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Dedication

For Bella, my very own Bad Girl.
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Introduction

I declare

That later on,

Even in an age unlike our own,

Someone will remember who we are.

—Sappho

Stories of the mythological heroes are well known and plentiful. Who hasn’t heard the legends of Heracles and the labours that made him famous? Who wouldn’t recognise the iconic image of Zeus, king of the gods, wielding his mighty thunderbolt? But what about the women who stood beside (or more often than not, behind) these men?

As the patriarchy often dictates, wives, mothers, and daughters are the secondary characters in tales of adventure and heroism. But the ladies of lore were frequently the spearheads or puppet mistresses behind some of the most well-known tales. Often just as badass and interesting as their male counterparts, their accounts can often be overlooked.

Bad Girls of Ancient Greece is a deep dive into the lives of these wild, weird, and wonderful women. You’ll find the ‘better-known’ characters here, like the snake-haired Gorgon, Medusa, but also the more obscure, like Arachne, who bravely stood up for what she believed in, even if it meant going against a powerful deity.

Woven with tales of drama, betrayal, and revenge, there are also sparkling gems of happy endings, true love, and perpetual horniness. Just like the men in their lives, these women are complicated and sometimes flawed, but tend to face much harsher punishments for their mistakes and indiscretions because of their gender.

Despite accounts of Greek mythology dating back more than 2,000 years, the stories are still being shared and enjoyed today, and the recent rise of retellings has proved they are just as popular as ever. When it comes to the initial narratives, though, the tales of antiquity can seem a little daunting. Classical history shouldn’t feel like a closed club where the password is a Latin phrase that you can barely pronounce – it’s an interesting, exciting, and colourful world we should all be able to engage in and enjoy.

This guide hopes to make the stories of the bad girls more accessible. By discussing these women through a modern lens, we can better understand and appreciate the creative writings they emerged from.

These chronicles have been passed down over thousands of years, often expanding, and sometimes veering off into alternative endings. This book tries to follow the narratives that best complement the stories beside one another. Or, honestly, whichever version is most interesting. These tales are so rich, so bloated with titbits, so intricate in their very roots that they sometimes shoot off into different stories and come back again. Because of this, mythology doesn’t always iron out into a neat timeline, and one story may contradict another. You do not need any prior knowledge of mythology to read this; as long as you’ve got an interest in the eccentric and exciting, you’ll get on just fine. Pronunciations have been added to the start of each chapter – these have been given as a guide (as with everything else in myth, pronunciations can depend on the source!)

These women had to face the patriarchal abuse of power relentlessly, including sexual assault, objectification and general sexism in every form imaginable. Despite their experiences and the dangers they faced simply for being female, they demonstrated cunning, wit, strength and far outdid others’ expectations. These tales highlight their complexities, brilliance, and ability to just be ‘human’.

So, hear the stories and learn the lessons of these bad girls, and see how, even before time itself, we women were causing our own chaos.







1

Wayward Wives

Happy wife, happy life? Not if you’re married to these ladies …







GAIA (guy-a)


Gaia was the mother of the world, and was born spontaneously from nothingness. Her name means ‘earth’, and that’s what she was thought to be.

At some point, living alone became tiresome, so she decided to create herself a beau. Gaia made Uranus, personification of the sky, and the new power-couple got straight down to producing offspring. To begin, she gave birth to the first generation of gods. These were the Titans: Oceanus, Coeus, Crius, Hyperion, Iapetos, Theia, Rhea, Themis, Mnemosyne, Phoebe, Tethys, and Cronus. Then, she had the Ourea (mountains), Pontus (sea), a trio of one-eyed Cyclopes, and the Hecatoncheires (giants with fifty heads and one hundred hands each).

Where Gaia was literally the world, it would be Uranus who ruled upon it, commencing an eternity of men staking their claim to Gaia. Uranus hated his children and was terrified that they would eventually overpower him, so he pushed them back into Gaia’s womb (which isn’t as snug as you’d assume, when you consider she’s ‘the world’). However, ample space or not, Gaia eventually tired of her partner’s lunacy. She forged a silver sickle, the blade so sharp that it could cut through stone as if it were butter, if butter had been invented yet. Sickle in hand, Gaia asked her womb-dwelling children to stand with her to take down their father. The thing is, though, Uranus was pretty intimidating, and they weren’t super keen to get on his bad side. Only one agreed: Cronus, the youngest of the Titans, who hid in wait for Uranus to put the moves on Gaia. When he did, Cronus used the sickle to slice his dad’s manhood clean off. While Uranus (probably) ran around screaming in agony, Cronus freed his siblings. Last out were the Cyclopes and Hecatoncheires, but Cronus took one look at them and thought, nope, don’t fancy ever going head-to-head with them, and banished them to Tartarus, a dark abyss in the Underworld.

From the gaping wound, Uranus’ blood fell onto Gaia and impregnated her again. This time, she birthed the Fates (responsible for spinning the threads of mortal life), the Giants, and numerous Meliads (the first nymphs of the world).

With his father otherwise indisposed, Cronus became the new king of the gods. Unfortunately for everyone, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree – Cronus inherited Uranus’ erratic temperament and paranoia. Fearing rebellion, he imprisoned all of his Titan brethren and took to swallowing his own children whole, lest they attempt to usurp him. These consumed kiddies were the Olympians.

Rhea, Cronus’ wife, went to Gaia for help, and together they came up with a genius plan to save her children. Next time Cronus demanded Rhea hand over the latest newborn, she would instead present him with a stone, swaddled as if it were a baby. The plan worked like a charm, and the unswallowed baby (Zeus) would grow up to free his siblings by tricking Cronus into drinking a potion that made him vomit them back up. And so, a battle began that would be known as the Titanomachy, a legendary war between the Titans and the Olympians. The battle raged for ten years, and was earth-shaking. Literally – the power of it moved earth as they knew it, and from the cracks and crevices came new life in the form of personifications (hundreds of minor gods and goddesses representing things like certain types of wind, plants etc). As both camps were immortal, it was starting to look like an eternal war. Once again, wise Gaia would be the one with the answers. She advised Zeus to free the Cyclopes and Hecatoncheires from Tartarus and form an alliance with them. With these beasties on their side, the Olympians were quickly able to gain the upper hand, and they were victorious. Now, Zeus became the third and final ruler of the gods. He split the kingdom into three realms, sharing them out between himself and his two brothers: Zeus would rule the heavens and earth, Poseidon could have the sea, and Hades would govern the Underworld.

Although she supported his rise, Gaia didn’t just blindly go along with everything Zeus said. She challenged him often, even going against him in the Gigantomachy, a war between the Giants and the Olympians. The Giants (and Gaia) lost this battle, and as revenge, she mated with Tartarus (who, like her, was both a god and a place) to create Typhon, a fire-breathing dragon that caused all kinds of issues for the king of the gods.

By this point, she was ready to accept Zeus as her king, and stop actively making his life difficult. Many years later, she’d attend his wedding to Hera, bringing the couple a gift that would inadvertently set another anarchic event in motion …







APHRODITE (aff-ro-die-tee)

Arguably one of the best-known goddesses, Aphrodite was born when the blood of Uranus’ castrated genitals fell upon the sea. She emerged from the waters on the coast of Cythera, fully grown, stark naked and drop-dead gorgeous.

Aphrodite was the goddess of love, beauty, sexuality, and fertility. Insatiable but unattainable, she enamoured gods and mortals alike. When she arrived on Mount Olympus, the inhabitants began drooling and their eyes pulsated with cartoon hearts. This worried Zeus greatly – he knew the trouble such desire could cause. In order to dampen the fires of his comrades’ passions, he immediately decreed Aphrodite be married to Hephaestus, the god of fire and metalworking, and blacksmith to his fellow gods.

Now, beauty may very well be in the eye of the beholder, but Aphrodite was truly disgusted by Hephaestus, with his unkempt hair, limping gait, and hunched shoulders from hours stooping over his workbench. Initially, Hephaestus was ecstatic at the match, crafting Aphrodite exquisite jewellery and other trinkets as gifts. In comparison, Aphrodite was resentful to be paired with such an unsightly specimen and fought the god constantly. It wasn’t long before poor Hephaestus got the hint and realised this wasn’t going to be the happy marriage he’d hoped for.

A bad match from the beginning, their union was filled with scandal. Aphrodite spent a lot of time having various affairs, most notably with the god of war, Ares. Not many people liked Ares because of his, well, personality, but Aphrodite thought him the ultimate brooding babe. Luckily for them, they had plenty of time to canoodle, as Hephaestus spent most of his time working in the forge, creating weaponry, armour, and general godly knick-knacks.

The affair would come to be revealed, though, when the sun god Helios spied the couple while completing his daily ride carrying the sun across the skies. Helios spilled the tea to Hephaestus, who hatched a plan to catch them in the act. He fashioned a fine, bronzed net and set it above their marital bed, rigging it to fall down on the sneaky pair once they were in place. Safe to say, Aphrodite and Ares were trapped in a very compromising position. Hephaestus then invited all the gods into their bedchamber to point and laugh, which they did with gusto.

Despite her public shaming, Aphrodite wasn’t particularly put off, as she went on to have eight children with Ares, including the Erotes (gods representing different aspects of love and sex). In fact, she bedded and bred with most of her Olympian buddies over time, so maybe Hephaestus recognised that she just couldn’t be tamed.

Although happy to come and go with Ares (and many, many others), Aphrodite was not as accepting when the golden sandal was on the other foot. When Eos, goddess of the dawn, slept with Ares, Aphrodite cursed her with an insatiable horniness for mortals, and wiped her lover’s memory of anything to do with the minor deity.

At some point, Aphrodite found herself pregnant after a whirlwind romance with Dionysus, the god of wine. Queen Hera, who was jealous of Aphrodite’s beauty, applied a potion to her pregnant stomach to ensure that the child would be born hideous. The baby was called Priapus, and as well as being rather displeasing to look at, he had a constant erection, a potbelly, and a lolling, bulbous tongue. Disgusted by her unsightly offspring, Aphrodite abandoned the child on earth and returned to Mount Olympus.

She didn’t keep her extramarital affairs to the divine, either – Aphrodite bedded at least two mortals – one of them a Trojan man named Anchises. Before him, Aphrodite was quick to laugh at her fellow divinities over the knots they tied themselves in with their pursuits of measly mortals, but she was laughing on the other side of her face when Zeus used his own power to cause her to fall in love with Anchises. Aphrodite appeared to him as a mortal, hoping her feelings would be reciprocated. Of course, he was overwhelmed with desire at the mere sight of her, and the couple made love. With that itch scratched, the goddess revealed her divinity, telling him she’d bear him a noble son if he kept their liaison a secret. Unfortunately, Anchises couldn’t hold his own water and immediately blabbed. Zeus, despite being the cause of this mess, wasn’t happy with Aphrodite being disrespected, so he struck her lover with a thunderbolt that blinded him. Anchises was never able to see their son, Aeneas, who would grow up to be a great hero.

Despite Aphrodite being a less than enthusiastic mother, she did go out of her way to protect her children. During the Trojan War, she constantly protected Aeneas from harm, even going as far as using her own body to shield him from blows.

Her other mortal beau is perhaps more well-known: Adonis. In not exactly the typical start to an epic romance, Aphrodite found him abandoned as a baby boy, swaddled under a myrrh tree. She took him to the Underworld and asked the queen, Persephone, to raise him. It’s worth mentioning that most of the Underworld wasn’t the dark pit of hell we may assume it was. While there were certainly places dedicated to eternal punishment (Tartarus), there was also the Elysian Fields (a utopia for extraordinary souls to ‘live’ in bliss), and the Asphodel Meadows (where the more ordinary but still deserving individuals came to rest). Add in the kingdom where Persephone and Hades lived and ruled, and the Underworld would be as good a place as any to raise a child. When Aphrodite returned to visit Adonis years later, she found he’d grown into a fine specimen of a man (clue’s in the name) and promptly fell in love with him. Persephone, who’d also fallen for Adonis over the years, was absolutely not down for sharing, and Zeus himself had to step in to harmonise the situation. He decreed that Adonis would divide his time into thirds – one third with Aphrodite on Mount Olympus, another in the Underworld with Persephone, and the final doing whatever he liked. He chose to spend the portion of his ‘free’ time with Aphrodite, and preferred her company so much that eventually he was loath to return to the Underworld with Persephone.

It’s said that Aphrodite loved Adonis more tenderly and passionately than she loved anyone. After a few blissful years together, Adonis was attacked by a wild boar sent by the jealous Ares while on a hunt. As Adonis lay dying in Aphrodite’s arms, anemone flowers sprung from the ground where her tears spilled. These beautiful flowers bloom for only a brief time, much like Adonis’ short life, before they’re blown away by the wind.

It’s well known that Aphrodite gave generously to those who favoured her, but she punished with the same fervour. Spare a thought for the women of Lemnos who, in the goddess’s eyes, hadn’t paid her sufficient tribute. She cursed them to smell so bad that their husbands wouldn’t go near them, and instead the men found their jollies with captive Thracian slave girls. In retaliation, the women murdered the entire male population (fair), as well as the slaves (unfair).







HERA (hee-ra)

As the seventh and final wife of Zeus, Hera was the ruling queen of Olympus and presided over marriage, childbirth, and family.

She may be best remembered for her extreme jealousy and epic vengeance, but she wasn’t always like that. Hera actually wasn’t keen on Zeus in the beginning, even going as far as rejecting him – quite a ballsy move against the ruler of everything. She was well aware of his playboy tendencies, and he proposed to her many times over hundreds of years to no avail. In fact, he only got her to agree to marriage in the end by tricking her. Hera loved animals, so when Zeus appeared to her as a distressed cuckoo, she didn’t think twice about comforting him. As she snuggled the bird-Zeus to her breast, he shifted into his true form and raped her. Ashamed, she agreed to marry him to save the scandal. That said, Hera would annually bathe in the spring of Kanathos, which supposedly restored her virginity.

Their wedding was the first ‘formal’ union in existence and was a huge occasion. It was held in the garden of the Hesperides, and all the gods attended and brought lavish gifts. It’s said that the celebrations lasted around three thousand years (imagine the hangover), and it seems attendance was non-negotiable as when the nymph Chelone refused the invitation, the couple transformed her into a tortoise.

Once the festivities were over, however, Zeus resumed business as usual, immediately on the lookout for his next consort. Hera spent a lot of time stewing over her husband’s whereabouts and spying on him, and before long she was completely miserable in her marriage. She noticed that the other Olympians were growing tired of Zeus, too. She encouraged the others to join her in a revolt, and Apollo, Athena, and Poseidon agreed to spearhead it with her.

They drugged Zeus and bound him tightly to his bed. Once he was out of the way, the rest of the Olympians argued fiercely over who would now rule the heavens. Unfortunately for them, one of the Hecatoncheires overheard the dispute. The hundred-handers still felt indebted to him after he freed them from Tartarus, so they sneaked into Zeus’ bedchamber to undo the knots that bound him. The Olympians fell on their knees and begged for his forgiveness, but the worst of his rage was directed at Hera. Hanging her from the heavens by golden chains, he left her to think long and hard about what she’d done.

The next morning, Zeus agreed to release her, as long as she swore that she would never rebel against him again. Desperate for the agony to be over, she agreed, and from then on turned her sadness and frustrations towards his consorts, instead. Hera became notorious for her vengeance against any woman who dared to even look at her husband.

She was a faithful wife to Zeus, but didn’t really have a choice – most gods and mortals wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot bargepole, for fear of repercussions from her spouse. For the one who did dare, he met a very sticky end.

Ixion, a king of the Lapiths (a tribe of Thessaly), was invited up to Mount Olympus by Zeus to meet the gods. To be invited was a huge honour, but Ixion was an idiot, and repaid Zeus by making eyes at his wife. Despite her unhappiness in her marriage, Hera would not be wooed by him. When Zeus got wind of the shifty desires of his guest, he decided to fashion a cloud in Hera’s image, leaving it to be found by Ixion to prove his suspicions. The foolish human made sweet, sweet love to his cloudy consort, and was immediately and ruthlessly expelled from Mount Olympus. Zeus ordered for him to be bound to a flying wheel of fire, leaving him to spin for all eternity.

For his part, Zeus wasn’t concerned by the marital rules and regs applying to himself. He had many (MANY) affairs, and Hera made sure that the women and their offspring always paid for it. As a rule, Hera hated all of Zeus’ illegitimate children, but she held a special kind of loathing for the hero Heracles. To rub salt into the wound that was her husband constantly impregnating other women, the name Heracles literally translates to ‘glory of Hera’. When Heracles’ mother, Alcmene, went into labour, Zeus announced that a child born on that particular day would become a high king. Hera was displeased to say the least; it certainly wasn’t one of her children due to be born. She made Zeus swear an oath that this pronouncement was true, then she floated down to earth and delayed the birth of Heracles, generally inconveniencing his mother and casting doubt on Herc’s destiny.

When Heracles was still a baby, Zeus managed to trick Hera into feeding the child from her own breast. When she realised it was her mini-nemesis suckling, she wrenched him away – the movement caused the flow of her breastmilk to shoot across the sky, creating the Milky Way.

When he reached adulthood, Hera inflicted a madness on Heracles that would drive him to kill his own family. On top of this, she was also on hand to make sure his labours (twelve of them, assigned to him to atone for said killings) were as difficult as possible. She varied between small acts of annoyance, such as sending crabs to nibble at his feet while he fought the Lernaean Hydra, and larger ones, like sending a whole flood to stop him herding the cattle of Geryon. Some say the adversaries made their peace at some point, when Heracles saved the goddess from a giant that wanted to have his way with her. She’s even thought to have grown so fond of him in the end that she offered her daughter, Hebe, as his bride.

Another particularly hated love child of her husband’s was Dionysus, the god of wine. We’ll find out how Hera punished his mother later, but even after her vengeance, she never warmed to him. It’s said that she wouldn’t even let herself try the vino that he brought to the world, despite her fellow deities embracing it heartily.

Hera wasn’t afraid to challenge her husband, and their disagreements were often renowned. On one occasion, the couple were arguing fiercely over which gender experienced more sexual pleasure when doing the deed, with Zeus being adamant that women got the most out of it, and Hera convinced it was the men. They decided to consult the mortal Tiresias on the matter, who had spent some time as a woman as punishment for aggravating Hera (as a young man, he hit a pair of mating snakes with a stick, and Hera had decided this act was wicked enough to warrant such a punishment). Tiresias confirmed Zeus was correct and that a woman’s pleasure was far greater. Annoyed at losing the argument, Hera blinded Tiresias. Zeus, to thank him for siding with him, gave him the gift of prophecy, and from then he became a prominent seer.







PROCRIS (pro-criss)

Thanks to the lustful curse of Aphrodite, the dawn goddess Eos fancied herself a piece of the mortal Cephalus. Eos abducted him from his home and carried him off to hers, but Cephalus had no desire to be a sexual plaything for Eos and spent most of his time mooning over his wife, Procris. His constant whining became rather tedious, so Eos agreed to release him, but not before planting some seeds of doubt in his head, hinting that Procris had been unfaithful in his absence.

Cephalus’ jealousy was piqued, so he disguised himself for his return and put the moves on Procris. She’d actually been faithful to him the whole time, but this new man was tempting (perhaps he reminded her of her missing husband) and she almost gave in.

This brief hesitation was all that Cephalus needed, who shed his costume and went ballistic. Scared and ashamed, Procris fled to the woods, joining the gang of the hunting goddess Artemis. She would come to miss her husband, so decided to return home and take her chances. She brought with her two gifts as peace offerings, given to her by Artemis, who wanted to help. The first was a spear that always found its target. The second, a dog that always caught its prey, named Laelaps.

Cephalus loved his presents and immediately forgave his wife. They lived happily for a while, until another test of faith came along – a local gossip told Procris that Cephalus was having an affair, as she’d heard him calling another woman’s name in the woods.

Procris couldn’t believe this – after the scene he made upon her hesitation, he had the gall to cheat on her? She followed him into the woods during a hunting trip and hid in a bush, waiting for him to slip up. Mid-hunt, Cephalus was feeling a little sweaty, so he called on Aura, goddess of the breeze, to send some of the good stuff to cool him down. Realising the gossip had probably heard this and mistaken it for the name of a lover, the relieved Procris emerged from the bushes to join her husband, thinking he’d laugh at the mix-up.

Cephalus mistook the rustling noise for prey, throwing his spear in the sound’s general direction. Being the spear that never misses, it found its target in Procris’ stomach. She bled out in his arms, as Eos likely watched on with a triumphant smile.







MEDEA (med-ee-a)

Medea was a powerful sorcerer princess, born to King Aeëtes of Colchis. Located on the coast of the Black Sea, Colchis was rich in resources, but considered rather barbaric under the king’s reign.

Prince Jason (and his rag-tag group of friends and comrades, known as ‘the Argonauts’) came to Colchis to take Aeëtes’ Golden Fleece, so he could claim his own throne in Iolcus. Medea’s father was seemingly happy to hand it over, if only their leader completed a series of tasks first.

Medea, who was a practicing priestess of the witch Hecate, fell in love with the handsome Jason as soon as she saw him. Knowing how sneaky her father could be, she warned Jason not to trust Aeëtes and offered to help him. She had a condition of her own, though: Jason must agree to marry her, and take her away from Colchis. He agreed to her conditions, recognising that her magics would benefit him greatly.

Aeëtes set Jason three tasks – the first, to plough a field using fire-breathing oxen. Medea gave Jason an ointment to apply to himself and his weapons, so the fire would have no effect on him.

Next, Jason was told to take a bag of dragon teeth and sow them into the field he’d ploughed. Medea knew that from the teeth an army would spring up, immediately attacking whoever they encountered. She advised Jason to throw a stone amongst them. He did so, which alerted them to each other’s presence, and they began fighting between themselves, ultimately killing one another.

Enraged that the pesky youth seemed to be sailing through his impossible tasks (and suspecting he had some inside help), Aeëtes now plotted to kill Jason. Their time running out, Medea led her fancy-man to the sacred tree where the fleece hung, protected by a sleepless dragon. She crafted a potion that induced deep slumber – Jason was able to sneak into the dragon’s lair and kill it. With the Argonauts assembled, the pair fled Colchis.

Aeëtes was hot on their tail though, unwilling to let his daughter and the fleece go. To slow him down, Medea killed and dismembered her brother, Absyrtus, flinging pieces of him into the sea. She knew that her father would have to stop, collect the parts of his son, and give him a proper burial, allowing them sufficient time to flee.

Medea and the Argonauts would stop off to visit her aunt, the witch Circe, on their way home – she was a powerful witch herself and could purify the couple of their sins. Circe agreed, without actually knowing what they wanted to be purified for. Afterwards, Medea cherry-picked parts of her tale, but left the really nasty stuff out so that Circe wouldn’t judge her too harshly. Her aunt wasn’t fooled – she read between the lines, and although she promised to not get in their way, she demanded that they leave her island immediately.

No matter! They were on the home stretch, briefly stopping off in Scheria to get married. Sailing near to Iolcus, they were blocked by Talos, a giant, bronzed guardian of Crete, who began hurling rocks at the ship. Talos had one vein through his entire body that was stoppered by a single nail – Medea got his attention and convinced him that she’d make him immortal, if he would first remove the nail. He took it out willingly, but quickly bled to death.

Now home, they learned that Jason’s father was very ill and likely to die soon. Medea couldn’t bear the thought of her love losing someone so dear to him, so offered her magics to help. She drained her father-in-law’s body of all its blood, then mixed it together with herbs. Once she returned the blood back to him, he was completely reinvigorated.

King Pelias, Jason’s uncle and the current usurping king of Iolcus, had now gone back on his promise to give Jason the throne should he secure the Golden Fleece. Unfortunately for him, he was also in very bad health. His daughters, who loved him dearly, begged Medea to do for him what she had done for Jason’s father.

Medea wasn’t one to offer help for the sake of it, especially to someone who’d double-crossed her beau. Rather than outright refuse, though, Medea had a much nastier comeback. She told the daughters that for her magic to work, they had to chop their father into little pieces. Once these pieces were placed into a pot, she could make a potion that would allow him to spring up, good as new. The girls excitedly got to chopping, and Medea got to running before anyone realised what she’d done. The girls were left with nothing but dad stew.

Now exiled for killing the king, Jason and Medea fled to Corinth, where they lived for the next ten years, starting a family and building a home. Over time, though, it seems that Medea’s barbarism and her penchant for dark magic had become quite the issue for her husband. What’s more, where the Corinthians loved and respected Jason, the same couldn’t be said for Medea, who scared them and creeped them out in equal measure. And so, with his new power and riches, thanks in large part to Medea, Jason got to thinking he deserved someone a bit more palatable to rule by his side.

Jason unceremoniously dumped and banished the enchantress in order to marry Glauce, a princess of Corinth. Medea was heartbroken, but, refusing to suck it up – as was expected of women at the time – she vowed revenge. Medea decided to send Glauce a wedding present. She boxed up a beautiful dress that she had steeped in poison and signed it with no hard feelings. On touching the material, Glauce was set on fire. For good measure, Medea also killed two of her own children to Jason. Her broken heart temporarily salved by this act of retribution, Medea fled to Athens. There, she married once again with Aegeus, the ruler of the city. They had one son together, who they named Medus.

At some point, Aegeus’ long-lost son, the hero Theseus, came to the city. Aegeus had never met him, but Medea knew exactly who he was and she couldn’t risk him claiming the throne that was her own son’s birthright. Medea planned to poison Theseus, but Aegeus recognised his son by the coat of arms on his weapon, and at the very last second knocked the toxic tipple from his hand.

Medea fled once again, with Medus in tow, this time back to Colchis. The pair would end up separated en route, with Medus arriving first and being immediately imprisoned by the current usurping king (who had no idea of his true identity). A famine then hit Colchis, and while the people were in the throes of sickness, Medea arrived and approached the king under the guise of being a priestess of Artemis. She told him that she could help lift this plague, but she’d need to make a sacrifice of his prisoner to do so. The king didn’t see the harm, so allowed it. Secretly, she slipped Medus a sword and filled him in on what had become of his grandfather at the hands of the king, urging him to take revenge. Depending on accounts, either Medea or Medus stabbed the monarch to death, and restored Aeëtes to the throne, apparently all antics forgiven on both sides.







PASIPHAË (pa-sif-ay-ee)

Queen Pasiphaë of Crete had powerful magic in her blood, so when she discovered that her husband was being unfaithful, she cast a spell that had him ejaculating snakes, scorpions, and centipedes into the lady-gardens of his consorts. It killed the women, and it can’t have been much fun for Minos, either.

As well as not being able to keep the promise of fidelity to his wife, Minos struggled with keeping his word to the gods, too. He had agreed to sacrifice his best bull every year to honour Poseidon, which he did until it was no longer convenient – this particular year, the herd produced a spectacular bull with a beautiful white coat. Minos wanted the beast for himself, so sneakily swapped it out for his second-best bull. Poseidon immediately knew he’d been short-changed, punishing Minos by inflicting a burning desire for the white bull on his wife.

Pasiphaë couldn’t rest until she copulated with the animal, so called upon the inventor Daedalus to help her execute her plan. He created a hollowed-out wooden cow, covered in real cowhide, leaving a hole in the back of it for … well, you know. Pasiphaë climbed into its empty centre and assumed the position.

The contraption was certainly lifelike enough for the white bull, who got to work doing what bulls do, and Pasiphaë’s bovine-horniness was sated. From the bizarre union, she would birth a monster with the body of a human, and the head and tail of a bull, commonly known as the Minotaur.

Minos was deeply ashamed of his wife’s actions (despite the curse being his fault) but decided that instead of having the bull-child murdered, he’d use it to his advantage. The royal family called on Daedalus once again, this time to erect a labyrinth in which the beast would be kept.

The Cretan royal fam had beef with the people of Athens after they’d killed their son, so to punish them, Minos ordered that seven sons and seven daughters of Athens would be sent to Crete every year, to be fed to the Minotaur. For an added bit of cruelty, the sacrifices would be dropped into the labyrinth that housed the beast to make a game of it. For Pasiphaë’s part, she wasn’t particularly maternal with any of her children, so it’s unlikely she put up any real objections to the imprisonment of her son.







ASTYDAMEIA (ass-tee-dame-ee-a)

When King Peleus accidentally killed his father-in-law during a hunt, he sought purification from Acastus, the ruler of Iolcus. Though purification was usually done in preparation for people approaching the gods or during funeral rites, it could also be done to expel blood-guilt as in Medea’s story with Circe. Purification was a complex ritual usually involving a sacrifice, which the Ancient Greeks believed was sufficient to cleanse a person’s soul. This meant that they could avoid a banishment or other punishments on the back of such crimes.

Acastus, happy to help out, invited Peleus into his palace, where he caught the lustful eye of Acastus’ wife, Queen Astydameia. The queen was mad with desire for the hero, and it didn’t take long for her to shoot her shot once her husband was out of the way. Peleus, though, was completely uninterested and rebuffed her advances. Furious, Astydameia penned a letter to Peleus’ wife telling her that her husband had left her, and was to marry Sterope, Astydameia’s daughter. After reading the letter, the woman was heartbroken and immediately hanged herself.

Still not satisfied with the damage, the queen went to her husband and falsely accused Peleus of attempting to rape her. Acastus believed his wife wholeheartedly, but worried about breaching the rules of xenia, which was a custom that forbade hosts from harming their guests for fear of facing the wrath of the Furies (vengeance goddesses that lived in the Underworld). To get around this, the king invited Peleus on a hunting trip, but abandoned him once they were in the depths of the woods, knowing he was likely to be picked up and killed by the vicious centaurs (mythical creatures with the upper body of a man, and the lower body of a horse, known for their lairy and violent tendencies) that resided in the area. Luckily for Peleus, Chiron, the one peaceful centaur, was on hand to help him, along with the messenger god Hermes. He returned to Iolcus unscathed, plundered the city in revenge, and tore Astydameia limb from limb.







ILIONE (ill-ee-own)

A few years prior to the kick-off of the Trojan War, King Priam and Queen Hecuba of Troy gifted their daughter Ilione to their neighbour and friend, King Polymestor of Thrace. Thrace was a staunch ally of Troy, so the marriage would be advantageous on both ends, further securing their bond to each other.

Ilione was the eldest of Priam and Hecuba’s many children, and by the time war came, her parents had asked her to keep and protect her baby brother, Polydorus. This was a sort of insurance policy, as it meant if Troy did fall, there would be at least one surviving prince to rebuild their city. They had also given the royal couple a stack of gold to keep aside for the boy, to be used for a possible restoration. Ilione had by now bore Polymestor a son, who was around the same age as Polydorus. Although her arranged marriage was a sound political decision on the surface, Ilione knew from watching the power-dynamics of her own family to trust no one. With this in mind, she switched the children, raising her own son as though she were his sister, and presenting Polydorus as her own child. She even changed their names, thinking, should the worst happen and one of the babes meet a nasty end, the other would still be around to claim the Trojan throne and carry on her family’s legacy. Polymestor was none the wiser that the son who had grown up in his own home literally had a different face all of a sudden.

Time passed, Troy fell, and Polymestor chose to kill his supposed brother-in-law so he could keep the gold for himself. Of course, he had actually killed his own son - the real Polydorus was currently travelling, and on his journey consulted an oracle for guidance. He was told that his city had fallen, his father killed, and his mother enslaved. Horrified that something terrible had happened in his absence, Polydorus returned immediately to the very much intact Thrace. Confused, he went to Ilione and relayed to her what the oracle had said.

Ilione, knowing it was time to come clean, told Polydorus who he really was, and advised him to take revenge on her husband. Very much on the same page, he slaughtered Polymestor. Later, unable to live with the grief of losing most of her family, Ilione killed herself.







RHEA (ree-a)

As the mother of the majority of the Olympians, Rhea was quite the force to be reckoned with. After she put a stop to her brother-husband, Cronus, swallowing their children, she became even more so.

While baby Zeus was busy growing up and preparing to take over as king of everything, Rhea had some time to spare. So she turned her attention to finding a new abode – she’d had her eye on the prime real estate that was Mount Olympus for a while, but it was currently inhabited by fellow godly couple, Ophion and Eurynome. No matter, Rhea thought, and pulled her husband along to the great big mountain in the sky to acquire it by force. Rhea was particularly skilled in the art of wrestling, and Eurynome was quickly floored by the Titaness, while Cronus KO’d Ophion without so much as breaking a sweat. The unlucky pair were thrown from Olympus into the sea, and Rhea started picking out paint samples.

That’s not to say Rhea and Cronus’ marriage was a happy one (as evidenced by the whole ‘him eating her children’ saga, and the eventual plan of hers to overthrow him), and as Zeus matured, Cronus continued to be a general scoundrel to all, especially his wife. When Rhea caught him in the act with his concubine Philyra, Cronus simply transformed himself into a horse and galloped away from the scene, neighing, ‘it wasn’t me!’ Philyra would fall pregnant to the god, birthing the man/horse hybrid Chiron. Creeped out at the sight of this mutant child, she abandoned him. Afterwards, Philyra begged the higher gods to transform her into something else so that she didn’t have to think about the unpleasant child she had given birth to. The gods granted her wish by making her into a linden tree.

Eventually, after the Olympians had beat Cronus and his cronies during the Titanomachy, Rhea would be able to start the next phase of her life. She raised the god Dionysus, gifting him a magical amethyst that allowed him to enjoy as much of his beloved wine as he wanted without feeling the effects of the alcohol (and, perhaps more helpfully, the after-effects). As Dionysus grew into a man, Rhea enjoyed partying it up with him and his followers, particularly delighting in the feverish dancing that they were known for.
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