ro-
mana (Roman peace), a time of relative peace
and prosperity for the Roman world. During
Augustus’s reign, there was also a flourishing of
literature—the Augustan era has been called the
golden age of Latin literature—fostered by bril-
liant poets under imperial patronage. The great
poets of the age included Horace (65–8 B.C.)
and Ovid (43 B.C.–A.D. 17), but the greatest of
them all was Virgil (70–19 B.C.). Virgil’s fame
rests chiefly on the Aeneid, the great Roman epic
that tells a gripping story of the origins of
Roman civilization. In this poem, Virgil tells of
Dido, the Carthaginian queen who sacrificed
honor and power for love of Aeneas, who aban-
doned her and founded the city of Rome. The
Aeneid also includes a praise of Augustus and his
policies that brought a golden age to Rome.
From this age that fostered poetry, the works of
only one female poet survive—those of Sulpicia.
Thus, her works are important for shedding
light on at least one woman’s feelings about love,
sex, and poetry.

Sulpicia was the daughter of Servius Sulpi-
cius Rufus, and her mother was Valeria, the sis-
ter of one of Augustus’s generals. Like most well-
born girls, Sulpicia was educated, and she clearly
seems to have read the works of the poets that
were circulating during her lifetime. Fragments
of her poems were preserved among the works
of Ovid’s contemporary, Tibullus, and most
scholars agree that they were written by a



woman (not by a man using a woman’s iden-
tity). Figure 75 shows an anonymous Roman
girl of the first century A.D. holding a stylus and
a writing pad. She is shown in concentration,
perhaps much as Sulpicia would have looked as
she was composing her poetry.

The poet speaks in the voice of a young un-
married woman from an upper-class family. Her
guardian still has control over her, but she nev-
ertheless conducts a passionate love affair with a
man whom she calls Cerinthus. In the first ex-
cerpt, the poet complains about having to spend
her birthday in the country:

My hateful birthday is at hand, which I
must celebrate

without Cerinthus in the irksome country-
side. (Fantham et al. 324)

Later, however, she writes a poem that says that
the plans were changed, and she is able to cele-
brate in Rome after all:

Do you know of the dreary journey just
lifted off your girl’s mind:

Now she gets to be in Rome on her
birthday!

Figure 75. Roman woman with stylus and writing pad, Pompeii, first century A.D. (Scala/Art Resource, NY)
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Let’s all celebrate that day of birth,
which has come to you by chance when

you least expected it. 
(Fantham et al. 324)

At first glance, such poems celebrate young
life and high spirits. Her works express anger at
being taken for granted and joy in delighted
passion. Some scholars, however, have seen a
more complex message in the poems of Sulpicia,
seeing in them an alternative presentation of
women’s passion and sexuality from that articu-
lated by Virgil and by Augustus, who so rigor-
ously legislated morality. (See Julia.)

Virgil had portrayed Dido as sacrificing her
public reputation by her open passion for Aeneas,
and readers of the Aeneid find Augustus’s strict
moral codes reinforced. Sulpicia, on the other
hand, subtly renounces the public opinion that is
supposed to preserve private morality. She writes:

But I delight in my wayward ways and
loathe to dissemble

for fear of Rumor. Let me be told of:
I am a worthy woman who has been

together
with a worthy man. (Fantham et al. 324)

Throughout Sulpicia’s six short elegies, the
poet repeatedly evokes the relationship of Dido
and Aeneas by using Virgilian diction, themes,
and images. Her work offers a different glimpse
of women’s sexuality and an alternative moral
compass, however, from that articulated by the
poets writing to please and mirror Augustus’s
moral sense. Unfortunately, we know no more
about Sulpicia’s life than these incidents left in
her poetry. Did she live to violate convention as
fully as she claimed? Were her desires sup-
pressed? We will likely never know, but we can
be grateful for the poetry of this ancient Roman
woman who expressed her feelings with such
passion and freshness.

See also Dido; Julia
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Susanna
After the conquests of Alexander the Great (ca.
330 B.C.), the Jewish homeland of Judea came
under the rule of Hellenistic rulers who prided
themselves on their Greeklike ways. For cen-
turies, there was little trouble between the two
cultures as they coexisted, but in time trouble
arose as more Jews adopted Greek customs and
other Jews objected to such accommodation.
The fundamental problem was how much cul-
tural compromise there could be before Jews
lost their distinct religious and cultural identity.
The problems came to a head under the rule of
the Hellenistic king Antiochus IV (r. 175–163
B.C.). For reasons that are still unclear, the king
decided to institute policies to force Jews to give
up their traditional practices and take on the
Greek ways of the Hellenistic world. Some Jews
responded with rebellion, and some (such as the
Maccabean martyrs) died for their faith. Others,
however, reacted by creating magnificent litera-
ture to argue for preserving one’s faith in the
face of persecution. One such author was the
writer of the Book of Daniel of the Bible.

The author of Daniel—who probably wrote
during the persecutions of Antiochus—set his
stories in an earlier time of troubles for the Jew-
ish people: the Babylonian captivity. In 586
B.C., the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar had
conquered Judea and destroyed the great temple
in Jerusalem. Many Jews were taken into exile to
Babylon, where they lived until 539 B.C., when
the Persian king Cyrus conquered the Babyloni-
ans and allowed the Jews to return to Jerusalem
and rebuild their temple. During their exile,
Jews confronted the same question as Jews did
under Antiochus—that of how to preserve their
traditional ways while living among people with
other religions. By setting his stories in the time
of the Babylonian captivity, the author of
Daniel could remind his readers how faithful
Jews had practiced their religion under difficult
circumstances before and tell how virtue could
triumph over evil.

The Book of Daniel was originally written in
Aramaic (the official language of the Persian
Empire) and Hebrew, and sometime in the late
second or first century B.C. it was translated into
Greek. When it was, someone added the story of
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Susanna, which is considered one of the finest
short stories in western literature. In some
Bibles the story is included at the beginning or
the end of the Book of Daniel; in others it is in
the Apocrypha as the Book of Susanna. Like the
other Daniel stories, it was a tale of virtue tri-
umphing over evil, and it was set in Babylon
during the exile. While Susanna was probably a
fictional character, subsequent Christians valued
her engaging story and believed her to be a real
woman whose honesty and bravery were sup-
posed to serve as a model for men and women
alike. Here is her story.

In Babylon during the exile, there was a very
rich man named Joachim who married a beauti-
ful woman named Susanna. The young woman
had been raised by pious and righteous parents
who had “taught their daughter according to the
law of Moses” (Sus. 1:3). The Jews of Babylon
came regularly to Joachim’s house, where they
met and talked and often enjoyed the spacious
gardens adjoining Joachim’s residence. One year,
two elders from the Jewish community were ap-
pointed as judges, and they, too, came often to
Joachim’s house as they advised people who had
pending lawsuits.

At noon, when all the visitors left, Susanna
went into the garden to walk. The two elders
saw her pass every day, and they “were over-
whelmed with passion for her” (Sus. 8). They fi-
nally confessed to each other their lustful desire
for Susanna and conspired to find her alone.
Their opportunity came one hot day when Su-
sanna told her maids she wanted to bathe.
“Bring me oil and ointments, and shut the gar-
den doors” (Sus. 17), she told her servants as she
prepared for her bath. The servants obeyed her
wishes and left Susanna alone.

The lustful elders, who had been hiding in
the garden, saw their chance. They ran to her
and offered her a horrible choice: “Give your
consent and lie with us. If you refuse, we will
testify against you that a young man was with
you, and this was why you sent your maids
away.” Susanna recognized the extent of her
peril, for if she did not submit to their lust, she
could receive the death penalty for adultery after
being accused by two such respected judges. On
the other hand, if she agreed to their demands

she would “not escape their hands.” She chose to
face death rather than to “sin in the sight of the
Lord” and commit adultery. The elders shouted
for the servants and took Susanna into custody
(Sus. 28–40).

The next day when the people gathered at
Joachim’s house as usual, they were astounded at
what confronted them. The “two elders came,
full of their wicked plot to have Susanna put to
death.” They sent for the woman, who appeared
veiled as was appropriate for a modest matron.
But the judges still longed for her and ordered
her veils removed “that they might feast upon
her beauty.” The elders testified that while they
were in the garden, they saw Susanna dismiss
her maids. Then a young man appeared and “lay
with her.” The elders claimed they were shocked
by witnessing such wickedness and rushed out
to catch the couple, but the young man was too
strong and escaped, so they took Susanna into
custody (Sus. 48–49).

Because the men were elders and judges, the
assembled people believed them and con-
demned Susanna to death. The woman
protested her innocence and prayed to God for
help. The Lord heard her plea, and as she was
being led away to death, God roused a cham-
pion on her behalf—a young man named
Daniel. He shouted, “Are you such fools you
sons of Israel? Have you condemned a daughter
of Israel without examination and without
learning the facts? Return to the place of judg-
ment. For these men have borne false witness
against her” (Sus. 48–49). And Daniel thought
of a clever way to trap the elders in their lie.

The people returned, and Daniel told them
to separate the two elders so he could question
them apart. Then he tricked them into telling
conflicting versions of the story: He asked each
under what kind of tree the couple had been in-
timate. Each man said a different tree, showing
that they lied. “Then all the assembly shouted
loudly and blessed God who saves those who
hope in Him.” They rose against the two elders,
“for out of their own mouths Daniel had con-
victed them of bearing false witness,” and they
pronounced the sentence on them that had been
planned for Susanna. The wicked elders were
put to death. Susanna’s parents, husband, and all
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her family praised God for the beautiful and vir-
tuous woman “because nothing shameful was
found in her” (Sus. 54–63).

The story of Susanna long outlived the crisis
in Hellenistic Judea that had generated its cre-
ation. Instead of a story about being true to tra-
dition in the face of persecution, it became one
of honesty and bravery in the face of individual
oppression. Subsequent writers wrote of the

brave woman, and later artists portrayed her in
the bath. Susanna has become an important part
of the tradition of Western culture.

See also Maccabean Martyrs
Suggested Readings
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Tabitha
Christian Woman (ca. A.D. 40)
As the apostles traveled throughout the Medi-
terranean world after the death of Jesus, they
spread the word and deeds of Christ and
brought many to the new religion. According to
the Bible, the apostles converted people most
readily through the performance of miracles,
and one of the miracles that caused a sensation

in the ancient Holy Land was Peter’s raising
Tabitha from the dead.

The story is told in the Acts of the Apostles
in the Bible and takes place as the apostle Peter
visits Joppa, a port city on the coastal plain of
Judea (shown on Map 8). Joppa had been a pre-
dominantly Jewish city since its conquest in 143
B.C. by Simon Maccabeus, and it was a center of
the Jewish revolt in A.D. 66, when it was de-
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Figure 76. Tabitha raised from the dead, Sarcophagus of St. Sidonius (U. D. F.—La Phototeque)
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stroyed by the Romans. Although Acts was writ-
ten after the destruction of Joppa, the story of
Tabitha was set between A.D. 30 and 40, while
the city still had a strong Jewish community.

The Bible calls Tabitha a “disciple,” which is
the only New Testament occurrence of the fem-
inine form of the word disciple in Greek. That
usage strongly suggests she was known as a close
follower of Jesus. The author of Acts gives us the
Greek translation of Tabitha’s name—Dorcas—
which means “gazelle.” This was probably a
nickname, and it seems to have originated in the
first century A.D. among the slave population.
Therefore, Tabitha was probably a slave or a
freedwoman of slave origins.

The Bible says that Tabitha had done many
good works and acts of charity, but she had re-
cently died. Her sad friends laid her out in the
upper room of her house, and the disciples,
hearing that Peter was nearby, sent two men to
him entreating him to come quickly. When
Peter arrived, they took him to the upper room
where widows were weeping around the body.
The women showed Peter the lovely tunics and
other garments that Tabitha had made, indicat-
ing how industrious she was. Peter sent all the
women outside the room and knelt down and
prayed. Then he turned to the body and said
“Tabitha, Rise” (Acts 9:40). She opened her eyes
and when she saw Peter, she sat up. “And it be-
came known throughout all Joppa, and many
believed in the Lord” (Acts 9:42). Figure 76 is a
detail from a burial sarcophagus, and it shows
Peter giving his hand to raise Tabitha, while the
widows look on.

Some scholars consider that Tabitha may
have lived with a community of women who
earned their living (and kept their indepen-
dence) by making cloth. This sort of group of
widows was important somewhat later in the
Christian communities, and this story might in-
dicate how early in the spread of Christianity
these women’s communities developed. The ac-
count of Tabitha as an early female disciple
within the important city of Joppa is also in-
dicative of how central women were in the early
conversions.

See also Christian Women; Lydia; Maccabean
Martyrs
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Tarbo
Persian Martyr (ca. A.D. 341)
In the fourth century A.D., the Persian Empire
was ruled by an able and warlike king—Shapur
II (r. A.D. 309–379). Throughout his reign, the
powerful Persian Empire engaged in three major
wars against the Roman Empire, during which
Persians were particularly alert for people within
their lands who seemed to support Roman in-
terests. Among those who came to the attention
of the authorities were Christians, who followed
a religion of the Roman Empire rather than the
Persian Zoroastrianism. Thus, in the fourth cen-
tury, Christian texts written in Persia tell of mar-
tyrs who died at the hands of Persian authori-
ties. One such martyr was Simeon, bishop of a
city south of Baghdad (see Map 3). Simeon had
refused to raise extra taxes from his congregation
to support the war effort and was martyred for
his intransigence. Simeon’s sister, Tarbo, a virgin
dedicated to God, also came to the attention of
the authorities, and the account of her martyr-
dom preserves some interesting information
about beliefs in the ancient Persian Empire.

According to the text, it happened that the
Persian queen fell ill, and to find the source of
her illness she consulted Jews with whom she
was friendly. The Jews accused local Christians:
“The sisters of Simeon have put spells on you
because their brother has been put to death.”
Once this reached the queen’s ears, she arrested
Tarbo, a “daughter of the covenant” (a virgin
dedicated to God); her servant, also a “daughter
of the covenant”; and Tarbo’s married sister. The
queen’s soldiers brought the women to the
queen’s residence for interrogation. The head
mobed (Zoroastrian priest) and two officers were
summoned to serve as judges. When the women
were introduced to the judges, they were sur-
prised at Tarbo’s “beautiful looks and her fine
appearance, excelling that of all other women.”
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All three judges secretly entertained “disgusting
intentions concerning her” (Brock et al. 73).

They accused the women of casting a spell
on the queen, the “mistress of the entire ori-
ent.” Tarbo replied boldly, denying all charges
of sorcery, claiming that the scriptures forbid
Christians to practice evil arts. She concluded,
“How then could we perform sorcery? Sorcery
is in the same category as the denial of God; in
both cases the sentence is death.” All three
judges listened in silent awe at her beauty and
her wisdom, and each thought: “I’ll rescue her
from death so that she can be my wife” (Brock
et al. 74).

The women were sent off to prison after the
initial interrogation, and the mobed sent a mes-
sage to Tarbo saying he would save all three
from death if she would agree to be his wife. She
responded with horror: “Shut your mouth, you
wicked man and enemy of god; don’t ever again
utter anything so disgusting.” She claimed to be
a bride of Christ and would die before submit-
ting to his wishes. The other two judges sent
similar messages and received the same indig-
nant reply. The three angry judges then decided
to bring false testimony and a “wicked verdict,”
saying that the three women were indeed
witches (Brock et al. 74–75).

The Persian king gave them one opportunity
to save themselves: If they would worship the
sun, they need not be put to death on the
grounds that they might really not know how to
cast spells. The women refused this offer, saying
they would never worship the created sun in-
stead of the uncreated God. The king then
granted the judges the right to impose any
means of execution they liked. They proposed
some magic of their own: The women’s bodies
would be “cut in two and the queen should pass
between the two halves, after which she would
be healed” (Brock et al. 75).

The three holy women were taken outside
the city, where they were tied to the ground by
four stakes. They were stretched out, attached
by hands and feet, “like lambs about to be
shorn.” The judges then sawed their bodies in
halves, leaving six portions. Then they placed
the body parts in “six baskets, which they sus-
pended on six forked pieces of wood. These they

thrust into the ground, three on each side of the
road. These were shaped like half crosses, carry-
ing half a body each” (Brock et al. 76).

The narrator wrote that all who watched
wept for the pure and chaste women who did
not deserve to die in such a horrible way. “Who
got any joy out of this lugubrious spectacle?
Who took any pleasure in this awesome sight?
Who could look with dry eyes?” (Brock et al.
76). Through this heartbreak, the judges com-
pleted their sorcery to try to cure the queen: The
king’s entourage came along the road flanked by
the dismembered bodies, and the queen got out
and stood between the bodies. The narrator does
not say whether she was cured of her illness.

This account serves as an interesting source
of information not only about the brave Chris-
tian martyrs who withstood the pressures of
Zoroastrian priests and the Persian king but also
about folk beliefs of medicine and sorcery. Peo-
ple readily believed that the queen had been be-
witched and that it would take extreme mea-
sures—and violence—to lift the spell. The
people of the ancient world would also believe
in the power that came with the blood of many
martyrs such as Tarbo.

See also Martha [Persian Martyr]; Martyrs; Thekla
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Tarpeia
See Sabine Women

Terentia
Roman Wife and Mother 
(ca. 98 B.C.–ca. A.D. 4)
Marcus Tullius Cicero was a great statesman
who served Rome through the crises in the last
years of the republic. He came from a well-to-do
family outside Rome that had never been patri-
cian, or served in the senate, but Cicero quickly
showed the intelligence and promise to rise to
the ranks of the Roman patriciate. Cicero’s fame
rests less on his political accomplishments than
on his writings—through his speeches, treatises,
and letters, he transmitted Rome’s cultural and
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political values. Furthermore, his style of rheto-
ric and prose became models for posterity and is
still much studied today. Cicero could not have
risen to the highest ranks of Roman politics
solely on his own, however. His wife, Terentia,
was instrumental in helping him, but the states-
man was shown to be less than honorable to his
intelligent and loyal wife.

Terentia married Cicero in about 79 B.C. when
she was about seventeen and he twenty-seven. We
know nothing about her family except that her
half-sister, Fabia, was a vestal virgin. Terentia
brought with her a large dowry that included at
least two blocks of tenement apartments in Rome
that brought her an excellent annual income. She
also owned some woods in the suburbs of Rome
and a large farm that brought in more income.
Terentia was an extremely wealthy woman, and
there can be no doubt that her money helped Ci-
cero rise in Rome’s political ranks.

The wealthy bride did not turn over her for-
tune to Cicero when she married. Instead she
continued to manage her own properties with
the assistance of her steward, named Philotimus.
In fact, the biographer Plutarch wrote that she
was “neither weak nor timid, but on the con-
trary ambitious, and as her husband tells us, tak-
ing a larger share in Cicero’s political activities
than she allowed him to take in her affairs”
(Plutarch 1052). She had a great talent for man-
aging her own affairs, and she regularly in-
creased her own wealth and landholdings.
Through her expert management, Cicero bene-
fited financially and could concentrate on his
political life. They had two children: a girl, Tul-
lia, and a boy, Marcus Cicero.

Cicero became involved in some of the cen-
tral controversies of the day. In his most famous
enterprise, Cicero fought against an aristocratic
conspiracy led by Catiline to seize the govern-
ment. Cicero uncovered the plot and ordered
the conspirators arrested and called for their
summary execution. It was against Roman law,
however, to execute citizens without the right of
final appeal to the people of Rome. In Cicero’s
famous Catilinarian orations, he persuaded the
senate to follow his lead. Cicero prevailed and
saw himself as a savior of Rome, but the inci-
dent brought with it repercussions.

In 58 B.C. Cicero’s enemy, Publius Clodius
Pulcher, introduced a bill to exile anyone who
had put Roman citizens to death. While he did
not mention Cicero by name, the bill was clearly
aimed at him. Terentia actively urged Cicero to
take on the powerful Clodius because she hated
Clodius’s sister, Clodia, who lived in their
wealthy neighborhood. According to Plutarch,
Terentia was jealous of the attentions Cicero
paid to the attractive Clodia and wanted re-
venge. Plutarch wrote that Terentia was “a
woman of a violent temper and having the as-
cendant over Cicero, she urged him on to taking
a part against Clodius . . .” (Plutarch 1057). In
this instance, Terentia’s advice did not turn out
well. Cicero was forced to leave Rome in about
58 B.C., and Clodius and his followers tore
down Cicero’s house and persecuted Terentia.

In Cicero’s letters written to Terentia during
these dark times, we can see how much he de-
pended upon his wife. He wrote: “To think that
a woman of your virtue, fidelity, uprightness and
kindness should have fallen into such troubles
on my account!” He urged her to guard their re-
sources for their two children but also cautioned
her to care for herself: “Do not, as you love me,
overtax your delicate constitution. . . . I see that
everything depends on you” (Carcopino 143–
144). Terentia took care of their fortunes bril-
liantly in Cicero’s absence, and her concern to
make sure that their fortunes remained intact led
to some criticism. In fact, by about 47 B.C., we
have a letter in which Cicero complains to a
friend of his about her stinginess. While early in
their relationship, Terentia was more than will-
ing to sell property when Cicero needed funds,
now, after thirty years of marriage, she was more
reluctant to support Cicero’s luxurious tastes.
Struggles over money and its control began to
sour their marriage.

Cicero began to warn his friends not to let
Terentia know about his financial affairs, and
she was equally guarded. The marriage as a part-
nership had already failed, but Cicero could not
get a divorce until he had accumulated enough
money to return Terentia’s substantial dowry.
Some months later the opportunity appeared.
The aging orator—now over sixty—began to be
seen in the company of Publilia, a young woman
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still in her teens. Publilia’s father had died leav-
ing a huge fortune, and the girl’s father had
made Cicero the trustee of the funds with the
understanding that the money would go to
Publilia at her marriage. While Rome teased the
old man for falling for the fresh beauty of the
girl, Cicero in 45 B.C. divorced his wife of over
thirty years and married his young ward
Publilia, thus gaining her fortune. This new
marriage lasted only a few months before Cicero
arranged with Publilia’s brother to gain another
divorce and return her fortune. This divorce fol-
lowed suspiciously closely upon Cicero’s large
inheritance from a recently deceased friend; per-
haps he no longer needed Publilia’s money.

Cicero’s political fortunes fell soon afterward.
After Julius Caesar’s assassination in 44 B.C., Ci-
cero hoped to restore the republic, but in doing
so he offended the new men who were coming
to power. Mark Antony’s supporters hunted Ci-
cero down and assassinated him. Antony’s wife,
Fulvia, reputedly gloried in the orator’s death,
and Antony placed Cicero’s head and hands on
the speaker’s platform (rostra) in the forum to
disgrace the orator who had so often spoken
against the powerful.

Terentia did not share Cicero’s disgrace. In
fact, her intelligence and force of character (and
her great wealth) attracted other suitors. She
married the historian Sallust after he divorced
his wife, and the couple lived together until his
death. Even then the aging Terentia married
again, to the orator Messalla Corvinus who was
about the same age as her son. Terentia lived
until she was over one hundred years old, and
this remarkable Roman matron is fine proof of
the ability of strong, wealthy women to make
their own way in the Roman world.

See also Caerellia; Clodia; Fulvia; Tullia; Vestal
Virgins
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Teuta
Queen in Illyria (r. ca. 231 B.C.)
In 231 B.C., the area of the Illyrian coast (shown
on Map 7) was one of the many regions plagued
by seemingly endless warfare among the Hel-
lenistic kingdoms. The Romans were beginning
to negotiate with local rulers as they slowly
sought to exert their authority over the region.
In that year, a widow succeeded to the throne of
her husband in one of the kingdoms. Ancient
Roman historians recorded that she ruled in the
traditional Germanic and Celtic fashion, with
an advisory council of her chieftains, but the
Roman sources also record the many difficulties
they had dealing with this strong queen. Teuta
wanted to expand her territory, and she success-
fully invaded a neighboring kingdom. The
Greek historian Polybius wrote with scorn about
this political expansion that caused trouble for
the Romans who wanted to keep peace in the re-
gion. In his critique, however, Polybius blamed
Teuta’s gender rather than her ambition, writ-
ing: “She suffered from a typically feminine
weakness, that of taking the short view of every-
thing” (Ellis 81).

Teuta’s initial military successes were fol-
lowed by problems within her kingdom. She
had to suppress an uprising among some of the
Illyrians she ruled; they may have resented her
extensive use of Celtic forces in her armies, but
we cannot be certain of the cause of their dis-
tress. In the course of putting down the rebel-
lion, Teuta’s forces seem to have hurt Roman cit-
izens living in the area. Rome sent an embassy to
Teuta to warn her against causing trouble in the
future. The ambassador seems to have been ar-
rogant and offensive to the queen, and Polybius
criticized the queen’s response as “a fit of wom-
anish petulance” (Ellis 81), rather than seeing
her actions as those of a proud sovereign. The
queen simply reacted in the manner of many an-
cient monarchs and ordered the Roman ambas-
sadors assassinated while they were preparing to
return to Rome.

Rome lost patience with the high-handed
queen and sent a fleet of 200 ships to attack
Teuta’s territories. Rome’s virtually invincible
land army slowly conquered her cities, and
Teuta was forced to retreat to one of her strongly
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fortified cities. Remarkably, she was able to ne-
gotiate a peace with Rome that allowed her to
retain her rule. She agreed to pay reparations to
the conquering army and assured Rome she
would no longer threaten her neighbors. The
Romans celebrated their victory in 228 B.C., and
the enterprising queen disappeared from the
pages of Roman history.

See also Dynamis; Zenobia
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Thais
Prostitute and Holy Woman 
(ca. fourth century A.D.)
Among the communities of Christian holy men
and women living in the deserts of Egypt and
Syria during the fourth century, many stories
circulated about some men and women who
had done extraordinary deeds or whose lives of-
fered particular examples for other Christians. It
is impossible to know how many of these stories
describe real individuals or how narrators em-
bellished the accounts of real lives to make the
moral better. These tales were profoundly influ-
ential, however, in shaping how Christians
viewed themselves and their lives, and in that
way, the stories themselves expressed moral
truths that transcended strict historical accuracy.
Some of the most popular tales were those about
the redemption of prostitutes, for people be-
lieved if even those great sinners could be saved,
there was much hope for all of them. One such
“holy prostitute” whose life was told all through
the deserts of Egypt was Thais the harlot. Her
story is as follows.

Once there was a harlot called Thais, who
was so beautiful that many men sold their goods
and reduced themselves to utter poverty for her
sake. Her beauty also caused much jealousy, and
quarrels arose among her lovers so that often the
doorstep of her house was soaked in the blood
of young men. When Father Paphnutius (a

renowned ascetic living in the desert) heard of
this state of affairs, he decided to go to her city
(probably Alexandria) to talk to Thais. He
dressed in secular clothes and appeared at her
home. He paid her a silver piece “as the price for
committing sin” (Ward 83), and she invited
him inside.

When he went in, they sat on a bed draped
with precious covers, and the monk said, “If
there is a more private room, let us go in there.”
Thais answered, “There is one, but if it is people
you are afraid of, no one ever enters this room;
except, of course, for God, for there is no place
that is hidden from the eyes of divinity.” When
Paphnutius heard this, he said, “So you know
there is a God?” When the harlot acknowledged
she did, Paphnutius continued his reprimand:
“But if you know this, why are you causing the
loss of so many souls that you will be con-
demned to render an account not only of your
own sins but of theirs as well?” (Ward 83). When
Thais heard this, she threw herself at the monk’s
feet, crying and begging him to give her a
penance through which she might earn forgive-
ness. She begged him to wait three hours for her,
after which she would do whatever he bid her.
Paphnutius agreed and arranged a meeting place.

After the monk left, Thais went and collected
all the goods she had earned from prostitution
and piled them all in the middle of the city. As
the people surrounded her, watching in wonder,
she burned all the goods, which were valued at
forty pounds of gold—an extraordinary amount
of wealth. Thus released from her worldly goods,
the young woman went to meet Paphnutius at
the appointed place.

The holy man took her to a monastery of vir-
gins and placed her in a small cell. He then sealed
the door with lead so she could neither leave nor
receive visitors. He left only a small opening
through which food could be passed to her, and
he ordered the sisters to give her daily a little
bread and a little water. When Thais realized that
the door was sealed, she said to him, “Father,
where do you want me to urinate?” and he
replied, “In the cell, as you deserve.” Then she
asked him how she should pray to God and he
said to her, “You are not worthy to name God, or
to take his divine name upon your lips, or to lift
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up your hands to heaven . . . only stand facing to-
wards the east and repeat often only this: ‘You
who made me, have mercy upon me’” (Ward 84).

After three years, Paphnutius began to be
anxious about the reformed harlot, so he went
to consult with another holy monk, Father
Antony, to ask him if her sins had been forgiven.
Father Antony called together all his disciples,
and they all agreed to pray that God might re-
veal to one of them the answer to Paphnutius’s
question. Each retired to his cell and began to
pray continuously. Then one of them named
Paul suddenly saw in the sky a bed adorned with
precious cloth and guarded by three virgins
whose faces shone with brightness. A voice
spoke to him saying the bed was “for the harlot
Thais” (Ward 84).

Paul went quickly and reported what he had
heard and seen, and Paphnutius recognized the
will of God in the vision. He went quickly to
Thais’s cell and opened the door. He said to her,
“Come out, for God has forgiven you your sins.”
She replied, “I call God to witness that since I
came in here my sins have always been before
my eyes as a burden; they have never been out of
my sight.” Father Paphnutius said to her, “God
has forgiven your sins not because of your
penances but because you have always had the
remembrance of your sins in your soul” (Ward
84). When he had taken Thais out, she lived for
fifteen days and then passed away in peace.

This story of the harshness of Father Paph-
nutius and the forgiveness of God captured the
imagination of Christians for centuries. In the
tenth century, a nun wrote a beautiful play pre-
serving the story, and a nineteenth-century
novelist retold the tale, so the account of the
harlot of Alexandria has lived on in people’s
imagination.

See also Maria; Mary Magdalene; Mary of Egypt;
Pelagia; Prostitution
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Theano
Greek Philosopher (ca. 500s B.C.)
In the early sixth century B.C., some Greek in-
tellectuals made a striking break with the past.
Instead of looking to the gods and goddesses for
understanding about the nature of the universe,
they searched for more worldly explanations. In
doing so they became the first philosophers and
contributed a rational approach to the world to
subsequent generations in the west. One of the
earliest philosophers was Thales of Miletus (ca.
585 B.C.), and he suggested that the whole
world was unified by the composition of one
substance—water. Others posited other unify-
ing substances or principles to explain the na-
ture of the world, and one highly influential
philosopher was Pythagoras (ca. 580–500 B.C.).

Pythagoras was born on the island of Samos
(shown on Map 4), but as a mature man he em-
igrated to the Greek colony of Croton in south-
ern Italy, and there he made his intellectual
mark that continues to influence us today.
Pythagoras emphasized numbers and their rela-
tions—or mathematics—as the key to under-
standing the unifying principle of the world. In
working out his theories, Pythagoras discovered
principles of geometry (the best known is the
Pythagorean theorem, which is used to calculate
the sides of a right triangle) and analyzed music
to see the mathematical ratios of harmonies.
Pythagoras and his followers—the Pythagore-
ans—lived almost monastic lives in communi-
ties that sought to live in harmony with each
other. Unlike many other Greek associations,
the Pythagoreans were open to both men and
women, and consequently there were a number
of women Pythagoreans. One was the great
mathematician’s wife, Theano.

Theano was the daughter of Brontinus, an
aristocrat of Crotona. She became the pupil of
Pythagoras and later his wife. They had three
daughters—Arignote, Myia, and Damo—who
also became philosophers. Purportedly Pythago-
ras died in a violent fire that destroyed his
daughter Myia’s home, and after his death,
Theano took over the direction of the
Pythagorean school. Theano and her daughters
continued their practice of philosophy, and the
fragments of their writings that survive shed
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light on this early school of philosophy and
some of the women who studied it.

Theano shared Pythagoras’s belief that num-
bers can illuminate the nature of things and can
show the harmony in the universe. Further-
more, Theano shared the Pythagorean belief in
immortality and transmigration (or reincarna-
tion) of souls. In one of her works, Theano ar-
gued that the transmigration of souls was essen-
tial to restore justice in the universe. As she
wrote: “If the soul is not immortal, then life is
truly a feast for evil-doers who die after having
lived their lives so iniquitously” (Waithe 14).
For her, such injustice could not be; people who
do wrong must return to this world as less than
human in order to restore the balance they had
disrupted.

While Theano shared many of the ideas of
male Pythagoreans, she and her daughters also
applied these principles to the particular cir-
cumstances of women. Theano believed that a
wife’s sexual activity was to be restricted to
pleasing her husband, but that marital inter-
course did not lead to any kind of impurity. Her
daughter Myia wrote a letter to another woman,
named Phyllis, who had just given birth. Myia
offered advice about how to choose a nurse and
raise the child in a way that was moderate and
balanced. Her advice was simple and full of
common sense. For example, she wrote, “It is
best to put the newborn to sleep when it has
been suitably filled with milk, for then rest is
sweet to the young. . . . Hold off altogether
from wine, because of its strong effect, or add it
sparingly in a mixture to the evening milk”
(Waithe 16).

Myia’s and Theano’s writings about women
share characteristics of other women Pythagore-
ans. They wanted to urge everyone—including
women—to be moderate in their lives and to
bring harmony and balance into their homes
and into their world. Theano wrote, “Better to
be on a runaway horse than to be a woman who
does not reflect” (Waithe 15). In this saying, she
shows the principle that had governed her own
life—she was a woman who thought and re-
flected. She was truly an ancient philosopher—
a lover of wisdom.

While the information about Theano (and the

other women philosophers) is very interesting,
we do have to note that much of our information
about Theano is legendary, written after their
death. Nor can we be sure that the works attrib-
uted to them were actually written by them, since
the editions were written long after their deaths.
In spite of these cautions, however, it is clear that
many people in the ancient world believed that
women could and did do philosophy.
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Thecla
Christian Follower of Paul (ca. A.D. 50)
In the first few centuries after the birth of Jesus,
Christians began to write down events of the
lives of Jesus and the apostles to preserve their
deeds. In the process, there grew up a varied col-
lection of such stories. Centuries later, when
churchmen assembled the official, or canonical,
version of the Bible, many of these early Chris-
tian tales were relegated to the realm of litera-
ture (or folklore) and left out of the Bible. These
old writings are called “apocryphal” to distin-
guish them from the scriptural works that were
included in the Bible. They remain fascinating
stories, however, that reveal the attitudes and be-
liefs of at least some early Christians. One an-
cient and popular apocryphal act tells of a
woman named Thecla, who purportedly fol-
lowed the apostle Paul. While the story is gener-
ally believed to be a fictional account, there may
have been a first-century follower of Paul named
Thecla, for her cult appeared early and spread
widely in the east, and many pilgrims visited
what was reputed to be her tomb. (See Egeria.)
Her story in the Acts of Paul and Thecla was
widely circulated, and many ancient women
and men enjoyed reading her exciting tale.

According to the Acts, Thecla was a virgin
who lived in Iconium (in modern-day Turkey,
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shown on Map 8); she was engaged to marry a
man named Thamyris. The apostle Paul came to
the city and began to preach, however, and
Thecla, who was sitting at a window, heard him.
She was riveted by his words of prayer and his
praise of virginity, and she could not move. She
spent three days and nights at the window star-
ing longingly at the direction of the voice. Both
her mother and her fiancé tried to persuade her
to come away, but she ignored them. Thamyris
became angry and urged the Roman governor—
the proconsul—to arrest Paul, calling him a ma-
gician who was corrupting the wives and
women of the city.

Paul was arrested, bound, and jailed until the
proconsul could have more time to interrogate
him. Thecla heard of his imprisonment and
took her bracelets to bribe the guard to let her
into the prison cell. She sat at Paul’s feet, kissed
the bonds that tied him, and listened to him tell
of “the great things of God.” Thamyris came
looking for his betrothed and was furious to
find her at the apostle’s feet. The governor called
Paul and Thecla before him. He asked Thecla
why she did not obey Thamyris “according to
the law of the Iconians.” But she gave no answer
and just looked longingly and lovingly at Paul.
Her mother was equally furious, and shouted,
“Burn the wicked wretch; burn in the midst of
the theater her that will not marry, in order that
all the women that have been taught by this
man may be afraid” (“Acts of Paul and Thecla”
488–489).

The proconsul agreed with this recommen-
dation—he had Paul whipped and sent out of
town, and Thecla was condemned to be burnt
in the theater. The servants brought a huge pile
of sticks for the fire, and Thecla climbed on top.
When a great fire was blazing, it miraculously
did not touch her. Then, according to the text,
God brought a huge rain that put the fire out,
and Thecla was saved and released. She left the
town to find Paul, and when she did, she re-
joiced. She said, “I shall cut my hair, and follow
thee wherever thou mayst go” (“Acts . . .” 489).
Paul agreed to have her follow him, and he
urged her to wait patiently for her baptism.

They went next to Antioch, where a man
named Alexander fell in love with Thecla as

soon as he saw her. He approached Paul to win
the beautiful virgin, but the apostle claimed he
had no control over her. Alexander tried to em-
brace Thecla and take her by force. She fought
back, tearing his cloak and pulling off his
crown, and she “made him a laughing-stock.”
Alexander denounced her to the governor, who
condemned her to the wild beasts. The women
in the crowd leaped to her defense, shouting
“Evil judgment! Impious judgment” (“Acts . . .”
489), and one woman agreed to take Thecla
into her home to keep her safe until the day she
was to face the beasts in the arena. On the ap-
pointed day, Thecla faced a wild lioness, who
simply licked the virgin’s feet. Again the women
in the crowd shouted their support for her.

On another day Thecla was brought again to
the arena. She was stripped naked and thrown in
to lions, bears, and a fierce lioness. The lioness
ran to her and lay at her feet. The lioness first
killed the bear that tried to attack Thecla, then
died killing a lion who also threatened the
young woman. With the lioness dead, Thecla
had no more protection against other wild
beasts that were being released. She thought
surely she would die, but she saw a ditch filled
with water and wild seals. She prayed, and said,
“Now it is time to wash myself. And she threw
herself in [the water], saying: In the name of
Jesus Christ I am baptized on my last day.” Even
the governor shed tears because he thought “the
seals were going to devour such beauty.” But
once again God intervened. Lightning struck
and all the seals “floated about dead” (“Acts . . .”
489). The women in the audience cried out for
her and threw sweet-smelling herbs, and none of
the wild animals would touch Thecla.

Alexander persuaded the governor to try one
more torture, and he had Thecla bound to two
wild bulls so they would tear her apart. As the
bulls ran, however, a sacred fire that surrounded
Thecla burned the ropes so she was once again
spared. The governor summoned Thecla out of
the wild beasts and asked her why nothing could
harm her. She explained that she was a follower
of God, who kept her safe. The governor or-
dered that her clothing be brought, and he freed
her. The women in the audience shouted their
praise so loudly at her release that “the founda-
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tions of the theater were shaken by their voice”
(“Acts . . .” 490).

Thecla sewed her garments so they made a
man’s cloak, and she once again went to find
Paul, who was preaching the word of God. Paul
was astonished to see her, and when she saw
him, she said, “I have received the baptism,
Paul.” And Paul told her to go and teach the
word of God. She returned to her home in Ico-
nium and discovered that Thamyris had died.
Her mother was still alive, and she visited her
and testified to her faith. Then Thecla left Ico-
nium and “lived in a cave for seventy-two years,
living on herbs and water” (“Acts . . .” 491).
Many people came to see her, and she miracu-
lously cured many who were ill. Finally she died
when she was ninety years old. Other traditions
say that Thecla did not die naturally; instead,
she was magically sealed into a rock cave to
avoid being raped.

This story had several elements that made it
popular with ancient (and some modern)
women and distinctly unpopular with some
church leaders. For example, the second-century
church father Tertullian specifically disputed
this book because it supported what he called
the “heretical” opinion that women should
teach and baptize (because Thecla had baptized
herself in the seal pool). It also showed the
women spectators supporting Thecla in a soli-
darity that defied civil authority. In fact, some
modern analysts have suggested that this work
(and other apocryphal stories) were written by
and for women. We may never know the author
or the circumstances of the composition, but
the Acts of Paul and Thecla remained extremely
popular, even though they were declared untrue.
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Thekla
Persian Martyr (fourth century A.D.)
Most of the Christians martyred in the lands of
the old Persian Empire were killed because of
perceived political loyalty to the Roman Empire
or religious disloyalty to Zoroastrianism, the re-
ligion of Persia. One group of martyrs, however,
seems to have been persecuted less for political
or religious reasons than for the human inclina-
tion toward greed. The narrator of the story of
Thekla, who was martyred with some compan-
ions, wrote both to remember the brave deaths
of the women and to remind readers about the
dangers of clinging to material possessions.

The tragedy began with a Christian priest
named Pawle, who presided over a congregation
in a village near the Tigris River. He came to the
attention of the authorities because he was very
rich and owned much property. The greedy Per-
sian authorities looked for a reason to arrest him
so they could confiscate his property, but their
desires caused tragedy for innocent victims
along with the wealthy priest. When they ar-
rested Pawle, they also took four virgins dedi-
cated to God (called “daughters of the
covenant” in the Persian sources), including
their spokeswoman, Thekla.

The judge first addressed Pawle, saying “If
you do the king’s will, by worshiping the sun
and eating blood [in violation of biblical law], I
will return to you everything that has been con-
fiscated from you.” While the judges no doubt
expected Pawle to refuse as was the custom
among Christians, this priest turned out to care
more for his property than the state of his soul:
“Hungering after his riches, and yearning for his
money, [Pawle] did everything he was told to
do” (Brock 78). The judge was thus frustrated in
his desire to confiscate Pawle’s wealth, so he
tried another strategy. He decided to try the
women, and if they persisted in their faith, he
would make Pawle kill them. The judge believed
the priest would recoil from that deed, and then
he would have a pretense for taking his money.

The judge ordered the women to “do the
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king’s will, worship the sun, and get married.”
The holy women refused, crying out in loud
voices: “You proud and insolent man, don’t try
to frighten or beguile us with these deceiving
words.” The judge ordered them beaten with a
hundred strokes of the rod, but they still per-
sisted in their faith. The judge then issued a sen-
tence of death upon them and turned to the im-
pious priest, saying “If you kill these daughters
of the covenant you can have back all that has
been taken from you.” Even the prospect of
committing this deed did not cause Pawle to
stop longing for his goods. “Lured by his pos-
sessions . . . the grasping Pawle hardened his
heart and put on a brazen face, took the sword
and had the audacity to lift it against the holy
women” (Brock 79–80).

The women reprimanded him, reminding
him that he was supposed to guard his congre-
gation as a good shepherd, not kill the “lambs”
in his care. Furthermore, they issued a prophetic
warning, saying he would not live long enough
to enjoy his ill-gotten possessions. He did not
listen, however, and decapitated each of the
women with his sword. The narrator wondered
how a novice executioner had been able to sever
their heads so effectively, and in his specula-
tions, he warned his readers against the greed
that could turn a shepherd into a wolf: “Maybe
it was the love of his money that gave him
strength; perhaps he was fortified by his lust for
gold?” (Brock 80–81).

The holy women died bravely, but their
prophecy about Pawle was to come true. After
scheming so long to claim Pawle’s money, the
judge was not going to lose it now, in spite of all
that the priest had done to try to preserve it.
Furthermore, the judge was afraid that Pawle
would complain to the king about the treatment
he had received. Therefore, that very night be-
fore Pawle’s release, the judge sent men to the
prison and hanged him. Thekla had been
right—he would not live long enough to enjoy
the goods he had worked so hard to preserve.
This story preserved two central Christian mes-
sages: hold fast to faith in spite of persecu-
tion and do not value material goods over spiri-
tual ones.

See also Martha [Persian Martyr]; Martyrs; Tarbo
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Tiy
Egyptian “King’s Great Wife” (ca. 1370 B.C.)
Amenhotep III (r. ca. 1391–1353 B.C.) became
pharaoh during the height of Egypt’s prosperous
New Kingdom, when the ancient land was safe
from foreign invaders (for a time) and benefited
from a strong economy fueled by the bustling
trade with its empire. The new pharaoh was the
great-grandson of Thutmose III, who had suc-
ceeded the woman pharaoh, Hatshepsut, to the
throne, and perhaps enough time had gone by
that this king did not fear sharing power with
his consort. Egypt’s noble families enjoyed a
leisurely life of hunting, fishing, and banquet-
ing, and men and women alike indulged new
tastes in elaborate garments, precious and semi-
precious jewelry, heavy makeup, and long, heavy
wigs. When Amenhotep became king as a
teenager, he surrounded himself with able ad-
ministrators who kept Egypt’s business flourish-
ing, while the king enjoyed the good life.

Egypt’s kings were polygamous, and Amen-
hotep was no exception. He kept many wives in
his harem, and they enjoyed a good deal of in-
dependence as they produced children who
never rose to political prominence. Foreign
kings also sent prized daughters to add to
Amenhotep’s harem, thus hoping to cement an
alliance with the most powerful ruler of his
time. For example, we have the record of the ar-
rival of Gilukhepa, daughter of the king of a
Middle Eastern state—the Mitanni—who ar-
rived in Egypt with “the chief women of her en-
tourage, totaling three hundred and seventeen
women” (Tyldesley 28). Amenhotep’s residence
for women must surely have been strained by
the arrival of so large a company of women. All
these wives and other women could not, how-
ever, satisfy the pharaoh’s need for an official
consort. Unlike most pharaohs, Amenhotep did
not choose his principal wife from among his
own family; instead he chose a nonroyal woman
who became one of the most influential of
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Egypt’s queen-consorts—Tiy, honored with the
title of “king’s great wife.”

Tiy was the daughter of a nonroyal couple
named Yuya and Thuyu who came from a pros-
perous town on the east bank of the Nile. Her
father, Yuya, had held important posts at court,
and her mother had been a talented musician in
the service of the state god Amen. Although
Thuyu had held many posts at court as well, on
her tomb she repeatedly had her artists engrave
her favorite title, “royal mother of the chief wife
of the king.” Tiy was not strikingly beautiful
from the standards of the time—the wood carv-
ing of her shown in Figure 77, however, shows
an intelligent and determined woman who wore
the latest fashions in wigs and jewelry. Amen-
hotep clearly valued his chief wife, and she soon
assumed unprecedented privileges.

Tiy became the first queen whose name was
consistently linked with that of the king on both
official inscriptions and more private objects.
One statue designed for Amenhotep’s mortuary
temple even shows Tiy the same size as her hus-
band, which was a new convention in a land
where artistic size was directly equated with sta-
tus. Tiy also began to take a prominent role in
religious rituals, becoming the first queen we
know of to serve as both consort and priestess,
and this religious role led to her assuming more
respect and importance in the life of the empire.
Tiy had her own living quarters as well as main-
taining a position at the court, and she owned a
good deal of property in her own name. She
therefore controlled much personal income de-
rived from her estates, which were administered
by her servants. For all her independence, Tiy’s
life remained centered in her royal family, and
from all evidence, she and Amenhotep were de-
voted to each other.

Tiy bore her husband at least six children:
two sons, Tuthmosis and Amenhotep, and four
daughters, of whom the eldest—Sitamen—was
her father’s favorite. As was the case with a num-
ber of royal Egyptian families, Amenhotep in
time took his daughter Sitamen as one of his
wives and eventually even gave her the coveted
title “great king’s wife,” although we can see
from contemporary illustrations that she never
took precedence over her mother.

Amenhotep ruled over thirty years—an ex-
traordinary feat in an age when people died
young from disease. The old king seems to have
suffered badly from toothaches, and contempo-
rary illustrations show him as fat with a some-
what lazy demeanor. Some historians have argued
that this king who enjoyed his luxuries was more
than willing to let his able queen-consort exert a
great deal of power from behind the throne.
When Amenhotep III died, the throne went to
his younger son, Amenhotep IV (the elder seems
to have predeceased his father). Tiy continued to
be an influential figure in the reign of her son and
his even more famous wife, Nefertiti.

We have evidence of Tiy’s continuing influ-
ence upon the accession of her son because ar-
chaeologists have discovered a number of letters
dating from this period, some of which were ad-
dressed directly to Tiy. In one, a foreign king
wanted the new pharaoh to send him gold that
had been promised by Tiy’s husband, and in his

Figure 77. Head of Queen Tiy, carved wood 
(Foto Marburg, Art Resource, NY)
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letter he implied that she had been involved in
the political affairs of Egypt. He wrote: “You are
the one who knows that I always showed love to
your husband. . . . You are the one that knows
much better than all others the things that we
said to one another. No other person knows
them as well as you” (Tyldesley 44–45). Kings
outside Egypt hoped that Tiy would provide
some continuity in rule, and she certainly con-
tinued her influence at least for the first few
years of her son’s reign.

On one tomb, the artists created a family
scene that shows Tiy eating with her son, his
wife, and her royal grandchildren. Such depic-
tions further suggest Tiy’s continuing presence
in the court. The portrayals of Tiy caused Egyp-
tologists for many years to assume that Tiy was
the most powerful influence in her son’s highly
unorthodox rule. Most now believe that role be-
longs to Nefertiti, another powerful Egyptian
consort who forged an important role for herself
in the history of ancient Egypt.

See also Clothing; Egyptian Women; Hatshepsut;
Jewelry; Nefertiti
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Tullia
Roman Daughter (76–45 B.C.)
One of the closest relationships during the
Roman Republic was that between father and
daughter. Obedient daughters forged political
and social ties for the head of the family (the
pater familias), and the daughter’s obedience was
often rewarded with paternal love. Many
Roman texts describe the great affection that ex-
isted between fathers and daughters, and such
bonds of affection allow us to know a great deal
about one beloved Roman daughter, Tullia, the
daughter of the famous orator Cicero.

Tullia was born in 76 B.C., the eldest child of
her parents, Cicero and Terentia. Her father was
very fond of his daughter; he commented on her
affection, her modesty, and her quick intelli-
gence. Indeed, he was delighted to see that she re-

sembled him in her voice, her features, and her
mind. The first task of fond Roman parents was
to negotiate a good marriage for their daughter,
and when Tullia was in her teens, they arranged
for her to marry Caius Piso Frugi, who was in his
late thirties. This marriage was a coup for a
daughter of a man whose family was only re-
cently entering into the upper classes of Rome,
for Piso’s family was one of the noblest of the sen-
atorial aristocracy. The marriage seems to have
been a happy one, but it was brief. Within five
years Piso died of natural causes, and the young
widow was inconsolable. But the daughters in
ancient Rome did not stay unmarried for long.

Within a year (by 56 B.C.), Tullia married
another very wealthy patrician husband named
Furius Crassipes. Crassipes owned a beautiful
house by the river in Rome, and Cicero wrote
how much he enjoyed spending time there with
his new son-in-law and his daughter. The mar-
riage was not a happy one, however. Sometime
between 53 and 51 B.C., the couple began nego-
tiations for a divorce, which was completed by
51 B.C. Once again the parents had to find a
suitable husband for their beloved daughter. In
50 B.C., while Cicero was absent from Rome as
governor of Cilicia, Terentia and Tullia decided
on a third husband, Cornelius Dolabella.

Dolabella was an unfortunate choice for Tul-
lia. He was already notorious in Rome for disor-
ders and violence and was considerably younger
than Tullia. Cicero had twice saved him from
persecution for crimes he probably committed.
There was little possibility that this would be a
happy marriage, but Dolabella, who supported
Julius Caesar, may have helped the family sur-
vive the civil wars. But as a husband, the man
was all but useless. Tullia became pregnant in 49
B.C., but she lost the child when it was born pre-
maturely at seven months. Tullia’s troubles were
only beginning.

For the next two years, Dolabella engaged in
drunken revels and broke into the houses of
neighbors with his drunken friends. He took
mistresses without any concern about the scan-
dal this caused or the pain it brought Tullia and
her family. By 47 B.C., Tullia had returned to her
father’s house, where she stayed—secluded, ill,
and in mental distress. By now, Cicero should
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have arranged for a divorce, but his own finan-
cial problems got in the way; the marriage was
patched up again for a while. In May 46 B.C.,
Dolabella returned to Rome from his army du-
ties in Africa and resumed life with his wife. Tul-
lia became pregnant again, but this did not
mean the couple was happy—within a few
months of the pregnancy, they had decided to fi-
nally divorce. Tullia had moved back to her par-
ents’ house and there bore a son, named Lentu-
lus, who probably died within a few weeks.
Tullia did not recover from the childbirth and
the sadness that her marriage had brought. She
died in their country house a short time later.

Tullia’s last year had also been troubled be-
cause her father was divorcing her mother, end-
ing a marriage of over thirty years. Cicero had
married a woman younger than Tullia herself,
but after Tullia’s death, Cicero divorced his new
bride. The sad father missed his daughter and
wanted to build a shrine in her honor, but ended
up writing a book of his grief. It is through her
eloquent father’s grief that the young Roman
woman who died in her early thirties was so re-
membered. Thanks to Cicero’s works, her life
that included several marriages and tragedies was
retold many times in ancient Rome, and perhaps
her life can illuminate the lives of many anony-
mous ancient Roman women who probably ex-
perienced similar heartbreaks.

See also Terentia
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Turia
Roman Wife (ca. 30–8 B.C.)
In the last half of the first century B.C., the
Roman Republic was in turmoil. The city of
Rome and much of the Mediterranean world
were plagued by civil wars, and people had to
take sides in conflicts with no certain outcome.
Many lost their lives as powerful men struggled

to take control of the mighty Roman state. Most
of the sources record the fortunes of the power-
ful men and women who engaged in this strug-
gle—such as the famous Egyptian queen
Cleopatra VII. Yet, as always, great events strike
humble people as well, even though the sources
often leave out their fortunes. We have one fas-
cinating source, however, in the form of an in-
scription of a funeral eulogy from the period. It
tells how one couple survived the turbulent
times, thanks to the devoted wife, Turia, whose
husband praised her at her death.

Turia and Quintus Lucretius Vespillo, a
Roman senator, were married in 49 B.C. This
was the very year that Julius Caesar crossed the
Rubicon River with his armies into Italy, begin-
ning the civil war among the three great men—
Julius Caesar, Crassus, and Pompey. Vespillo
tells how their wedding day was saddened be-
cause both of Turia’s parents were killed in the
war. Vespillo then immediately left for Greece to
fight with Pompey against Caesar, leaving Turia
and her sister to cope with the problems of the
murder. The women did not want to leave the
murder of their parents unavenged, so they
made inquiries and demanded punishment. We
do not know the outcome of these inquiries, but
Vespillo indicates that they were successful; he
said he could not have done better.

Their problems increased as the civil war
continued, for Pompey was defeated at the Bat-
tle of Pharsalus in 48 B.C. Luckily Vespillo es-
caped, but he was not out of danger. He de-
scribed his wife’s efforts to keep him safe:
“When my political enemies were hunting me
down, you aided my escape by selling your jew-
elry; you gave me all the gold and pearls which
you were wearing and added a small income
from household funds. We deceived the guards
of my enemies, and you made my time in hid-
ing an enriching experience.” She warned him
of dangers in time for him to escape and care-
fully advised him throughout. As he said, “You
did not permit me to be swept away by my
foolhardy boldness; how, by calm considera-
tion, you arranged a safe place of refuge for me
and enlisted as allies in your plans to save me
your sister and her husband, Gaius Cluvius,
even though the plans were dangerous to all of
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you. . . . Let it suffice to say that you hid me
safely” (Kebric 101).

The assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 B.C.
brought new power struggles. Vespillo was
granted a pardon by Octavian (who later be-
came known as Caesar Augustus). It looked as
if the family’s political troubles were over, but
Turia had to intervene yet again on behalf of
her husband, for Octavian’s colleague, Lepidus,
opposed the pardon. Turia threw herself on the
ground before Lepidus to plead for her hus-
band. Vespillo wrote painfully of her treat-
ment: “He grabbed you and dragged you along
as if you were a slave. You were covered with
bruises, but with unflinching determination
you reminded him of Augustus Caesar’s edict
of pardon. . . . Although you suffered insults
and cruel injuries, you revealed them publicly
in order to expose him as the author of my
calamities” (Kebric 102). By 27 B.C., Augus-
tus’s final victory ended the civil wars, and the
couple’s political troubles were over. For the
rest of their lives they were to enjoy the Pax
Romana (Roman peace) that Augustus intro-
duced. They had to confront the personal dis-
appointments that plagued many Roman cou-
ples, however.

The couple settled down and “enjoyed quiet
and happy days,” but they were disappointed
that they were not able to have children. Turia
was depressed by her infertility and even offered
to divorce Vespillo to allow him to marry an-
other woman who might give him children. She
said she would arrange for a suitable new wife
and live in the household to help out. Vespillo
writes strongly of his response: “I must confess
that I was so angered by your suggestion that I
lost my mind. I was so horrified that I could
scarcely regain control of myself. . . . How could
the desire or need for having children be so great
that I would break faith with you!” (Kebric
102). Many Roman couples suffered from infer-
tility, and Turia and Vespillo lived into their old
age without children.

Vespillo wrote how Turia did help other rela-
tives—bringing young women into their home
and providing dowries for them so they could
make good marriages. Furthermore, he praised
their ability frugally to maintain their inheri-

tances intact in an age when many lost their
money through profligate behavior.

Finally, Vespillo praised Turia’s personal
virtues, which reveal the values of Roman soci-
ety. He praises “your modesty, obedience, affa-
bility, and good nature, your tireless attention to
wool making, your perfomances of religious du-
ties without superstitious fear, your artless ele-
gance and simplicity of dress” (Kebric 101). He
closes by wishing that he had died first, so he
would not have to live the rest of his life with-
out Turia. Vespillo lauded their marriage of
forty-one years during which there was no un-
happiness—a remarkable claim for families who
lived through the horrible times of the civil wars
that claimed so many lives. This insight into this
long-standing, loving marriage offers a reminder
that all Romans were not engaged in the politi-
cal bonds that changed rapidly and that even in
the ancient world, sometimes people found hap-
piness in marital comfort.

See also Cleopatra VII; Fulvia; Roman Women
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Twosret
Queen of Egypt (ca. 1197 B.C.)
In about 1550 B.C., Egypt recovered from the
Second Intermediate Period, a time of decentral-
ization and hardship, and rulers of the new,
strong seventeenth dynasty crushed the hated
Hyksos invaders and began a period of expan-
sion all their own. They created an Egyptian em-
pire, controlling lands far to the north into mod-
ern Syria. During this New Kingdom, which was
dominated by military and economic might,
Egypt became the most powerful state in the an-
cient Middle East. The New Kingdom had pro-
duced two remarkably powerful women—Hat-
shepsut and Nefertiti—and toward its end, one
more rose to power—Queen Twosret, of the
nineteenth dynasty.

The nineteenth dynasty began auspiciously
bringing order after the religious disruptions at
the end of the eighteenth dynasty (see Nefertiti).
This dynasty reached its apex with the rule of
Ramses II (ca. 1290–1224 B.C.), who won great
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military battles and who commissioned huge
building projects as testimony to the prosperity
of his reign. Following the death of Ramses and
his successor Merenptah, however, law and order
disintegrated, and there was a confusing succes-
sion of pharaohs who ruled briefly. Contempo-
rary documents used standard phrases to record
a time of turbulence and unrest. In addition,
Egypt’s borders were not even secure against for-
eign invaders, and many peoples attacked,
stretching Egypt’s resources. In the midst of these
growing troubles, a resourceful woman rose to
power to become the last truly Egyptian queen
who actually ruled in her own right.

Twosret never had the title “king’s daughter,”
so she may not have been of royal blood. Her
tomb does give her the title “mistress of all the
land,” however, which implies she was the prin-
cipal wife of Pharaoh Seti II. Twosret seems to
have borne no children, so when her husband
died, the throne went to Merenptah Siptah, the
son of a minor wife of Twosret’s polygamous
husband. Therefore, Twosret was the step-
mother of the new child-king.

As one might expect of a young boy, Siptah
was a weak and ineffectual king who left few
monuments and who died while still young. His
mummy shows that he had suffered from a de-
bilitating illness, possibly cerebral palsy.
Throughout his short reign, Siptah was con-
trolled by his forceful stepmother, who gradu-
ally took over the role of joint ruler. It is not
clear whether Twosret actually married her
young stepson so that she could be actual
queen-regent. Some paintings show her stand-
ing behind Siptah in a pose usually reserved for
a wife, but in most of her memorials Twosret
preferred to be shown in association with her
first husband, Seti II.

After Siptah died, a wave of civil unrest swept
through the country. There was no clear succes-

sor to the throne, and Twosret took full advan-
tage of the confusion to extend her rule, rein-
forcing her claim by adopting the full titles of a
male king of Upper and Lower Egypt (perhaps
recalling the successful rule of Hatshepsut). In
addition to ruling as coregent with Siptah for
about six years, Twosret ruled alone for less than
two years. Mirroring the concerns of all the
Egyptian kings, Twosret wanted to ensure her
immortality with a monumental tomb, but she
did not live long enough to see the work com-
pleted. Her place in the afterlife was further un-
dermined because her male successor, Seth-
nakht, usurped the tomb and tried to efface her
name and her image from its walls.

The sources do not tell how Twosret’s reign
ended. Was she deposed, or did she die a natu-
ral death? We know only that she was the last
ruler of the nineteenth dynasty, for Sethnakht
emerged to found the twentieth dynasty. The
height of Egyptian power was ended, however.
By 1090 B.C. Upper and Lower Egypt had sepa-
rated again, and pharaohs could not keep out
foreign invaders. The twenty-seventh dynasty
began a series of Persian rulers, which ended
with the Macedonian conquests of Alexander
the Great (332 B.C.). Twosret was the last of the
Egyptian women to rule the ancient land, but in
time the Macedonian Ptolemies would produce
female rulers who exerted impressive power over
the land of Egypt.

See also Cleopatra VII; Egyptian Women;
Hatshepsut; Meryt-Neith; Nefertiti; Nitocris;
Sobeknofru
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Valeria
Roman Empress (ca. A.D. 305)
In A.D. 285, the half century of civil war that
had plagued the Roman Empire came to an end
with the ascension of an emperor who restruc-
tured the empire and autocratically established
an organization that preserved it for over a cen-
tury. Diocletian (r. A.D. 285–305) recognized
that for the empire to continue, he had to solve
two significant problems: the administration of
so large a unit and the succession to the imperial
throne. To address the first problem, Diocletian
divided the empire into four sections for admin-
istrative purposes. In this system—called the
Tetrarchy—four men shared power but worked
together. To ensure a peaceful succession, Dio-
cletian established a coemperor who shared
power. These two main emperors—called au-
gusti—each chose their successors—called cae-
sars—who inherited their predecessors’ positions
as augusti and then chose their own caesars. The
first two augusti were Diocletian (with his capi-
tal in the east at Nicomedia) and his old friend
Maximian (with his capital at Milan, Italy; see
Map 7.) Their caesars were Constantius in Gaul
and Britain and Galerius on the Danube.

What could tie these powerful men together
in alliance? It soon became clear that dynastic
marriages played the same important part in
government as they had at the beginning of the
empire with the Julio-Claudian marriages. Ga-
lerius was tied to Diocletian by marriage to the
emperor’s daughter, Valeria, and Constantius
was to discard his concubine, Helena, and
marry Theodora, Maximian’s stepdaughter.

Valeria and her mother, Prisca, were sympa-
thetic to Christians, and though they were not
baptized, they probably attended Christian wor-
ship services. Valeria must have had a difficult
time in her household because Galerius’s mother

believed strongly in the traditional gods of
Rome, and she seems to have induced Galerius
to persuade Diocletian to issue edicts in A.D.
303 that authorized the persecution of Chris-
tians. This launched the worst of the Christian
persecutions, which created many martyrs.

Diocletian resigned his power two years later
to retire to his villa and enjoy the pleasures of gar-
dening. He persuaded Maximian to follow his
example, and the succession briefly went
smoothly to the two caesars—Galerius and Con-
stantius. Now Valeria received the titles of em-
press and “mother of the army,” and she and Ga-
lerius began to rule. The couple had no children,
but Valeria served as a good mother to Galerius’s
bastard son, Candidianus. During the next few
years, Valeria may have softened Galerius’s ani-
mosity toward Christians, for in A.D. 311, when
he was a dying man, the emperor revoked the
edicts authorizing their persecution. Also on his
deathbed, he entrusted the care of his wife and
son to Licinius, who had been his fellow augus-
tus since A.D. 308. The boy Candidianus fell into
Licinius’s hands and was eventually killed. Valeria
seemingly did not trust Licinius and fled to Max-
imin Daia, who was caesar in Asia.

Diocletian’s orderly succession was rapidly
falling apart. The sons of Constantius and Max-
imian (Constantine and Maxentius) all asserted
their rights to be emperors along with Licinius
and Maximin Daia. Once again marriage al-
liances seemed to be the key to succession.
Therefore, when Valeria arrived at the court of
Maximin Daia, his first thought was to divorce
his wife and marry this daughter of Diocletian.
Christian writers at the time claimed that he
was motivated by lust for the young widow, but
politics probably had as much to do with his
proposal as love. Valeria, however, refused him.
She claimed she was still in mourning, and she

357
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would not think about marriage while the ashes
of her husband were not yet cold. Maximin
Daia probably saw a political motive in her re-
fusal and banished Valeria and Prisca to a re-
mote part of Syria. Diocletian sent protests
from his retirement, but he was too old to do
much more.

In A.D. 313, Licinius defeated Maximin’s
army, and Licinius died shortly thereafter.
Prisca and Valeria were no longer safe in their
exile, as great men once again battled for su-
premacy of the Roman world. They set out in
disguise, perhaps hoping to reach the safety of
Diocletian’s villa. That hope was dashed by
news of Diocletian’s death, and so they wan-
dered for fifteen months. Then in Thessalonica
they were recognized; they were publicly be-
headed, and their bodies were thrown into the
sea. Historians write in praise—and perhaps
wonder—that Diocletian had been able to give
up the power he held as emperor and to live out
his life in peaceful retirement. Few mention,
however, that he was not able to ensure such a
tranquil existence for his daughter, the kindly
Valeria.

See also Helena; Julia Maesa; Zenobia
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Venus
Roman Goddess
Venus was originally an Italian goddess, proba-
bly presiding over the fertility of vegetable gar-
dens, fruit, and flowers. The oldest known tem-
ple of Venus dates back to 293 B.C., and within
a century many other temples were dedicated to
Venus. By the second century B.C., under Greek
influence, Venus became identified with the
Greek goddess of love, Aphrodite, and the
Greek goddess’s myths and attributes became as-
sociated with Venus.

Various cults arose that recognized the god-
dess’s many aspects. For example, Venus Genetix
was the universal mother, while Venus Verticor-
dia was the “changer of hearts.” (This latter rep-
resents Venus in her role most similar to that of
Aphrodite, whose myths relate her many adul-

terous relationships.) There was also a festival of
Venus Victrix (victorious Venus).

By the second century A.D., sometimes de-
ceased women were portrayed as the goddess
Venus as a way to enhance the virtues of the de-
ceased. A tomb statue (Figure 78) shows one
such woman posed as Venus, yet sporting the
highly curled contemporary hairstyle.

The cult of Venus became particularly im-
portant to the Romans because Aphrodite was
said to have been the mother of Aeneas, the
founder of Rome. Later influential Romans
took Venus as their patron, thus also enhancing
her importance. For example, the dictator Sulla
claimed her as his protectress, as did Pompey.
The most important family to claim descent di-
rectly from the goddess, however, was that of

Figure 78. Tomb statue of a Roman woman depicted as
Venus, late first century A.D. (Araldo de Luca/Corbis)
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Julius Caesar and his nephew Caesar Augustus
(Octavian). By linking themselves to the family
of Venus through Aeneas, these men helped
consolidate their power to rule what had be-
come a huge empire. The goddess that brought
love had become one that bestowed power.

See also Aphrodite; Calpurnia; Dido; Livia
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Verginia
Roman Maiden (ca. 464–449 B.C.)
After Rome had thrown off the Etruscan
monarchy and established a republic, the Ro-
mans experienced power struggles within the
growing state. During the earliest republic,
power rested in the hands of an aristocracy,
known as the patricians, who were members of
old families that had probably gained special
status under the monarchy. These patricians
had the exclusive right to hold important reli-
gious offices, and they had the authority to ap-
prove decisions made in citizen assemblies.
During the early fifth century B.C., Rome expe-
rienced military difficulties and economic re-
cession. Not surprisingly, it was the poorer citi-
zens—called the plebeians (or plebs)—who
suffered most. To improve their lot, they took
matters into their own hands, and in 494 B.C.,
the plebs withdrew from the city and formed
their own assembly and elected their own offi-
cers (called tribunes). Slowly plebeians were
able to exert power, and over the next two cen-
turies (a time called the struggle of the orders) a
balance was struck that established a constitu-
tion that provided for power to both patricians
and plebeians.

The struggle was not peaceful; at times it was
punctuated by violence even to innocent by-
standers. One such victim was a young girl
named Verginia. Historians cannot be sure

whether her story as told by the Roman histo-
rian Livy is true, or whether it was a legend that
Romans told and retold to remember a signifi-
cant turning point in their history. Ancient men
and women believed the story, however, and
Verginia joined Lucretia as a model of a virtuous
Roman woman.

In 451 B.C., the constitution of Rome had
been suspended, and a Commission of Ten (the
Decemviri) had been set up to publish laws.
These ten men were reelected in 450 B.C., but
then when they were supposed to renounce their
temporary power, they were unwilling to give it
up, so in 449 B.C. they remained in office ille-
gally. In that year, while most Romans were in
the field defending the city from its enemies, the
commission’s chairman, Appius Claudius, re-
mained behind. There he suffered a scandal that
was to bring down this threat to the growing
constitution.

Appius Claudius saw a beautiful plebeian vir-
gin—Verginia—and he set his mind on de-
bauching her. Appius Claudius had arranged a
scheme to capture the girl with his client (sup-
porter), named M. Claudius. Verginia was fif-
teen years old, and while that was old enough to
marry in ancient Rome, she was still a school-
girl. One day while she was on her way to school
(which was near the forum), she was modestly
accompanied by her governess. M. Claudius was
waiting for her and arrested her, claiming that
she was the daughter of one of his own female
slaves. He said that she had been stolen as a baby
by Verginius’s wife and falsely represented as her
own daughter. He dragged the girl to Appius
Claudius, who was prepared to judge this fan-
tastic claim.

Verginia’s fiancé, L. Icelius, who had served as
a tribune of the plebs, quickly intervened, how-
ever, and had the hearing delayed for a day. This
allowed time for her father, L. Verginius, to rush
home from the army to be with her. The next
day, Appius Claudius heard the case, and disre-
garding all the evidence, he adjudged Verginia
to be a slave girl of his client. The historian Livy
wrote: “He was not by nature sound of mind,
and now was spoiled by the greatness of his
power, his soul turgid and his bowels inflamed
because of his love for the girl” (Livy 145).
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There seemed no legal way to save Verginia from
the clutches of the power-mad Appius Claudius.

The girl’s father was not going to allow her to
become a slave, but he knew of only one way to
save her honor. He grabbed a large butcher knife
and stabbed her dead. Like Lucretia’s, her corpse
was exposed in the forum, and the people were
horrified at the sight of the poor innocent girl.
“Matrons and maidens ran out of their houses
lamenting her fate, some throwing flowers and
garlands upon the bier, . . . others their child-
hood toys, and others perhaps even locks of their
hair that they had cut off” (Livy 147–157).

The people rioted, the army mutinied, and
the plebs once again left the city to establish
their own government. The Decemvirs were de-
posed, and the republican constitution was re-
stored. Appius Claudius was arrested, and al-
though he appealed to the tribunes not to
imprison him with lowly burglars and thieves,
the tribunes—remembering Verginia—did not
listen to his protestations. Before the case was
heard, he killed himself, and his client M.
Claudius was banished from Rome. According
to the Roman historian, the spirit of Verginia
was satisfied: “The ghost of Verginia, happier in
death than in life, had wandered through many
a home to ensure that the crime should not go
unpunished; but now that not a single one of
the criminals was left, it was at rest” (Livy 199).
Later Romans remembered the sacrifice of
Verginia whenever they believed tyranny threat-
ened their constitution.

See also Lucretia
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Vestal Virgins
From the time of its legendary founding, Rome
held the family sacred. Within the small round
huts of the earliest Romans, the open hearth at
the center of the house marked the heart of the
family. The goddess of the hearth was Vesta (the
Greek goddess Hestia), and her presence was

marked by the undying flame in the hearth.
Tending the family hearth was the responsibility
of the daughters of the households, and the fam-
ily believed that their care of the fire guaranteed
the survival and continuity of the family.

At some point in the remote past of Rome, a
state cult to Vesta was inaugurated (some
claimed it was instituted by Romulus, the origi-
nal founder of the city), and a temple was set up
in the forum of the city to worship the goddess.
This public shrine was a circular building, in-
tended to represent the earliest houses of the
Romans, and instead of a statue of Vesta, it con-
tained her sacred fire. This was viewed as the fire
that kept the state safe in the same way as the
household hearth offered safety to the family
within. The state fire was tended by a group of
priestesses called vestal virgins.

At first there seem to have been one or two
vestals dedicated to the goddess, but by the his-
torical period there was a college of six vestals
who varied in age. Their primary duty was to
tend the fire in the temple, and any vestal who
let the fire go out was severely whipped. They
also had charge of sacred objects within the
inner sanctum of the temple, such as the palla-
dium—an image of the Greek goddess Athena,
who was identified with the Roman goddess
Minerva. The Romans believed the palladium
was a powerful talisman that protected Rome.
Finally, the vestal virgins made a sacred cake—
called mola salsa—which was a mixture of grain
and salt used in public sacrifices.

Vestal virgins were recruited from patrician
families and chosen between the ages of six and
ten. They served for thirty years, during which
time they had to preserve their virginity intact;
after this time they were permitted to marry.
Few chose to marry after their term, however,
and some historians suggest that they may have
found the ties of marriage onerous after the rel-
ative independence they had had as the most re-
spected priestesses in Rome.

Even though the vestals had to adhere to the
strict rules of virginity throughout their tenure
of office, they still had many freedoms. As early
as the issuing of the Twelve Tables (ca. 450 B.C.),
laws stated that a vestal was to be freed from her
father’s control. She had the right to make a will
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and control her own resources. Vestals answered
only to the chief priest of the state—the pontifex
maximus. Vestals also had a public presence—
they were the only women permitted to drive
through the city of Rome in a carpentum, a two-
wheeled wagon that conferred high status on its
occupant. Furthermore, like the highest magis-
trates, they were preceded in the streets by an at-
tendant—a lictor—who cleared the way before
them. Their privileges were such that some em-
perors granted the women in their family the
rights of vestals, and they were at times shown
on coins as vestal virgins even though they were
not actually priestesses.

Another benefit the vestals held was good
seats in the arena. When Caesar Augustus re-
quired that all women had to sit at the top tiers
of seats at theatrical performances and in the
arena for gladiator shows, the vestal virgins re-
tained their places in front with the emperor’s
party. The vestals’ intimate presence at gladiator
games called forth criticism on the part of peo-
ple who believed their pleasure in the carnage
verged on the sexual. The fourth-century A.D.

Christian critic of the games, the poet Pruden-
tius, included a scathing critic of the vestals’ en-
joyment of the games. He begins with sarcasm:
“What a sweet and gentle spirit she has! She
leaps up at each stroke, and every time that the
victorious gladiator plunges his sword into his
opponent’s neck, she calls him her sweet-
heart . . .” (Prudentius 175).

Prudentius suggests that the vestals were nei-
ther sweet nor gentle, and their passions gener-
ated by the violence raised questions about their
very purity. Prudentius was interested in ban-
ning gladiator contests completely, but his con-
cern about the purity of the vestals was widely
shared.

The Romans believed that the prosperity of
Rome depended upon the dedication of the
vestal virgins. Not only did they have to keep
the sacred fire burning, but they had to keep
their virginity intact throughout their tenure.
Perhaps not surprisingly, there were incidents
when virgins did not keep to their vows. Even
Romulus’s mother, Rhea Silvia, had been a vestal
virgin who became pregnant, and though the

Figure 79. Forum row, house of the vestals on left (Ann Ronan Picture Library)
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founding legends of Rome claimed that her hus-
band was no less than Mars, the god of war him-
self, later vestals were not able to claim divine
intervention if they were caught violating their
vows. The penalties were severe: Vestals judged
guilty of violating their chastity were con-
demned to be entombed alive with a bed, a
lamp, and a little food. The theory was if she
were innocent, Vesta herself would rescue her
entombed priestess, but none was ever saved.

Fewer than ten vestals are known to have
undergone this execution in the long history of
the cult. In part this was because at times in its
history, Romans overlooked the deportment of
the vestals. Sometimes the government found
itself in difficult times, however, and looked to
the virtue of the vestals as a reason for Rome’s
declining fortunes. For example, when the
Romans lost the Battle of Cannae (216 B.C.) to
the Carthaginian general Hannibal during the
Second Punic War, they executed two of the 
six vestals, accusing them of causing the mili-
tary disaster by their promiscuous behavior.
The emperor Domitian (r. A.D. 81–96) wanted
to restore public virtue, and as part of his
campaign, he held trials of vestals and their
lovers. In the first trial, the guilty vestals were
allowed to commit suicide and their lovers to
go into exile. In the second trial, however, the
guilty vestal was buried alive and her lover
beaten to death.

Such scandal and severity were rare. For most
of their long history, the vestal virgins were
highly respected and bore their responsibilities
with dedication and virtue. Many Romans con-
tinued to attribute the success and endurance of
the empire to their care of the home fires of the
state. The last known chief vestal virgin was
Coelia Concordia, who presided in A.D. 380.
The cult was finally abandoned in A.D. 394,
when the empire was officially Christian, and
the fire of Vesta was extinguished.
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Veturia
Roman Mother (ca. 490 B.C.)
In the fifth century B.C., Rome was struggling
with the formation of its constitution to accom-
modate the patrician and plebeian classes. At the
same time, however, Rome was repeatedly
threatened by its neighbors. Roman legend and
history record wars with nearby peoples—the
Sabines, the Volsci, and the Gauls, among oth-
ers. It is very likely that every year—in the sum-
mer, after planting season—Romans partici-
pated in some military campaign. Slowly Rome
conquered the peninsula and much more, but in
the early years such victories were not auto-
matic. According to one legend (which may or
may not be historically accurate), in about 490
B.C., Rome was threatened by an invasion and
was saved only by a heroic Roman mother, who
could demand her son’s obedience. Veturia, the
mother of Coriolanus, was remembered by a
grateful Rome.

In 493 B.C., a Roman patrician led the armies
to a glorious victory over the Volsci, a neighbor-
ing tribe. He had captured the town of Corioli,
and to mark his achievement he was forever
known as Coriolanus (Gnaeus Marcius Cori-
olanus). He was a conservative patrician, who
despised the plebeians (or plebs) and scorned
their representatives, the tribunes. He opposed
the distribution of grain to the starving plebs,
and the people of the city grew so tired of his ar-
rogance that in spite of his military glory he was
banished.

Angry at his city, he placed his military ge-
nius at the service of the Volscians, who wel-
comed him and were pleased to place him at the
head of their armies. In two devastating cam-
paigns he captured a number of Latin towns and
led his forces to the gates of Rome itself. He re-
fused to see deputations from the Roman gov-
ernment, but at last a group of women arrived at
his camp. They were led by his mother, Veturia,
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and joined by his wife, Volumnia. (Later tradi-
tions followed by Plutarch and Shakespeare call
his mother Volumnia and his wife Vergilia.) His
mother reprimanded him and reminded him of
a son’s duty to his parent. Duly chastened, Cori-
olanus turned away from Rome and marched
the Volscian army home.

There are two accounts of Coriolanus’s end.
One tradition says (quite reasonably) that the
Volscians killed him for betraying them.
Plutarch and Shakespeare believed this version
of the story. Another Roman tradition claims he
lived into old age in exile. It is possible that the
whole story is a fabrication, designed to remem-
ber a time when Rome was threatened by out-

siders. The senate at Rome did remember and
marked the women’s triumph over treason by
erecting a temple to Fortuna Muliebris (the “for-
tune of women”) on the spot where Veturia
commanded her son and saved Rome. A respect
for Roman mothers joined legend in the grow-
ing history of the Roman people.

See also Lucretia; Motherhood, Roman; Verginia
Suggested Readings
Balsdon, J. P. V. D. Roman Women: Their History

and Habits. New York: John Day, 1963.
Gardner, Jane F. Roman Myths. Austin: University

of Texas Press, 1995.
Livy. The Early History of Rome. Trans. A. de

Selincourt. Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1960.





W
Work
Prehistory
Women have always worked as hard as men to
support their families and build the cultures that
dominated the ancient world. During the early
Stone Age, when humans first appeared and
lived by hunting and gathering, archaeologists
assume that women did most of the gathering
while men did most of the hunting. They base
this assumption on anthropological studies of
modern hunting and gathering societies in
which this is the case, but we cannot necessarily
generalize to humans’ earliest history. Even if it
is so, this in no way devalues women’s contribu-
tion. Indeed, in most hunting-gathering soci-
eties, almost 75 percent of the caloric intake
consists of gathered food, not hunted meat.
Thus, women may have provided most of the
foodstuffs that sustained the family, and we may
perhaps get tantalizing evidence for people’s re-
spect for women in the small carvings of females
that were produced in this dawn of the human
era. (See Stone Age Art.)

Women’s skill at gathering may have led to
further contributions by women. The earliest
records indicate that women were skilled in
knowledge of herbs and their medicinal value.
Therefore, women were probably the earliest
healers. Women’s skill in preparing food also
probably led to their discovery of some of the
early important cooking techniques: brewing
ale, making wine, and baking yeast breads.
These skills seemed so remarkable that women
were also reputed to have skills in magic, and
this reputation continued throughout the an-
cient world.

It is also probable that women during the
prehistoric times took the lead in curing hides
and sewing them together for clothing. These

skills led to important technological develop-
ments because the earliest boats were sewn to-
gether (not pegged with wooden nails).

Finally, at the dawn of the historical period,
some Stone Age societies in Mesopotamia began
to develop agriculture and to domesticate ani-
mals. Some archaeologists suggest that if indeed
women were the principal gatherers of vegetable
crops, they might have been the likely ones to
have first planted the all-important grains that
created the agricultural revolution that dramati-
cally changed human society. With the develop-
ment of agriculture, societies grew larger and
more complex. The increased population also
permitted more specialization of labor, and
women’s labor remained essential and varied.

Ancient Middle East
In Mesopotamia and the eastern coast of the
Mediterranean, agriculture and herding allowed
relatively large populations to grow. This was al-
ways a hard land, however, and agriculture re-
quired more work than the old hunting-gather-
ing existence. Furthermore, the availability of
water meant the difference between survival and
famine in this hot, dry land. Scholars who have
studied changing patterns of men’s and women’s
work note that in regions that require irrigated
land, both men and women must put in hard
work in the fields to ensure a sufficiency.

In the fertile river valleys and coastal plains
men and women probably worked in the irriga-
tion of crops. With organization and prosperity,
cities grew, and with them more of a division of
labor. Some men and women could specialize in
crafts—pottery and later textile production—
for sale. Women also sold some of the surplus
ale and wine they had produced for the family.
Thus, at the beginnings of urban work, women
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participated in all aspects. In the earliest
Mesopotamian records, we even have evidence
of women who were scribes, the highest edu-
cated of the workforce. (Later in their history,
women began to be excluded from the scribal
schools.) Mesopotamian women also engaged in
the “oldest profession” of prostitution within
the ancient cities.

In the Iron Age, people—including the an-
cient Israelites—began to settle in the difficult
highlands surrounding the fertile Jordan valley.
The men and women in this frontier land faced
even more hardships. There was little reliable
water, and the earliest settlers had to dig cisterns
in the rock to store rainwater. They also had to
practice terraced agriculture in which fields were
cleared, leveled, and surrounded with rock to
prevent runoff of the precious water. In this dif-
ficult land, labor was essential. Men and women
not only cleared the land and cultivated the pre-
cious grain, but they had to dry the fruits as they
ripened to be sure the scarce but late rains would
not spoil the crop. The animals had to be
tended—goats milked and sheep sheared.
Women not only worked hard alongside men,
but their job also included producing as many
children as possible to help work the difficult
land. This was the context in which men had
multiple wives, who between them shared the
work and the childbearing.

In ancient Egyptian society, the Nile River
was more predictable than the Tigris and Eu-
phrates Rivers of Mesopotamia, and very early
irrigation allowed for a highly developed society.
Within this culture, poorer women always con-
tinued to work alongside their husbands in fam-
ily enterprises. For example, we have records of
a woman who supervised the delivery of grain
for her husband’s business. Some women who
had been fortunate to be educated enough to
learn to read and write worked as administrators
or supervisors—for example, in the large linen-
making enterprises. Other women worked in
the female-dominated music, weaving, and
mourning industries. Finally, women who had
no specific training entered domestic service.

While the Egyptian records indicate that
many women were employed—and earned their
own money—there emerged a gender-based

work ideal: Men worked outside the home, and
women worked indoors. Even when they were
serving as administrators in weaving or brewing,
women were not supposed to work out in the
hot sun. (Even the highly stylized artworks often
show this ideal, portraying light-skinned
women next to their sun-darkened husbands.)

During these centuries of early agricultural
development, neither men’s nor women’s work
was devalued. Everyone’s labor was essential to
the group’s survival. With prosperity, warfare,
and conquests, slaves were acquired to help with
the hard labor of society. As slaves began to per-
form more and more work, however, labor itself
became devalued. The ideal was to be wealthy
enough to have someone else do your labor, and
this ideal had a strong impact on women, par-
ticularly in Greece.

Greece
In Greek society—particularly Athenian cul-
ture—neither upper-class men nor women in-
tended to work. Men wanted to live off the in-
come generated by hardworking slaves (of both
genders), and women stayed within the house-
hold to supervise the household slaves in the
production of the necessities for life. Even
upper-class women continued to work on things
that were by now considered women’s work: car-
ing for children, nursing the sick, spinning and
weaving cloth for clothing, and preparing food.
Wealthy women did not even go out to shop,
for that involved leaving the house. Purchases
were done by their husbands or slaves.

Poorer women, even citizens, went out to
work, most of them engaging in occupations
that were an extension of women’s work at
home. They worked as laundry women and in
the clothing industries. They also engaged in
trade, selling food, clothing, or flowers. Other
women worked as nurses of children and mid-
wives. Finally, some women continued to work
as prostitutes.

The devaluation of working outside the
home had a long-standing effect on women in
Western culture because it established the idea
that women of quality did not work at all,
which restricted women’s opportunities. This
ideal hardly outlasted classical Athenian society,
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however, because with the conquest of Alexan-
der the Great, Greek culture was transformed,
and more women worked.

Persia and the Hellenistic Kingdoms
In the Persian Empire, women had taken more
of a visible role than they had in the Greek
world. At all levels, the records show women
controlling and managing their own property
and engaging in trade and other work. (See Per-
sian Women.) It is important to remember,
however, that women remained primarily re-
sponsible for child care, clothing, and food pro-
duction, so that other activities were added to
these responsibilities. Wealthy women owned
slaves to handle many of these chores, but they
always had supervisory responsibilities over the
slaves in their charge. Persian women seem not
to have been affected by the Athenian notion of
seclusion, and they took the opportunity to
work in more arenas.

In Macedonia, to the north of Greece, there
was a tradition of strong, independent women
in the ruling families. Olympias—mother of
Alexander the Great—even appeared in front of
the armies as she jockeyed for political power.
When Alexander conquered Greece and the Per-
sian Empire (in 323 B.C.), he introduced an era
that we have come to call Hellenistic, meaning
“Greeklike.” As Alexander spread Greek culture
east all the way to India, he transformed the
local Persian culture somewhat. Greek culture
too, was transformed in the process, and in the
large kingdoms that were established with
Alexander’s death (shown on Map 6), women
had more opportunities than they had ever had
before. These included opportunities for work.

In the fluid Hellenistic world with its cosmo-
politan cities, women appear working in many
fields, from sales to manufacturing to the arts.
The documents repeatedly reveal how these new
work opportunities were transforming tradi-
tional life. For example, in 220 B.C., an Egyptian
father writing in Greek appealed to the king to
help him resolve a domestic dispute. He claimed
that his daughter, Nike, had abandoned him in
his old age. According to the father, Nike had
promised to get a job and pay him a pension
every month out of her wages. To his dismay, she

instead became involved with a comic actor and
neglected her filial duties. The father implored
King Ptolemy IV to force Nike to care for him
in his old age instead of running off with the
comedian named Dionysus. Here we can see a
woman engaged in working and following her
own interests with the money she generated. She
was only one of many such women.

Some women engaged in the public life of
their cities by using their money to help their
cities. For example, inscriptions remember fe-
male magistrates, such as Phile of Priene, who
was the first woman to construct a reservoir and
aqueduct to provide water for her city. Another
woman—Aristodama—was given citizenship
because of her magnificent poetry. Within the
Hellenistic kingdoms, then, many women
worked in many occupations. These kingdoms
were subsequently conquered by Rome, and
these conquests would in turn increase the op-
portunities for Roman women to work outside
the home.

Rome
The ideal work for early Roman women was
“working in wool.” Like Greek women, women
of the Roman Republic were supposed to stay
secluded and spend their time—and labor—on
domestic pursuits, specifically making cloth and
clothing. But this ideal was strictly limited to
the noble upper classes. Upper-class women
slowly gained more freedom to participate in the
public life of the empire (see Roman Women).
Throughout its history, however, many women
continued to work in all occupations. After all,
the poor of both genders could not afford to be
out of the workforce.

Women of the lower classes—and ex-
slaves—worked in many professions. Not sur-
prisingly, freedwomen who worked dominated
the textile industry, although men also worked
as weavers. Unlike the situation in Greece, men
worked alongside women doing laundry work as
well, and these instances show that in the
Roman world there was less division of labor by
gender. Working men and women did what
they could to turn a profit.

The occupations of women listed in the city
of Pompeii (which was destroyed by a volcano)
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can serve as an example for the diversity of
women’s work in the Roman world. Women
worked at mills grinding grain, and the Pom-
peian records mention a landlady and a female
moneylender. Women were involved in selling
in all kinds of shops, from nails to wine to cloth-
ing to fish. Freedwomen, who often had origi-
nally come from the east, sold luxury items or
exotic merchandise such as purple dye or per-
fumes. Women’s names stamped on pipes and
bricks record their involvement in building ac-
tivities from ownership to working as a mason.
Women also worked as waitresses in taverns and
continued to work in brothels as prostitutes.

Conclusion
Women in the ancient world worked hard. They
were always overwhelmingly responsible for care
of children and the ill and for providing food and
clothing for the household. In addition, most
women took on the duties of bringing in some
income for the family or working in the family
businesses. These facts remained constant. What

did change over time was the degree to which
women’s contribution was valued: As life became
more urban, women’s contribution within the
home was valued less than it was when life was
more rural. It was with city life that labor outside
the home—which brought in money as a
profit—was valued more than labor within the
home. This shift caused women’s work to be de-
valued. This devaluation began in the ancient
world and continues into the present—to the
detriment of women without whose labors fami-
lies and societies would not have survived.
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Xanthippe
Wife of Greek Philosopher (ca. 380 B.C.)
Historians, philosophers, and many others hold
the Greek Socrates (469–399 B.C.) to be one of
the greatest philosophers and moralists of all
time. Socrates left no writings but spent his life
talking to and teaching the young men of
Athens as he walked about the marketplace. Al-
though he was the son of a sculptor and proba-
bly worked in that trade himself, he claimed that
he was like his mother, who was a midwife, be-
cause he gave birth to ideas. Throughout his life,
he questioned his neighbors, trying to spur them
on to greater virtue, but in the course of this en-
terprise, he offended many. Finally, in 399 B.C.
he was placed on trial on charges of corrupting
the young and of impiety (not believing in the
gods). In spite of a lack of evidence, he was
found guilty and sentenced to death. He drank
a bowl of hemlock (poison) and died, and his life
and death have served as a model of a man liv-
ing a virtuous life of the mind.

We know most about Socrates’s life from the
writings of his student, Plato, who was most in-
terested in describing the sage’s ideas. Yet, he
(and other subsequent writers) included a few
bits of tantalizing information about Socrates’s
wife, Xanthippe. Due to Socrates’s fame, Xan-
thippe’s name, too, lived on through the ages.

Socrates must have married Xanthippe when
he was elderly and she was much younger than
he, because when he died at the age of seventy,
his son by Xanthippe (named Lamprocles) was
described as being a “small boy.” Even if the
child were as old as ten (which hardly qualifies
as a small boy), Socrates would have been sixty
when Xanthippe conceived the child. Plato did
not comment on this age discrepancy, so it must
not have been remarkable.

What was remarkable for the ancient Greek
world was Xanthippe’s temperament. In a soci-
ety that insisted that respectable women be
silent and unobtrusive, Xanthippe had a reputa-
tion for being a “shrew”—shouting at Socrates
in public and berating him. She was known
throughout Athens for her sharp tongue and her
quick temper. Socrates once jokingly said, “As I
intended to associate with all kinds of people, I
thought nothing they could do would disturb
me, once I had accustomed myself to bear the
disposition of Xanthippe” (Plato 109). It is this
reputation that has survived through the ages,
for centuries later, artists portrayed Socrates
being ridden by his domineering wife.

Plato does reveal one moment of humanity
in Xanthippe that perhaps offers us a glimpse
into the real woman (instead of the caricature of
the nagging wife). In the dialogue “Phaedo,”
Plato describes Socrates’s death. On the day the
philosopher was to die, his friends came to him,
and in Plato’s words: “We went in, and found
Socrates . . . and Xanthippe, you know her, with
his little boy, sitting beside him. Then when
Xanthippe saw us, she cried out in lamentation
and said as women do, ‘O Socrates! Here is the
last time your friends will speak to you and you
to them!’ Socrates glanced at Criton and said
quietly, ‘Please let someone take her home,
Criton.’ Then some of Criton’s people led her
away crying and beating her breast” (Plato
462–463). In banishing his wife, Socrates was
banishing emotions—embodied in a woman—
from his death.

Here we see the wife and mother mourning
her husband. At the same time, we can see that
in this traditional Greek city, she was not in-
cluded in Socrates’s final words to his friends.
The philosopher died as a Greek man, sur-
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rounded by the male friends who formed the
core of his life. Xanthippe was closed out of the
room and lived in history as an angry shrew.

See also Aspasia; Greek (Athenian) Women
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Zenobia
Queen of Palmyra (ca. A.D. 260)
In the half century after the death of emperor
Alexander Severus, the Roman Empire entered
into a period of administrative chaos. There
were scores of claimants to the imperial throne,
and some ruled (and survived) for only a few
months. At the same time, invaders began to
penetrate the borders of the empire—Goths
threatened the north and Persians the east. In
the course of this chaos, Palmyra, a small client
kingdom on the eastern edge of the Roman
Empire between Rome and Persia, rose to
prominence (shown on Map 7).

Palmyra was a wealthy city that lay on the
caravan routes between Phoenicia, Syria, and
Egypt. Lists of commercial taxes show that
goods came all the way from China and India
through the hands of merchant aristocrats. In
this cosmopolitan city, people spoke Latin,
Greek, Aramaic, and Egyptian, and since the
second century A.D., some of its illustrious citi-
zens had risen in the ranks of Rome. One such
successful man was Odenathus, whose grandfa-
ther had been a Roman senator in about A.D.
230 and who had become a Roman consul him-
self in A.D. 258. Events and the breakdown of
central authority brought Odenathus even more
prominence.

In A.D. 260, the Roman emperor Valerian
was defeated and held captive by the king of Per-
sia. Odenathus took to the field with archers and
spearmen of Palmyra and the cavalry of the
desert Arabs, and he defeated the Persian forces.
According to one chronicler, they even captured
the magnificent treasure of the Persian emperor.
A year later, Odenathus scored another victory
against a Roman general in Syria who had set
himself up as emperor. The new legitimate em-

peror, Gallienus, gave Odenathus the title of
king in Palymra and created an alliance with him
to help secure the eastern borders. Odenathus
enjoyed his title for only a few years, however,
for in about A.D. 266, he was assassinated. In the
same attack, Odenathus’s heir was also killed.
Then his second wife, Zenobia, took power, os-
tensibly serving as regent on behalf of her own
young son. Zenobia’s accomplishments eclipsed
those of her husband, and she captured the
imagination of ancient and modern historians.

A collection of Roman biographies written in
the fourth century A.D. (called the Scriptores
Historiae Augustae) included an account of
Zenobia’s life. The authors praised her beauty,
calling her “the noblest of all the women of the
East” and “the most beautiful” (Fraser 114),
with black eyes and dark skin and teeth so white
that many believed she wore pearls in her
mouth. These historians also attributed to her a
measure of chastity, claiming that she only al-
lowed her husband in her bed in order to con-
ceive her sons and did not permit him near her
at other times. There is no evidence to corrobo-
rate that story, and she did bear three sons.
Zenobia claimed that she was descended from
the famous Egyptian queen Cleopatra VII, and
she seems to have planned to claim the same
power as that famous queen. She certainly had
the same ambition.

Once Odenathus was dead, Zenobia quickly
took control and was not content to hold
Palmyra; she began to expand at the expense of
the beleaguered Romans. By A.D. 269, her gen-
eral Zabdas had secured most of Egypt, and at
the same time Zenobia had annexed most of
Syria. A year later, Zenobia conquered as far
north as the Black Sea. Palmyra was now a re-
spectable empire in its own right, and more im-
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portantly, it controlled much of the commerce
that was so vital to Rome. To add a final insult,
Zenobia took a step her husband had not—she
declared herself formally independent of Rome.
Confirming this independence, Zenobia called
herself empress, and in A.D. 271, she had coins
struck on behalf of herself and her son. Rome
did not let this insult go unanswered.

In the midst of its chaos, Rome acquired an
emperor—Aurelian (r. A.D. 270–275)—whose
military skill restored most of the lands that
were falling away from the empire. He first re-
conquered Egypt, and then marched north,
slowly retaking the lands that Zenobia had
claimed as her own. Zenobia led her army
against Aurelian, riding her horse in the thick of
battle while transmitting orders through her
generals. The Palmyran cavalry lacked the disci-
pline of the Roman legions and were lured into
a horrible slaughter. Zenobia escaped across the
desert to her home city of Palmyra, but Aurelian
pursued her and besieged the city.

During this time, Aurelian and Zenobia were
said to have exchanged correspondence. Aure-
lian asked her to surrender, writing “How, O
Zenobia, have you dared to insult Roman em-
perors?” (Fraser 123). Zenobia reputedly re-
sponded with defiance worthy of Queen
Cleopatra. Zenobia then was going to seek help
from the Persians and planned to escape the
siege of Palmyra by fleeing on a female camel,
which was supposed to be faster than the fleetest
horse. She escaped the city and made it as far as
the Euphrates River, where she was captured as
she was boarding a boat—she was either recog-
nized or betrayed. She was brought before Em-
peror Aurelian as a captive and was unable to do
anything to save her city, which was captured
and sacked.

At this point, Zenobia’s instinct for survival
overrode her pride. She claimed that she was a
“simple woman” who had been led astray by her
advisers. She even renounced the bold letter that
she had sent to Aurelian, claiming it had been
written by someone else (although another
scholar swore that Zenobia herself had dictated
it to him). These claims earned her some
clemency, for Zenobia was taken to Rome as a
captive. She was forced to march in Aurelian’s

triumph, during which she walked shackled by
golden chains and weighed down by the heavy
jewels that she had once worn so proudly.

Perhaps remarkably, Zenobia’s career did not
end in chains. At some point, the Roman state
allowed her to retire in affluence to a villa near
Tivoli. She married a Roman senator and had
more children. At the same time, she enter-
tained lavishly in Rome, and the only scandal
that remained attached to her was that she spoke
Latin with an outlandish accent. Her command
of Greek, Aramaic, and Egyptian, however,
made her an exotic hostess.

Aurelian had to return to Palymra again to
put down another rebellion, and this time he
sacked the city so thoroughly that the distinctive
Palmyran civilization disappeared. Zenobia,
however, continued to thrive in Rome, a testa-
ment not only to a bold warrior-queen but to a
survivor who could find some victory even in
military defeat.

See also Cleopatra VII;  Julia Maesa; Julia Mamaea
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Zipporah
Hebrew Wife and Mother 
(ca. thirteenth century B.C.)
The Hebrew scriptures (the Christian Old Tes-
tament) tell of a crucial turning point of the He-
brew people—when they were led out of Egypt
by Moses. In this Exodus, they were forged into
a nation. The great Hebrew leader and lawgiver,
Moses, was joined by his wife, Zipporah.

According to the Book of Exodus, Moses
grew up in the Egyptian pharaoh’s household,
but he remained aware of his Hebrew origin
(since his mother had served as his nurse). One
day, once he was grown, he decided to go off
alone to find out what was happening with his
people. He saw an Egyptian overseer whipping
an Israelite slave, and Moses intervened. Think-
ing that no one was watching, Moses killed the
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Egyptian and buried the body in the sand. The
next day, he intervened in a fight between two
Israelites and was alarmed when one of them
said: “Who made you a prince and a judge over
us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the
Egyptian?” (Exod. 2:14). Moses realized that he
had been observed and grew afraid. Indeed,
Pharaoh heard of the killing and sought to kill
Moses, but he fled to the land of the Midia-
nites—a Semitic people who were distantly re-
lated to the Hebrews.

Moses sat by a well to rest, and while he was
there the seven daughters of Jethro, the priest of
Midian, came to draw water and fill long
troughs for their father’s flock of sheep to drink.
Some shepherds came and tried to drive the
women away, but Moses intervened. Then he
helped the women water the flocks. When they
came to their father, he was surprised to see
them return so soon. So they told him about the
Egyptian who had helped them, and their father
told them to call him and invite him to eat with
them. Moses then came to live with the priest
and married his daughter Zipporah. She bore
him a son; Moses named him Gershom, because
ger means “stranger,” and Moses was a stranger
living in a strange land.

One day while Moses was watching the
flock of his father-in-law, he led the sheep to
Horeb, which people believed was the moun-
tain of God. According to the Bible, an angel
appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush,
and Moses saw that the bush was burning, yet
it was not consumed. Then Moses heard God
address him and tell him that the Lord would
lead the Israelites out of bondage in Egypt to a
Promised Land “flowing with milk and honey”
(Exod. 4:17). God gave Moses powerful signs
of leadership to persuade the people—a rod
that would turn into a snake and water that
would turn to blood. God also promised Moses
that the people would not leave Egypt empty-
handed: “Each woman shall ask of her neigh-
bor, and of her who sojourns in her house, jew-
elry of silver and of gold, and clothing, and you
shall put them on your sons and on your
daughters; thus you shall despoil the Egyp-
tians” (Exod. 4:22). So the Hebrew men and
women were to be led out of bondage by

Moses, but first Zipporah had to help him re-
turn to Egypt.

Moses told his father-in-law that he had to
return to Egypt, and with Jethro’s blessing,
Moses took his wife and placed her on an ass to
travel. Along with Zipporah went Gershom,
the elder son, and a newly born son named
Eliezer. As they traveled, Moses came into diffi-
culty. “The Lord met him and sought to kill
him” (Exod. 5:24). This may have meant that
Moses became ill or suffered some other attack,
and Zipporah believed that Moses had omitted
some ritual act. To appease the Lord, Zipporah
took a sharp stone of flint and “cut off her son’s
foreskin, and touched Moses’s feet with it, and
said, ‘Surely you are a bridegroom of blood to
me!’” (Exod. 5:25). Then Moses was restored,
or as the Bible put it, “[God] let him alone”
(Exod. 5:26).

Biblical scholars have offered some sugges-
tions about the meaning of this passage. It is
clear that Zipporah—and the author of the
passage—believed that the blood spilled dur-
ing the circumcision would ward off the ad-
verse effects of the attack. In addition, since
God had required all Hebrew infant boys to be
circumcised, Zipporah may have worried that
since the infant was not yet circumcised, this
was the offense. But the passage offers yet more
complexities due to her words. In the Bible,
the word feet is sometimes a euphemism for
sexual organs, so this passage implies that
Moses was not circumcised, and by her acts
Zipporah cleansed him of that impurity. In
some ancient cultures, circumcision was a pu-
berty or marriage ritual, so Zipporah’s words
“bridegroom of blood” may have been an old
expression for a young man who was circum-
cised before marriage. This whole passage may
suggest that Zipporah prepared Moses for lead-
ing the Hebrews by symbolically accomplish-
ing his circumcision with the blood of their
newly circumcised son. Whatever the full
meaning of the passage, Moses was cured and
continued on to confront Pharaoh and free his
people.

At some point during the confrontation,
Moses must have sent Zipporah and his sons
back to her father, and the Hebrews escaped
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Pharaoh and began their long travels in the
desert of Sinai. Later, Jethro brought Zipporah
and her sons to meet Moses again in the wilder-
ness. They were welcomed and continued to
travel with Moses. Zipporah disappears from
the biblical narrative at this point, but her in-
clusion offers her a small but central role in the
majestic story of the Exodus.

See also Clothing; Jewelry; Jewish Women; Miriam
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Varro (Roman scholar), 324
Vashti (queen of Persia), 104
Veiling, 46, 65, 113, 289, 290
Venus, 242, 358–359
Venuses (Paleolithic statues), 332
Vergilia, 363
Verginia, 359–360
Vespillo (Roman senator), 354, 355
Vesta. See Hestia
Vestal virgins, 4, 184, 214, 229,

302, 313, 360–362
Veturia, 362–363
Vibia Sabina. See Sabina
Virgil (Roman poet), 86, 287–288,

325, 335, 337
Virgin sacrifice, 138–139
Virginity

Christian, 12, 14, 21–22,
118–119, 211, 212, 213(fig.),
214, 215, 225, 296–297

Greek mythological, 25, 78, 132,
138–139, 240

of Roman empress, 296–297
See also Vestal virgins
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Vispania, 181
Volumnia, 363

Warriors, warfare
British, 34–37
Germanic, 136
Greek, 152–153
Irish, 220
Jewish, 80–81
Mesopotamian, 165–166
mythological, 7–9, 24, 25, 229
Persian, 272
Spartan, 330, 331

Wet nurses, 97–98, 236
Widowhood

Christian, 9–10, 12, 14, 47, 264,
342

Jewish, 197, 245–246, 309
Roman, 70–71, 237

Wigs, Egyptian, 95–96

Wisdom. See Intellectuality
Woman, creation of, 120
Women, goddess of, 187
Women of Troy (Euripides),

152–153
Work of women, 365–368

Egyptian, 94, 97, 98, 366
Greek, 103, 140, 141, 157–158,

366–367
Hellenistic, 367
Jewish, 176, 177
Mesopotamian, 365–366
Persian, 274, 367
in prostitution, 289–292
Roman, 308, 367–368
Stone Age, 365
in textile production, 94, 98,

103, 366, 367
and vestal virgins, 360

Xanthippe, apocryphal acts of, 12,
13

Xanthippe (wife of Socrates),
369–370

Xenophon, 273, 277
Xerxes (Persian king), 20–21, 104,

271, 272

Zechariah, 100
Zeno (Greek Stoic philosopher),

159, 279
Zenobia, 371–372
Zeus, 18, 77, 82, 83, 84, 114–116,

131, 132, 151, 155, 156, 165,
202, 238, 242, 251, 261, 262,
322

Zipporah, 372–374
Zoroastrianism, 211, 212, 243
Zosimas (monk), 218–219
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