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Chapter I

Of Breasts and Bulls

Purple reins have the kids put on you, goat,

And on your shaggy face a muzzle

As they teach you to race like a horse round the temple of the god

That he might watch over them delighting in childish games.

Anyte, Greek Anthology 6.312, third century BC

In ninth-century Constantinople a scholar, bibliophile and soon-to-be saint named Photius is rifling through his papers. Hopes of retrieving anything from his tottering compendium of reviews, titbits and other people’s thoughts are growing more remote by the day, but a couple of lines of text catch his eye. The note, jotted down from a piece of papyrus from ancient Egypt, makes the astonishing claim that Homer copied his epics from a woman.1

Her name was Phantasia, and she had deposited her books about the Trojan War and the adventures of Odysseus in a temple at Memphis, south of Cairo, where Homer found them. Impressed by what he read, the would-be poet asked the temple scribe for copies, which he then used to compose his Iliad and Odyssey. The man celebrated for producing the earliest recorded poems in the western world might have been a genius, but he was apparently also a plagiarist, a thief, a claimant to a woman’s intellectual property.

A few centuries after saintly Photius discovered this curious piece of intelligence, Eustathius, archbishop of Thessalonica in Greece, stumbles upon another reference to Phantasia.2 His source, a mysterious Naucrates, identifies her as a poet from Memphis and Homer as a student or an Egyptian poet. Phantasia is said to have placed her finished works in a Temple of Hephaestus.

Three-quarters of a millennium later the novelist Samuel Butler is on a boat from Dover to Calais when he strikes up conversation with a passenger who has read of the archbishop’s heart-stopping discovery. As the gentleman reveals ‘the truth’ about the origins of Homer’s epics, he sows a seed in Butler’s mind that will never be dislodged. It seems unthinkable that a woman could have composed the Iliad with all its descriptions of martial warfare, but the Odyssey has long seemed to Butler a more domestic poem, a poem of women and goddesses, a poem brimming with mistakes that a man would never make. No man would be so thoughtless as to give a ship a rudder at both ends! No man would be so simple-minded as to propose that dry timber could be cut from a living tree! In 1897 Butler publishes a book with a wryly informative title: The Authoress of the Odyssey: Where and when she wrote, who she was, the use she made of the Iliad, and how the poem grew under her hands.

Some decades after that, Robert Graves, author of I, Claudius, reads Butler’s book and finds in it a reflection of his own thoughts on the Odyssey. Butler had proposed that Phantasia was a pseudonym for Nausicaa, helper of Odysseus and princess of Scheria, a magical island where the trees are forever in fruit. She was, in Butler’s words, ‘a high-spirited, headstrong girl who had been accustomed to have her own way’, living, very precisely, at Trapani on the west coast of Sicily.3 Graves now imagines Nausicaa, a young woman, ‘neither tall nor particularly beautiful’, as the original bard.4

‘Oh, Muses,’ she prays in Homer’s Daughter, Graves’s novel of 1955, ‘enter into the heart of your servant Nausicaa, and teach her to compose skilful hexameter verses!’ Nausicaa’s prayer is answered. Over many years she produces an epic poem, writes it out on Egyptian papyrus and entrusts it to a male poet to sing across the courts of Greece. ‘The Iliad, which I admire, is devised by a man for men,’ she promised. ‘This epic, The Odyssey, will be devised by a woman for women.’ And so, in Graves’s mind, the Odyssey was born.

There was just one problem with these men’s theories. Phantasia was a fantasy. The earliest reference to her may be traced to the writings of a grammarian of second-century Alexandria named Ptolemy Chennus (‘the Quail’). Despite being surrounded by serious-minded scholars, the Quail was something of a jester, with a keen appetite for the absurd. He frequently supported his alleged facts with spurious citations and also claimed that Homer was inspired by one ‘Helen’. The truth was staring scholars in the face: ‘Phantasia’ is the Greek for ‘a parade’, ‘a display’, almost ‘a front’.

Phantasia may be one of the most protracted hoaxes in literary history. In hailing her as the originator of Homer’s tales, the Quail and his adherents pulled wool over the eyes of some of the most learned readers in history.

Not many men of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries would have thought a woman capable of composing one of the greatest poems in the world. The likes of Samuel Butler and Robert Graves deserve some credit for their free-thinking. Their efforts besides say something interesting about the nature of Homer’s poems and the world from which they came. The two epics were set some 400 years before they were completed. Looking back to the Trojan War from the vantage point of the late eighth or early seventh century BC was the equivalent of looking back to the Spanish Armada from the present day. When we remember that the poems consciously evoke the Late Bronze Age, a time when women not only worked, but held considerable authority within their societies, the longevity of the Phantasia legend suddenly seems less bewildering.

The story of Phantasia serves to remind us that, in order to understand the position of real women in antiquity, we need to look further back in time to the period before Homer and the advent of literature. We must go back to the Mycenaeans of early Greece, who thrived in legendary Odysseus’ time, and before that, to the people the Mycenaeans learned from, the women-revering Minoans of Bronze Age Crete. It is with the Minoans that our history must begin.

Crete has always been an island of bulls. Even in shape it is peculiarly bovine – a taut, long body stretched out to the south of the Aegean, culminating at its north-west end in a pair of elegantly distinguished horns. In antiquity, disputes arose over the precise measurements of the land mass – home to the fabled King Minos, Queen Pasiphaë and the half-man, half-bull Minotaur – and the question of whether its isthmuses and promontories ought to be included in the calculation, or just the torso, chest to rump.5 One estimator claimed that the strip exceeded 2,300 stadia in length and 5,000 in circumference. Too fat, cried another, who believed that precision was everything: it was 4,100 stadia all around at the very most. No, no, no: 2,000 stadia long, insisted somebody else. No consensus was reached.

The size of Crete (later confirmed to be 260 kilometres – roughly 1,400 stadia – by 60 kilometres at its very brawniest) mattered because it brought the island into close proximity to not one continent, like many of the smaller islands, but three. Two days and two nights at sea could carry a Cretan from the south coast to Cyrene in Libya, and twice as many would take them from the north-east down to Egypt.6 The journey to Asia Minor was comparatively direct, and mainland Greece lay within such easy reach that the archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans would hail ancient Crete as ‘the first stepping-stone of European civilisation’.7

The island was home from about 3000 BC to the Minoans, a spectacularly enterprising and industrious people, whose civilisation developed at the beginning of the Bronze Age and reached its zenith a millennium and a half later following the construction of palatial buildings so intricate as to resemble labyrinths. Named by a nineteenth-century German scholar in honour of their legendary king, the Minoans were non-Greeks, whose way of life was startlingly unlike that of any other people in the world.8 Much about them remains mysterious. They developed a language to write in, but left behind no literature, no chronicles and no citizens’ names. They built sunken rooms in their halls but did not document what they used them for. They sculpted figures of buxom women with snakes enwrapping their arms like lace, of men leap-frogging over bulls, of cats nesting snugly on people’s heads, but they provided little clue as to whether these were episodes drawn from life, or symbols for something else. Their surviving art and architecture nevertheless give the impression that, in their richly creative society, women were often more prominent than men.

The origins of the Minoans have long been argued over. Scholars have proposed that they came to Crete from North Africa, Asia Minor or the Near East, but a ten-year study on mitochondrial DNA extracted from bones discovered in one of the island’s caves has lent some credence to the hypothesis that they were in fact more local.9 The results of DNA investigations are never uncontentious as their accuracy can be difficult to establish, but the ancestry of the deceased examined in this investigation was traced predominantly to the Aegean and western Turkey; there was little to differentiate their bones from those of modern Cretans.10 The Minoans were relatively tall, the average man standing at 167 centimetres, and the average woman at 154 centimetres.11 His life expectancy was about thirty-five at the height of Minoan civilisation and hers, reflecting the dangers of childbirth, just twenty-seven or twenty-eight.12 Both osteomyelitis, an infection of the bone, and brucellosis, a disease transmitted through animal products, especially milk, have been detected in the skeletal remains.13

We would describe many Minoan clothes today as characteristically feminine. Minoan men liked to dress in skirt-like sarongs with codpieces and carried swords and axes made of bronze. Women wore long patterned skirts with belts and corset-like tops, or no tops at all; in surviving art they very often have their breasts fully exposed to view. Both men and women tended to wear their hair long in flowing curls and were fond of gold jewellery. It is thought that the Minoans invented the sandal; the Greek word sandalon is believed to have derived from their language.14

Cretan hieroglyphs were developed in the north of the island about 2000 BC but were superseded early on by a different form of syllabic script known as Linear A. The art of writing was by then already well-established in other parts of the world including Egypt. The Sumerians, who controlled Mesopotamia and established powerful cities in the east, had been the first to stamp the wedge-like shapes of cuneiform on clay tablets in the fourth millennium BC. The earliest named author in the world was a Sumerian woman named Enheduanna, a poet and priestess, to whom we shall return. Minoan Linear A looked quite different from the existing cuneiform, consisting of a series of line-heavy signs and ideograms designed to represent common objects and items of produce, including olive oil, wine and cattle.15 Linear A was used for list-making and accountancy rather than extended writing. It is yet to be fully deciphered.

Crete was known among later Greek historians for being the first place to raise a navy and master the Aegean.16 Minoan ship-sheds have been discovered at a number of sites, including at Kommos on the southern coast and at Katsamba near Heraklion in the north.17 Boats varied according to use, some practically equipped for trade, others so charming in appearance as to evoke the promise of a pleasure cruise, with strings of bell-like decorations stretching from mast to stern and bow to mast, and long, luxurious awnings shielding the rowers labouring beneath. The first Minoan shipwreck ever to be found was excavated earlier this century by Elpida Hadjidaki-Marder, a marine archaeologist who grew up in Chania in north-west Crete.18 Guided by intuition, Hadjidaki-Marder directed her search off Pseira, an islet in Mirabello Bay, at the north-east of the island, and alighted upon something extraordinary. Although all trace of the wooden vessel had gone, its cargo, consisting predominantly of ceramic jars for transporting oil or wine, still lay on the seabed. The Minoan ship had sunk about 1750 BC.

Expertise in shipbuilding enabled the people of Crete to establish themselves widely overseas. Minoan settlements arose on neighbouring islands, including at Triánda on Rhodes, Kastri on Cythera, Akrotiri on Thera (Santorini) and further afield; Gaza was at the very least a Minoan trading station. Like Pompeii and Herculaneum in AD 79, the Minoan port town of Akrotiri was preserved after being smothered in ash during a catastrophic volcanic eruption sometime between about 1600 and 1530 BC, allowing later excavators to reveal the extent of its own networks with Crete, Egypt, Syria and beyond. The city possessed a central square or, technically, a triangle, surrounded by elegant streets lined with many-storeyed houses. One of the Minoan-style wall frescoes discovered beneath the debris features a species of monkey believed to be native to the Indian subcontinent.19 Identified only recently by their unusual downward-pointing tails, the grey langurs were painted an exotic blue, just as African baboons were in wall paintings on Crete in an artistic convention that emphasised their exoticism.20 These wall paintings provide tentative but thrilling evidence of the existence of the Silk Roads over a millennium earlier than previously thought.

The Minoans exchanged goods with the peoples of the Cycladic islands and Egypt from almost the very beginning of their civilisation. The first delegations were depicted in Egyptian art in the early fifteenth century BC when the female pharaoh Hatshepsut was on the throne. It would have been characteristic of Hatshepsut to initiate the trade link. She was, even more than her husband/half-brother Thutmose II, exceedingly partial to new enterprise.

Defying convention, Hatshepsut ruled as a female ‘king’, possibly following the example of her first-dynasty predecessor Meritneith, while serving as co-regent with her young stepson following her husband’s untimely death. How her stepson felt about this arrangement is unknown. In works of art, Hatshepsut was often depicted wearing male clothes, and even a false beard.21 Her building works included the pair of extraordinary obelisks, almost 30 metres tall, still visible in the Temple of Amun at Karnak. Episodes of her life story were narrated in sculptures at the mortuary temple in which she was laid when she died, probably of natural causes, some twenty years into her rule.22 They began with her conception as the daughter of Thutmose I, shown as the sun god Amun-Re, and his wife Ahmose, and progressed to show her being modelled, Pandora-like, from clay. Some of the most vivid artworks documented her expedition to the Land of Punt, in east Africa. The treasures Hatshepsut brought back from here included frankincense and myrrh. In Sinai, she established mining interests to extract copper and turquoise. The Phoenicians (Canaanites) of the Levant she persuaded to supply her with wood for shipbuilding. Hatshepsut probably arrived at an agreement with the early Cretans as well. The Egyptians came to speak of the Minoans as dwellers of ‘Keftiu’ (Crete) or of the ‘islands in the middle of the Big Green [sea]’.23 The tomb paintings of Rekhmire, a vizier of the same dynasty as Hatshepsut, reveal just some of the items the Minoans carried over. Minoan men, since altered to resemble the later Mycenaeans, are shown in profile wearing kilts and bearing large pots, metal vessels and sculpted animal heads.24 In exchange for items such as scarabs, the Minoans also supplied the Egyptians with textiles and wood so that they could build further monuments and ships of their own.

Revering the water and the life that swam beneath it, the Minoans covered their ceramics in paintings of fish, dolphins and enormous octopuses with flailing arms and staring eyes. Their pottery was produced on clay potters’ wheels which were typically freely revolving so as to enable rapid production.25 The finest Minoan clothes glowed purple with the product of another sea creature. Piles of Minoan-era murex shells discovered across Crete, especially at Palaikastro, Kommos and Malia, provide evidence that the Minoans were using the molluscs to make purple dye thousands of years before the Romans made ‘Tyrian’ purple fashionable.26 Fish and shellfish also formed part of the Minoan diet, but in smaller quantities than meat, such as mutton, fowl, hare, goat and pork, which was cooked on braziers, and wheat, millet and barley, legumes, figs, grapes, pomegranates, almonds, pistachios and saffron. Wall paintings show Minoans gathering saffron with such devotion as to suggest that the spice played a role in ritual as well as cooking and textile-dyeing.

Life on Minoan Crete could be comfortable but unpredictable. The ‘Town Mosaic’, a series of small plaques made about 1700–1600 BC, reveals their houses (some square, others taller than wide) to have been built from mudbrick with multiple storeys and windows arranged on the upper levels alone.27 Many homes had terracotta bathtubs, cisterns and inner courtyards. The grander properties were built of ashlar masonry with large central halls, storage wings, the mysterious sunken rooms and light wells to flood even the darkest corners in sunlight.28 Most spacious of all were the ‘palaces’. Their construction on Crete coincided with the development of Linear A following a period of dramatic upheaval. From about 2200 BC, a number of early settlements on the island were destroyed and deserted, perhaps in connection with a drought. Further devastation followed the erection of the first palatial complexes.29 This time, earthquakes or warfare were probably to blame, and led to many of the newer buildings being razed. The palaces were subsequently rebuilt on such a grand scale as to exceed in splendour all existing architecture in the western world.

The palaces were so-named by the aforementioned Arthur Evans, the Oxford-educated son of a wealthy paper manufacturer, who arrived on Crete at the turn of the nineteenth century with an ambition far greater than his experience. His half-sister Joan described him as ‘small and rather insignificant’ as a boy, with a ‘peering’ stance owing to severe myopia.30 While he ‘had not eyesight enough for cricket’, the diminutive scholar did have an eye for art, which he put to good use when he became Keeper of Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum in his mid-thirties. A man of boundless energy, Evans transformed the haphazard jumble of things he found there into a world-class collection by relocating the museum to a more spacious building nearby, reorganising the displays and enriching the holdings through inspired acquisitions. His chance purchase of some Cretan seal stones at an Athenian market awoke him most palpably to the mysteries of the Minoans.

Knossos, near Heraklion in northern Crete, was already by then a known archaeological site. Inhabited since the Early Neolithic era, circa 6000 BC, it became home to one of the great centres of Minoan civilisation when it was chosen as the setting for a palatial complex extending to hundreds of rooms. A wealthy Cretan businessman named Minos Kalokairinos had discovered it in 1878 and combed the soil in which the so-called Second Palace stood, but much remained alluringly earthed-over, like crabs buried deep in the sand. Kalokairinos had been prevented from carrying out a full excavation for fear that any finds could be removed to Constantinople.31 Crete was still subject to Ottoman control. To Kalokairinos’s frustration, a Cretan official allowed Evans to purchase part of Knossos after Crete gained its autonomy in 1898, and a new law was passed permitting the Englishman to commence his own excavation. It was Kalokairinos who had first introduced Evans to the site. He later launched an unsuccessful legal case against him.

Evans had no formal archaeological education – he acquired most of his knowledge from digs conducted by private means since his youth – but he did have his trained, near-sighted eyes, and considerable funds. The sudden death of his wife Margaret while they were both still in their forties provided the impetus he needed to lay aside his dislike of water (‘that uncertain element’), select his team, and make the rough crossing to Crete.32 Over the coming years, Evans would make headlines around the world for leading what remains one of the most exciting excavations ever to have taken place. But while his large company of labourers, male and female, were sifting through the earth, another archaeologist was looking on.

Harriet Boyd was born in Boston in 1871 and studied at Smith College, Massachusetts, before volunteering as a nurse with the Greek army in the Graeco-Turkish War. Less celebrated than Evans in the ensuing decades, but better qualified for fieldwork, she defiantly brushed aside the many people who told her that archaeology was no pursuit for a woman and undertook her own dig on Crete. Using the funding she had received through an academic fellowship, she completed three seasons at Gournia, in the north-east of the island, from 1901. She consequently became the first woman in history to direct her own excavation on the island and publish the results.33 It so happened that Boyd had visited Knossos a year earlier in time to observe and sketch some of Evans’s most intriguing discoveries. In April 1900 there came to light a large compartment with a carved gypsum chair built into one wall, surrounded by vibrant red frescoes of griffins. ‘In sport,’ Boyd recorded, Evans named this chair ‘the throne of Ariadne’, daughter of Minos, as if the historicity of Ariadne was firmly established.34 The joke, however, was on Evans, as Boyd apparently recognised. Believing the throne’s seat too narrow for a female derrière, the Oxonian abandoned this improbable attribution in favour of the equally romantic idea that he had discovered at Knossos ‘The Throne Room’ of a priest-king or King Minos himself.

Stories of the mythical Cretan ruler had circulated for thousands of years after Homer’s epics. In death, Minos was said to have sat with a golden sceptre at the threshold of Hades as a judge of the spirits of the Underworld.35 In life, he was a much-feared ruler, blighted by misfortune. Legend held that his wife, Pasiphaë, a daughter of the Sun, was consumed by unnatural lust. Minos had failed to sacrifice the fine bull he had promised to Poseidon, and to punish him, the sea god put Pasiphaë under a spell. Overcome by feelings she could not satisfy in human form, the queen commissioned Daedalus, the most skilled of the craftsmen on Crete, to build her a wooden cow. Daedalus fashioned a shell-on-legs just large enough to hold her in the most amenable fashion for having sex. By some miracle she conceived within the carapace a hybrid child.

Daedalus was kept in lucrative employment after the monstrous Minotaur was born. He designed and built the enormous labyrinth that concealed the bull-man, who feasted on a regular tribute of seven girls and seven boys sent from Athens in recompense for the murder of Minos’ son in the city. In the myth, Theseus, a so-called hero, arrived from Athens and won the heart of the princess Ariadne to bring the gruesome practice to an end. Hopelessly enamoured, Ariadne gave Theseus the ball of thread he needed to weave himself free of the twisting lair, and with it the confidence to slay the beast.36 Daedalus made his escape from Crete and the changeable king’s rule by soaring to the sky on wax-sealed wings. It was during their flight that his beloved son Icarus flew too close to the sun, whereupon the wax of his wings melted and he tumbled to his death. The Cretan tragedy was doubled when Ariadne awoke to find that Theseus had abandoned her on the island of Naxos without a parting word. Her lovesickness and despair at the heartlessness of men would be immortalised by poets through history, never more poignantly than by the love poet Catullus in a first-century BC poem inspired by the decoration on a bedspread.

Evans had studied antiquities in Bosnia, Italy and Sicily before turning to Knossos, but for all his worldliness, his view of Minoan culture was influenced predominantly by his experience of the British Empire. His assumption was that buildings as grand as those at Knossos could only have supported a king-led monarchy. While it was reasonable to suppose that the ancient complex was home to the most authoritative members of the elite, there was no evidence of a real King Minos – no evidence, indeed, that Minoan Crete was ruled by men. The buildings at Knossos did not constitute a ‘palace’ in the conventional sense. They consisted rather of a cultural centre with workshops, spaces for enormous pithoi storage jars, rooms for administration and the archiving of writing tablets, places to perform religious sacrifice, a central court, stately suites and well-functioning sewers. In ambition and range, the establishment paralleled the walled city of Erlitou in China, which had been constructed slightly earlier, about 1800 BC, in the Yellow River valley, and was thick with workshops and tombs.37 Other palatial complexes existed elsewhere on Crete, including at Malia, Phaistos and Galatas, but the Second Palace complex at Knossos, which replaced the earlier destroyed structure, was by far the largest and most intricate, extending to almost two hectares.

Visitors who entered the complex from the south proceeded through the porch to a long corridor, which led them slowly into a central court larger than four modern tennis courts combined (the courts at the palace of Phaistos in central-southern Crete could similarly host hundreds of people). Those coming from the north-west passed a grander room with central columns. In Minoan culture, columns tended, most unusually, to taper downwards, so as to be slimmer at the base. While ‘The Throne Room’ lay just west of the central court, the suites Evans associated with the royal family of Knossos were in the east wing. Of these, the ‘queen’s quarters’ were the more lavish, as they contained a bathtub and toilet which were connected to the sophisticated underground drainage system. These quarters offer further evidence of the prominence of women within the Minoan court.

An exquisite fresco of dolphins adorned one of these regal rooms. Like so many of the artworks discovered at Knossos, it was heavily restored by an artist-architect under Evans’s watch. The restorations or ‘reconstitutions’ made to various parts of the palace by Evans and his artistic associates were rightly a source of contention from early on. Repairs to columns and roofs were justified by the need to protect the site from the elements. Knossos was rocked by earthquakes in 1926 and 1930 as it had been in the past. The erection of a new floor allowed for the exhibition of many of the works of art that would otherwise have remained unseen. But Evans went further than was strictly necessary. The Greek archaeologist Spyridon Marinatos criticised him for ‘tak[ing] liberties beyond what is desirable’ in his repairs to doors, window openings, and the arrangement of some of the frescoes.38 The repainting of frescoes themselves, many of them by Swiss artists Émile Gilliéron et fils, invited even fiercer complaints. The faces of three Minoan women standing against a blue wall were more or less recreated ex nihilo. ‘Mais, ce sont des Parisiennes!’ exclaimed a French scholar on seeing some of the paintings of femmes élégantes with their red lips and flawless coiffure.39 The novelist Evelyn Waugh, visiting the site in the late 1920s, likened the appearance of the re-painted women to that of models gracing the covers of Vogue.40

While some of Evans’s interventions were wrongheaded, his interpretations were understandable, even where they were unsound. Some of the least realistic elements of the Cretan myth were readily discernible in the remains. There may have been no Minotaur, but the palace itself was a labyrinth, deep and mysterious, stirring stories of what lurked within. Images of labyrinths appeared on an early fresco at Knossos, on writing tablets from about 1200 BC, and on coins from the fifth century BC.41 Sir Arthur Evans came to see the palace as a labyrinth quite literally. Many of the walls, columns and artworks bore a symbol of a double-axe which he described using the Greek word labrys.42 The connection Evans drew between labrys and the palace as a labyrinth is dubious, but the Greek labyrinthos is etymologically linked to ‘da-pu-ri-to’, which appears on tablets at Knossos. It is possible that the palace or another destination on Crete was indeed known in the Bronze Age as a labyrinth.43 The fact that the double-axe is very often shown in the hands of women, as if a symbol of female power, adds weight to the argument that women stood at the centre of this labyrinthine world.

Like the 3,000-chambered ‘labyrinth’ built at Hawara near Crocodilopolis in Egypt about 1800 BC and identified as a mortuary temple for Amenemhat III, the Second Palace at Knossos drew visitors into a network of corridors so tight and expansive that, like the Minotaur, they might never have found their way out again.44 There may have been no Daedalus, but craftmanship was so central to Minoan culture that considerable parts of the cities and palatial complexes were given over to the workshops. Knossos was home to potters, stone-cutters and other artisans, and at Gournia, Harriet Boyd (Hawes after her marriage to the British anthropologist Charles Hawes) uncovered crafting centres where ivory and gold were used as raw materials. One of the most striking Minoan objects took the form of a solid gold pendant shaped to resemble bees and a honeycomb.45 Crete was an island full of Daedaluses and Daedalusai. It is highly likely that many of the craftspeople were female. If women arranged the trade of their textiles, which is most probable, they contributed significantly to the Minoan economy.

There may never have been a queen named Pasiphaë who mated with a bull, but Minoan Crete was saturated in bull imagery, which only reinforced the power of the myth. It featured in everything from wall crenelations and paintings to drinking vessels (among the most impressive, discovered near the palace at Knossos, a black steatite rhyton used for pouring liquids, shaped as a bull’s head with golden horns and eyes glowing blood-red).46 No challenge was considered greater on the island than that of leaping over a charging bull. There was no fixed method of performing the feat, known as taurokathapsia (bull-leaping), and no certainty that it was ever actually achieved. Nevertheless, intrepid leapers were immortalised in wall frescoes and seals, on sarcophagi and vases, in terracotta and bronze, flinging themselves over the bulging torsos of the beasts or using them as pommel horses upon which to perform acrobatics. An ivory sculpture, made circa 1500 BC, captures the look of determined concentration on a leaper’s face as he moves over a (now missing) bull.47 A bronze from a similar period shows a leaper performing a somersault between a bull’s horns.48

Most leapers mount their bulls from the front rather than from behind. Modern bull-handlers deny that this is possible owing to the bull’s habit of tossing its head.49 This was where women came in useful. One of the wall paintings at Knossos shows a male leaper performing a handstand on a bull’s back while two figures, seemingly women presented in male clothes, assist.50 One of these mysterious figures is standing before the long-bodied animal and grasping its horns to steady it. The other waits at its rear with her arms in the air as a ‘spotter’ to support the leaper as he prepares to dismount. The artist went to some effort to emphasise the assistants’ roles in the bull-leaping. It was artistic convention to depict men with brown-red flesh suggestive of outdoor labour, but to paint women with white skin to emphasise the time they spent indoors. In Egypt, by contrast, Ahmose-Nefertari, Chief Royal Wife in the eighteenth dynasty, was most often shown with blue or black skin, suggestive of her priestly role as God’s Wife of Amun, a divinity also typically depicted in blue paint. In the Cretan wall-painting, a starker than usual distinction has been made between the women’s whiteness and the men’s brownness. The choice of colour might have been determined by the subjects’ status rather than their gender, but it is more tempting to view the white figures as female and portrayed in such a way as to illustrate the novelty of their involvement in a male exercise.

While the bull-leapers of ancient Crete immediately evoke the image of Minos and the Minotaur, the myth of Minos’ mother, Europa, and another bull was just as important. Europa, a legendary princess, came from the region of modern Lebanon inhabited by the Phoenicians, whose civilisation emerged about the same time as that of the Minoans.51 Spying her from afar, Zeus pulsated with lust. Assuming the shape of a handsome white bull, he made his approach and stole her away to Crete, where in her innocence she delivered his child. Minos was therefore the son of one bull, and the stepfather to the monstrous product of another.

Where later artists would explore the raw violence of the Minotaur, the Minoans appreciated the bull’s potential to tame and be tamed. Bull-leaping represented an act of extraordinary intimacy between human and animal.52 Minoan young men were perhaps taught to master bulls as a means of mastering themselves. Their success as bull-leapers might well have marked a rite of passage to adulthood. There is evidence that the Minoans also sacrificed bulls. They clearly believed that the animal possessed some potency on earth and beyond it.

Zeus’ connection with Crete ran deeper still because his mother, Rhea, was supposed to have given birth to him at Lyctus in its heartlands.53 Rhea’s husband, Kronos, had swallowed each of their previous children alive when they were born because he feared that one of them might usurp him. Thickly forested Mount Dikte offered Rhea’s new child the best possible chance of survival. The baby, Zeus, was safely delivered here, and grew up to fulfil his father’s nightmare by taking his place as king of the gods. The most cavernous parts of Crete subsequently assumed significance among worshippers – especially pregnant women and new or hopeful mothers. While the earliest offerings deposited in the caves of Mount Dikte probably pre-dated the myth of Zeus’ birth, the connection between the setting and Rhea’s labour was firmly established in the period after the Minoans. The votives, some of which were discovered in the cave’s stalagmites and stalactites, included weapons, figurines, both male and female, a terracotta female head with enormous eyes and long lashes, and part of what would have been a colossal sculpture of a woman or a goddess, perhaps Rhea herself.54 Clay models of women in labour have also been discovered at Amnisos, northern Crete, in a cave Homer said was dedicated to the worship of Eileithyia, a goddess of childbirth.55 They are less detailed than examples from other cultures, such as the teeth-baring Dumbarton Oaks Birthing Figure, discovered in South America and associated with Aztec tradition, but equally charged with emotion.56

Some of the most interesting sculptures of women came from Knossos itself. One of the oldest, made in the fourteenth century BC, is a figure of a woman or goddess raising her huge plate-like hands to the skies while a bird rests on her head.57 Three ‘Snake Goddesses’ were also discovered at the complex in a very poor state of repair. Reconstructed after Evans excavated them using bits and pieces found near them in the ground, they resemble divinities, but might just as well have been inspired by priestesses or other prominent Minoan women. They stand bare-breasted in floor-length skirts with snakes in their hands or slithering up their arms. A cat, which originally belonged to another sculpture, sits on the headdress of the most striking of the three. The sculptures are faience – quartz crystal crushed to form ceramic which is then glazed – and date to about 1600 BC when the palace complex at Knossos was at its most splendid.

Controversy surrounds the authenticity of a number of similar figures held in museum collections around the world. The Goddess in the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, a 16-centimetre-tall statuette of a topless woman grasping snakes, is now widely believed to be a fake.58 Her face is reminiscent of that of a woman in a statue group from the later Mycenaean civilisation. The restorations and series of copies have made the interpretation of the Snake Goddesses only more complicated.

Sculptures of women with snakes have been found at so many sites on Crete, including Gournia, that they must have been central to Minoan belief. But what did they represent? Were they fertility figures? Protectors of the household? Symbols of death and, via the sloughing of snake skin, rebirth? Did they represent a predecessor of the Greek goddess Athena? Or were they based on Minos’ daughter Ariadne? They are less obviously associated with fertility than some of the earlier sculptures discovered on the island. The so-called Goddess of Myrtos is an Early Bronze Age ceramic (c. 2500 BC) with prominent round breasts affixed in clay, a painted triangle for her mons pubis, and a vessel held like a baby with such affection that it would take a brave soul to wrest its contents from her.59 A number of other Minoan terracotta wares (not to say jugs) were shaped as breasts with the nipples sometimes serving as spouts. The female breast, so often exposed to view, was important in Minoan culture, not only as a symbol of fertility and the fount of life-nurturing milk, but for its beauty. Given how ubiquitous they were in society, the breasts of the Snake Goddesses would not have been the first things a Minoan noticed. These women must have been celebrated less for their fertility than for their prowess at snake-handling. Lower Egypt was presided over by a cobra goddess named Wadjet (Upper Egypt, by contrast, had Nekhbet, a vulture goddess), who was believed to protect the pharaoh. She wore snakes and an elaborate headdress. Perhaps the Minoan ‘Snake Goddesses’ had a similar function and offered protection to whomever ruled Knossos. Snake-handling appears to have been an activity associated exclusively with women on Minoan Crete. It is possible that Minoan women, or the goddesses they revered, learned to master snakes in the same way as men learned to master bulls.

Arthur Evans argued that Minoan religion centred on the worship of one central goddess in various forms, but appearing most often with animals, plants or the double-axe. In Egypt in the fourteenth century BC, Queen Nefertiti and her husband and equal, Akhenaten, had presided over the establishment of a form of monotheism focused on the sun god Aten. The line between one goddess in various forms and several different goddesses is, however, a difficult one to draw in Minoan culture, and it is perhaps more helpful to recognise the separate qualities for which they were idolised. A female figure in a landscape with aggressive animals such as lions, for example, evokes the idea of divine power over the wildness of nature.

The prominence of female divinity in Minoan culture might well have reflected the prominence of Minoan women in daily life. In Shang dynasty China, the authority of goddesses such as the Eastern and Western Mothers was echoed to some degree by the authority of women in elite society and even the army. Fu Jing and Fu Hao, wives of King Wu Ding, led men into battle before being honoured in death with monumental tombs containing the victims of human sacrifice, battle axes, knives and arrowheads.60 In Egypt, many of the images of Hatshepsut were destroyed or defaced after her death when her name was removed from the official list of rulers by her male successors, who sought to claim direct descent from her husband. It is possible that images of powerful Minoan women were subject to similar mistreatment. While there is no evidence that Minoan women ruled in the same manner as Hatshepsut, or joined battle like the women of Shang China, the sheer number of artworks depicting them centrally placed and on a larger scale than men has prompted some historians to speculate that Minoan society was matriarchal or matrilineal. ‘Neopalatial Crete,’ writes one scholar, ‘presents the best candidate for a matriarchy – if one ever existed.’61 There is nothing to say that the position of Minoan women was in any way secondary to that of men.

Minoan women were certainly not confined to the weaving room. Sculptures show them playing lyres, flutes and zithers, sashaying in flounced chevron-patterned skirts and raising their arms in the air in ecstasy.62 In the ‘Grandstand Fresco’ from Knossos the women are more carefully delineated in paint than the men. Each woman has her own identity, her own style. The women appear to occupy the main rooms of the palace while the men congregate as an anonymous mass beyond. Women depicted seated – a sign of divinity or authority – are often being approached by men or animals. A highly enigmatic fresco at Thera (Santorini), for example, features a woman wearing large hoop earrings, a snake in her hair, and a neck-chain of ducks, sitting on a dais with a griffin beside her while a blue monkey pays her court.63 On a gold ring, a female deity, we may presume, is seated beneath a tree, where she receives flowers from two women. A smaller figure of a man with a double-headed axe over his head hovers between them.64 By depicting the man beneath the axe, and on a smaller scale than the women, the engraver of the ring perhaps hoped to convey that he was a divine vision, almost a thought-bubble, originating in one of the female worshipper’s heads. Trees, as Arthur Evans recognised, were sacred in Minoan culture, and were perhaps believed to be capable of inspiring divine visions in those who honoured them. Such artworks contribute to the picture of Minoan women exerting considerable religious authority in the palace complexes and society more widely.

Minoan women also played a crucial role in ritual. The early Minoans sometimes interred their dead twice by exhuming the bones of their family members and resettling them later in jars. The more usual custom, however, was to bury the dead in chamber tombs or stone beehive-shaped ‘tholos’ tombs, clay sarcophagi or, in the case of infants, under the floorboards of the home. The colourful paintings on a rare limestone sarcophagus from Hagia Triada, circa 1400 BC, show three men carrying young animals and a model boat to the deceased, who stands in front of his tomb, ready to receive his provisions for the afterlife.65 There are also three women present, the first of whom pours a libation into a cauldron placed between two upright axes mounted by birds; the second carries further vessels; the third – darker skinned like the men and thus possibly of lower social status – has a lyre. On the other side of the sarcophagus the women assist in the sacrifice of a bull on an altar. Other wall paintings show women involved in rituals of their own involving blood. A fresco from Akrotiri features a group of women, one of whom sits beside a sunken room or ‘lustral basin’ with a bleeding foot.66 A tree also bleeds. It is possible that lustral basins were used for purification by women during or after menstruation.

The Minoans lived with a keen awareness of the precariousness of life and the threat of early death, but nothing could have prepared them for the devastation wrought at Akrotiri in the sixteenth century BC. It was at some indeterminate date in the first three-quarters of the sixteenth century BC, likely in spring or summer, that the disaster occurred. The volcanic eruption, one of the most violent in history, threw a Plinian column cloud dozens of kilometres into the sky before enveloping what lay beneath in swathes of ash. Modern Santorini and the archipelago to which it belongs form part of the caldera created during the eruption.

The effects of the eruption must have been felt across the Aegean, Mediterranean and perhaps further still. Volcanic pumice has been found at Tell el-Dab’a in Egypt, but in a workshop where it was used as a material for crafting objects; it could have been collected from a site nearer the volcano. It has been argued that unusual weather patterns documented in the Bamboo Annals in China were also triggered by the events at Thera. Crete lay just 150 kilometres south of the epicentre but miraculously experienced little pumice fall. There is evidence, however, that the north coast of the island and its harbours were struck by an ensuing tsunami. Even at Palaikastro, inland from the north-east coast, deposits have been discovered containing ash from Thera, shells and marine microfauna.67

The vision of Crete being submerged came to be associated with the story of Atlantis.68 Plato described a utopian kingdom of that name being swallowed up by the sea following a natural disaster.69 The island he evoked in two separate dialogues in the fourth century BC bore some similarities to Minoan Crete. His Atlantis was sacred to the sea god Poseidon, who settled upon it the children he had by a mortal woman named Cleito. A mighty power, Atlantis was subsequently ruled by a confederation of kings, who held sway over neighbouring islands and territories as far away as Italy. It was rich in metals, wood and fruit. There was a monumental palace marked for its fine workmanship and its furnishings of ivory and gold. There were harbours, ship-sheds, a channel built to the sea. And bulls, kept in precincts of Poseidon, which the princes of Atlantis used to hunt and sacrifice and pour libation to in a pledge to obey the laws inscribed upon a sacred pillar. But there were also important differences between Plato’s Atlantis and historic Crete. The former – surely fictional – was described as larger than Libya and Asia Minor combined, and as located off the Strait of Gibraltar, a long way from Crete. More obviously, whereas Atlantis was said to have vanished following an earthquake, throwing up so much shoal mud in the process that the water around it became unnavigable, Crete manifestly did not sink.

If the myth of Atlantis can be linked to Crete at all, it is as an allegory for the demise of Minoan civilisation that commenced in the aftermath of the disaster. The Minoans might have been fortunate enough to escape submersion, but their culture, utopian in its way, began to wallow a century or so after the tragedy at Akrotiri occurred. What happened may never be recovered, but trade on Crete was disrupted as a result of the destruction caused to Akrotiri and the broader region, and the most prominent palatial sites were abandoned with the exception of Knossos, which survived for a further two centuries.

It was probably no coincidence that a new people, the Mycenaeans, had since arrived on the island. Was there a struggle between two rival civilisations? There is some evidence of Minoan artworks being destroyed. The Minoans had already spread their influence to the Mycenaeans’ homeland in mainland Greece when the two came together. Recent studies reveal their genetic make-up to have been similar, though the Mycenaeans, defined now as early Greeks, had additional ancestry derived from the Eurasian steppe.70 They managed to coexist on Crete for a time and the Mycenaeans remained indebted to the Minoans long after they established their own traditions on the island. In the longer term, however, the merging of the two peoples proved problematic, especially for women, whose powers diminished in the Mycenaean age. By the twelfth century BC, the newcomers had superseded the Minoans on their home soil, and had set their sights far beyond the bull-shaped isle.


Chapter II

The Work of Giants

But when you went to a man’s bed, you forgot

All the words you heard from your mother as a child,

Dear Baucis: Aphrodite sowed forgetfulness in your heart.

I mourn you but now I look past your [scruples] …

From Erinna, The Distaff, fourth century BC

According to the myth, Danaë, princess of Argos in the Peloponnese, was impregnated by Zeus in the form of a shower of gold. The king of the gods poured into her while she was lying quite innocently in bed. Her father had locked her in a tower in a vain bid to avert a prophecy that said that, if she ever took a lover and conceived a son, the boy would grow up to kill his grandfather. Perseus, born of the union, inadvertently did precisely that by striking the old man with a discus. Although he would be more famous for killing the snake-haired Gorgon Medusa, whose look could turn a man to stone, Perseus was also recognised as the founder of one of the central cities of the Mycenaeans. Mycenae was said to have acquired its name after the hero plucked a mushroom (mykes in Greek) from the soil there and drank from it like a cup.1

The historical Mycenaeans established themselves all across the Peloponnese with magnificent centres at Tiryns, Pylos, Iolcus, Greek Thebes and Gla as well as Mycenae – cities that most of us would struggle to locate on a map today. They were both financially prosperous and globally curious. The extent of the trade networks into which they fed have been laid bare by the discovery of a fourteenth-century BC shipwreck off Uluburun in southern Turkey. The vessel was carrying a vast quantity of exotic items when it sank: copper ingots from Cyprus, ebony from Egypt, Canaanite jars of terebinth resin, herbs and spices from the Middle East, the shells of ostrich eggs and twenty-four stone anchors (there is an especially sad irony in those).2 A likely hypothesis is that it was travelling from the west coast of Israel towards the Aegean at the arrangement of an Egyptian pharaoh. The Mycenaeans might well have been the intended recipients of its cargo. The broad perspective these early Greeks gained through trade and travel on their own long-oared galleys was reflected in their cosmopolitan palatial complexes which rose as kingdoms within kingdoms, cities within cities, stout and bewilderingly monstrous.

The Mycenaeans are important to the history of the classical world and its women because they were central to the histories ancient peoples told themselves. There was their architecture, and there was their wealth, but there was also the delicious possibility that they inspired Homer’s tales of the Trojan War and the struggle over beautiful Helen.

Writers and historians of ancient Greece and Rome believed almost unanimously that the war immortalised in Homer’s Iliad was an historical event. Waged between the Trojans and the avenging Greeks, it marked a watershed between the old world and the new. Children grew up believing that an Age of Heroes had preceded their own Age of Iron. The inhabitants of this fortunate age were imagined as bigger, stronger, more courageous and closer to the gods than the people of their own time. Accordingly, in Homer’s Age of Heroes, men claim descent from the gods without a hint of hubris, women launch a thousand ships, and kings inhabit palaces with gold walls, ever-fruitful orchards and mechanical guard dogs in the porch. Completed most probably in the late eighth century BC, the Iliad and its sequel, the Odyssey, tell of events which were imagined to have occurred when Mycenaean culture was at its peak.3 Homer’s impressionistic portrait of the world was coloured by remnants of the glorious civilisation the Mycenaeans left behind.

The scale at which the real Mycenaeans built was mesmerising. The Late Bronze Age citadel of Mycenae was enclosed by a strong, limestone-block wall which has been described, not inaccurately, as ‘pork-chop-shaped’.4 The stone chop was so large that it was said to have been the work of the gigantic one-eyed Cyclopes who threatened Odysseus’ men during their homecoming in the Odyssey. It was besides so thick that storage spaces were created within it.5 On the north-west wall, forming the main entrance to the citadel, is the ‘Lion Gate’. Still standing at over three metres high and just under three metres wide, it is topped by a lintel so enormous (4.5 metres long by 1.9 metres deep) that it, too, was anciently believed to have been raised by Cyclopes.6 The gate has been misgendered, for the early relief sculpture at its summit features not lions, but a pair of stately lionesses.

The palace within the citadel possessed a large hall with a round hearth at its centre surrounded by wooden columns, a grand staircase, and a substantial network of rooms and working spaces, at least one of which was used for weaving. Among the objects discovered in this room were a number of spindle whorls. Used as weights to spin wool, spindle whorls resemble terracotta or stone beads and are far from the most exciting things to look at. Their discovery is nevertheless important because it offers firm evidence of women working within the space. At Mycenae, the whorls were found with other accoutrements for making clothes and accessories, including gold foil, a carnelian bead, and a glass bead shaped like a grain of wheat. The presence of an arrowhead among these items offers a small clue that the women of the palace were not strictly segregated from the men.7

One of the reasons the theory of Phantasia as authoress of the Odyssey gained traction in the past was that the epic features highly creative women. Samuel Butler scandalously cast doubt upon the virtue of Penelope in the poem – ‘Sending pretty little messages to her admirers was not exactly the way to get rid of them. Did she ever try snubbing?’8 Robert Graves, by contrast, recognised Penelope’s creativity as part of her virtue, and saved her from the accusation of ‘living riotously with fifty lovers’ by emphasising her ingenuity at the loom.9 Graves’s Penelope, like Homer’s, is so loyal to her ribaldly adulterous husband during his absence (ten years at Troy and ten years returning home) that she not only weaves his father Laertes a funeral shroud, but unweaves it by night, informing the 108 suitors who crowd upon her that she will not marry any of them until the piece is complete. Penelope is not simply a weaver, but an artist, like her real-life Mycenaean counterparts.

Mycenaean women put their own spindles to splendid use, producing luscious cloaks and long, richly patterned or striped skirts. Far from resigning themselves to the weaving rooms, they travelled in chariots, performed songs or poetry to the accompaniment of lyres, and carried wheatsheaves for public ceremonies and rituals, as vibrantly coloured frescoes from the palace at Mycenae reveal. In one of the most enigmatic paintings, one woman holds a sword, another a spear, while two tiny men, one painted red and the other black, float mysteriously between them, like toy models or thought bubbles.10 Through their contact with the divine, perhaps, the women pictured gain agency over the men’s fate. Hera, Zeus, Poseidon and a female birth and death goddess known as Potnia were among the deities the Mycenaeans are known to have worshipped.

While Mycenaean women clearly played an important role in religion, their political position within the palaces was weaker than that of their Minoan counterparts, and secondary to the men’s. Each Mycenaean palace complex was presided over by a male ‘wa-na-ka’ or wanax. Echoing this practice, Homer described Agamemnon, king of Mycenae and leader of the Greek army at Troy, as anax or ‘lord’ in the Iliad. The historical wanax was served by a deputy, known as a ‘ra-wa-ke-ta’, as well as ‘hek-w-etai’, probably a personal military guard. The immediate authority of the wanax was over his palace, but his influence was felt across a wider territory. Homer’s Agamemnon lords over Corinth and much of the north-eastern Peloponnese in addition to Mycenae.11 The poet reflected the historical prominence and wealth of the city in the second book of the Iliad. In Homer’s ‘Catalogue of Ships’, Mycenae is described as supplying 100 vessels – more than any other city – for the Trojan War. Pylos, another thriving Mycenaean centre, sends ninety. Other ships come from Boeotia and Thebes, Phocaea and Euboea, Athens and Salamis. From Sparta, Elis, Argos, Tiryns and Rhodes. These ships, says Homer, are too many for even ten mouths and ten tongues to enumerate.12 While they, too, are populated by men, the vessels intrigue the women of the epics, Penelope envisaging them romantically in the Odyssey as ‘horses of the sea’.13

Drawn from all quarters of the Greek world, the ships of the Iliad assemble at the bidding of both Agamemnon and his brother Menelaus, king of Sparta, for the sake of Menelaus’ wife Helen, a woman presented as the antithesis of loyal Penelope. Homer did not describe the long-term cause of their campaign because the story was already well known. According to a very ancient myth, Leda, princess of Aetolia, was raped by Zeus in the shape of a swan, and produced two eggs, from which there emerged two girls and two boys. Clytemnestra and Castor bore the blood of Leda’s husband. They were mortal. Helen and Polydeuces pulsated with a more vivid lifeforce, Ichor, the substance of immortal veins, and were therefore semi-divine. Helen married Menelaus but found herself pushed into the bed of another man after the wedding of a sea nymph, Thetis, to a mortal, Peleus. During the nuptials, a vengeful uninvited guest named Eris (Strife) threw a golden apple into the congregation inscribed ‘to the fairest’, but who was that? The judgement of this contest lay with Paris. The Trojan prince wavered over the persuasions of fair Hera and Athena when fairer Aphrodite promised him sex with the fairest mortal. Helen, deemed to be the most exquisite woman on earth, was forced to leave Menelaus for Paris. She is probably the figure being led by the hand towards a boat full of rowers on one of the earliest narrative vase paintings in existence.14 Her brothers are among the men who join Menelaus and Agamemnon to reclaim her and her dowry and punish the Trojans for their bloodless crime in the ensuing Trojan War.

The allied Argives, Achaeans, Danaans – Greeks – of the Iliad make land near the Hellespont. The historic city of Troy was located at nearby Hisarlik on the north-west corner of Asia Minor. Excavations of the site in modern times have revealed some similarities with the city of legend.

Inhabited as early as 3000 BC, it covered seventy acres and consisted of a small but heavily fortified citadel overlooking a larger lower town, and a plain that was well-watered to the point of being boggy. Living between two seas, the Black and the Aegean, might have been more advantageous for crop-growing than for riding, but the Trojans excelled in horsemanship. They were, said Homer, hippodamoi, ‘horse-breakers’, with fine foals and experience in taming them. The first horses were bred at Troy in the Late Bronze Age, the period in which the city reached its greatest architectural heights and, if the story is to be believed, the Trojan War was fought.

Herodotus, hailed in Roman times as the ‘Father of History’, supposed that the Trojan War had erupted almost 800 years before his own time, perhaps 1250 BC. The astronomer Eratosthenes produced a more precise date of 1184/3 BC for the war’s conclusion. There was no way of proving either man right in antiquity, but the excavation of Hisarlik in modern times has cast light on the possibility that both excelled in their calculations. Within the ten main settlements excavated at Hisarlik, the grandest Late Bronze Age cities are traditionally identified by archaeologists in the sixth and seven layers as Troy VIh and Troy VIIa. The destruction of the former coincided approximately with Herodotus’ estimation. The destruction of the latter coincided with that of Eratosthenes.

Around the time of the war, historic Troy became a vassal state of the mighty Hittite Empire, which stretched all the way from the Aegean to modern Iraq. Women were central here too. When Tutankhamun died in Egypt at the end of the eighteenth dynasty, it was to the Hittite king that his young widow, Ankhesenamun, appealed for a new husband. Ankhesenamun, daughter of Nefertiti and Akhenaten, wrote King Suppiluliuma a very direct letter requesting that he send her one of his sons, seeing as he had so many, for she wanted to produce an heir.15 Ankhesenamun had already delivered two daughters but both were stillborn, one at twenty-four weeks, and the other at thirty-six weeks.16 Their tiny mummified corpses were interred in their father Tutankhamun’s tomb. Rather than risk causing an insurrection by selecting a man from among her own subjects, or marrying one of her late husband’s grasping relatives, Ankhesenamun looked overseas. ‘I am afraid,’ she told the Hittite king as she contemplated her options. Zannanza, one of the younger Hittite princes, travelled to Egypt to satisfy her request, but died soon after arriving. Violence erupted between the two kingdoms when the Hittites accused the Egyptians of murdering him. It is not known whether Ankhesenamun ever achieved her wish of remarrying and having more children, but Ay, the relative she most feared, rose to become pharaoh in her lifetime.

The Hittites had regular dealings with the Egyptians, but fewer with the Greeks, whom they viewed increasingly circumspectly from across the water as potential rivals. A trove of roughly thirty Hittite texts found at Boğazkale in Turkey refer to a place called Ahhiyawa. Although the location of Ahhiyawa continues to be disputed, a strong argument has been made since the 1920s for identifying it with Mycenaean Greece.17 Homer often referred to Greece as ‘Achaea’, a word that seems to be linked to ‘Ahhiyawa’, which was evidently a place of some importance. The texts reveal that the Hittites and Ahhiyawans were in contact since at least the fifteenth century BC. When a Hittite king became unwell around 1300 BC, divine idols were brought to him from Ahhiyawa as well as from Lazpa, identified with the island of Lesbos.18 In a similar period, the Hittites wrote of a queen being exiled to Ahhiyawa, some distance away.19 The Hittites and Ahhiyawans had also exchanged gifts or at least traded.20

The historic Hittites almost certainly knew Troy or the broader region in which it lay as ‘Wilusa’. A thirteenth-century text written in Luwian, an Indo-European script used in the vicinity of Troy, contains the line, probably from a lost poem, ‘When they came from steep Wilusa’. Homer frequently used the epithet ‘steep’ to describe Troy or, as he more often referred to the city, ‘Ilios’, a word etymologically derived from ‘Wilusa’. About 1280 BC the Hittites approached the king of Wilusa, whose name was Alaksandu, to forge an alliance. By the terms of the treaty, Alaksandu agreed to supply the Hittites with manpower in the instance of war in exchange for greater protection.21 The identification of Paris, prince of Troy, also known to Homer as ‘Alexandros’, a Greek form of ‘Alaksandu’, with Alaksandu, king of Wilusa, remains tentative. But it is clear that in the Late Bronze Age the Hittites and Trojans were making preparations for their collective safety.

In the Iliad, the sea god Poseidon describes building Troy’s ‘wide and very beautiful wall’ in the hope ‘that their city might be indestructible’.22 The walls constructed in the sixth archaeological layer uncovered at historic Troy were similarly monumental to those at Mycenae. Formed of limestone blocks arranged up to 4.5 metres thick, they looked so imposing that a visitor could well believe they were built by divine hands. Homer described the palace at the heart of the Trojan citadel as ‘surpassingly beautiful, furnished with polished porticoes’, and as containing ‘fifty rooms of polished stone’.23 No trace of this has been found. The sixth-layer city was mysteriously destroyed about 1300 BC and much of its brickwork was dislodged. While repairs were being made, however, new fortification towers went up along the boundary wall, the most magnificent of which, the south tower, overlooked the main entrance to the citadel like Homer’s Scaean Gate, the main entrance to Troy. (It was only fitting that the modern city built on top of these ruins should be named Hisarlik – ‘Place of Fortresses’ in Turkish.) Within decades of its foundation, however, this newer city also met with disaster. The fall of Troy was evidently not a one-off.

The battlefield was a male domain, but the ways in which men comported themselves in combat had an important impact upon the women they left behind. In the Iliad, Andromache foreshadows her own fate and that of many of the other Trojan women in a conversation with her husband Hector, the greatest of Troy’s warriors. It would be better to die, she tells him, than to face the alternative. Hector envisages this vividly: led off in tears to Greek Argos as a slave, Andromache would sit at the loom and weave at another woman’s instruction, fetch water from the spring, look to the floor as onlookers whispered cruelly.24 Knowing what other abuses await them if their husbands are defeated, the wives of the warriors strive to influence events by offering the kind of tactical advice that could only come from observing the fighting closely. Andromache is confined to the palace but there are windows. Her name means ‘Man Fighter’ in Greek and she certainly lives up to it. She discovers where the Trojan walls are most vulnerable to assault. Having counted three attempts on the section ‘by the fig tree’, she urges Hector to station men there to prevent the wall from being scaled. Hector unappreciatively instructs her to return to her weaving.

As intensely as Andromache fears losing her husband to his bravery, Hector fears losing face, which is more than can be said for his younger brother. When Helen scolds Paris in their bedchamber it is not because she is afraid of his courage. It is because, like Hector, she fears shame. Ten years on from the outbreak of war, Helen is still chiding herself for the turmoil unleashed in her name and cursing Paris, a man she now despises. Pandora may have been ‘dog-minded’, but Helen is, by her own account, ‘dog-faced’.25 Most of the Trojans hate her, but Priam, king of Troy and Paris’ father, does not. He is old and wise and he knows that this war was brought about by the gods. He speaks to Helen affectionately, as any true father-in-law would. He tells her of the time he travelled east to Phrygia, central Asia Minor, and witnessed Amazons, ‘equals of men’, allying with the armies.26 Contemporary legend related that there were Amazons among the Trojans’ supporting forces. Priam remains hopeful that a band of warrior women might still rise to bolster his army’s defence.27 In an episode later captured by Greek vase painters, Achilles, the foremost fighter among the Greeks, fell tenderly in love with the Amazon queen Penthesilea the moment he drove his spear into her neck.

The prospect soon arises of a duel between Paris and Helen’s husband Menelaus.28 The duel was very much the showpiece of real Late Bronze Age conflict. An unbelievably accomplished seal stone from the grave of the so-called Griffin Warrior (probably wanax) of Pylos, one of the most astonishing finds of the past decade, demonstrates the skill involved in such an encounter.29 Paris is no natural dueller and fails to emerge the hero.

The drama of Homer’s Iliad is driven less by physical duels than by duels of words – and then silence – between Agamemnon and Achilles over an enslaved woman. Described as being of immortal beauty, Briseis had been married to Mynes, king of Lyrnessus, when Achilles sacked their city on his way to Troy. Having witnessed Achilles kill both her husband and her brothers, Briseis was forced to become Achilles’ sex slave. She is, in a word, his geras or war prize. Agamemnon’s decision to seize her for his own pleasure bruises Achilles’ sense of honour so deeply that he departs from the battle at Troy. Through history, classical writers would blame ‘Helen the Ship-destroyer, Helen the Man-destroyer, Helen the City-destroyer’ for the bloodshed of the Trojan War.30 But after nine years in the field, the Greeks are no longer fighting over Helen; they are fighting for Troy itself, for glory, and in the weeks that occupy the plot of the poem, it is rather Briseis who divides the army. Through no fault of her own, the former queen consort leaves the Greeks ailing, as Achilles, their strongest fighter, wallows in self-pity in his tent.

The spoken word, so important to the plot, was also central to the poem’s composition. The ancients were generally in agreement that both the Iliad and the Odyssey were the work of Homer. Quite who this Homer was, however, none of them could say for certain. His name was connected to the poems since at least as early as the sixth century BC but was not a standard one in Greek. How to translate it? ‘Hostage’ summoned a fanciful image of a pale, ascetic bard labouring over his lines in captivity. ‘Blind’, another possible rendering, raised the possibility that Homeros had concealed himself in the Odyssey as Demodocus, a sightless poet who sings stories to the accompaniment of a lyre in the royal court of Scheria, the home of the Phaeacians and the eponymous hero’s last landfall before his return to Ithaca and Penelope. Singers calling themselves the Homeridae (‘Children of Homer’) began performing Homer’s epics within perhaps a century and a half of their completion, but they were hardly his biological children, and they left no indication of who they thought their great father figure was.31 Seven different places claimed Homer for their own: Athens, Chios, Argos, Rhodes, Colophon, Salamis and Smyrna. The island of Ios, said to have been the poet’s final resting place, minted a silver coin bearing the earliest known portrait of him. This bard was bearded, with long wavy hair held back in a headband, large eyes and a fine-pointed nose. It cannot be a true likeness. It has been dated to the fourth century BC and
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