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INTRODUCTION

Women in ancient Greek cities often had little control over their own lives. Although there were some areas in which women could excel, these were, by and large, confined to the domestic or religious spheres. Even then it was a woman’s greatest achievement to blend into the fabric of the city. To be talked about for either negative or positive reasons was undesirable (so Thucydides reports that leading Athenian Pericles said). Women – like some of the women in the stories in this book, and in Greek mythology more widely – were meant to bear legitimate children, to stay indoors, be quiet, make textiles and oversee the day-to-day running of households. But so many of the women in this book are not quiet – they do not stay indoors, they do not confine themselves to the house. Often legitimate children are a part of their stories, but sometimes this goes awry, with offspring being killed or abandoned. The female-centric activity of weaving features frequently, becoming more than just a means of textile production and dipping into the realm of conspiratorial craft.

As is so often the case in mythology, these women are bigger, bolder and brighter than the women who lived in the everyday, mundane ancient Greek world. It is easy to see why goddesses should be such. They are not confined to the machinations of the mortal world or the ideas of mortal decency, and so their behaviour might seem shocking. Most of the stories involving the goddesses are about their vindictiveness and petty jealousies, towards one another, the lesser gods (like nymphs) and mortals. It is, for instance, relatively common for women and nymphs alike to be punished by Hera for being raped, or even just pursued, by Zeus. No matter what they do, they cannot escape Hera’s wrath. In general, the gods are the most extreme version of humans and therefore their behaviours are often more extreme than we would consider appropriate for humans. It is important to remember that the gods of the ancient Greek world were not all-powerful, all-knowing, or all-seeing, and they weren’t “good”, either behaviourally or morally. They just were who they were, as if they were mortals taken to the most frightening possible extreme.

But what of the “normal” women and even the nymphs and other lesser goddesses in Greek mythology? While in many respects their behaviour was more normal (in comparison to the expectations of everyday women in the real ancient Greek world) they still acted to an extreme – just not going quite so far as the major goddesses. We can easily account for this by looking at the purpose of mythology – both as a semi-moralizing story and as entertainment. In terms of being a means of entertainment, as renditions of mythic stories in ancient Greece so often were, there needs to be a certain amount of interest and intrigue. It does not usually serve to make the story as true to life as possible if it is going to be paraded on the tragic stage. When we dig down into the motives of many women of these stories, they are spurred on by the actions of men and gods. Many are put in positions with their backs against the wall, so to speak, and have little options. Of course, in most cases in the “real” world, these women would do nothing, but in fictionalized stories these women can effect change both in the mortal and immortal worlds.

It is far more difficult to discuss ancient Greek mythology as moral stories. Many of them are not and were not designed to be thought of that way. Of course, it may be easy for us – two-and-a-half thousand years after the fact – to read morals into these myths, but we should refrain from doing so, at least here.

The women in these pages are both strong and weak, hard and soft, resolute and resigned. They are often headstrong, but also are often forced to accept their place as women in an overwhelmingly patriarchal world. They should fill us with hope and terror in equal measure. But, at the end of it all, they are embodiments of what it means to be women in a world that is designed for men.
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AEROPE

Aerope could not believe the sheer excitement on her husband’s face as he dragged her by the wrist out to the stables. She had never seen him this excited. Atreus was a serious man, not the type to be unduly excited about anything. She wondered what it was that had made him act so peculiarly now, but as they turned the corner into the darkened stables, she really wondered. Why had he shut the light out, closing all the doors? He lit a lamp – an even stranger thing to do at this time of the morning – and motioned for her to be quiet. So, forward they crept in the dark.

And then she saw it. At first, she wasn’t entirely sure what it was that she was looking at. It glittered in the lamplight, but it was also moving and making soft noises like a lamb. No, not like a lamb – it was a lamb. A lamb whose fleece was not white, nor stained with dirt, nor black, but … golden. She looked at Atreus and his eyes shone with pride. “We have been blessed by Artemis!” she told him. “She will favour us even more after she receives this offering!” But Atreus clamped his hand over her mouth. “No … shush! This is just between us. I have not yet decided what I’m going to do with the lamb. I shall slaughter it and then decide what will happen to the fleece.” He glanced at her conspiratorially, and she felt a deep unease.

Aerope was granddaughter to the legendary Cretan king Minos. She had been banished from Crete by her father Catreus after her sister Apemosyne was raped by Hermes, the divine messenger, because Catreus harboured a deep distrust of all his children after receiving an oracle stating that one of them would cause his death.

She had once been given a special charm by Heracles with which to defend the city of Crete, should she need to – a small jar containing several cuttings of hair from Medusa’s head. She never had cause to use the charm, though. Later, she became the wife of Atreus, and aside from her husband, she was the only other person who knew about the mystic golden-fleeced sheep that had appeared in her husband’s flock – even though prior to the discovery of the sheep, Atreus had vowed to sacrifice his finest lamb from each of his flocks, each season, to Artemis, daughter of Zeus. But instead of burning the fleece in honour of the goddess, he hid it away in a trunk to keep for himself. It may well be that Artemis herself had sent the mystic lamb in order to test his devotion to her and his duplicity resulted in the downfall to follow. Alongside this, Aerope was carrying on a secret affair with Thyestes, Atreus’s brother and the rival heir to their father, Pelops. Secretly, she had given the golden fleece to Thyestes as a token of her love, but Atreus was so sure of his position and his wife’s faithfulness that he never sought to check the safety of the fleece.

Several years later, the King of Mycenae, Eurystheus (the king who commanded Heracles to undertake his labours, see here), died without an heir. An oracle declared that a son of Pelops was to become the King of Mycenae, but he could not decide which it should be. Atreus was the obvious choice being the elder, but the oracle did not specify. Thyestes suggested that they should undertake to produce a sign demonstrating which of them the gods favoured and set the token as the golden fleece of a lamb. Atreus clearly agreed, thinking that he and Aerope were still the only ones who knew about their hidden fleece. Obviously, they then discovered that the fleece was missing and Thyestes managed to produce the golden fleece of a lamb, thereby demonstrating that he was in fact the gods’ chosen King of Mycenae. Atreus could not openly accuse Aerope nor contest the decision because he had promised the fleece to Artemis and then hidden it away.

With the help of Zeus, Atreus did manage to claim the throne of Mycenae anyway and banish Thyestes, but he had still not discovered that Aerope had been involved in the theft of the golden fleece, nor that the pair had been carrying on an affair. This was not uncovered until some time later, when Atreus and Aerope were already installed and settled upon the thrones of Mycenae, and so he feigned forgiveness toward his wife. The pair had two sons, Agamemnon (who would succeed his father) and Menelaus (who was to marry Helen and become King of Sparta). She may also have been the mother of two sons by Thyestes, Tantalus and Pleisthenes, who were the children Atreus fed to Thyestes as part of his plot of revenge. Following this gruesome feast, Aerope was thrown to her death, by Atreus, from the cliffs around Mycenae.

While Aerope is instrumental in the origin story of the golden fleece, it’s another woman – Medea – who really embodies the journey the golden fleece takes. She fell in love with Jason, the Prince of Iolcus, when he set out to find the golden fleece (which had by this stage made its way to Colchis on the Black Sea, where Medea was princess). Jason wouldn’t have made off with the fleece without her help, as she promised to help him abscond with it as long he married her if they were successful. Medea’s father King Aeetes set Jason a series of unmanageable tasks which the besotted Medea ensured he completed by using her magical abilities. Thus, they left Colchis with the fleece. Unhappy with their success, Aeetes tried to stop the pair, resulting in Medea killing her brother Absyrtus. Jason did marry Medea and they had two children together, but he later decided it was more advantageous to marry a Greek princess. In revenge, Medea killed her two children and was taken home by her divine grandfather, Helios.
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AMPHITRITE

As she sat upon her pearled chariot, wandering the seas that shone with her powers, Amphitrite felt a ripple through the waves. Turning the two hippocamps that pulled her, she raced over the ocean to the coast of Crete, where Zeus had just proved that the Cretan king, Minos, was his son. She felt sorry for Zeus having a son like that, whose wife behaved so dishonourably. It was one thing for gods to behave like that toward their wives, but mortal wives going against their husbands! It was enough to make her put aside her own grief and rage, and side with the mortal son of her own husband, Poseidon (the very thought made her shudder).

No sooner had she arrived than the very son – Theseus – dove into the sea. He looked alarmed when he caught sight of her, doubtless assuming she was there to thwart his efforts. She waved her hand and he took a large breath in – “Lady,” he panted, “are you here to help me or hinder me?”

“Unfortunately for me, I am here to help – though it will mean that I, rather than my husband, must accept you as his son.” From under the seat of her chariot, Amphitrite pulled forth a box covered in mother-of-pearl and dotted with shells. “Within this box you will find treasures that prove you are the son of the Sea King – no one will be able to doubt your claim. I give these to you on one condition.”

“Name your price, lady,” the Athenian said.

“Leave my realm immediately. You may sail your ship over the top of my waters, but you may never dive into my depths again.”

She did not wait for a reply, turning her chariot and speeding away.

Amphitrite was a Nereid, a nymph of the sea, who was the daughter of Nereus (the “Old Man of the Sea”) and the sea goddess Doris, and therefore sister of Thetis.

Initially interested in courting Thetis, when Poseidon learned of the prophecy surrounding her son (see Thetis, here), the god of the sea pursued Amphitrite to be his wife instead. But, like most other Nereids, Amphitrite was reluctant to wed anyone because, by and large, the Nereids preferred to live carefree and unencumbered lives as perpetual maidens together, rather than be separated into individual households. The fact that she was Poseidon’s second choice of Nereid to take as a wife understandably gave Amphitrite a small complex about her position. As a Nereid, she was instrumental in mourning the death of Achilles. She is often shown in visual representations as being just like other Nereids, except with the trappings of royalty.

Some sources say that Poseidon abducted her, but most accounts of their courtship state that after he began to woo her, she ran away to the Atlas Mountains – not wanting to have to reject the god to his face. He sent an army of dolphins to every corner of the world to find out where she was hiding. One of the dolphins discovered her whereabouts and, after telling Poseidon, he sent her gifts and messages. Eventually, the dolphin convinced Amphitrite of Poseidon’s love for her and she was won over and returned to him. In thanks, Poseidon set the dolphin in the stars, where he became the constellation Delphinus. Once Amphitrite accepted Poseidon as her spouse, she became the powerful Queen of the Seas, ruling alongside him in a similar way to Persephone in the Underworld. Together, the pair had three children: Triton, the half-man, half-fish father of mermen and mermaids, Rhode, who became Helios’s consort (see Eos, here) and the sea nymph Benthesicyme.

Poseidon, unsurprisingly for an Olympian god, wasn’t the greatest husband to Amphitrite. He was often unfaithful to her, causing her much heartache. In addition to her earlier feelings about being Poseidon’s second choice for wife, this behaviour caused Amphitrite to become jealous and sometimes very mean. She particularly hated the sea nymph Scylla, poisoning her bathwater with magical herbs and causing her transformation into a monster (see Echidna and her sister Scylla, here). As Queen of the Seas, she had some control over maritime conditions and sometimes demanded sacrifices from mortals in order to appease her rage. Such is the case of Phineas, who had been thrown as a sacrifice to her after an oracle (which some sources say she delivered herself). A shipmate, who was in love with the boy, jumped into the sea after him, but Amphitrite – in a last-minute display of compassion – allowed a passing dolphin to rescue Phineas.

In perhaps her most well-known mythic appearance, Amphitrite helped the Athenian king, Theseus, prove that he was the son of her husband. As he was not her son, this was perhaps an unusually kind display from her. In contest with King Minos of Crete – and after Minos had proved his own divine lineage – Theseus leapt into the sea in search of his own proof. Amphitrite met the king, allowing him to breathe under the water, and she presented him with the jewelled crown that had been worn by her sister, Thetis, as a bride, and a purple robe.

The Nereids, to which both Amphitrite and Thetis belonged, were the smallest group of nymphs. While other groups may have contained several thousand (or even an innumerable number, like tree nymphs) there were only around 50 of these. They were separate from the other group of oceanic nymphs, the Oceanids, who were daughters of Oceanus, rather than of Nereus. While the Oceanids were “sea nymphs” more broadly, the Nereids were specifically nymphs of the Mediterranean, and particularly the Aegean Sea off the east coast of Greece. In general, they were considered to be beneficial to sailors and fishermen, often “seen” helping men who got lost or caught in bad weather. It is fitting that Amphitrite became Poseidon’s wife and thus their queen, as the primary function of the Nereids is as attendants of the sea god.




[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]

ANDROMACHE

She sits at the small loom, head hung low in sorrow and concentration for another day of fighting. Her husband, all Trojans – the people whom she has come to love and represent as their princess, although she was not born here – are defending their home. She feels the weight of every woman sitting at home, at her loom, while brothers and fathers and husbands and sons line up for battle, swords and shields held aloft. She knows that they are all putting on brave faces – the women and the men. She can sense that brave face pasted over her own fear and sorrow. She could see it on Hector’s face as he donned his helmet and armour, as she handed him his son and, later, his sword. They were all putting on brave faces as the golden warrior Achilles rampaged the lands around Troy. Deep in her sorrow-filled heart, she knew that the warrior Achilles would be the man who finally undid her family, her city, her love and life. And with that thought, she began weaving a scene of Trojan victory – pasting a brave face over her apprehension as the shuttle swept through the warp, smooth and clean, even as she knew she was weaving a lie.

Perhaps more than any other figure in this book, Andromache is a woman defined by her relationship to men – so much so that during the emotional scene in Homer’s Iliad when her husband dies, she is not even named, simply referred to as his wife.

Her name means “Battle of Men” – a fitting moniker for a woman whose life (and perhaps worth in the eyes of the wider world) is defined by possibly the greatest war of the ancient world. She is the daughter of Eetion, King of the Cilician Thebe (in the Troad, a region in north-west Asia Minor surrounding ancient Troy), who was killed by the rampaging Achilles. Andromache was also the wife of Hector, Breaker of Horses, prince and protector of Troy, who was killed by Achilles at what was a turning point of the Greco-Trojan War. As such, she was the daughter-in-law of Troy’s elderly but noble King Priam of Troy and Queen Hecuba. She was the mother of Astyanax, who was thrown off the wall of Troy to his death by the Greeks after their victory because they feared he would avenge his father’s brutal death once he was grown. She became the enslaved concubine of Neoptolemus, son of Achilles, the man who had so viciously torn her family apart, not only through the war but personally, with his own sword and spear.

Andromache pleads with her loving husband – and for all the faults of war, he is a loving partner to her – to stay safe, to be vigilant on the battlefield. Having lost her father and seven brothers to Achilles’s sword when the Greek forces raided Thebe (and her remaining brother to Menelaus on the Trojan battlefield), she knows more than any other woman we encounter in Greek mythology that men’s vigilance in battle is never enough, they must also be brave and sure of themselves. On many occasions, she gives Hector the pep talks that he so desperately needs in order to stay safe. Alas, she cannot keep him out of harm’s way and so there she is, standing on the battlements of Troy as Achilles and Hector fight to the death. And as Zeus weighs up the fate of the two warriors, it is Hector’s “Doom of Death” that is plunged into darkness and with it, so too is Andromache. The death of her husband sends wails of pain and terror into the crowded Trojan streets – the Princess of Troy reduced to a woman mourning her husband’s loss and with it, her own safety. She knows that she will be captured and taken to Greece, that her son will be killed, and Troy will be destroyed just as her home of Thebe was destroyed.

Andromache was an emotionally driven and intelligent woman who almost certainly knew from the very beginning of the Trojan War that she would lose everything to its brutality. Although not Greek herself, she and Hector represent the ideal of marriage to the ancient Greek world more than any other pair in the myth surrounding the Trojan War, except perhaps for their lack of legitimate children. While Hector may have fathered illegitimate children by other women, Andromache only had the one very young son by the end of the 10 years of war, although the pair had wed before the fighting began. We might wonder why this is, though given Andromache bore several sons and daughters to her captor – Neoptolemus’s own wife had no children – this is perhaps a divine comment on the outcome of the war (see Hermione, here). Her role is to remind us that warriors have devoted families at home and they are the ones who are really harmed in the hero’s pursuit of war.

Andromache was one of the luckier women of Troy, and especially of the royal Trojans, though the plight of women enslaved during or after conflict was always tragic. Her mother-in-law Hecuba dived into the sea only to be transformed into a black dog by Hecate (see Hecate, here), while her sister-in-law Polyxena was sacrificed at the grave of Achilles (see Polyxena, here). Aside from Helen, we hear no stories of the Trojans taking and enslaving women (though they must have done, as it was relatively customary), but the Greek forces routinely enslaved women both during the war (see, for example, Chryseis, here) and afterwards.
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ANDROMEDA

Her father’s servant grabbed her wrist and yanked her on to the cold, hard floor. She had heard rumours of the Oracle’s response, but no one had told her to her face. How could her mother be so hubristic? Yes, of course she was beautiful – she was a queen, after all – but to boast about your beauty in this way was foolish and now she – Andromeda, a princess! – would have to pay the ultimate price. Why were the gods so cruel? Why were they punishing her and not her mother?

The servant pulled Andromeda to her feet, dragging her out the door and into the blinding light. He held her arm aloft so the people of the city could see her. “Ethiopians!” her father, suddenly appearing beside her, yelled down to the crowd. “Today, we face disaster! A flood has been sent on the wrath of the sea god Poseidon and it is threatening us all! The great god Amun has told me that the only way to appease the wrong committed against him is to sacrifice my only daughter – one life, for all of your lives!”

Yes, only one life, she thought sadly, but my life.

And that was how Andromeda ended up, naked and alone, freezing as the wind whipped her hair into her eyes, chained to this rocky outcrop. All the rage she felt poured out in screams and cries – curses against her mother’s folly, against her father’s cold-heartedness, against the callousness of the gods; cries for herself and her lost future. The children she would never have, the love she would never find. Finally, she quietened as the sea monster bobbed its head out of the water. She had wondered how this would end, and now she knew.

Daughter of Cepheus, a king in Ethiopia (which in the ancient Greek world refers broadly to sub-Saharan Africa), Andromeda became the wife of the hero Perseus after he saved her life. Her mother, Cassiopeia, had bragged that her own beauty surpassed even the Nereids’ immortal beauty, which angered the group of sea nymphs.

Together, they petitioned god of the sea, Poseidon, to punish the vain queen for disrespecting them. He sent a vast wave against the king and queen, plunging their lands underwater. After consulting the oracle of the Egyptian god Amun at Siwa to see what could be done about the flood, they were told that the only way to appease the wrath of Poseidon and the Nereids was to sacrifice their only daughter to a great sea monster named Ceto, who would be sent against them. On hearing about the oracle, the people of the city demanded that Cepheus and Cassiopeia sacrifice Andromeda in order to save the lives of all the citizens.

Perseus was the demigod son of Zeus and the mortal Danaë, a hero whose family was originally from Argos, but who had been living with his mother in Seriphos. He was fresh from slaying the gorgon Medusa – her severed head now a weapon he could wield to turn any person or creature who looked at it to stone – when he happened to pass through Ethiopia and saw Andromeda, falling instantly in love with her. Following the oracular pronouncement, she had been stripped naked and chained to a rock at the edge of the water, which was encroaching farther and farther into the city. Andromeda screamed and wept, awaiting her fate to be sacrificed to Ceto, who approached, ready to attack and eat her. Rather than rescue her immediately, Perseus found Cepheus and bargained to save her life in exchange for her hand in marriage. The king agreed willingly, even offering Perseus his own kingdom as a dowry, given that Andromeda was their only child. However, he neglected to mention that she was already betrothed to his own brother, Phineus.

Perseus approached Andromeda and Ceto, and defeated the sea monster by producing Medusa’s head and turning the creature to stone. He unbound Andromeda and brought her safely down from her rocky outcrop. Perseus was mildly injured in the battle and once freed, Andromeda washed his hands and accepted him as her spouse. Cepheus began to formulate a plan to backtrack on his arrangement with the hero, but Andromeda insisted the marriage should go ahead and it should happen immediately. One wonders if Andromeda, knowing she was betrothed to her uncle, thought Perseus a superior match because of his age and bravery. He was grudgingly welcomed by her parents, who staged a wedding banquet for that very evening.

Phineus – probably invited to the banquet by Cassiopeia – burst into the banquet with a small band of soldiers in order to claim Andromeda for himself, as his rightful bride. A scuffle ensued, in which Perseus – telling his own friends to cover their faces – produced Medusa’s head and turned Phineus and the soldiers to stone. The argument was settled and Andromeda was left with her choice of husband. They stayed in Ethiopia for a year, having a son named Perses. After this time, Perseus told Andromeda that they must leave for Seriphos in order to rescue his mother from the tyrant who ruled there. They left Perses in the care of Cepheus, as his heir, and he became the ancestor of all the Persians.

Some time later, Perseus accidentally killed his grandfather, in fulfilment of a prophecy, and so declined to take over the rule of Argos. Instead, he swapped kingdoms for the nearby Tiryns and then founded Mycenae, where he and Andromeda lived, having several more children. When the pair died, Athena placed both Perseus and Andromeda among the stars.
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