ENCYCLOPEDIA OF

WOMEN
IN THE
ANCIENT
WORLD



EDITORIAL BOARD

Mary Gardner
Judith Hallett
Ross S. Kramer
Mary Lefkowitz
Joyce Tyldesley



ENCYCLOPEDIA OF

WOMEN
IN THE
ANCIENT
WORLD

Joyce E. Salisbury

FOREWORD BY

Mary Lefkowitz

ABCew CLIO

Santa Barbara, California  Denver, Colorado  Oxford, England



© 2001 by Joyce E. Salisbury

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for the inclusion
of brief quotations in a review, without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Salisbury, Joyce E.
Encyclopedia of women in the ancient world / Joyce E. Salisbury;

foreword by Mary Lefkowitz.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 1-57607-092-1 (hard: acid-free paper) — ISBN 1-57607-585-0 (e-book)
1. Women—History—To 500—Encyclopedias. 2. Women—Biography—To
500—Encyclopedias. 3. Civilization, Ancient—Encyclopedias. I. Title.

HQ1127 .525 2001
305.4'09'0103—dc21 00-013117

06 05 04 030201 109 87654321

This book is also available on the World Wide Web as an e-book. Visit abc-clio.com for details.
ABC-CLIO, Inc.

130 Cremona Drive, PO. Box 1911

Santa Barbara, California 93116-1911

This book is printed on acid-free paper |.
Manufactured in the United States of America



To
Lydia Anne Hillesheim






CONTENTS

List of Entries by Category, xi
Foreword, Mary Lefkowitz, xv
Preface, xvii
Acknowledgments, xxi
Genealogical Charts, xxiii
Maps, xxvi

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF WOMEN
IN THE ANCIENT WORLD

A Berenice II, 31

Abortion, 1 Blaesilla, 32

Agnes, 2 Blandina, 33

Agrippina the Elder, 3 Boudicca, 34

Agrippina the Younger, 3

Alexandra Salome, 6 C

Amazons, 7 Caerellia, 39

Anna, 9 Calpurnia, 39

Anyte of Tegea, 10 Cartimandua, 41

Aphrodite, 10 Cassandra, 41

Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 12 Catal Hiiyiik, 42

Aristodama of Smyrna, 15 Ceres, 44

Arsinoé II, 15 Christian Women, 44

Arsinoé 111, 18 Cleopatra I (“The Syrian”), 48

Artemis, 18 Cleopatra II, 49

Artemisia, 20 Cleopatra I1I, 50

Artists, Hellenistic, 21 Cleopatra V Selene, 51

Asella, 21 Cleopatra VII, 52

Aspasia, 23 Cleopatra Selene Apene, 54

Athena, 24 Cleopatra Thea, 55
Clodia, 57

B Cloelia, 58

Bathsheba, 27 Clothing, 60

(Julia) Berenice, 28 Clytemnestra, 66

Berenice I, 30 Constantina, 67

VI



Contraception, 68 Flaccilla, 126
Corinna of Tanagra, 69 Fulvia, 128
Cornelia [Roman Matron], 70

Cornelia [Wife of Roman Dictator], 71 G

Cosmetics, 72 Gaea, 131
Cybele, 74 Galla Placidia, 132

Germanic Tribal Women, 134
D Glaphyra, 137
Danag, 77 Greek Heroine Cults, 138
Daphne, 78 Greek (Athenian) Women, 139
Deborah, 78 Gynecology, 142
Delilah, 80
Delphic Oracle, 82 H
D emeter, 83 Hagnodice, 147
D lana, 84 Hannah, 147
D{do, 85 Hatshepsut, 148
D {na‘h, 86 ] Helen of Troy in Greek Mythology, 151
Diotima of Mantinea, 87 Helena, 153
Dynamis, 89 Hera, 155

Herodias, 156
E ) Hestia, 157
Egeria, 91 Hipparchia, 158
Egyptian Women, 92 Honoria, 160
Electra, 98 Hortensia, 161
Elen Luyddog, 99 Hypatia, 162

Elizabeth, 100
Enheduanna, 101
Erinna of Telos, 103 |

Esther, 103 lo, 165

Etruscan Women, 106 Ishtar, 165

Eudocia, 108 Isis, 166

Eudoxia, 110

Eulalia of Merida, 111 )

Euphrosyne (Castissima), 112 Jewelry, 171

Europa, 114 Jewish Women, 175

Eurydice, 116 Jezebel, 177

Eurydice I, 116 Judith, 178

Eustochium, 118 Julia, 180

Eve, 119 Julia Domna, 182
Julia Maesa, 183

F Julia Mamaea, 185

Fausta, 123 Junia, 186

Faustina the Younger, 123 Juno, 187

Felicity, 125 Justina, 188

VI CONTENTS



L

Laodice I, 191
Leah, 192
Leontium, 192
Livia, 194
Lucretia, 196
Lydia, 197

M

Maccabean Martyrs, 199
Macha Mong Ruadh, 200
Macrina the Younger, 201
Maenads, 202

Marcella, 203

Marcia, 205

Maria, 207

Mariamne, 208

Martha [Christian Woman], 210
Martha [Persian Martyr], 211
Martyrs, 212

Mary, 215

Mary Magdalene, 216
Mary of Egypt, 218
Medb, 219

Medea, 221

Medusa, 223

Melania the Elder, 223
Melania the Younger, 225
Meryt-Neith, 226
Messalina, 227

Minerva, 229

Minoan Women, 229
Miriam, 231

Monica, 233
Motherhood, Roman, 234
Muses, 238

Mythology, 239

N

Naomi, 245
Nefertiti, 246
Niobe, 248
Nitocris, 248
Nossis of Locri, 250

Nymphs, 251

O

Octavia, 253

Olympias [Christian Deaconess], 254
Olympias [Macedonian Queen], 256
Olympic Games, 257

p

Pamphila, 261

Pandora, 261

Pasiphag, 263

Paula, 263

Paulina, 265

Pelagia, 266

Penelope, 268

Perpetua the Martyr, 268
Persian Women, 270
Phila, 274

Philomela, 275
Philosophers, Greek, 276
Plancia Magna, 279
Plotina, 281

Pompeia, 283

Poppaea Sabina, 284
Porcia, 285

Prisca, 287

Proba, 287

Prostitution, 289
Prostitution, Sacred, 292
Pudentilla, 293
Pulcheria, 295

R

Rachel, 299

Rahab, 300
Rebekah, 301

Rhea Silvia, 302
Rizpah, 303

Roman Women, 304
Ruth, 309

S
Sabina, 311

CONTENTS



Sabine Women, 312
Salome I, 314

Salome II, 315
Sappho of Lesbos, 316
Sarah (also Sarai), 317
Servilia, 319
Sexuality, 321

Sibyls, 324

Sirens, 325
Sobeknofru, 327
Sophoniba, 327
Sosipatra, 329
Spartan Women, 330
Stone Age Art, 332
Stratonice I, 334
Sulpicia, 335
Susanna, 337

T
Tabitha, 341
Tarbo, 342
Terentia, 343
Teuta, 345
Thais, 346

About the Author, 385

X CONTENTS

Index, 375

Theano, 347
Thecla, 348
Thekla, 350
Tiy, 351
Tullia, 353
Turia, 354
Twosret, 355

V

Valeria, 357
Venus, 358
Verginia, 359
Vestal Virgins, 360
Veturia, 362

\W
Work, 365

X
Xanthippe, 369

Z
Zenobia, 371
Zipporah, 372



ENTRIES BY CATEGORY

CHRISTIAN

Agnes

Anna

Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles
Asella

Blaesilla

Blandina

Christian Women
Cosmetics

Egeria

Eudocia

Eulalia of Merida
Euphrosyne (Castissima)
Eustochium

Felicity

Junia

Lydia

Macrina the Younger
Marcella

Maria

Martha [Christian Woman]
Martha [Persian Martyr]
Mary

Mary Magdelene

Mary of Egypt

Melania the Elder
Melania the Younger
Monica

Olympias [Christian Deaconess]
Paula

Pelagia

Perpetua the Martyr
Prisca

Prostitution

Sexuality

X

Tabitha
Tarbo
Thais
Thecla
Thekla

EGYPT
Abortion
Clothing
Cosmetics
Egyptian Women
Gynecology
Hatshepsut
Isis

Jewelry
Meryt-Neith
Mythology
Nefertiti
Nitocris
Prostitution
Sobeknofru
Tiy

Twosret

Work

GREECE
Abortion
Amazons
Aphrodite
Artemis
Aspasia
Athena
Cassandra
Ceres
Clytemnestra



Contraception
Cosmetics

Cybele

Danaé

Daphne

Delphic Oracle
Demeter

Diotima of Mantinea
Electra

Europa

Eurydice

Gaea

Greek Heroine Cults
Greek (Athenian) Women
Gynecology
Hagnodice

Helen of Troy in Greek Mythology

Hera

Hestia

Io

Jewelry

Maenads

Medea

Medusa

Muses
Mythology
Niobe

Nymphs
Olympic Games
Pandora
Pasiphaé
Penelope
Philomela
Philosophers, Greek
Prostitution
Prostitution, Sacred
Sappho of Lesbos
Sexuality

Spartan Women
Theano

Work

Xanthippe

X1 ENTRIES BY CATEGORY

HELLENISTIC WORLD
Alexandra Salome
Anyte of Tegea
Aristodama of Smyrna
Arsinoé 11

Arsinoé 111

Artists, Hellenistic
(Julia) Berenice
Berenice I

Berenice 11

Cleopatra I (“The Syrian”)
Cleopatra II

Cleopatra III

Cleopatra V Selene
Cleopatra VII
Cleopatra Selene Apene
Cleopatra Thea
Clothing

Corinna of Tanagra
Erinna of Telos
Eurydice I

Gynecology
Hipparchia

Hypatia

Jewelry

Laodice I

Leontium

Nossis of Locri
Olympias [Macedonian Queen]
Phila

Prostitution

Stratonice I

Work

JEWISH
Bathsheba
Deborah
Dinah
Elizabeth
Esther

Eve

Hannah
Herodias
Jewish Women



Jezebel

Judith

Leah

Maccabean Martyrs
Mariamne
Miriam

Naomi

Rachel

Rahab

Rebekah

Rizpah

Ruth

Salome I

Salome II

Sarah (also Sarai)
Sexuality
Susanna

Work

Zipporah

MESOPOTAMIA
Clothing
Contraception
Enheduanna

Ishtar

Jewelry

Mythology
Prostitution
Prostitution, Sacred

Sexuality
Work

NORTHERN EUROPE

Boudicca
Cartimandua
Clothing

Elen Luyddog

Germanic Tribal Women

Jewelry
Macha Mong Ruadh
Medb

PERSIA, THE EAST,
NORTH AFRICA
Artemisia

Delilah

Dido

Dynamis

Glaphyra

Martha [Persian Martyr]
Minoan Women
Persian Women
Sophoniba

Sosipatra

Tarbo

Thekla

Work

Zenobia

ROME

Abortion

Agrippina the Elder
Agrippina the Younger
Caerellia

Calpurnia

Clodia

Cloelia

Clothing

Constantina

Cornelia [Roman Matron]
Cornelia [Wife of Roman Dictator]
Cosmetics

Diana

Etruscan Women
Eudoxia

Fausta

Faustina the Younger
Flaccilla

Fulvia

Galla Placidia
Gynecology

Helena

Honoria

Hortensia

Jewelry

Julia

ENTRIES BY CATEGORY

X111



Julia Domna
Julia Maesa
Julia Mamaea
Juno

Justina

Livia

Lucretia
Marcia
Melania the Younger
Messalina
Minerva
Motherhood, Roman
Mythology
Octavia
Pamphila
Paulina

Plancia Magna
Plotina
Pompeia
Poppaea Sabina
Porcia

Proba
Prostitution
Pudentilla
Pulcheria

XV ENTRIES BY CATEGORY

Rhea Silvia
Roman Women
Sabina

Sabine Women
Servilia
Sexuality
Sibyls

Sulpicia
Terentia

Teuta

Tullia

Turia

Valeria

Venus

Verginia

Vestal Virgins
Veturia

Work

STONE AGE
Catal Hiyiik
Cosmetics
Jewelry

Stone Age Art
Work



FOREWORD

“Women are more like men than anything else
on earth.” Although that observation seems per-
fectly reasonable in todays 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

XV

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






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.
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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 kingdom:s.

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
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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-



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 difficule 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-
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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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years building our knowledge of women in the
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ancient world—indeed, they have been instru-
mental in developing the field. They were gener-
ous with their time, knowledge, and comments,
and any remaining errors are my own.

I extend my thanks to Jim Graves for creat-
ing the website at www.uwgb.edu/sophia that so
lavishly supports the book.

I would also like to thank Gary Kuris of
ABC-CLIO for luring me into what has turned
out to be a fascinating project and for being so
easy to work with.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my young
granddaughter, Lydia, who will grow up with
plenty of role models to help her be whatever
she wants and accomplish whatever she chooses.
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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: “[Bleware 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-



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

Suggested Readings

Lefkowitz, Mary R., and Maureen B. Fant. Women
in Greece and Rome. Toronto: Samuel-Stevens,
1977.

Pomeroy, Sarah B. Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and
Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity. New York:
Schocken Books, 1975.

Rousselle, Aline. Porneia: On Desire and the Body in
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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
petform 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
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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.

Buct 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



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. 7he 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 grandfacher
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. 7he Twelve Caesars. Trans. Robert
Graves. New York: Penguin, 1979.

Agrippina the Younger

Roman Empress (4.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, Agrippinas parents were dead,
but so was Tiberius. Two days after Tiberius’s
death, Agrippinas 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
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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



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 dte 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 Poppaca. 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 (14067 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-
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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 60).



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
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Figure 1. Amazon in Oriental dress on horseback,
Athenian red-figure amphora, ca. 420 B.C. (Staatliche
Antikensammlungen, Munich, inv. 2342)

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-
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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—Ilate 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

8 AMAZONS

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



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—Ileaving 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.
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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
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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



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
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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



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, Mygdonias 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 T 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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carliest 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?
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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 Aristodamas 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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Arsinoé 11
Prolemaic 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 Prolemies, 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 Arsinoé II, wife of kings.
Arsinoé was the daughter of the first Prolemy
of Egypt (the successor of Alexander) and his wife
Berenice I. The sources praise Arsinoé’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 Arsino€’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 Arsinoé 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 Arsinoé must
have been aware of this.) However, Agathocles re-
jected her advances. Arsinoé bore three sons to
Lysimachus before trouble arose between her and
Agathocles. Her stepson, a successful general, was
married to Arsino€’s half-sister, Lysandra, when
Arsinoé accused him of disloyalty to Lysimachus.
According to one source, Arsinoé prepared the
poison for the old king (who was now almost
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eighty years old) to give to his son, and the young
man died, paving the way for Arsino€’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; Arsinoé 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-
sinoé 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. Arsinoé 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—Arsino&’s half-brother
Ceraunus. Ceraunus sent Arsinoé 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 Arsinog insisted that
she be proclaimed queen by the army before
opening the city gates. Ceraunus consented and
Arsinoé 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, Arsinoé lived and escaped to Egypt to
the protection of her brother the king. There her
ambitions were finally fulfilled.

Within her brother’s household, Arsinoé 11
first accused her stepdaughter Arsinoé 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 Arsinoé
IT; 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-
noé 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.

Arsinoé 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 Prolemy
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-
sinoé 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
Arsinoé had in this decision. Finally, Prolemy 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 Arsinoé 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 Arsinoé Philadelphus. Finally, it is
certain that the model of this strong, capable
queen would serve as precedent for other rulers
in the Prolemy 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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Arsinoé 111

Prolemaic Egyptian Queen (ca. 224—ca. 203 B.C.)
In the dynasty of the Ptolemies in Egypt, one of
the worst kings was Prolemy 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, Arsinoé III. Prolemy’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
Arsinoé, 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 111, but the final battle of Raphia in 217
B.C. turned the tide. The apocryphal book of the
Bible //I Maccabees and the historian Polybius
relate the role of the girl Arsinoé in this decisive
battle. Prolemy brought the young girl to the
front, and she repeatedly appeared before the
disheartened Egyptian troops to urge them to
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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-
sinoé traveled in the region, and according to
III Maccabees Prolemy 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.

Arsinoé 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,
Prolemy. When the boy was six years old, he suc-
ceeded to the throne after his father’s mysterious
death. Arsinoé 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 Arsinoé II1.

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



Figure 3. Artemis of Ephesus (Ann Ronan Picture
Library)

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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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, Dariuss 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
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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
Artemisias 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 caprtain 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).

Artemisias 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



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
houschold and frequently were employed in
trades or shops. Most such women learned their
vocations from their families, and gitls 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 gitl continued to
live at home, creating a religious life within the
busy houschold.

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-
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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
gitls to learn the trade, which was a profitable
profession in Acthens, 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/
rthetorician 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-
pasias 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
gitl-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



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

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 [iad, 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 ¢jaculated 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
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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
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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.

See also Artemis; Danaé; Minerva
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Baodicea
See Boudicca

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.
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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



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-
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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.

See also Deborah; Jewish Women; Susanna
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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



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.

See also Alexandra Salome; Glaphyra; Mariamne

Suggested Readings

Balsdon, J. P. V. D. Roman Women: Their History
and Habits. New York: John Day, 1963.

Crook, J. A. “Titus and Berenice.” American
Journal of Philology 72 (1951): 162-175.

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,
eds. Women and Christian Origins. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1999.

Macurdy, Grace H. “Julia Berenice.” American
Journal of Philology 56 (1935): 246-253.

Richardson, Peter. Herod: King of the Jews and
Friend of the Romans. Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1999.

Berenice I

Egyptian Queen, Dynasty of the Prolemies

(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
Prolemies—Ilike 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
Prolemies—Berenice I—was by all accounts an
extraordinary woman.

As soon as Prolemy 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
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Figure 5. Gem with portrait of Berenice I as Isis
(Boston Museum of Fine Arts)

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—DBerenice—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 Prole-
maic queen in the form of the goddess Isis, and
scholars believe it is probably Berenice I. If so,



the queen was certainly beautiful, and the con-
temporary poet Theocritus praised the affection
between Prolemy and Berenice, writing: “They
say that no woman ever won such love from a
husband as that with which Prolemy 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 Prolemy 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.

See also Berenice II; Egyptian Women; Isis; Phila
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Berenice 11
Prolemaic 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, Prolemy 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, Arsinoé&, 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 azhlophore, 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
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Blaesilla

Roman Christian Widow (4.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
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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
Blaesillas 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.



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.

See also Asella; Fustochium; Marcella; Paula
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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
‘Tam 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
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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.

See also Agnes; Felicity; Maccabean Martyrs;
Martyrs; Perpetua the Martyr
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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.



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
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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



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.

See also Cartimandua; Dynamis; Germanic Tribal
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
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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



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.
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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).



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 Cuassandra to mean
anyone who repeatedly predicts disaster, but
who is never believed. This is a sad heritage of
this ancient myth of Cassandra.
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Catal Hiiyiik

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. Catal
Hiiyiik, 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 Catal Hiiyiik
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



Figure 6. Anatolian cultural relic (Ann Ronan Picture

Library)

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 ecarth 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 archacologists 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 Catal Hityiik villagers first settled in the
area probably because of its proximity to great
grasslands that had huge herds of wild cactle
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
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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 Catal Hiiyiik 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 Catal Hiiyiik. 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 Catal Hiiyiik townspeople began to ex-
periment with metals first for ornament, not
tools, by pounding copper and lead into jewelry.
Life in Catal Hiiyiik 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
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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’



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
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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 Spiriz 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



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
licurgical 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

CHRISTIAN WOMEN 47



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”)

Prolemaic 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 Prolemy 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 Prolemy’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
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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
Arsinoé III. To seal the peace treaty, Antiochus
insisted that Prolemy 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 Prolemy V’s mother Arsinoé I1I
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 Prolemy V and
Cleopatra 1 “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 Prolemy. The elder was born in 186 B.C.
and the younger shortly thereafter.

In 180 B.C., Prolemy V died, and Cleopatra’s
elder son Prolemy VI—who was called Philo-
mater, which means “mother loving”—became
pharaoh. Prolemy 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.



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 Arsinoé as dynastic names
and became almost equal to Prolemy in signal-
ing royalty. She was the first of a long line of
Cleopatras who would rule in Egypt.

See also Arsinog IIT; Cleopatra II; Cleopatra Thea
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Cleopatra II

Prolemaic Egyptian Queen

(ca. 190—ca. 116 B.C.)

Cleopatra IT 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; Prolemy was about fourteen at
that time. Philomater was persuaded to enter into
a war against his uncle, the Seleucid Antochus
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.
Cleopatras difficulties in the future would not
come from afar but from her position of having
to be peacemaker between her two brothers.

Cleopatra IT and Philomater seem to have en-
joyed a reasonable family life. They had four
children. The two sons were named Eupator
and Prolemy 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 Prolemy 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
Prolemy Neos Philopater, but her younger
brother Euergetes wanted to rule. The sources
describe Prolemy 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 Prolemy 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 Prolemy 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 [; Cleopatra I1I; Cleopatra Thea
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Cleopatra III

Prolemaic 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,
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Ptolemy VII Euergetes, who was also married to
her mother, Cleopatra II. Cleopatra III bore five
children to her husband—Ptolemy VIII Soter
II, Prolemy 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. Prolemy 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, Prolemy 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 Prolemy 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.
Tryphaena thought her husband loved her sister
and in a rage had Cleopatra IV killed at the altar

However,



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
IIT’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
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Cleopatra V Selene

Prolemaic Egyptian Queen (ca. 131-69 B.C.)
Cleopatra V Selene was the youngest daughter
of Cleopatra III and Prolemy 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
Prolemy 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 Prolemy XII Auletes, a bastard son of
Prolemy 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 ITI; Cleopatra Thea
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Cleopatra VII

Prolemaic Egyptian Queen (69-30 B.C.)

The last of the Prolemaic rulers of Egypt is by
far the most famous of the Hellenistic queens—
celebrated in theater and literature into modern
times. This Cleopatra—Ilike many of her ances-
tors—boldly played the power politics of the
day and used all her talents to try to preserve the
Prolemaic 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 Prolemy
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 Prolemy XII Auletes should retain
the right to rule, the family of the Prolemies
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 Prolemy 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
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using her great wealth to raise an army against
her brother. Caesar—as Rome’s official represen-
tative—Dbelieved he had the right to mediate be-
tween the two siblings, but young Prolemy re-
fused. In the resulting war, Caesar won. Prolemy
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—Arsinoé—
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 Prolemy 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



Figure 7. Cleopatra VII (Reuters NewMedia Inc./Corbis)

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, Prolemy

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
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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 batde 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
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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



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.

See also Cleopatra VII; Glaphyra; Mariamne
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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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Figure 8. Cleopatra Thea, 125 B.C. (British Museum)

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 ttle 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-
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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



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 knows; 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
carly 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 Catulluss 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 Clodias 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.
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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



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
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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



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)

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-
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Figure 10. Later Sumerian clothing woven to look like
flounced fleece (Mary G. Houston. Ancient Greck,
Roman and Byzantine Costume & Decoration. London:
Adam and Charles Black, 1965, p. 3)

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

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
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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 Greck, Roman and Byzantine
Costume & Decoration. London: Adam and Charles
Black, 1965, p. 41)



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

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 15. Greek lonic chiton as worn (Mary G.
Houston. Ancient Greck, 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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Figure 17. Egyptian sheath dress (James Laver. Cos-
tume in Antiquity. New York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc.,
1964, p. 30)

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 Egypts 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
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Figure 18. Egyptian transparent clothing (James Laver.
Costume in Antiquity. New York: Clarkson N. Potter,
Inc., 1964, p. 31)

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.
Farly 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 stolz 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 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)

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

Figure 20. Byzantine dress (Mary G. Houston. Ancient
Greek, Roman and Byzantine Costume & Decoration.
London: Adam and Charles Black, 1965, p. 135)

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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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 Clytemnestras 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
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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
recurn 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-



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
Acgisthus. 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
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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.



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 Prolemy 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
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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 clement 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



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

Suggested Readings

Dixon, Suzanne. 7he Roman Mother. Norman:
Oklahoma University Press, 1988.

Fantham, E., et al. Women in the Classical World.
New York: Oxford University Press, 1994.
Plutarch. “Tiberius Gracchus,” “Gaius Gracchus.”
In Plutarch. Trans. E C. Babbitt. Cambridge,

MA: Loeb Classical Library, 1968.

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 (10648 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 Sullas 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—Ilater 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
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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 archacologists 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



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

Figure 21. Egyptian hand mirror, New Kingdom,
1400 B.C. (Ann Ronan Picture Library)

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-
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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
litcle evidence that women—even performers—
used tattoos during the Roman period.
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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



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 Actis, 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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Danaé

Mythological Greek Woman

The ancient Greeks told a popular story about a
woman named Danaé, 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 Danaé
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 Danag, 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 Danaé 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.
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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
gitl’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 Danaé 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 Danaé 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,
Danaé’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 Danaé
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.
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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-
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Figure 22. Daphne and Apollo, fifth century A.D.
(Scala/Art Resource, NY)

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-



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 Deboral’s
adulthood, the Israclites 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, dll 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,
Deboral’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
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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 deach.
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



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
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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,
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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 propherai then had to in-



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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Figure 23. Demeter, Greek goddess of corn and
harvest, presenting corn to Triptolemus. (Ann Ronan
Picture Library)

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
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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 Achen-
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-



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
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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 lovers 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 Didos 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



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.

Dinal’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 tri