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			Introduction

			Power takes many forms, and the ancient Greeks and Romans, unsurprisingly, had many words to denote it. In Greek, dynamis, rhômê, sthenos, kratos, archê, exousia, dynasteia, and megethos are just some of the words that might be translated as “power.” These words, moreover, can take on specific nuances, such as raw “ability” (dynamis), physical “strength” (rhômê, sthenos), governmental “authority” (archê), “mastery” over others (kratos), and “grandeur” (megethos). Possessing such power regularly brought further rewards such as “honor” (timê), “glory” (kleos, kydos), and “renown” (doxa, onoma). The Romans called “power” potestas or potentia, but further delineated physical “strength” (vires, robur), “capability” (facultas), financial “resources” (opes), “legal authority” (manus), and “domination” (dominatio). Other types of power were rarely wielded by individual humans but by gods (numen) or states (maiestas). Those who held power enjoyed concomitant attributes such as auctoritas (“influence”) or gravitas (“importance”). Power can of course also be exercised through softer methods—for instance, through craft or persuasion. Such unofficial forms of power, however, usually fall to those denied the imprimatur of sanctioned authority.

			Official power in classical antiquity was a man’s game, which might make the title of this book seem like an oxymoron to a Greek or Roman. Not all men, however, exercised power equally, or at all. Greece and Rome were both enslaver societies that built up their own power by denying it to others, and an enslaved man was not considered fully a “man” in Greek or Roman thought; he was instead a pais or a puer (“boy”). Noncitizens, immigrants, and freed people, moreover, existed in an in-between category, one that allowed them to enjoy a degree of freedom and perhaps own property (or, in the case of a freedman, to vote) but that banned them from holding power through political office. Such power was restricted to freeborn men who held full citizenship. In Greece and Rome, this political liberty was manifested in several ways, from the power to control one’s own body (including sexually) to the power to speak in public. To employ the intersectional framework developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw, power and disempowerment depended not only on one’s gender but also on a host of other factors such as class, marital status, sexuality, language, age, and ethnicity.[1]

			Though much of what we call “power” would have been off-limits to women, many women would indeed have had access to varying degrees of influence or authority, particularly within the home.[2] A Greek wife would have been expected to run the household, thus wielding power over the enslaved persons of all genders who toiled for it, and even the unfree women dwelling within the home might have held varying levels of authority over others. Indeed, one key motive for a man to empower a woman within the domestic sphere was to shore up his own patriarchal power. To quote philosopher Kate Manne, “Women’s power, strength, and agency may be highly valued, when she is standing behind a great man as the ‘great woman’ in the background.”[3] Going all the way back to the Odyssey, Homer describes how Laertes, Odysseus’s father, “honored” (1.432) key women within the household, including the enslaved woman Eurycleia, giving her as much honor as his own wife, thus ensuring her faithful service. Similarly, in Xenophon’s Oeconomicus (7.42), the Athenian Ischomachus promises his (unnamed) wife so much honor (timê) that even he will seem to be her slave within the home. Of course, in giving her such authority, Ischomachus himself is freed from domestic responsibilities and able to participate in the political and social life of the city. Even a goddess like Athena regularly uses her considerable power to uphold masculine authority. In the Odyssey, for instance, she helps Odysseus reestablish himself as the kyrios (“lord” or “master”) within his home, a feat that necessitates ridding the house of any unfaithful or self-serving women. She was regularly the helper of other powerful male heroes, such as Hercules, Perseus, Bellerophon, and Jason.

			In the Roman world, free women would have been under the potestas of the male head of household and after marriage would have remained under his legal authority (manus) or (though less frequently in the late Republic and Empire) transferred to the manus of their husbands. They could own wealth, including in the form of enslaved persons, but were normally required to be under the guardianship (tutela) of a man who would have to approve of how they transacted that wealth. When Augustus came to power, he instituted the ius trium liberorum, which released freeborn women who had given birth to three children, or freedwomen who had given birth to four, from tutela. Despite these restrictions, many elite women exercised considerable influence in the public sphere through benefactions.[4] In early first-century CE Pompeii, for example, the wealthy woman Eumachia was a patron of the guild of fullers, who honored her with a statue, and she funded an enormous colonnaded building adjacent to the forum. Even non-elite women, such as the purveyors of tabernae (“taverns”) in Pompeii, wielded what political influence they could by adorning the building’s exterior walls with campaign endorsements.[5]

			Throughout Greco-Roman antiquity, religion gave women key roles of public power and influence. Eumachia, for instance, held an important religious role as the priestess of Venus Pompeiana. The priestess of Athena Polias in classical Athens enjoyed an unusual amount of prominence. One woman named Lysimache held that position for over six decades and upon her death was honored with a public statue. She may even have served as the inspiration for the title character of Aristophanes’s Lysistrata.[6] In Rome, the Vestal Virgins were granted exceptional prestige.[7] They had special seats at public events, were freed from male guardianship, and even were attended by the lictors who otherwise escorted male magistrates. Yet the Vestal Virgins were also harshly subjected to patriarchal control. Their virginal bodies, meant to symbolize the impenetrability of the Roman state, were stringently policed, and a priestess who broke her vow of chastity was subject to being buried alive. The power the Vestals enjoyed was thus ultimately aimed at serving the state’s patriarchal status quo. The same can be said for the powerful and influential empresses who have often been portrayed in ancient sources, and often in our own modern media, as stereotypes of manipulative and dangerous women plotting to exercise power through their husbands, sons, and fathers. In their own portraiture, however, these empresses, such as Augustus’s wife Livia, emphasize their role as providers, nourishers, and supporters of the patriarchal state.[8] By being good, devoted wives, they promote the moral order of Rome and ensure the gods’ continued support of Roman domination. The image of Livia, in particular, was carefully fashioned to stand in opposition to Cleopatra, the ultimate exemplar of female domination, at least according to Augustan propaganda.

			The present book takes as its focus stories not of women who use their power to support men, but those who actively challenge male power by exercising it themselves. These are tales of women who wield official power by stepping out of the traditional roles of women and into those of men. They command armies, exercise sexual autonomy and even dominance, speak in public, issue laws, and subject others (even masculine heroes and citizen men) to their control. All of these stories were written by men, and most of them have a clear pro-Greek or pro-Roman bias, with gender prejudices difficult to disentangle from ethnic ones. Indeed, none of these tales can be read as affirmations or celebrations of women in power. They are instead misogynistic tales that aim to shore up masculine authority by exposing the consequences when women rather than men wield it, and in doing so these tales subscribe to a range of sexist beliefs justifying women’s exclusion. Ancient misogyny, like its modern counterpart, has a clear agenda—to put women back into their socially acceptable place. The words of Kate Manne, writing about misogyny in modern America, apply equally well to these ancient tales: “Women who reverse gendered hierarchies and aspire to masculine-coded social roles are…liable to provoke misogyny. One can think of few more obvious triggers than seeking political office—especially when it would come at the expense of rival male politicians.”[9] By reading these stories, we can understand the logic that led to the barring of women from public authority, and we can see how seeds planted so long ago continue to take root and flourish in our contemporary world.

			It is because the Greeks and Romans conceived of “power” as a masculine prerogative that their stories of women in power paint a world that is often absurdly topsy-turvy and inverted. These old stories almost invariably depict power as a zero-sum game that bestows masculinity on the winners and femininity on the losers. Such power is asymmetrical and hierarchical, stokes division, and reinforces simple definitions of “us” and “them.” A state run by a woman becomes something of an imaginary, even comical, thought exercise. The woman who runs such a state is constructed as the ultimate “Other,” the anti-Greek or anti-Roman masculinized woman who in holding power denies it to a man who should wield it, thus feminizing him. Such a gender inversion is readily apparent in the tales of Hercules and Omphale, which portray the (significantly Eastern) queen not only as ruling the manliest of Greek heroes but also as donning his lion skin and club as he wears her clothes and spins thread, a gender inversion that visual artists, both ancient and modern, have frequently delighted in depicting.[10] In this myth, there is a comical antithesis between the manly brawn of the hero’s hypermasculine body and the utter subjugation he experiences in his enslavement by—and erotic desire for—the Lydian queen. Omphale’s domination of the Greek hero is a temporary suspension of the ideal scenario in which physical, political, and domestic power converged on the same male body, a body that (in the case of Hercules) normally thwarted female power rather than succumbing to it.

			Like Omphale, the Amazons are Eastern “Others” who invert the expected customs of the Greeks and Romans. Although there is ample evidence for horsewomen dwelling on the Scythian steppes, the Amazons as depicted by the Greeks and Romans are mythical fantasy.[11] In many of these tales, the expected gender roles are simply reversed: men stay in the home and weave while women go to war. In others, the men are disposed of altogether, or are used by the Amazons only for sex and pregnancy. The gender role occupied by the Amazons, however, is quite complex, as the seemingly antithetical designation “warrior women” would suggest. In some ways, they conform to the behavior expected of men—they make war, are skilled equestrians, and excel at archery and hunting. Yet they also conform to many feminine stereotypes, especially sexual ones. The Greeks and Romans regularly represented women as hypersexual and thus lacking in the natural self-control that qualified men to rule. Such insatiability is clear in Quintus Curtius’s tale of Alexander and Thalestris, in which it takes the Greek king thirteen days to satisfy the sexual desire of the Amazon queen. The ancient belief that Amazons cauterized their right breast yet kept their left one intact nicely demonstrates their gender ambiguity. The idea for this body modification, which is never depicted in ancient art, comes from a false Greek etymology for their name (a + mazon suggests “breastless” in Greek), and its repeated appearance in the tales illustrates how the Amazons display on their very bodies the contested gender that marks their way of life more broadly.

			The stories of the Amazons are not simply about female power—they are even more emphatically about male correction of such power, and thus a reassertion of the appropriate hierarchical order. Such “correction” often came in the form of an Amazonomachy, a battle between Greek men and Amazons, in which an important male hero, such as Heracles or Theseus, would defeat an Amazon. This indeed was a story motif that adorned the (now greatly damaged) western metopes of the Parthenon in Athens, while the other metopes presented the Centauromachy (southern), the Trojan War (northern), and the Gigantomachy (eastern). In each of these myths, Greek heroes or gods overcome threatening monstrous hybrids or Eastern Others and thereby reestablish Greek masculine superiority. Indeed, it became almost a rite of passage for Greek heroes to defeat Amazons. To quote Helen Morales, “Killing Amazons was part of what made Greek heroes, heroes.”[12]

			Such male “correction” of powerful women also involved asserting sexual dominance over them. Theseus, for instance, does not kill the Amazon queen Antiope (also called Hippolyta)—he instead marries her, thus placing her under his patriarchal control. In the case of Achilles, his killing of Penthesilea often takes on highly sexual overtones. In Quintus of Smyrna’s Posthomerica, for example, his violent penetration of her with his spear has clear phallic imagery, and in her dying moments he imagines leading her back to his home in Phthia as his bride. In art, sexual and military defeat are again yoked in the figure of conquered Amazons who are depicted partially nude, with one or both breasts exposed.[13]

			Other Greek heroes encounter not Amazons but Amazon-like women, over whom they must gain the sexual upper hand to prevent them from hindering their quests. In Apollonius’s Argonautica, for instance, it is not through military might but through sexual prowess that Jason is able to ensure his stay in Lemnos remains safe—and the threat is not small, given that the women of the island have just massacred its male inhabitants and instituted a female-run state. In Statius’s Thebaid, the Lemnian women are repeatedly compared to Amazons as they undertake the murder of the island’s men. Dido too is likened to an Amazon in Vergil’s Aeneid, appearing to Aeneas for the first time as he is looking at the depiction of Penthesilea on the frieze sculptures of Juno’s temple in Carthage. The comparison underscores Dido’s potential danger and invites us to see Aeneas’s eventual sexual relationship with and abandonment of her, as well as her subsequent suicide, as something of a martial defeat that anticipates Rome’s eventual destruction of Carthage. After all, Venus’s motives in having her other son, Cupid, shoot Dido are as much about the future expansion of the Roman Empire as they are about the safety of Aeneas.

			Closely related to these tales of mythical heroes subduing powerful women are those of historical men doing likewise, tales that are given a sheen of mythology by those who record them. No historical queen has been as mythologized as Cleopatra, and much of what we know about her comes from the writings of Roman men who were eager to present her in the guise of a monstrous or dangerously seductive female who threatens male heroes. Like Circe or Calypso, for instance, she offers perilous hospitality to the men she encounters, easily getting the best of Lucan’s Julius Caesar or Plutarch’s Antony by hosting lavish banquets that soften the men’s masculine resolve and allow her to gain mastery over them. In Horace’s Ode 1.37, celebrating Cleopatra’s death, she finally meets her match in Augustus, who makes a dramatic entrance right in the middle of the poem to vanquish the female “monster” (monstrum), much like Hercules killing the Chimaera or Perseus the Gorgon Medusa. In Vergil’s Aeneid, Augustus’s defeat of Cleopatra at Actium is right at the center of the shield that the god Vulcan crafts for Aeneas, and the battle is depicted as a cosmic clash that marshals human and divine forces of Roman order against those of Egyptian chaos, much as the Amazonomachy is portrayed on the Parthenon. The elegiac lover of Propertius 3.11, on the other hand, is far from being an Aeneas or Augustus. Rather than resist the temptations of a dangerously powerful woman, he becomes her slave. Where the hero is masculine and dominant, the elegiac lover is effeminate and submissive—like Antony enthralled to Cleopatra. Yet even as these writers condemn Cleopatra, they often display open admiration for her, making it clear that she was a worthy foe to Rome and Augustus.

			A similar figure is Zenobia, queen of Palmyra, whose reign is recorded in the late-antique Historia Augusta. This Eastern queen, at least according to the text, purposefully models herself on earlier female foes of Rome, tracing her ancestry back to Cleopatra and dressing like Dido. Her rise is attributed to a vacuum of male leadership not only in Palmyra, where she is regent for her underage sons after the death of her husband, but also in Rome, where the emperor Gallienus fails to exercise male imperial dominance in the East. The “correction” comes in the form of the new Roman emperor Aurelian, who defeats Zenobia and leads her in triumph. This account exposes an undercurrent of concern, however, that to defeat a woman is no manly achievement at all but an act that is itself “unmanly” (non virile). The author of the Historia Augusta tries to allay this concern by endowing Zenobia with a host of masculine qualities that counterbalance her feminine ones. She enjoys all the beauty and luxury of a Cleopatra, but also possesses the wise counsel, the austerity, the sexual moderation, and even the voice of a man.

			Repeatedly in these stories there is a sense that women are able to take control of realms inappropriate to them, such as sex and war, not necessarily because they are strong but because the men around them are weak, foolish, and themselves in need of correction. Surrounded by such men, it seems inevitable for the women to become more masculine—and often more admirable—than their husbands, fathers, sons, and even their enemies. These stories take frequent aim especially at Eastern masculinity and subscribe to a host of stereotypes presenting Eastern men as effeminate and enervated, the sort of men that a woman could easily dominate. In Cassius Dio, for instance, Cleopatra fills her court with eunuchs and easily places Antony among them. In Herodotus’s History, the Carian queen Artemisia I is portrayed in a surprisingly positive light, even though she is a Greek who fights against the Greek alliance. This is perhaps due to the fact that she ruled Herodotus’s own Halicarnassus, but it is more likely because her chief interactions are with Eastern men rather than Greek ones. She is meant to be a foil not only to the advisors of Xerxes, the Persian despot, but also to Xerxes himself, whose rule over the Persian forces is repeatedly likened to an enslaver over the enslaved. Artemisia, in contrast to Xerxes’s male advisors, exercises frank speech and offers wise counsel that Xerxes repeatedly ignores. The failure of Persian masculinity thus becomes a key factor in the defeat of Xerxes’s invasion. Even Greek women, Herodotus seems to suggest, have more masculine virtues than Eastern men.

			Sometimes Greek and Roman writers use these stories of powerful women to cast aspersions not on the masculinity of foreign “Others” but on their own male weakness, which they thereby argue is in need of correction. This is the case in Aristophanes’s comedy Assemblywomen, which presents us with an Athens seemingly in such a bad state that the women have no choice but to intervene and effect a gender reversal. The women, led by an Athenian wife named Praxagora, don their husbands’ clothes and enter the all-male space of the Assembly, while Praxagora’s husband, Blepyrus, is left at home with only his wife’s clothes to wear. These clothes symbolize both the feminized position she has put him in as well as the masculine impotence that has led her to take over government of the city. Interestingly, the wives of Assemblywomen do not abandon their female roles by entering the male sphere—they instead enter this sphere in order to obliterate it. They argue that they should take over the city on the basis of their skillful management of the home, and thereupon they proceed to turn the city into one big household with wives running the show. Unlike in Aristophanes’s other play about female revolution, Lysistrata, the women of Assemblywomen never hand back the reins of power to the men; their task is not to save patriarchy from itself but to destroy it. They take and keep control, leaving their husbands to dine and dance and carouse in a way that befits their enervation. The play is thus deeply interwoven with Athenian gender ideology that conceived of the city as a locus of male power and the home as one of female management. Aristophanes’s play is of course a comedy, but the Athenian men watching it may have detected in it a real accusation hurled against them by the poet—it would be better simply to get rid of male public life than for men to continue to conduct it so ineffectively.

			Similarly, Tacitus’s Annals records a Julio-Claudian Rome that has become feminized by the excessive power of emperors, particularly Nero, whom Tacitus perceives as effete and lacking in self-control even as he strips those beneath him of freedom. In Tacitus’s writings it is often so-called “barbarians” (especially northern barbarians) who invoke Roman ideals such as liberty and virtue, and by doing so they expose Rome’s lost morality under its “bad” emperors.[14] Boudicca, the British queen who leads an uprising after Roman soldiers whip her and rape her daughters, becomes in Tacitus something of a noble figure fighting for independence against a dominating Rome that has no respect for the bodily autonomy of its subjects, even the family members of its client kings.[15] But Boudicca ultimately emerges as a highly complex figure. Though she displays traits a Roman man might admire, both Tacitus and Cassius Dio also portray her as exercising violence that discredits her. Even as she condemns the Romans for treating their subjects as slaves, her retaliation in Tacitus’s Annals employs punishments that were reserved for the enslaved, such as crucifixion. In the Agricola, Tacitus accuses her and her troops of the saevitia, “savagery,” he views as characteristic of barbarians. Cassius Dio describes in vivid horror how her British forces mutilate the bodies of Roman women in a way that answers and magnifies the violence she and her daughters experienced—they cut off their breasts, sew them to their mouths, and then impale their bodies. Neither Tacitus nor Cassius Dio present a Boudicca that reflects historical reality, and therefore we can read their descriptions of her as mirrors for male anxieties about the destructive vengefulness of female power, whether wielded by feminized emperors or barbarian queens. The solution seems to be a “good” emperor who can reassert male control.

			Female violence is indeed a running theme in these tales. Hypsipyle, queen of Lemnos, comes to power in a brutal act of carnage when the women kill their husbands, brothers, sons, and fathers. In Statius’s Thebaid, the force driving such women is furor, “madness,” a force to which women seem particularly susceptible. In other stories, furor drives Vergil’s Dido to curse Aeneas’s line and Horace’s Cleopatra to make war on Rome. Yet Statius’s Hypsipyle does not herself succumb to such madness, instead saving her father. In doing so, she is a stark contrast not only with the women she comes to rule but also with the men to whom she tells her tale, driven as they are by furor to make war on Thebes. Statius’s Hypsipyle is also an exemplar of pietas, the “dutifulness” for which other male heroes, especially Vergil’s Aeneas, were celebrated, while the male heroes of the Thebaid positively revel in impietas as brother fights brother. There is again a sense that a woman must take on masculine traits because the men in the tale have abnegated their own masculinity, yet the final solution is not female rule. Instead, the final books of the Thebaid have the male Athenian hero Theseus enter Thebes to set matters right at last.

			Another source of male anxiety in these stories is the belief that women were dangerously prone to deceit and cunning, and this served as a primary motivation for checking female power. Going back to the earliest Greek poetry, especially Hesiod’s Theogony, “cunning intelligence” (mêtis) was personified as a female goddess. Fearing that she would bear children that would threaten his supremacy, Zeus simply ate her, whereupon he himself gave birth to their daughter Athena, a virgin warrior who employs her keen intelligence to serve him loyally. Again and again, female rulers acquire and wield power through trickery. In Aristophanes’s Assemblywomen, it is through deceit and disguise that the wives infiltrate the Assembly, while the men are all too easily duped. When Herodotus’s Artemisia finds herself hemmed in between friendly and enemy ships at the Battle of Salamis, she employs a clever trick to escape and even win glory, not caring about the collateral damage to her own side. In Statius’s Thebaid, the women of Lemnos trick their husbands into believing they are being welcomed home to a feast, then offer up a massacre instead. The Babylonian queen Semiramis, in the account of Diodorus Siculus, concocts a highly clever deception to overcome her lack of war elephants—she simply constructs fake elephant costumes out of the slaughtered skins and meat of three hundred thousand oxen and puts them on camels!

			Another source of female power, one closely related to cunning intelligence, is cunning speech. One repeated refrain in our ancient sources is that men who aspire to power must silence women and cordon off public speech as a male-only sphere. This link between silencing women and masculine power is as old as Homer’s Odyssey. As Telemachus tells his mother, Penelope, at 1.359–60, “speech will be men’s concern, especially mine—for the power in the house belongs to me.” As Mary Beard puts it in a landmark essay on speech, gender, and power in antiquity:[16]

			
				There is something faintly ridiculous about this wet-behind-the ears lad shutting up the savvy, middle-aged Penelope. But it is a nice demonstration that right where written evidence for Western culture starts, women’s voices are not being heard in the public sphere. More than that, as Homer has it, an integral part of growing up, as a man, is learning to take control of public utterance and to silence the female of the species.

			

			In classical Athens, such “public utterance” was termed parrhesia, a word that denoted the right of male citizens to express themselves freely in the city, especially in the Assembly. In Rome, the word libertas similarly connotes both “freedom” and “free speech.” For a woman to exercise such speech constitutes an abnegation of her femininity and an unacceptable intrusion in the male sphere.

			Speech therefore becomes one key way the powerful women of these stories exercise control. Plutarch’s Cleopatra, for instance, learns many languages so that she can speak directly to varying groups of people without relying on interpreters. He compares her voice to a musical instrument that could overcome men with its sweetness, thus producing a Siren-like song hard to resist. Taking over public speech is crucial to the wives of Aristophanes’s Assemblywomen, who beat Athenian men at their own game by using the Assembly as a site for clever persuasion. In doing so, they best the women of Lysistrata, who assert control over male spheres such as money and sex but never gain a legal backing for their radical action. Apollonius’s Argonautica likewise presents us with an all-female assembly as the women deliberate about the best way to deal with the Greek heroes who have arrived on the Argo. Apollonius’s version of the tale ends in an offer of hospitality, but the assembly presented in Statius’s version of this myth gives rise to the plan to murder all the men. In the Aeneid, Dido’s speech likewise varies from helpful to threatening. She initially speaks publicly in order to grant hospitality to the Trojans, but soon she is uttering curses against Aeneas and his whole line. When Aeneas later encounters her in the Underworld in Book Six, she opts instead for silence as a way to assert her agency. In Ovid’s Heroides, Dido reclaims her speech through writing, using her voice to respond to and question Vergil’s “authorial” account. For Dido, therefore, choosing what to say, how to speak, and whether to speak becomes a key way she asserts power. Boudicca too uses speech to achieve her goals, and her address to her troops, in both Tacitus and Cassius Dio, parallels the battlefield speeches normally delivered by famous male generals. Though much of what Boudicca says sounds admirable, the fact that a woman is saying it makes it immediately suspicious.

			The accounts of powerful women given by these ancient male writers are an interesting mixture of condemnation and awe. In some ways a powerful woman is what the Greeks would call a thauma, a “marvel” that defies belief. The legendary Babylonian queen Semiramis, for instance, never comes into direct conflict with Greece or Rome, and so Diodorus Siculus is free to fill his readers with wonder for her as she achieves superhuman architectural and military feats. She ultimately ends her life in a divine metamorphosis, “like one transforming into a god,” (2.20.2) and takes the form of a dove, the same bird that Diodorus claims nurtured her in the equally marvelous story of her birth. Yet Diodorus also carefully curbs his reader’s awe by describing how her army is routed not by a Greek warrior or hero but by an Eastern king, Stabrobates, ruler of India. She continues to rule after this defeat, but eventually her own son, aided (significantly) by a eunuch, conspires against her. In the end, it does not take a hypermasculine Heracles to bring down this most awe-inspiring of women. We must also bear in mind that admiration of powerful women does not equate to an endorsement of them. In the end, a woman like Semiramis is an Eastern curiosity whose threat is neutralized by time, distance, and her own lack of moderation.

			These stories of women in power are largely meant to discredit the idea of women in power. They highlight the danger, or perhaps the absurdity, of women taking charge, pinpointing the very areas from which it was thought necessary to bar them. One key exception included in this book is Lavinia, who, according to the Roman historian Livy, was regent in Lavinium, the Italian town founded by Aeneas, her husband. After Aeneas dies, and then again after his son Ascanius comes of age and departs to found Alba Longa, Lavinia wields power—and she does so in Roman territory. This is the one powerful woman in this book who seems to receive no condemnation at all from the man who tells her story, but she is also the one who intrudes upon the male sphere the least. She displays no ambition for herself but looks out for the political interests of her husband and (step)son. We never see her lead armies or even hear her speak—as in Vergil’s Aeneid, she remains totally silent. She is a model for female power precisely because she uses her talents to support rather than threaten the patriarchal state. She is also, incidentally, one of the least famous women included in this volume (though her story has, thankfully, received a beautiful novelization by Ursula K. Le Guin).

			Indeed, not all of the women in this volume occupy our modern imagination equally. Cleopatra is unrivaled in her later fame, largely because she played such an outsized role in the Roman imagination and her tale was later taken up by influential writers such as Shakespeare. I have therefore included some women whose stories are not often told when considering powerful women from classical antiquity. Salome Alexandra, for instance, was the sole queen of Judea during the period of Hasmonean rule. Her reign is recorded by the Romano-Jewish historian Josephus, and his depiction of her is clearly influenced by hostile Roman portraits of women in power. Although he admires her administrative capabilities, Josephus simultaneously presents her reign as an explanation for the weakening and eventual collapse of the Hasmonean dynasty, and the ensuing takeover of Judea by Rome. Another queen who has received scarce notice by scholars of Greece and Rome is Amanirenas, who was the queen of the African kingdom of Kush at the same time that Augustus came to power.[17] Like Boudicca, she is a warrior queen who opposes Rome, and her uprising against them was also quelled. Yet Amanirenas also enjoyed an undeniable measure of success, negotiating a treaty with the Romans that set a firm limit on Roman expansion into the African continent, and she herself was neither killed nor deposed. She did not, like Cleopatra, offer the Romans a narrative that could easily be mythologized to conform to ideas of male domination and female defeat. It is interesting as well that Salome Alexandra and Amanirenas bookend Cleopatra both geographically and temporally and seem almost to have been swallowed up by her legacy. My hope is that their inclusion here will invite us to consider how many other stories have been left untold by our sources. There have no doubt been other powerful women whose lives are under-recorded, but there is also much more about these women’s lives that has been left unsaid.

			Despite the rampant misogyny of many of these tales, they can give empowering lessons to those who read them with a careful, critical eye. To trace the links between the present and past exclusion of women from power can be galvanizing, offering us answers to the baffling question of why power continues to be bound to masculinity in the minds of so many, including many women. Not only do these stories help us pinpoint the specific arenas of power from which women were barred—sex, government, speech, etc.—they also illustrate that women can and indeed must claim power for themselves by stepping into these very arenas. There is no separate-but-equal sphere in which women can be content to exercise power. Studying how power was formulated in the past may also help us envision alternatives for the future. By constantly falling back on the same familiar frameworks, these stories expose how often our imaginations have failed us when it comes to thinking about power, especially when we simply switch out the male face at the top of the hierarchy with a female one and call that equality. These stories expose the intersectional nature of disempowerment, and they thus illuminate how empowerment too must be intersectional, or else be doomed to reconstruct the same hierarchies again and again.

			These powerful women from the classical past continue to fascinate us, but likely not in the same way, or for the same reasons, that they fascinated the men who first authored their tales. Despite the fear and suspicion the male sources direct their way, we can find much to endorse, and even admire, in the women described in this book, from the coordinated action of the women of Aristophanes’s Assemblywomen, to Dido’s questioning of the male value system that leads Aeneas to abandon her, to the righteous anger of Boudicca against sexual violence by men in power, to the successful resistance of Amanirenas against Rome’s colonial expansion. This means reading these stories differently, by resisting the meanings originally inscribed on them by the men who wrote them down. And if Plutarch or Ovid or Lucan or Shakespeare can invent these women as they see fit in order to reinforce their society’s gendered values, then we can reinvent them as we see fit in new retellings. After all, “women in power” is only an oxymoron if we ourselves believe it to be one.

			STEPHANIE McCARTER
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