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TO JACOB AND DINA



PREFACE

This book is the first full-length historical study of Spartan women to be
published.1 I have not written in detail about Spartan women since the
publication of Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves,2 although more
recently I contributed to the scholarship on this subject in two jointly
authored books.3 It was when I was writing a brief survey of the Spartan
family4 and one of the anonymous referees remarked “but there were no
female Spartiates” 5 that I first realized that there was much work to be
done.

My recent work on Xenophon6 and Plutarch,7 two of the major sources
on Spartan women, made me appreciate how little had been written about
the ways in which the perspectives of these two authors, more than any
others, have shaped our views of Spartan women. Because of my training as
a papyrologist, I have often written about women in the Hellenistic period;8
writing about Plutarch convinced me to extend this study to Roman Greece.
Thus this book covers some thousand years of history, but despite the
timespan, it is short. Extant sources are few, although I have tried to exploit
every ancient text and artifact that appeared relevant. The sources on
various aspects of Spartan women’s lives are unevenly distributed. There is
far more information on education, reproduction, and religion than on other
subjects. These emphases are reflected in the lengths of the various
chapters. The longstanding lack of serious scholarship on the history of
Spartan women has meant that there has been less impetus than is usual for
a scholar working in classics and ancient history to take into account
previous studies. Nevertheless, this book has been the most difficult one I
have ever written. It must be confessed that we know little about Spartan
women, but it is not so readily conceded that we do not actually know much
about Spartan men either. Compared to what is known about Athens, there
is little direct evidence about life in Sparta. It is difficult to construct a
realistic picture of how women and men actually lived in such a place; there



is, however, a great deal of evidence for what other Greeks thought about
their lives. Much current scholarship on Sparta is devoted to the latter
subject. It must be emphasized that often the primary sources do not
distinguish between prescriptive and descriptive writing; and pictorial
representations may also be idealistic or fantastic rather than realistic.
Contemporary scholars, as well, differ in their assessment of what
constitutes historical reality, and what was part of the “Spartan mirage.”9

Having stated these caveats here, I will not repeat them throughout the
book. I must, however, confess that my tendency is to grant more credence
to the primary sources than some contemporary hypercritical
Spartanologists are wont to do, and to understand that they generally reflect
an actual historical situation rather than a utopian fiction. Sophocles
described the versatility and ingenuity of the human race. The Greek text
permits a literal and gender-free translation. The chorus reflects:

Many the wonders, but nothing more wonderful than a human being . . .
Having a clever inventive skill beyond hope
A person proceeds sometimes to evil, sometimes to good.

(Antigone 332–33, 365–68)

A survey of the sources may be found in an Appendix at the end of this
book. The nineteenth century paintings that are reproduced in this book
may serve to remind us that history is a conversation between the present
and many pasts.

Chronological Conundrums

The traditional chronological framework for Greek history, which labels
blocks of time “archaic” (ca. 750–490),“classical” (490–323), and
“Hellenistic” (323–30), is based on political changes that are reflected in
the visual arts. While this periodization is appropriate to most Greek poleis
(especially Athens), it does not reflect some of the most significant events
in Spartan history. Furthermore, the usual framework does not take into
account events that affected women. In any case, it is irrelevant insofar as
Sparta’s contribution to the material arts was negligible after the archaic
period.

Perhaps most important for Spartan history were the political and social
changes that occurred after the Second Messenian War. By the end of the



seventh or in the early sixth century these changes created the distinctive
Spartan way of life. Changes in the fifth and fourth century may have been
significant, but these were not accompanied by sharp dislocations. A major
turning point was the aftermath of the battle of Leuctra (371 B.C.E.), when
enemy troops invaded Spartan territory for the first time, soundly defeated
the Spartans, and brought about the liberation of Messenia. Though
individual Spartans were tempted to work as mercenaries, Sparta declined
to participate in the campaigns of Alexander and thus was not so
immediately affected by the changes that produced the Hellenistic world.
Sparta’s relative isolation was not ended until the reign of Agis IV,which
began ca. 244 B.C.E., when Sparta went through a series of political
upheavals culminating in defeat by the Roman general Flamininus in 195
B.C.E. and inclusion in the Roman province of Achaea.

This simple time line does not reveal how the Spartans themselves
manipulated, created, and recreated their own history. There were two
successful programs to revive the traditional Lycurgan constitution and the
social, educational, and religious institutions alleged to have existed in
earlier times, one in the Hellenistic period, the second in the Roman period.
At the time of both revivals, the sources refer explicitly to actions taken in
accordance with the ancient customs and laws.10 The impact of these
revivals complicates the historian’s task. For example, if the evidence for
the authority of the priestess of Artemis Orthia is purely Roman, should we
assume that she exercised exactly the same power in an earlier period? The
Spartans believed (or at least wished others to believe) that she had. In the
Roman period, they were known to be proud and pedantic about their
heritage, and nostalgia would have encouraged them to accept or even
promulgate myths as historical truth and exaggerate the virtues and
distinctiveness of their past (see Appendix). Plutarch, one of our principle
sources, is often not aware of the chronological problems, and in fact offers
pieces of information about such important topics as marriage that are
mutually contradictory unless the practices he refers to were not concurrent
but occurred at different time periods. In his defense, in his works that deal
with Sparta, he was writing biography and philosophy, not history.
Although these problems will be discussed as they emerge, let me sketch
them here. As a historian, I naturally try to use a chronological approach,
but because of the ways in which the Spartans themselves revised their own
history, I have found a straightforward chronological framework



unworkable. For this reason, the chapter titles are topical: the first three,
however, follow the Spartan woman through the life cycle. Furthermore, the
discussions of the topics are, as much as possible, chronological.
Motherhood is the thread that links all the chapters. The reader should note
in addition that B.C.E. or C.E. have been added to a date when necessary to
avoid ambiguity. Otherwise, all dates should be understood as “Before
Common Era.” “Spartan women” applies only to women of the highest
civic class, although I will discuss other women who lived in the territory
controlled by Sparta and who interacted with the highest class.

Following the precedent of classical authors, I will refer to the legendary
lawgiver Lycurgus and the Lycurgan constitution without implying a belief
that this shadowy figure ever existed, or that Spartan customs or laws were
the result of a single creative act. In the same way I will refer to the rhetra
(“legislation”) of Epitadeus without insisting that Epitadeus ever existed.11

Plutarch (Agis 5) reports that sometime after the Peloponnesian War a
certain ephor named Epitadeus proposed a rhetra that would permit a person
to give or bequeath his kleros (“plot of land”) and house to anyone he
wished. Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 15) does not name Epitadeus, but observes
that in his day the Spartans no longer obeyed the laws of Lycurgus.
Aristotle (Pol. 1270a15–34) also does not mention Epitadeus. Whether or
not Epitadeus ever existed, major economic changes associated with him
occurred at the end of the fifth or in the early fourth century (see chap. 4).
These changes began earlier, but the dramatic events after the
Peloponnesian War precipitated the changes and made them perceptible.
The changes are important because they increased women’s potential to
own immovable property. To establish the chronological framework, my
book will attribute these changes to the rhetra of Epitadeus without
lingering on the complexities of dating.

Another issue is whether the cult of Hera at Elis is directly relevant to
Spartan women. We do not know if races in honor of Hera were restricted
to local girls from Elis or were pan-Hellenic, like the competitions for men
at neighboring Olympia. The latter seems more likely. Whatever the current
political relationships in Greece, the games were usually held under
conditions of a temporary peace,12 and statuettes of the victors show girls
dressed in the semi-nude costume associated only with Spartans. Since only
Spartan women are known to have seriously pursued physical education,
they would probably have been the most numerous among the competitors.



Convenience of travel to nearby Elis probably ensured a strong presence for
Spartan women in any female agonistic activity at Olympia. This volume
therefore includes a discussion of the athletic events associated with the cult
of Hera at Elis (see chap. 1).

I am grateful to the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation for a
fellowship and to the Fellows of St Hilda’s College, Oxford, and to the
American Academy at Rome for their frequent hospitality while I was
doing research for this book. I am also pleased to have the opportunity to
thank Thomas Figueira, Nigel Kennell, Jo Ann MacNamara, H. Alan
Shapiro, and the Family History Reading Group for their comments on the
manuscript. I am also grateful to Georgia Tsouvala for research assitance, to
David van Taylor for computer advice, and once again to Angela Blackburn
for gracious and tactful editorial help.
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1

EDUCATION

The History of Childhood

In the modern western world, schooling is mandatory and the curriculum
prescribed by state authorities who verify its effectiveness by examinations
of students, teachers, and textbooks. In antiquity, parents alone were usually
responsible for their children’s upbringing. At Athens there was a little
outside supervision: a boy was scrutinized at successive stages of life by his
father’s tribe.1 In contrast, there was no outside surveillance of girls’
upbringing, because a modest, well-brought-up young woman was hidden
from the public eye. At home with her mother and other women in the
household, a girl learned the skills that she would need to use as an adult.
Wearing long dresses, and playing indoors with dolls and small animals, she
learned to be nurturant and to perform household tasks.

Every well-governed state that comes into existence and evolves as the
result of deliberate creative acts and legislation endorses the child-rearing
practices and values it needs. The educational system is part of political
organization, and each role in it, including parent, teacher, and pupil, is
socially constructed. Only at Sparta did the state prescribe an educational
program for both boys and girls beginning in childhood. Spartans
themselves, of course, undertook most of the pedagogical tasks, but they
also are known to have invited a few foreigners to teach the young.2 Poets
were the most revered teachers in archaic Greece. There were no travelling
women poets: evidently the Spartan authorities determined that education
was valuable, and there was no reason to be concerned about any



inappropriate liaisons between a male teacher such as Alcman and female
as well as male pupils.3 Alcman’s origin, variously said to be Lydian or
slave, did not pose an insurmountable deterrent (see Appendix). The earliest
datable evidence for the girls’ official program is archaic and continues
through the classical period. In the Hellenistic period, the traditional system
for both boys and girls was discontinued. The boys’ program (agoge) was
fully revived by Cleomenes III: whether the girls’ program was also
restored at this time is not indisputable, but there are some hints that they
were included, perhaps voluntarily rather than under the mandate of the
state. When the revolution of Cleomenes failed, the agoge continued until it
was abolished by Philopoemen in 188, to be later restored in an archaizing
form in the Roman period. At that time as well, state supervision of girls’
education was revived through the authority of the gynaikonomos.4

In archaic and classical Sparta, girls were raised to become the sort of
mothers Sparta needed, just as boys were trained to become the kind of
soldiers the state required. The boys’ program was far more arduous than
the girls’. Young boys left home to learn the survival techniques and skills
they would need as hoplites. Their educational program was full time and
competitive, and they were frequently examined by older boys and adult
authorities appointed for this purpose (Xen. Lac. Pol. 2.24.1–6, Plut. Lyc.
16, 18). The goal of the educational system devised for Spartan girls was to
create mothers who would produce the best hoplites and mothers of
hoplites. Because all the girls were expected to become the same kind of
mothers, the educational system was uniform.5 This goal obviously did not
require the full-time practice and scrutiny that was imposed upon the boys.
Girls lived and ate at home with their mothers. Thus it would appear that
they enjoyed some privacy and leisure denied to the boys (see below). We
surmise that, compared to other Greek women, they had plenty of time to
do whatever they wanted to do.

Literacy

The extent of literacy in Greece in general, and in Sparta in particular, has
been much debated.6 It is generally agreed that literacy at Sparta was
confined to a small elite, and lack of the ability to read and write did not
hinder an ordinary citizen’s ability to participate in government.7 Paul



Cartledge reports that major epigraphical sources in Sparta give the names
of approximately twelve women as compared with one hundred men.8 This
sex ratio, however, is not direct evidence of levels of literacy for women
and men respectively; rather, it is a reflection of the fact that men performed
more deeds deemed worthy of commemoration and, at least until the end of
the fifth century, generally had more funds at their disposal to pay for
inscriptions. For example, athletic victories generated a substantial number
of inscriptions, but no woman was victorious in horse racing until the fourth
century (see below).

There is no reason, however, to assume that the sex ratio among literate
Spartans was as skewed as it was elsewhere in the Greek world. In a
democratic polis like Athens, there were strong incentives for men to learn
how to read and and write;9 since women did not participate in government,
there was little reason for them to become literate, though some did. In
Sparta, in contrast, the education of boys was devoted to developing
military skills, leaving little time for the liberal arts. Girls, however, spent
time with their mothers and older women. Furthermore, since they were
married at eighteen—a substantially later age than their Athenian
counterparts—they had as many years as most girls do in modern western
societies to devote to their education. They could well have learned reading
and writing, as well as other aspects of mousike (music, dancing, poetry) in
such an all-female milieu.10 Of course, in the days when poets such as
Alcman were engaged to teach choirs of young maidens, they learned from
the poets.11 Though copies of the poems were probably preserved in state or
private archives, the oral tradition was strong (see Appendix). Doubtless the
girls committed most information to memory, and did not write it down, for
surely they could not have sung and danced while dangling a papyrus roll.
By repeating poems like those of Alcman at festivals, successive
generations of Spartans learned both their content (including mythology,
religion, courtship, and etiquette) and mousike. The repetition of this
material tended to create children who thought and behaved as their parents
did. Thus Spartan society remained conservative and conscious of its
traditions.

The educational goals of the state and the girls’ curriculum are reflected
in lyrics written by Alcman for choirs of Spartan maidens:

Alcman, Partheneion 1 PMGF



Polydeuces.
Among the dead I do not take account of Lycaethus [but] of Enarsophorus and

Thebrus the fast runner . . . and the violent
(5) . . . and wearing a helmet
[Euteiches], and king Areius, and . . . outstanding of demigods
. . . the leader
. . . great, and Eurytus
(10) . . . tumult
. . . and the bravest
. . . we shall pass over . . . . Destiny and Providence, of all [gods] . . . the oldest
(15) . . . strength [rushing] without shoes.
Let no man fly to heaven
. . . [or] try to marry Aphrodite
. . . . queen, or some
. . . or a daughter of Porcus.
(20) The Graces . . . the house of Zeus
. . . with love in their eyes
god . . . to friends . . .
(25) gave gifts . . . youth destroyed . . . vain . . .
(30) went, one of them [killed] by an arrow . . . [another] by a marble millstone
. . . in the house of Hades . . . .
(35) They plotted evil deeds and suffered unforgettably. There is such a thing as

vengeance from the gods, and blessed is the man who, being reasonable, weaves
the web of the day without weeping.

(40) And I sing the light of Agido: I see her like the sun which Agido is now calling
to shine as our witness. But the renowned choir leader does not allow me to
praise or blame her [i.e.,Agido] at all.

(45) For she herself is conspicuous, as if one set among the herds a strong horse
with thundering hooves, a champion from dreams in caves.

(50) Don’t you see? The mount is a Venetic: but the hair of my cousin Hagesichora
blooms like pure gold;

(55) and her silvery face—why need I tell you clearly? There is Hagesichora
herself; while the nearest rival in beauty to Agido will run as a Colaxian horse
behind an Ibenian.

(60) For the Pleiades rise up like the Dog Star to challenge us as we bear the cloak
to Orthria through the ambrosial night.

(65) There is no abundance of purple sufficient to protect us, nor our speckled
serpent bracelet of solid gold, nor our Lydian cap, adornment for tender-eyed
girls, nor Nanno’s hair, (70) nor Areta who looks like a goddess, nor Thylacis and
Cleesithera. Nor will you go to Ainesimbrota’s and say “I wish Astaphis were
mine,” and (75) “I wish Philylla would look at me, and Demareta, and lovely
Vianthemis”—no, it is Hagesichora who exhausts me with love.

For Hagesichora with the pretty ankles is not here beside us. (80) She waits with
Agido and commends our feast to the gods. Gods, receive it! For the
accomplishment and fulfillment are up to the gods.

(85) Choir leader, I would say I myself am a girl who screeches in vain like an owl
from a roof beam; but I desire to please Aotis especially, for she is the healer for
us.

(90) However, because of Hagesichora girls come to lovely peace. For it is
necessary to obey the trace-horse and the driver.12



(95) Of course she is not a better singer than the Sirens, for they are goddesses, and
instead of their eleven, we are only ten, and children who sing. (100) But we
sound like a swan on the waters of Xanthos. And she with her thick blond hair . .
. .

Alcman, Partheneion 3 PMGF

Olympian Goddesses . . . about my heart . . . song and I . . . to hear the voice of . . .
(5) of girls singing a beautiful song . . . . will scatter sweet sleep . . . from my
eyelids and lead me to go to the contest where I will surely toss my blond hair

(10) delicate feet . . . .
(61) with limb-loosening desire, and more meltingly than sleep and death she gazes

toward . . . nor is she sweet in vain. But Astymeloisa does not answer me (65)
while she holds the wreath, some star falling through the gleaming sky, or a
golden bough, or a soft feather (70) she crossed on long feet. The moist grace of
Cinyras [i.e., perfume] sits on the maiden’s hair.

(73) Astumeloisa among a crowd, darling of the people . . . .
(75) taking . . .
I say . . . . If a silver . . . . I might see (80) if she would love me coming near, and

take me by the soft hand, at once I would worship her.
But now a child, heavyhearted . . . to a child, the girl-child
(85) grace13

As we have mentioned, Sparta was the only polis where the training of
girls was prescribed and supported by public authority. The spiritual and
intellectual education of girls is interesting, especially since apparently boys
did not receive an education superior to that of girls (in contrast to the
situation at Athens). Therefore the cultural level of girls may well have
been superior to that of boys, inasmuch as the latter had to devote so much
attention to military training. The intensity of the training of both sexes is
unparalleled in the rest of the Greek world. Competitiveness was as much a
part of the cultural curriculum as of the physical program. Alcman was
hired to teach maidens to perform in choruses that stressed competition
among its members both as individuals and as participants in groups of rival
choruses, and his poems refer to ranking and contests.14

In the early classical period, some women could read. An anecdote about
the precocious Gorgo (born in 506 B.C.E.), daughter and wife of kings,
suggests that she knew how to read. When Demaratus, who was in exile,
sent a secret message to Sparta by writing it on a wooden tablet and
covering it with wax, Gorgo told the recipients to scrape the wax off and
read the message (Herod. 7.239). While it is not reported that Gorgo herself
read the message when it was uncovered, she realized that there might be
writing on such a tablet. Other stories about her poise and precocity also



indicate that she probably could read.15 She will have acquired her skill not
necessarily through formal tuition, but while in her indulgent father’s
presence, listening quietly or more likely (judging from what we are told
about her assertiveness and self-confidence) piping up persistently to ask
questions about the texts that poets, diplomats, bureaucrats, and other
literate people consulted.16 Anecdotes about Spartan mothers sending
letters to their sons urging them to be brave also suggest that literacy was
not unknown among women.17 Though the source of the anecdotes is late
and they can not be dated or verified, considering the fact that mothers were
separated from their sons who were on military service for long periods of
time, the idea that they communicated by letters is not unthinkable.

Dedications by women to female divinities that bear the name of the
dedicator begin in the late seventh century. This date is consistent with the
spread and use of the alphabet in the Greek world. Inscriptions, however,
that include dedications do not constitute incontrovertible evidence of
literacy inasmuch as they were likely to have been written by craftsmen,
rather than by the dedicators themselves. Nevertheless, that inscriptions
commemorating the deeds of individual women are found at sanctuaries
frequented by women suggests that some women could read them (see
below on the Heraea). Such inscriptions are consistent with the picture
given by other sources and allow us to conclude that some women, at any
rate, were literate.

Doubtless there was change over time in the rate of women’s literacy and
in its relationship to the literacy of men. After the Peloponnesian War, when
Sparta was no longer isolated, Spartan women were probably as literate as
aristocratic women elsewhere in the Greek world.18 For example,
Anonymus Iamblichi, a work written some time after the Peloponnesian War
in a literary Doric, reports that the Spartans thought it was fine for their
children not to learn mousike and letters.19 He may, however, be referring
to boys only.20 In any case, by the middle of the fourth century, Plato
describes women’s curriculum as consisting of gymnastics and mousike and
comments that this program leaves plenty of time for luxury, expense, and
unstructured activity (Laws 806A, cf. Rep. 5.452A). He also states that in
Crete and Sparta not only men, but also women, take pride in education and
goes on to praise their skills in philosophical discussion (Prot.342D:
paideusis). This talent is an aspect of the women’s ability to speak. Spartan



women were encouraged and trained to speak in public, praising the brave,
reviling cowards and bachelors (Plut. Lyc. 14.3–6). Aristotle thought it was
natural for women to be silent (Pol. 1260a28–31), and almost five hundred
years later Plutarch wrote: “A wife should speak only to her husband or
through her husband.”21 In Athens, respectable women were encouraged
not to speak. In Xenophon’s Oeconomicus (7.10), a husband describes his
young wife as having been brought up “under careful supervision so that
she might see and hear and speak as little as possible.” Her husband is
unusual in believing that as an essential part of her education to be his
partner and to supervise the household, he must first teach her how to speak
(7.10).

Some Learned Women

Of course literacy is related to verbal ability, and in Greece, even among
literate circles, poetry was often either sung or read aloud. According to
hazy traditions, there were two female poets in Sparta. Both of them
apparently worked in the archaic period, when Sappho and lesser-known
women poets flourished in other parts of the Greek world. None of the work
of the Spartan women poets is extant. Megalostrata is mentioned by
Alcman. He describes her as “a golden-haired maiden enjoying the gift of
the Muses.”22 Several Muses were involved, for in this period poets not
only wrote words, but also composed musical accompaniment, and in some
cases choreography. Athenaeus (13.600f) reports that Megalostrata attracted
lovers because of her conversation, and that Alcman was madly in love her.
Though she is not specifically identified as Spartan, she is called a
“maiden,” and as we have seen, Alcman spent much time in Sparta creating
poetry for unmarried girls. Furthermore, like Helen, she is blonde, and her
name is suitable for a Spartan, for it means “large army.” That she had a
personal flirtation with Alcman is questionable. In Greek biographical
tradition, written hundreds of years after the death of the subjects, it was
common to hypothesize erotic links between creative women and men,
rather than grant them an independent existence or a purely intellectual
relationship with men.23

There was also a tradition about Cleitagora, a woman poet whose name
was used to identify a skolion (drinking song).24 The Cleitagora is



mentioned in Aristophanes (Lys. 1237, Wasps 1246), and Cratinus (254
Kassel-Austin). The Lysistrata passage suggests that she was Spartan,
whereas the Wasps offers the possibility that she was Thracian: the scholiast
to each passage draws the obvious, and mutually opposing, conclusion. The
former inference, however, is more likely to be correct for several reasons:
first, in the context of the Lysistrata where the leading female characters are
an Athenian and a Spartan visitor, it is more appropriate to sing a song by a
Spartan woman. Hence the ambassador in Lysistrata says it not right to sing
the song called the “Telamon,” but rather the “Cleitagora.”25 Furthermore,
of all Greek women, Spartans alone drank wine not only at festivals, but
also as part of their daily fare.26 Therefore it is natural to attribute a
drinking song to a Spartan woman who probably composed it for a
woman’s festival.

The archaic period also produced at least one Spartan female philosopher.
Chilonis, daughter of Chilon, one of the Seven Sages, was a follower of
Pythagoras.27 Iamblichus (VP 267) named seventeen or eighteen women
among the 235 disciples of Pythagoras; nearly one-third of the women cited
were Spartans. In contrast, only three of the 218 men were Spartans. Some
of the pseudepigrapha attributed to women were in the Doric dialect, and
these originated from the group of Pythagoreans around Tarentum, a
Spartan colony.28 In addition to Chilonis, Iamblichus mentions
Nistheadousa 29 and Cleaichma, a sister of the Spartan Autocharidas. 30

Timycha, wife of Myllias of Croton, is singled out for her courage in
resisting Dionysius, tyrant of Syracuse. Dionysius (r. 396–79) had her
tortured when she was six months pregnant. Rather than reveal the secrets
of the Pythagoreans, she bit her tongue off.31 Cratesiclea as well was a
Pythagorean who was married to Cleanor, a fellow Pythagorean.32 Their
dates are not known. Unlike Chilonis, who was said to be a contemporary
of Pythagoras, Cratesiclea and Cleanor may have been neo-Pythagoreans. It
was natural for members of the same family, especially a married couple, to
become Pythagoreans, for the philosopher ordained rules for everyday life
including dietary prohibitions and the proper seasons for sexual intercourse.
The idea that prescribed commandments and structure might govern even
the minutiae of life in an entire community doubtless was familiar to
Spartans. Moreover, Sparta enjoyed cultural ties with Samos, Pythagoras’s
native land.



The interest in philosophy continued into the Hellenistic period. As we
have mentioned, one of the Pythagorean women may have been a neo-
Pythagorean. Stoicism also had some effect upon Spartan women, though
this philosophy was directed toward men. Cleomenes III invited Sphaerus, a
disciple of Cleanthes, to give lectures to the youths and ephebes. 33When
the Spartan revolutions failed, Cleomenes and his family sought aid,
followed by asylum in Egypt (see chap. 4). Upon embarking as a hostage
for her son’s behavior, his mother Cratesicleia set an example of courageous
behavior:“Let no one see us crying or doing anything unworthy of Sparta.
For this is up to us alone. Our fortunes will be whatever the deity may
bestow.” She was not at all afraid of death.34 Self-sacrifice, belief in a
single all-powerful divinity, and courage in the face of death are all
characteristics of Stoics.

Mousike

Musical performance was an essential feature of ancient religion, and
Spartans were taught to sing, dance, and play musical instruments.
Athenaeus (14.632f–633a) observes that the art of music was practiced
more intensely in Sparta than elsewhere, for it was a pleasant relief from the
self-control and austerity of everyday life. Votive figurines depict women
playing various wind, string, and percussion instruments (see chap. 6). In
Alcman, Partheneion 1 (97, 99), young girls display critical judgment about
their own singing abilities: though they do not sing as well as the Sirens,
they sing sweetly indeed. Most of the descriptions we have about women’s
practice of mousike concerns their dancing. Even Aristophanes, though he
could not ever have been a witness, refers to the maidens dancing on the
banks of the Eurotas (Lys. 1307–10). The hyporcheme, in which the chorus
sings as it dances, was performed by Spartan men and women.35 Athenaeus
(14.630e) links the hyporcheme to the comic and vulgar dance called the
kordax, and comments that both are funny. Spartan women also were
famous for performing another undignified dance called the bibasis (Pollux
4.102,Aristoph. Lys. 82). This dance required physical prowess and
coordination, for the dancer had to jump and thump her buttocks with her
heels in competition for prizes. A bronze figurine that was once thought to
represent a girl runner may represent a girl dancing vigorously (fig. 1).36



Fig. 1. Girl from Prizren or Dodona.
She is dressed as a runner. That she glances back, however, rather than keeping her gaze in the
direction of her feet, also suggests that she is dancing. London, British Museum 208. Photo courtesy
of the Trustees of the British Museum.

Physical Education

There is more evidence, both textual and archaeological, for athletics than
for any other aspect of Spartan women’s lives. Furthermore, there is more
evidence for the athletic activities of Spartan women alone than for the
athletics of all the women in the rest of the Greek world combined.37

Clearly these activities caught the attention of writers and lead us to



conclude that Spartan women’s intense involvement in such activities was
probably unique in the Greek world. Moreover, although there are relatively
few high-quality works of art pertaining to the lives of Spartan women in
other spheres, an impressive proportion are relevant to their athletic
pursuits. Some of these artifacts are extant; others are known through
descriptions by Pausanias and others.

Many of the athletic activities were part of religious festivals that were
held in honor of female divinities. It is difficult to separate athletics from
religion: however, we will concentrate on the former in the present chapter
and the latter in chapter 6.

Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 1.4) states with approval that Lycurgus instituted
physical training for women no less than for men, including competitions in
racing and trials of strength. Euripides (Andr. 595–601) specifically alludes
to racing and wrestling. Plutarch (Lyc. 14.2) gives a more explicit account
of the physical curriculum, mentioning running, wrestling, discus throwing,
and hurling the javelin.38 Skill in these activities is particularly useful for a
soldier. The women’s curriculum was a selective and less arduous version
of the men’s, but similar to it. As the girls in Theocritus announce: “we all
run the same racecourse and rub ourselves with oil like men along the
bathing places of the Eurotas.” 39 The silvery face mentioned in Alcman,
Partheneion 1 (55), may be the glistening effect of the oil in addition to
beads of sweat resulting from vigorous exercise. Since boys’and girls’
activities were similar, the question of whether they were educated together
arises. In Plato’s Republic 5, male and female guardians are trained for the
same jobs in the government and the military: therefore they are educated
together. In proposing co-ed education, Plato’s idea is more radical than the
Spartan reality of his time. Although sources agree that there was no
shyness because of their nudity, it is not clear whether boys and girls used
the same exercise ground and racecourse (dromos). 40 Xenophon and Plato
discuss the education of boys and girls in separate sections and the agelai
(“herds”) are always described as single sex.41 Given the relative strength
and swiftness of men and women, co-ed competitions and trials of strength
in most cases would not have been as efficient in training future hoplites as
single-sex exercises. The following two nineteenth-century paintings set in
the Platanistas respectively depict, first, the girls exercising separately (fig.
2), and second, provoking the boys to involve them in co-ed wrestling (fig.
3).



Fig. 2. Giovanni Demin, La lotte delle Spartane
Fresco, 1836. Villa Patt, Sedico. Photo, Zanfron.



Fig. 3. Hilaire Germain Edgar Degas, Les jeunes Spartiates (“Young Spartans Exercising”).
1860. London, National Gallery. Photo courtesy of the Trustees of

In figure 2, girls wrestle before a crowd of elders.42Members of the
Council of Elders (Gerousia) stand alongside and serve as judges. Lycurgus,
seated at top center, crowns a victorious girl. To his right at his feet sits a
bearded old man recording the names of the victors on a tablet. Taygetus
looms behind. The structure in the center is probably either the shrine of
Alcon 43 or the sanctuary of Poseidon (cf. Paus. 3.14.8). The simple
architecture of the monuments reflects Spartan austerity and restraint.
Though the Spartan men do not leer at the girls, the modern viewer may
find it difficult to distinguish between athletic and erotic nudity, and quite
possibly the artist did not intend to make such a distinction. Demin may
have been influenced by Roman and late Greek traditions suggesting that
while exercising Spartan girls were sexually provocative.

In figure 3, note that the third figure from the left caresses the breast of
the second girl from the left and kisses her.44 There is no ancient authority
for the girls’ costume: to the modern viewer it resembles the apron-like
skirts worn by some Native Americans. In the group behind Lycurgus
stands among the mothers. Degas himself said that the rock in the



background is Taygetus, from which newborns who did not pass official
scrutiny were thrown.45He had studied Greek and Latin and many years
after completing the picture he stated that the source was Plutarch.46 This
reliance on Plutarch is doubtless a major factor in Degas’s avoidance of the
potentially more licentious interpretations of Demin’s depiction.

Spartan women were not trained for actual combat; if they had engaged
in co-ed athletics, they would have been more prepared. Plato (Laws 806A)
and Aristotle (Pol. 1269b) complain that despite their physical education,
they were no better than other Greek women when it came to defending
their country.47 When the Thebans invaded Sparta under Epaminondas in
369 B.C.E., the women were terrified and panicked because their country had
never before suffered invasion.48 It is necessary to point out that at that
moment Spartan men were no better than other Greeks, for they had lost a
battle. A century later, anticipating an attack by Pyrrhus, Archidamia,
grandmother of Agis IV, rallied the other women to oppose the men’s
scheme to send them to safety in Crete. They declared they had no wish to
continue living if Sparta were destroyed. They performed heavy manual
labor in behalf of Sparta, assisting the men in digging a trench in a single
night as a defense against the elephants of Pyrrhus. 49 Finally, they told the
few soldiers who were present to go to sleep and finished the trench
themselves. The next day they cheered the army on. Chilonis, wife of king
Cleonymus, held a rope around her neck so she would not be taken alive
(see chap. 4).

One may speculate that Spartan women would have been better at
defending themselves if need be, for Plutarch (Mor. 227d12) states that a
goal of their physical education was to make them able to defend
themselves, their children, and their country. At any rate, just as there is
little evidence for illicit adultery at Sparta, there is little for the rape of
individuals.50 During the bitterly fought Second Messenian War,however,
Aristomenes and his troops succeeded in carrying off some maidens who
were dancing in a secluded place. During the night the guards attempted to
rape the maidens, but Aristomenes slew the most aggressive men, saved the
girls, and released them for a large ransom.51 Spartan women were reputed
to drag bachelors around the altar and to hit them to make them enter
marriage at the appropriate time.52 Although the source of this gossip is a
writer who tends to exaggerate, the implication is that the women were very



strong, in fact powerful enough to drag around a Spartan man in his prime,
not an easy job even in a ritual when the man was not resisting; and perhaps
the women worked in teams.

When athletic activities were not part of ritual for women, they were
purely sports. Some of the skills were useful for hunters. Xenophon (Cyn.
13.18) reports that some women enjoyed hunting. Although the women he
names were the mythical Atalanta and Procris, it is possible that Spartan
women engaged in this sport as well (see below). They will not have had to
go far, for the region of Mount Taygetus was rich in wild game (Paus.
3.20.4–5). Doubtless, like Spartan youths, they could have outraced and
encircled a hare. As we have mentioned, they were taught to throw a
javelin. In that case we speculate they will have increased their
consumption of protein, for meat does not otherwise appear to have been a
significant part of the female diet.53 In any case, Spartan women were not
anemic, and of course exercise does whet the appetite. A poet of middle
comedy refers to a certain Helen who devoured a prodigious quantity of
food. Helen’s name suggests that she was Spartan, or at least wanted to
seem to be, and her food consumption equaled that of male athletes.54

The education of Spartans apparently affected the social construction of
their religion. Plutarch exaggerates when he states that all Spartan divinities
carried weapons.55 Nevertheless, at Sparta many important divinities,
including Athena of the Bronze House,Aphrodite Morpho, and Aphrodite
Areia, were portrayed as as warriors.56Artemis Orthia was shown wearing a
helmet and holding bow and spear. In contrast, in Athens, only one major
goddess, Athena, was often shown fully armed. Despite the
anthropomorphism of Greek divinities, it would be naive to postulate that
goddesses were invariably a direct reflection of their female worshippers. 57

For example, Athena’s helmet, shield, and spear had no implications for
Athenian women, and other important gods and goddesses at Athens were
not shown armed. On the other hand, the Spartan evidence, with its intense
focus on martial prowess, does seem to have implications for women.58

Horsemanship

Horseback riding and chariot racing were not part of a traditional Greek
physical curriculum for most boys, and certainly not for girls.59 Throughout



Greece, however, wealthy gentlemen were expected to be accomplished
horsemen and to be able to serve in the cavalry.60

Sparta was known for breeding and racing horses. Riding horses requires
skill rather than brute strength.61 Of course, little is known about women’s
education in archaic and classical poleis other than Athens and Sparta, but
there can be no doubt that Sparta’s excellence in equestrian affairs had
repercussions for Spartan women. Women as well as men were actively
involved with horses, riding, driving horse-drawn vehicles, and engaging in
competitive equestrian events. Archaeological and textual evidence from
the archaic period testify to the long history of this involvement.
Fragmentary terracotta figurines of Orthia riding astride and side-saddle
were found at the sanctuary.62 More votives of horses than of all other
animals combined were also found.63 Figurines depicting Helen on
horseback similar to those found at the sanctuary of Orthia were discovered
at the Menelaion. 64 Bronze votives at both sanctuaries depict female
figures identified either as mortals or as Artemis and Helen riding side-
saddle. The habits of divinities are not always emulated by human beings,
but, as the ambivalence in the identity of the figures makes clear, there does
appear to be a direct connection between goddesses and women as riders.65

In Alcman, Partheneion 1, the girls compare themselves to horses that
are ridden.66 They comment that the Colaxian was inferior to the Venetic
and Ibenian. 67 Because of the educational function of poetry, this remark
suggests that the girls had specialized knowledge about the different strains
of horses. The Colaxian was a sturdy pony, the Veneti used more for
chariots than for riding, and the Ibenian perhaps Celtic or Ionian.68 They
also understood chariot racing and refer to the trace-horse and the driver
(line 90). At the Hyacinthia, Spartan girls drove expensively decorated light
carts, and had an opportunity to display their equestrian skills before the
entire community. Some raced in chariots drawn by a yoke of horses.69 For
some processions, the girls rode in carriages shaped like griffins or goat-
stags.70 These Spartan girls apparently had much more fun than Nausicaa
described in the Odyssey (6.37–38, 57–58, etc.), who had to beg permission
from her father to drive a team of two mules while riding in a cart loaded
with other women and sacks of dirty laundry.

Not only could Spartan women drive horses, but they also knew how to
ride them. Agesilaus II used to like to play “pony on a stick” with his young



children, Archidamus, Eupolia, and Prolyta (Plut. Ages. 25.6, Sayings of
Spartans 213.70). This report indicates that girls played at riding astride,
and that the hobby horse on a stick was not considered a “boys’ toy.” In
220/219, at the end of the reign of Cleomenes III, the heroic wife of Panteus
fled to the coast on a galloping horse.71 Thence she embarked to join her
husband who was in exile with Cleomenes in Alexandria (Plut. Cleom. 38).
Like male landowners, Spartan women could drive or ride out to survey
their property as men did.72 Driving horses or riding them endowed Spartan
women with an autonomy that was unique for women in the Greek world.

At Athens, in contrast, sumptuary laws and measures intended to curtail
women’s visibility in public proscribed women’s opportunities to ride in
carriages, and there is no evidence that they ever rode horses.73 Women are
rarely portrayed in art riding in carriages except in marriage processions.
Sometimes, of course, it was necessary to travel for a funeral or a festival.
According to traditional laws ascribed to Solon, they were not to travel at
night except in a wagon with a torch shining in front (Plut. Sol. 21.4) At
Rome, where much more wealth was available, the Lex Oppia, enacted as a
sumptuary measure in 216 B.C.E., also forbade women from riding in
chariots except for religious purposes.74

That a Spartan was the first female star in Greek athletics not surprising.
Cynisca was a daughter of the Eurypontid king Archelaus II and sister of
two kings, Agis II and Agesilaus. Her name, Cynisca, is unusual and may
be a nickname for an especially tomboyish woman. Her paternal
grandfather, Zeuxidemus, was also nicknamed Cyniscus (Herod.6.71). The
meaning “little hound” perhaps alludes to an interest in hunting.75 The
name of her mother and of her niece Eupolia (“well horsed”),76 her sister’s
name Proauga (“flash of lightning”), and her niece’s Prolyta (“she who is let
loose in the forefront”) allude to equestrian interests in the female line.
Cynisca is the first woman whose horses were victorious at Olympia. She
must have been close to fifty years old at the time.77 The Eleans had banned
the Spartans from Olympia in 420 (Thuc. 5.49–50). After the Peloponnesian
War, Sparta attacked Elis, and Agis was able to offer sacrifices at Olympia
in 397 (Xen. Hell. 3.2.21–31). Cynisca entered her horses at the earliest
possible moment and won her victories in two successive Olympiads, in
396 and 392. No wonder Pausanias (3.8.2) calls her ambitious. Cynisca



must have been champing at the bit herself for several years, hoping she
would have an opportunity to race her horses at Olympia before she died.

Cynisca’s quadriga (four-horse chariot) was evidence of great wealth like
that of some of her contemporaries who were victors, including tyrants in
Sicily. Likewise Cynisca’s commemorative monuments were examples of
conspicuous consumption equal to those of men.78 Like wealthy men who
owned racehorses, Cynisca did not drive them herself but employed a
jockey. Indeed, she would not even have been present at the victorious
event inasmuch as women were not permitted to attend the games.79 Her
image, however, stood in the sanctuary. Apelleas, son of Callicles, of
Megara, created a sculpture of her chariot, charioteer, and horses in bronze,
and a statue of Cynisca herself.80He also made bronzes of her horses that
were smaller than lifesize (Paus. 5.12.5). These were erected at Olympia.
They were the first monuments dedicated by a woman to commemorate
victories at pan-Hellenic competitions. The choice of Apelleas suggests that
Cynisca had done some research to find a sculptor from an allied city who
specialized in images of women. Apelleas was fond of depicting women
praying.81 Thus it is quite possible that Cynisca was portrayed expressing
gratitude to the gods. The author of the epigram inscribed on the base of her
statue is unknown. The poem is metrically competent; straightforward in
the “Laconic” style; and of course written in the Doric dialect.

Cynisca herself is represented as speaking:

My ancestors and brothers were kings of Sparta.
I, Cynisca, victorious with a chariot of swift-footed horses,
erected this statue. I declare that I am the only woman
in all of Greece to have won this crown.82

This epigram was only the second ever composed to commemorate a deed
of the Spartan royalty (Paus. 3.8.2). The first one was written by Simonides
and was inscribed at Delphi in honor of Pausanias, victor over the Persians
at Plataea. Obviously Cynisca was thought of in very exalted company. She
had won the most prestigious horserace twice at the most prestigious pan-
Hellenic atheletic festival. Cynisca’s commemorative sculptures at Elis
stood between that of Troilus of Elis 83 and those of male Lacedemonians.
Pausanias (6.2.1) includes Cynisca in his observation that after the Persian
war, the Lacedaemonians were the keenest breeders of horses. No husband
or children are recorded for Cynisca. 84 Xenophon and Plutarch, however,



draw attention to her relationship with her brother the king, who had
encouraged her to enter a chariot at Olympia in order to demonstrate that
such victories were the result of wealth and expenditure, not of virtue
(andragathia, “manly virtue”).85 Whether Agesilaus was actually inspired
by mean-spiritedeness and sibling rivalry, or by the lofty motives Xenophon
and Plutarch ascribe to him, the anecdote suggests that he thought his
sister’s horses had a good chance to win. Like some male owners of
victorious racehorses,86Cynisca was not only extremely wealthy, but she
was also an expert in equestrian matters. According to Pausanias (3.8.2),
she had an ambition to be victorious at Olympia, and was the first woman to
breed horses. With the increase in private wealth, much of it in the hands of
women, and with their keen interest in athletics and knowledge of horses, it
was natural that Spartan women would own racehorses. Cynisca was a
member of the first group of extremely wealthy women who begin to
become evident after the Peloponnesian War (see chap. 4).

A heroön was erected to Cynisca near the Platanistas where the athletic
contests of young Spartans were staged. In Greece it was not uncommon to
treat athletes as heroes, but Cynisca was the first woman to be elevated to
this status. Her shrine was in the vicinity of the shrines of mythical heroes
including the sons of Hippocoön. The heroön would have been built after
her death and would have served as an inspiration to other women.87

Cynisca’s example was soon followed by other women, especially
Spartans; the author Pausanias (8.1) sees their victories as a trend. Among
them was the Spartan Euryleonis, who was victorious at Olympia with a
two-horse chariot in 368.88 A statue of Euryleonis stood with those of other
luminaries such as the general Pausanias in the vicinity of the Bronze
House (Paus. 3.8.1, 3.17.6). In fact the Spartans Cynisca and Euryleonis
were the first women whose chariots were victorious at Olympia.
Approximately a century later they were followed by royal women and
women connected with the courts of Alexander’s successors (see below).89

Competitions

Competitive racing and trials of strength for women, no less than for men,
were part of the physical education system instituted by Lycurgus (Xen.
Lac. Pol. 1.3–4, cf. Arist.Pol. 1269b). Some of these contests were



doubtless organized in a routine manner; but others took place as part of
religious festivals. We are better informed about the latter.

Running races were the only athletic events for women that took place at
festivals. There were races in honor of Helen,90 Dionysus,91 Hera,92 and in
honor of local deities called Driodones. 93 Theocritus reports in his
Epithalamium to Helen (18.22–25) that 240 maidens rubbed their nude
bodies with oil as men did and raced along the Eurotas. That the girls were
said to be as old as Helen when she married Menelaus indicates that the
races were associated with puberty. As Theocritus reports the event, there
was a tacit beauty competition as well, with Helen winning the prize (see
Conclusion). The women’s race at the Heraea in Elis was the most
prestigious, the equivalent for women of the Olympic competitions held for
men:94

Every fourth year the Sixteen Women weave a robe for Hera, and the same women also hold
games called the Heraea. The games consist of a race between virgins. The virgins are not all of
the same age; but the youngest run first, the next in age run next, and the eldest virgins run last
of all. They run thus: their hair hangs down, they wear a shirt that reaches to a little above the
knee, the right shoulder is bare to the breast. The course assigned to them for the contest is the
Olympic stadium; but the course is shortened by about a sixth of the stadium.95 The winners
receive crowns of olive and a share of the cow which is sacrificed to Hera; moreover, they are
allowed to dedicate statues of themselves with their names engraved on them.96

Rather than actual portraits, the statues were doubtless images of girls
running with the name of the honorand inscribed.97 It is obvious that the
victorious women, or their families, sought fame and immortality no less
than victorious men, and were willing to pay the cost of a dedication.

Athletic Nudity

The Greek word gymnos means “nude” or “lightly dressed.”98 Nudity at
Sparta may be explained in terms of religion, initiatory rites, erotic
stimulation, and the requirements of athletic prowess. Though these strands
are intertwined, for heuristic purposes we will separate them, and treat
nudity as a costume for sports here. (For other implications, see chap. 2 and
Conclusion.)

Not only did Spartan women wear a peplos (tunic) that revealed their
thighs,99 but they regularly exercised completely nude.100 Mature women



and pregnant women exercised.101 Even older women exercised nude. As
male athletes had discovered, light clothing or none at all is best for racing.
Even nowadays (or at least before the adoption of lycra bodysuits), racers
wear as little clothing as possible. Thucydides (1.6) credits the Spartans
with being the first to exercise unclothed.

The girls who raced at the Heraea lowered the right shoulder of the
peplos and revealed their right breast.102 This costume was peculiar to this
festival. No ancient source specifies the ethnic identity of the girls who
competed at Elis.103 They may have been girls from the neighborhood, or at
least originally so. It seems more likely, however, that the games became
pan-Hellenic, though on a smaller scale than the men’s events at
Olympia.104 In view of the tendency at Athens, for example, to seclude and
protect young girls and to keep their names out of the public eye, it is
unlikely that Athenian maidens would have been brought to race at Elis. At
Athens (and probably elsewhere in Greece), girls were devalued, and the
expenses involved in travelling were considerable. Therefore, if the Heraea
were pan-Hellenic, only girls who lived fairly close by would have par-
ticipated. Considering the likelihood that attention was not paid to women’s
athletics anywhere but Sparta, and given the historical evidence for Spartan
domination of Elis in the archaic period, it is likely that the games were
established along Spartan principles and that the majority of competitors
and victors were Spartan. Many of the sculptures at the temple of Hera were
the work of Lacedaemonian artists (Paus. 5.17.2). Finally, bronze figurines
depict girl runners in short peploi baring the right breast. These figurines
were manufactured in Sparta (see Appendix). As we have mentioned, the
bare-breasted costume was worn only by girls who raced at the Heraea.
Though some prepubescent Athenians raced nude at least once in their lives
at the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron, only Spartan girls regularly wore
short dresses and exercised nude. Moreover, historical sources assign the
earliest foundation of racing for girls anywhere in Greece to Lycurgus. For
these reasons, it is generally assumed that, at least when the political
relationship between Sparta and Elis was favorable, the girls who raced at
the Heraea were mostly Spartans.

Nudity for women indicates that their athletic prowess was understood to
be a high priority: it certainly attracted a great deal of attention, both artistic
and prurient. Ibycus and later writers described the women as “thigh-
flashers” (see above). In the Andromache (595–602), written in the early



years of the Peloponnesian War, Euripides mentions the bare thighs and co-
ed racing and wrestling. Anonymus Iamblichi reports that Spartan girls strip
for exercise.105 Plato apparently knew of the Spartan practice, for it is
generally assumed that nude exercise for women in the Republic (457A) is
based on the Spartan reality.

Plato refers to women who are natural athletes (Rep. 456A). He also
suggests that the bodies of old women are laughable (Rep. 457B), and,
indeed, retreats from nudity for adult women in the Laws (833D). In the
Republic (452B), all women exercise naked, though the older ones are
described as wrinkled and not good-looking. In Laws (833C), Plato
prescribes nude racing only for prepubertal girls, and racing clothed for
adolescents until marriage at eighteen to twenty years of age. Plato’s
distinction may be reflected in the artistic portrayals of Spartan girl runners,
though a modern viewer may misinterpret clues to the age of subjects in
ancient art.106 Bronze mirrors and statuettes portraying girls completely
nude seem to modeled on a prepubertal, slim-hipped girl. Those wearing the
chiton show an adolescent with fully developed breasts. The older group
may be dressed because they have already reached menarche and need to
wear an undergarment to absorb menstrual blood.107

Upon marriage, girls graduated from the state-controlled educational
system. Some of them, at least, still managed to stay in good physical
shape. Non-Spartan authors report that adult women were physically fit.
Lampito, a married woman, is in excellent condition and can touch her
buttocks with her feet while jumping in the air (Aristoph. Lys. 82). Spartan
women needed to be able to assume this position while dancing in certain
religious rituals.108 As we have just observed, in his Republic Plato states
that even mature women will exercise in the nude: this ordinance may
reflect some reality at Sparta. In any case, as we have seen, some mature
women continued to be interested in horses and probably rode or drove to
their country estates.

Education in Hellenistic and Roman Sparta

Was there an agoge for girls, and if so, was it parallel to or imitative of the
boys’ agoge? These questions are further complicated by historiographic



issues surrounding the boys’ agoge. According to revisionist history, the
agoge as described in great detail by Plutarch was largely a Hellenistic
invention that was revived in the Roman period.109 Therefore, although
Plutarch’s description has enjoyed greater popularity and influence,
Xenophon’s report should be understood to be a more accurate account of
the educational system of the classical period. In any case, ancient authors
as well as modern scholars agree that some sort of institutionalized
educational system for girls existed whenever such a system existed for
boys.110

In the Hellenistic period the fortunes of Sparta declined (see chap. 4).
Owning good racing teams was expensive. Nevertheless, the Panathenaic
victor lists for 170 B.C.E. record the victory of a Spartan woman with a
quadriga. 111 She is one of nineteen non-Athenian citizens, including seven
women, whose names appear on victor lists for this period (170, 166, 162
B.C.E.). Her name, Olympio, is either prophetic of her deed or a nickname
alluding to an Olympic victory not otherwise attested.

In the Roman period, because Sparta was a destination for tourists, the
characteristics that made Sparta distinctive were emphasized. The
athleticism of women was exaggerated. Foreigners were allowed to see
what they had never before been able to witness: Spartan women engaged
in athletics. There were other professional women athletes in the Roman
world. Therefore, in order to attract an audience, the Spartans needed not
only to be good athletes, but also to create a unique image. History and
tradition were mined for publicity. Spartan athletics were authentic. The
reports of Plutarch (see above) and Propertius (3.14) indicate that the
curriculum for girls was firmly established and well articulated in Roman
Sparta. Propertius mentions nude co-ed wrestling; ball playing; hoop
rolling; the pancratium (wrestling with no holds barred); discus throwing;
hunting; chariot driving; and wearing armor. Vergil (Aen. 1.314–24) also
describes Spartan huntresses wearing short dresses, armed with bows and
arrows, pursuing a wild boar. Ovid (Her. 16.151–52) writes of a nude Helen
wrestling in the palaestra. Doubtless, like other Greeks, they continued to
anoint themselves with oil. One Spartan woman in the first century B.C.E. is
reported to have doused herself with so much butter that the odor made a
Galatian princess ill (Plut. Mor. 1109b). The Spartan, in turn, was nauseated
by the smell of the other woman’s perfume, perhaps because she maintained
the traditional Spartan ban on wearing perfume.



Athletic competitions for respectable women were held under state
supervision.112 A fragmentary inscription of the second century C.E.
indicates that the magistrates (biduoi) in charge of ephebic competitions
also supervised twelve “female followers of Dionysus.”113 These
Dionysiades were virgins; eleven of them ran a foot race at a festival of
Dionysus.114 Another inscription from a statue honors a woman racer who
won a victory.115 These games were founded under either Tiberius or
Claudius.

Wrestling for women in Sparta had a long pedigree. Furthermore, since
nudity often results from wrestling and other athletic endeavors, the
performances of female wrestling were doubtless piquant (see fig. 3). In the
days of Nero, a Spartan woman engaged in a wrestling match at Rome with
a Roman senator, M. Palfurius Sura.116 Athenaeus (13.602e) reports that
Spartans displayed their girls to their guests unclothed. Athenaeus may well
be exaggerating: the Greek tendency to understand the world in polarized
categories may have prompted Athenaeus to interpret some nudity for
specific acceptable purposes (as Plutarch understood it) into gratuitous
indecent display. On the other hand, if this report is true, the practice may
be understood as a shocking spectacle, in keeping with the tastes of the
Roman world.

Social Construction of Sexual Behavior

Plutarch (Lyc. 18.4) reports that erotic ties between older and younger
women were common. In Alcman, Parthenion 1.73, the girls mention
visiting Aenesimbrota, who is probably a purveyor of love magic. She
would provide drugs, spells, and magical devices to attract the object of
desire.117 Hagnon of Tarsus, an Academic philosopher of the second
century B.C.E., states that before marriage it was customary for Spartans to
associate with virgin girls as with paidika (young boyfriends).118

Weaving

According to Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 1.1), Lycurgus wisely decided that the
labor of slave women (doulai) sufficed to weave the clothing that the



Spartans required. Nevertheless, doulai were not the only women in Sparta
who knew how to weave. To make the point about the difference between
Spartans and other Greek women, Xenophon and Plato (Laws 806A)
exaggerate the Spartans’ liberation from weaving. Furthermore, weaving
served as a “catch-all” term for the domestic work usually performed by
Greek women. In fact, Spartan women could weave and supervise their
slaves’ work, but they were not encouraged to weave endlessly, nor did
their reputation depend upon it. One of the Sayings attributed to Spartan
women underlines this ethnic distinction:

When an Ionian woman was proud of something she had woven (which was very valuable), a
Spartan woman showed off her four well-behaved sons and said these should be the work of a
noble and honorable woman, and she should swell with pride and boast of them. (Plut. Sayings
of Spartan Women 241.9)

Although servile women did the routine weaving, freeborn women wove
for ritual purposes. Paraphernalia for weaving and hundreds of plaques
depicting textiles were discovered at the shrine of Artemis Orthia. 119 These
offerings date from the archaic to the Hellenistic period, but most are
probably sixth to fifth century.120 Literary testimony conplements the
archaeological finds. Ten young girls in a choir for whom Alcman wrote a
Partheneion (1.61) sing about bringing a cloak to Artemis Orthia.
Presumably, like the Arrephoroi who began the weaving for the peplos of
Athena at Athens, they had participated in making the cloak.121 Pausanias
(3.16.2) reports that every year women wove a chiton for Apollo of
Amyclae in a room designated as the chitona. 122

The xoanon (wooden image) of Artemis Orthia wore a polos (head-dress
representing the celestial sphere) and a woven dress reaching to the feet.123

The figure must have been small and light, for the priestess held it during
the whipping ceremony (Paus. 34.16.10).124 Therefore annual or
quadrennial weaving of garments for the divinities could not have been a
great burden to Spartan women. Furthermore, weaving garments need not
have entailed the obligation to prepare the wool and the performance of
messy, tedious tasks including washing, beating, combing, carding, dyeing,
and spinning. Rather, like Helen who spun with her golden distaff125 (one
suspects not very energetically), Spartan women were not required to
expend much labor in producing clothing for their cult images. At least ten



girls are named in Alcman, Partheneion 1, and they wove only one cloak.
Clothing the xoanon of Artemis was like dressing a large doll.

In contrast,Athenian women not only wove for the oikos
(family,household, estate), but also were responsible for weaving a peplos
for Athena annually. The wooden image was probably less than lifesize, and
the cloth depicted on the Panathenaic frieze around 2.0–2.5×1.8–2.3
meters.126 Every four years, however, they had much more work. The
peplos woven by Athenian women for the greater Panathenaea was an
elaborate tapestry, so large that it was fixed as a sail on the Panathenaic
ship.127 This peplos was probably about 4–8 meters square,128 and all who
attended the festival could admire or criticize the result.

Since Spartan clothing was less elaborate than Athenian, the women who
wove in Sparta had less to do. Young boys wore a chiton or went nude: they
were allocated only one cloak to wear throughout the year, and did not sleep
on mattresses, but on straw which they gathered themselves (Plut. Lyc.16.6–
7). Adult men wore a short red cloak and were buried with only such a
cloak and a chaplet of olive leaves.129 Since the cloaks constituted a kind of
uniform, they may have been distributed by the state. Women’s peploi were
short and scanty: for racing they wore the chiton exomis (tunic with one
sleeve) which barely reached the knee (Paus. 5.16.3). Unlike Athenian
women, they did not normally wear many layers of clothing. They probably
wore whatever the weather required (see chap. 2, fig. 4,Vix crater, and
Conclusion). Such dress did not command attention; but their skimpy attire
did. When the women were preparing to dig a trench against the attack of
Pyrrhus, some wore outer dresses (himatia) over their tunics, and some
wore only their tunics (monochitones, Plut. Pyrrh. 27.3). Dionysius, the
clever tyrant of Syracuse, assumed that expensive Sicilian chitons for
Lysander’s daughters would constitute an irresistible bribe. At first
Lysander refused to accept them, but later on, when a Sicilian ambassador
showed him two dresses and asked him to choose one for a daughter,
Lysander took both, for he had more than one daughter (Plut. Lys. 2.5).
Doubtless the increase in visible private property that took place after the
Peloponnesian War also affected women’s wardrobes.

The brief chiton exomis worn by Spartan women caused as much
consternation to other Greeks as the miniskirt. Artemis, when she was
portrayed as a huntress, and the Amazons were the only other females
known to the Greeks who wore such short skirts, and they were visible only



in art, not in real life. Because Spartan women were in fine physical
condition, their skimpy clothing must have been flattering. In contrast,
respectable Athenian women exercised only by doing housework, mostly
indoors or in the courtyard of their house. The visual arts portray Athenian
women as heavily covered in many layers of cloth, with skirts reaching to
the ankles. Even little girls wore long dresses. In the sumptuary laws
attributed to Solon, it was deemed necessary to specify limits to the amount
of clothing Athenian women might include in their dowries, or wear at
funerals, or use to wrap the dead.130

Weaving was the only activity of women that most Greeks recognized as
productive.131 In prosperous households, more fabrics than could ever be
used by the household were woven. These were stored up, to be given as
gifts or part of dowries, or, if times were hard, to be sold or traded at the
marketplace. At Sparta, neither women nor men engaged in activities that
produced objects for use or sale. In fact, such work was prohibited.

Not until the Hellenistic period were the names of the Athenian women
who had woven the peplos for Athena announced. In contrast, like Greek
men who had always sought fame, Spartan women had a consciousness of
themselves that is conveyed to the observer. Their pride shines forth in
Alcman’s poetry, in Plutarch’s Sayings of Spartan Women, and in the
dedications of victors’ images at the sanctuary of Hera at Elis and of Zeus
at Olympia. As girls and women, Spartans left their mark on the historical
record in pan-Hellenic contexts.
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BECOMING A WIFE

And I was thinking that Sparta among cities of few citizens proved to
be the most powerful and famous, and I wondered in what way this
had come about. When, however, I thought about the Spartans’ way of
life, I no longer wondered. I admired Lycurgus, their lawgiver, whose
laws they were fortunate in obeying, and I think him extremely wise.
He did not imitate other cities, but thinking the opposite of most, he
made his country outstandingly fortunate.

Now, to begin at the beginning, I will discuss the breeding of
children. In other states the girls who are destined to become mothers
and are brought up in the approved manner live on the most modest
amount of food, with the smallest possible allowance of delicacies.
They are either totally deprived of wine, or drink it mixed with water.
The rest of the Greeks think it right that their girls keep silent and
work wool, like sedentary craftsmen. How, then, ought we expect that
women brought up in such a way will bear a sturdy child?

But Lycurgus thought that slave women were able to supply
clothing, and he believed motherhood was most important for freeborn
women. Therefore first he ordered the female sex to exercise no less
than the male; moreover, he created competitions in racing and trials of
strength for women as for men, believing that healthier children will
be born if both parents are strong.

(Xenophon, Lac. Pol. 1.1–4)



Eugenics: Nature in Alliance with Nurture

In highlighting women in the following discussion of marriage and
reproduction, we are not engaging in affirmative action or compensatory
scholarship. Rather, we are following the best ancient precedent: the
intention of the revered founder of the Spartan way of life. Xenophon points
out that Lycurgus devoted a great deal of attention to motherhood and
marital intercourse. He also observes that Spartans were the only Greek
girls who were generously fed, draws attention to the physical training for
females that was unique in Greece, and supplies as the motivation the belief
that strong parents produce stronger children. (According to Aristotle and
other medical writers, acquired characteristics, as well as those with which
a person was born, were widely thought to be inherited.)1 Xenophon’s
account of the raising of girls makes it clear that the “Lycurgan” system—
insofar as it was concerned with health and eugenics—was not merely a
Hellenistic or Plutarchean invention.

Girls and boys exercised nude. Not only nude youths but young women
as well may have participated in the Gymnopaidia (“Festival of Nude
Youths”). Plutarch (Lyc. 15.1) writes that confirmed bachelors were
dishonored: they were excluded from viewing the young women and men
exercising in the nude (tais gymnopaidiais) .2 Perhaps the bachelors
preferred nonproductive sexual liaisons with boys to the exclusion of
reproductive sex with females and this prohibition of viewing, which meant
that they were barred from attending a major festival, was the state’s
punishment. In any case, while engaged in these activities, nubile Spartans
had an opportunity to view the bodies of potential spouses.3 Although
Plutarch (Lyc. 4.4) argues that women’s nudity was not intentionally erotic,
it would have been difficult to prevent some viewers from becoming
stimulated.4 Sometimes, women did parade nude in order to whet the
appetite of unmarried men for marriage.5 Doubtless they attracted other
women as well (see chap. 1).

Infanticide

Patriarchy exercises authority over men as well as women, and in Sparta
apparently even more over men. Males, from the moment of birth, were



examined, tested, and evaluated according to eugenic standards by older
men:

The father did not decide whether to raise a baby; rather he took it and carried it to some place
called Lesche where the elders of the tribes sat and examined the infant, and if it was well built
and sturdy, they ordered the father to rear it, and assigned it one of the nine thousand lots of
land; but if it was ill born and misshapen, they sent it to the so-called “Apothetae,” a chasm-like
place at the foot of Mount Taygetus, thinking that any baby which was not naturally created at
the very beginning to be healthy and strong was of no good either to itself or the state. Therefore
the women used to bathe their newborn babies not with water but with wine, thus making a sort
of test of their constitutions. For it is said that epileptic and sickly infants are thrown into
convulsions by the unmixed wine and lose their senses, while the healthy ones are rather
hardened by it, and given a strong constitution. (Plut. Lyc. 16.1–2)

Plutarch is our only source for the practice of systematic male
infanticide. As we have seen, in the sentence immediately following his
statement on infanticide he describes the allocation of a kleros (lot of land)
to every infant.6 The Greek words Plutarch uses for infant (to gennethen, to
paidarion, ta brephe) are neuter; even the pronoun autôi can be understood
as neuter or masculine. On the basis of this passage alone, it could be
deduced that newborn girls were subjected to exposure and infanticide and
were given kleroi. However, other passages in Plutarch (Lyc. 8.4) and
Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 9.5) make it clear that girls were supported by the
kleroi of their male kinsmen (see below). Pierre Roussel 7 sees a connection
between infanticide and allocation of a kleros and argues that the state was
involved with infanticide exclusively in connection with males. Considering
their concern over the decline in size of the population, it is likely that the
magistrates understood that the number of Spartiates was directly related to
the number of child-bearers (not inseminators) and therefore did not cull
female infants.

Male infanticide was wasteful only of the mother’s nine-month
investment. By eliminating unpromising male infants, the community was
not obliged to pay the costs of rearing a boy who would not, as Plutarch
(Lyc. 16.1–2) puts it, be of use to himself or to the state. The decision
ostensibly satisfied eugenic considerations. The infant who failed the initial
inspection was eliminated before he could produce children who were
likely to inherit his undesirable characteristics.

A question that is often raised is whether at Sparta girls as well as
boys,were vulnerable to infanticide. Nowadays few scholars doubt that girls
were regularly exposed in Athens.8 The need to furnish a dowry at, or even



before, puberty, and the general devaluation of women, were probably
among the reasons why a father might choose not to raise a daughter. Was
Sparta the antithesis of Athens? Did Sparta expose all boys who did not
appear to have the potential for becoming excellent soldiers, but raise all
girls—except, one would suspect, those with obvious and debilitating
physical abnormalities?9

We may deduce from Plutarch’s description that at birth girls were
simply handed over to the women. This conclusion is ex silentio; on the
other hand, it can be argued that Plutarch was unusually scrupulous among
Greek authors in remembering to mention women where it was appropriate.
It seems that girls were not subjected to official scrutiny as were Spartan
boys, nor, apparently, did fathers make a determination about rearing or
exposing them, as they did in Athens. The women would test the babies for
epilepsy or sickliness by seeing if a bath in undiluted wine would throw
them into convulsions. Plutarch does not state whether the immersion
ordeal was part of the official evaluation process, nor does he indicate the
fate of the infants, presumably both male and female, who failed the wine-
immersion test. He does not tell us whether the women took any action in
the case of infants who had failed the test, but if they did not, then what was
the point? If the decision to expose apparent weaklings was up to the
women, they would have exercised a power usually reserved for men in the
Greco-Roman world.

There probably was change over time, with private citizens taking upon
themselves the right to judge the male infant’s viability that had previously
been a monopoly of the community.10 Such changes were correlated with
the right to dower and to alienate and bequeath property. The individual
father’s decision may have followed the verdict of the tribal elders, or the
former supplanted the latter totally. At any rate, there is no indication of
systematic female infanticide or neglect of girls at Sparta, nor is there any
indirect evidence, such as skewed sex ratios. It seems likely that because in
Sparta there was no money and women could own land, they could more
easily be given a dowry.11 At Athens, where women could not own land, a
father would have to furnish cash or movables, and this obligation might
well be a deterrent to rearing girls.

Eugenic principles, such as existed in that era, underlie much of Spartan
demographic engineering. The Spartans were celebrated for breeding fine
hounds and racehorses, so it is not surprising to see them transfer these



notions to human beings. By eliminating weak male infants, they tried to
give natural evolution a boost, and through the subsequent rigorous training
of boys, they assured the survival of the fittest and future reproduction by
them. A mistake might be made, and a man might prove to be a coward.
Such tremblers were most likely to be younger men facing their first real
conflict, rather than hardened veterans. Anecdotes about Spartan mothers
show that they are concerned lest their sons prove to be cowards (see chap.
3). In any case, cowards did not reproduce, for they were socially
ostracized, and neither they nor their sisters (presumably young and not
married) could find spouses (Xen. Lac. Pol. 9.5). Eugenic motivations may
also be detected in the choices made in wife-sharing or husband-doubling
arrangements (see below). Plutarch (Lyc. 15.7) agrees with Xenophon that a
man could ask a husband if he might plant his seed in a wife who had
already produced children, but he also attributes the initiative to the
husband. For example an elderly man with a young wife might offer her a
handsome, noble young man, and then adopt the children born of this union
(Plut. Lyc. 15.12). Daniel Ogden has speculated that Spartans believed that
in the process of wife-lending, male sperm could mingle and produce
offspring who were thought to have descended from two male parents.12

Though the male contribution to the embryo was usually thought to
dominate, it is also necessary to pay sufficient attention to the female
contribution. The rejection of cowards’ sisters and of some wives in favor
of married women who were euteknos (“blessed with good children”) and
gennaia (“well born”) reveals a belief that the mother was more than
merely a fertile field for the father’s seed, and that each woman continued
to make her own particular contribution to the offspring. Indeed, in
Plutarch’s Sayings of Spartan Women (e.g., 240e, 241d), the mothers take
all the credit for the way their sons turn out. Of course this is an
exaggeration that results from the author’s effort to prove that Sparta was
very different in this respect from other Greek cities where mothers had
little to do with the rearing of sons after the age of seven. Xenophon (Lac.
Pol. 6.2) reports that at Sparta fathers were involved in their children’s
upbringing. Nevertheless, Plutarch’s view on the strong influence of
mothers is corroborated by other sources (see chap. 3).

Husband-Doubling,Wife-Sharing



Sarah Blaffer Hrdy has questioned the assumption of anthropologists that
women prefer monogamy when raising the human infant, who is helpless
for a long period, while men prefer polygamy in order to increase the
possibility of creating offspring and perpetuating their own genetic
legacy.13 Hrdy argues persuasively that polyandry can be beneficial to
mothers, for it increases the number of possible fathers who will help with
the care of infants and thus perpetuate the mother’s genetic legacy. The
presence of more than one father who believes that a child may be his own
is a kind of assurance of help for mother and infant. Multiple fathers
increase the possibility of survival and wellbeing of offspring.14 The shared
mother thus forges alliances between half siblings, more so than the father
whose role both the primary sources and secondary scholarship has
acknowledged. The concept of “partible paternity” which Ogden proposed
in terms of benefits to the husband and the male lover or genitor (i.e.,
biological father) needs to be reexamined from the perspective of benefits
to mother and child. Partible paternity was certainly useful in a society like
Sparta, where male mortality and the absence rate of men from the home
were relatively high and women were seldom at physical or economic risk.
That Spartiates reproduce was certainly a goal of the community. That they
treat all children as though they were their own was also an explicit goal
(Xen. Lac. Pol. 2.10, Plut. Lyc. 17.1). That two men treat a child as though
it belonged to each of them was certainly a step in this direction.

In most patriarchal and patrilineal states in antiquity, husbands enjoyed
exclusive access to the reproductive potential of wives, using legal remedies
or even violence to exclude intruders. At Sparta, the authoritarian patriarchy
impinged upon the husband’s monopoly of sexual access to his wife. Not
only were the Spartan man’s rights as a husband less than those of husbands
elsewhere in Greece, but his rights as a father were less. As we have
mentioned above, the state also usurped the father’s right to determine
whether his son was to be reared.

Primary sources generally view reproduction from the father’s
perspective. In a typical nineteenth-century attempt to interpret the
development of marriage and society in prehistory, Engels painted a picture
of the introduction of strict sexual restraints on women coinciding with the
development of private property and the father’s wish to know for certain
that he was both pater (i.e., legally father and husband of the child’s
mother) and genitor of his heir.15 Engels ranked the “pairing marriage” that



he found at Sparta as more archaic than marriage in Homeric times, but he
believed that Spartan marriage customs allowed greater freedom to women.

Darwin, who wrote at about the same time as Engels, at least was largely
correct in his views, but there is no doubt that he was influenced by
Victorian assumptions about male and female sexuality.16 Darwin asserted
that “the female is less eager (to copulate) than the male . . .and may often
be seen endeavoring for a long time to escape from the male.”17 Scholars of
Greek demography and society have long been influenced by Darwinian
theories about the promiscuous human male and the coy female whose
behaviors were considered advantageous for human evolution.18 Xenophon
(Lac. Pol. 1.9) spelled out some but not all the benefits of having, in effect,
two husbands when he wrote: “for the wives want to get possession of two
oikoi, and the husbands want to get brothers for their sons.” Plutarch’s
report mentions the benefits to the husband of impregnation of his wife by a
vigorous lover, but the modern feminist scholar can extend the concept to
the wife. Surely she, too, benefited both genetically and perceptibly from
producing strong children. Her investment in nine months of pregnancy
would not be wasted by a decision of male elders to toss the offspring off
Taygetus. If she was an heiress, she would sooner fulfill her obligation to
produce an heir for her father. Because Greek gynecologists were uncertain
about the period of gestation, it would be easy to attribute paternity to more
than one father.19

Marriage

Spartans were reputed to have chosen their spouses by several systems,
some similar to those practiced in other poleis, others unique. The former
were based on the oikos system and the goal was the perpetuation and
prosperity of the individual family; the latter evolved from the communal
ideal of equality and the goal was the production of children for the good of
the state.20 In the former system, personal inclinations and ambitions
determined the choice of a spouse; in the latter system the state provided
incentives for marriage. Women were active players in both systems.

Xenophon’s description shows that in his day the two systems
overlapped. Although there was an oikos system in place, the welfare of
society was fostered by means of what is commonly referred to by scholars



as ‘wife-sharing’ for reproductive purposes. Although it is not always
obvious that Xenophon is reporting an entirely logical system, it is apparent
from his language that the wife is an active participant in the arrangement
whereby she produces children for a partner in addition to her husband.
This practice should therefore be called “husband-doubling” or “male-
partner duplication” or “nonexclusive monogamy,” or, at any rate, some
term that does not suggest passivity on the wife’s part:21

He [Lycurgus] saw, too, that during the time immediately following marriage, it was usual
elsewhere for husbands to have unlimited intercourse with wives. He decreed the opposite of
this: for he ruled that the husband should be embarrassed to be seen visiting his wife or leaving
her. Thus the desire for intercourse was more fervent in both of them, and if there should be a
child, it would be more sturdy than if they were satiated with one another. In addition to this, he
took away from men the right to take a wife whenever they wanted to, and ordered that they
marry in their prime, believing that this too was conducive to the production of fine children. If,
however, it happened that an old man had a young wife—seeing that men of that age guard their
wives—he thought the opposite. He required the elderly husband to bring in some man whose
body and spirit he admired, in order to beget children. On the other hand, in case a man did not
want to have intercourse with his wife22 but wanted children of whom he could be proud, he
made it legal for him to choose a woman who was the mother of a fine family and well born,
and if he persuaded her husband, he produced children with her. Many such arrangements
developed. For the wives want to get possession of two oikoi, and the husbands want to get
brothers for their sons who will share their lineage and power, but claim no part of the property.
Thus in regard to the breeding of children he thought the opposite to those of other states. And
anyone who wishes to may see whether it turned out that the men in Sparta are distinctive in
their size and strength. (Xen. Lac. Pol. 1.5–10)

Plutarch also describes marriage customs appropriate for a utopian
society in which reproduction is the primary goal of marriage and the
economic aspects of the private oikos are deemphasized in favor of the
common good. Though he reiterates much of Xenophon’s report on
husband-doubling, in Xenophon the child born of extramarital intercourse
would have no claim on the estate of the biological mother’s husband.23 It
appears that the Spartans were not concerned with the legal issue of
illegitimate birth: rather, arrangements between consenting males, with the
practical consent of the woman involved, were valid in assigning paternity.
Children belonged to the oikos of the father and therefore the biological
mother would have no legal claim on the newborn, except after adoption.
Plutarch introduces the new idea that the biological mother and her husband
might adopt the child born from extramarital intercourse, and then, of
course, the child would inherit from them:



There were also these incentives to marry. I mean the processions of girls, and the nudity, and
the competitions in view of the young men, who were attracted by a compulsion not of an
intellectual type, but (as Plato says)24 a sexual one. In addition he [Lycurgus] decreed that those
who did not marry would lose a civic right, for they were excluded from the spectacle of the
Gymno-paidiai [“Nude Youth”] . . . .

They used to marry by capture, not when the women were small or immature, but when they
were in their prime and fully ripe for it. The so-called “bridesmaid” took the captured girl. She
shaved her head to the scalp, then dressed her in a man’s cloak and sandals, and laid her down
alone on a mattress in the dark. The bridegroom, who was not drunk and thus not impotent, but
was sober as always, having dined with his mess group, then would slip in, untie her belt, lift
her, and carry her to the bed. After spending only a short time with her, he would depart
discreetly so as to sleep wherever he usually did with the other young men. And he continued to
do this thereafter. While spending the days with his contemporaries, and going to sleep with
them, he would cautiously visit his bride in secret, embarrassed and fearful in case someone in
the house might notice him. His bride at the same time was scheming and helping to plan how
they might meet each other unobserved at a suitable time. They did this not just for a short
period, but for long enough that some might even have children before they saw their own wives
in the day. Such intercourse was not only an exercise in self-control and moderation, but also
meant that partners were fertile physically, always fresh for love, and ready for intercourse
rather than being satiated and impotent from unlimited sexual activity. Moreover, some
lingering spark of desire and affection always remained in both.

After making marriage as modest and orderly as this, he showed equal concern for removing
empty womanish jealousy. Banning from marriage every kind of outrageous and disorderly
behavior, he made it honorable for worthy men to share children and their begetting, and derided
people who think that there can be no combination or sharing of such things, and who resort to
murders and wars. Thus if an older man with a young wife should take a liking to one of the
handsome and virtuous young men and approve of him, he might well introduce him to her so
that he might fill her with noble sperm and then adopt the child for themselves. On the other
hand, a respectable man who admired someone else’s wife noted for her lovely children and her
self-control might persuade the husband that he have intercourse with her—thereby planting in
fruitful soil, and producing fine children who would be linked to fine ancestors by blood and
kinship. (Plut. Lyc. 15.1, 3–7)

Some of the bizarre customs Plutarch mentions, such as the cutting of the
bride’s hair and the secret marriage, could not have existed simultaneously,
certainly not where women regularly spent much time out of doors. Nor are
they mentioned by Xenophon. We can only speculate that they were created
over time like other reforms attributed to Lycurgus, were enforced by the
ongoing fear of oliganthropia (sparse population) after the Second
Messenian War (see below) or even later, and relaxed when the Spartans
realized that they were able to win the Peloponnesian War despite their
small population. Another possibility is that these customs were revived or
invented in the Hellenistic period either in connection with the reforms of
Agis IV and Cleomenes III or under the influence of some other utopian
philosophical program.



The “capture” of the bride was a ritual enactment of a prearranged
betrothal.25 The bridesmaid was ready and waiting with the bride’s
costume. The bride herself, full grown, would have been able to put up a
good struggle if she truly objected and the groom was really raping her. An
abduction rather than a joyous spectacular wedding ceremony may serve to
ward off the jealous evil eye. The shaving of the head and dressing of the
bride as a man (Plut. Lyc. 15.8) may have been part of a rite of passage that
signalled her entrance into a new life. As a maiden she wore her hair long
and uncovered, as a wife she wore it short, and covered by a veil (see fig.
4).26 In some sense, she was transformed into a youth in the agoge. Since
participation in the agoge was a prerequisite to becoming a full-fledged
citizen, the transvestism may have been symbolic of the bride’s inclusion in
the citizen body.27 It may also have been an attempt to ward off the evil eye
or the supernatural spirits who were deemed to be jealous of the bride’s
fortune. The bride’s costume may have also helped to ease the husband’s
transition to procreative sex from the homosexual intercourse to which he
was accustomed.28



Fig. 4. Married woman.

Mature woman with head and shoulders covered by a mantle. Rim of the Vix crater. Bronze volute
crater from a tomb at Vix. Total height 1.64 m. Châtillon-sur-Seine. Ca. 530. See Appendix n. 102,
and most recently C.M. Stibbe, Das andere Sparta (Mainz, 1996), fig. 8 and pp. 137, 152, for a date
of 570–560.

We may ask if there were any analogous comforts for the bride who had
been accustomed to female caresses. At Athens, vases depicting weddings
often show Erotes (“Cupids”), an attempt to enlist the services of the
supernatural in making the bride receptive to the bridegroom. The Athenian
bride, however, was much more in need of help than the Spartan. The
Athenian was not quite fifteen: she married a stranger nearly twice her age,
moved to a new house, and rarely saw her friends and relatives again.29 The
Spartan, in contrast, married a young man close in age. The couple had seen
each other nude at festivals and during exercise since childhood. Because



the marriage was secret until the bride became pregnant, she did not change
domicile for a while (see below). Since the bride and groom were around
eighteen and the groom was obliged to live with his army group until the
age of thirty, the wife would not have been obliged to adapt to her
husband’s personality; she raised the children and managed the household
for the most part by herself. These responsibilities made it necessary that
the bride be mature, not an adolescent like the Athenian bride. Furthermore,
the Spartan bride’s principal source of companionship and sentimental
attachments would continue to be other women. In cases where the
bridegroom was older than normal, the scenario would be quite different,
for the husband would no longer be sleeping with his army group.

Yet, even in such households the husband probably did not completely
dominate the wife. If he was impotent or infertile, he nevertheless was
obliged to participate in the social goal of reproduction as well as to
consider wife’s desires. Xenophon implies that her wishes and ambitions
were consulted in cases where she was to be inseminated by a younger man
to whom she was not married. Marriage between an older man and a
younger woman could be the consequence of the epiklerate. 30 Though
Spartan law is not so well understood as Athenian, some form of the
epiklerate may have existed, for it appears that when a daughter was the
sole survivor and heiress in a family, she was under some obligation to
marry a close kinsman of her father, though he might have been elderly. In
such cases, nevertheless, the pressure to produce an heir was intense.

Sexuality

There is no reason to assume that the sexuality of Spartan women was
repressed or indeed less assertive than that of the men, or, of course, to
assume the contrary. If we rely on the judgment of Teiresias, who had been
both male and female, women’s capacity to enjoy sex was nine times
greater than men’s. Xenophon and Plutarch speak of desire for intercourse
on the part of both spouses, though within the limits of modesty.31 Plutarch
(Lyc. 15.1 ) also refers to flirtatious behavior when the girls parade nude
before the bachelors, trying to interest them in marriage. Perhaps this
competition for men continued after marriage. Xenophon at first reports the
incitement for wife-lending or husband-doubling from the male perspective:



“a man could choose a woman who was already mother of a fine family and
of high birth.” Since the goal of the liaison was only reproduction, it made
sense for the potential genitor to choose a mature woman who had already
proven her ability to reproduce, rather than a young virgin. Plutarch (Lyc.
15.7) agrees with Xenophon, and draws attention to the age and impotence
of the husband and the attractiveness and nobility of the lover. Though no
ancient source mentions that any woman actively chose her surrogate
husband, we suggest that a lively young wife would be able to exert
influence on a feeble old husband. Why should a modern scholar assume
that women were passive in these arrangements? And why did the attractive
man in question choose one woman rather than another? It is not
improbable that she solicited his attention. One revered example of a
Spartan woman who chose a man younger than her husband is of course
Helen. Spartans, because of their respect for tradition, took their mythical
exempla seriously, and Helen must have been a major figure in a Spartan
woman’s thoughts even before marriage (see chap. 6).

In cases where the husband was old, the young man who was allowed to
have intercourse with the wife was physically and morally attractive.
Though eugenic goals were primary, we need not assume that the wife’s
experience with her surrogate husband was unpleasant.

The Economics of Marriage

Xenophon depicts the Spartans as careful, if not calculating, in their
selection of spouses and family planning. Herodotus (6.57, 71) refers to
fathers betrothing daughters and giving them in marriage. Contradicting
Herodotus is the report of Hermippus (late third century B.C.E.) that cohorts
of nubile men and women found spouses by groping randomly in a dark
room, and that the women were without dowries.32 Likewise, the enactment
of the marriage as an abduction suggests a lack of dowry, but does not
definitely preclude one. This method of spouse selection reflected the ideal
of equality among potential partners. It was a casualty of the manifest
advent of private property. The men who were engaged to marry Lysander’s
daughters attempted to break their engagements when they discovered that
Lysander was poor. They were fined for marrying badly, for their primary
goal was to marry wealthy, rather than virtuous, women.33 Xenophon does



not mention the random selection of spouses, but he does describe husband-
doubling, a practice that was unique in the Greek world and doubtless
contributed to the racy reputation of Spartan women. This breach of sexual
exclusivity was introduced after the rhetra of Epitadeus, which permitted a
man to give his house and kleros to whomever he wished while he was
alive, or to bequeath them in his will.34 By the classical period (if not
earlier), in addition to the land designated for distribution as kleroi, some
was held as private property.35 It is clear that with more property openly in
private hands Spartan men and women had increased incentives to develop
heirship strategies. They may have limited the number of their offspring to
increase the patrimony and social mobility of their heirs.36 Wives and
husbands evidently shared the same views about family planning and
attempted to further the special interests of the oikos within the context of
an authoritarian patriarchy.

Sex Ratio and Polyandry

Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 1.8), Polybius, 37 Plutarch (Lyc. 15.12–13), and
Nicolaus of Damascus (FGrH 90 F 103Z) refer to polyandry at Sparta. This
practice is not necessarily indicative of a paucity of women, which, in turn,
could be a symptom of female infanticide. Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 1.8)
mentions the case of the married man who has no desire to synoikein with
his own wife, but prefers to produce offspring by a married woman who has
already proven her procreative gifts. Some scholars understand synoikein as
“marry” rather than in its common sense of “cohabit,” “live with,” or “have
intercourse with.”38 The two interpretations, of course, overlap: it is a
question of emphasis and the writer’s usage. Xenophon uses lambano of a
man who takes a wife, and synoikein for “having intercourse with.”
Furthermore, as we will see, there were other childless women in addition
to those whose husbands rejected them (see below). In another variation on
this theme, Polybius states that several brothers would share one wife.
Fraternal polyandry was also a form of family limitation, for one shared
wife could not have produced as many children for the brothers as
individual wives might have. When each of these matrimonial experiments
began and how long they lasted is unclear. Xenophon’s description of
husband-doubling postdates the rhetra attributed to Epitadeus, the victory in



the Peloponnesian War, and perhaps the disaster at Leuctra—undoubtedly a
period in Spartan history of such turbulence as to stimulate radical social
change (see Appendix).

Infanticide and Sex Ratio

The answer to the question whether Spartans practiced female infanticide is
not the same for all time periods. There is little data and few dates.
Certainly by the Hellenistic period, when the Spartan ideal was thoroughly
contaminated by alien arrangements and the “Lycurgan” economic system
was embattled, and there is plenty of evidence for infanticide in the Greek
world,39 beleaguered and impoverished fathers may have decided to do
away with female as well as male infants. The reports of fraternal polyandry
in Polybius (12.6b.8), and of husband-doubling in Plutarch (Lyc. 15.7, see
also Xen. Lac. Pol. 1.5–9) and Nicolaus of Damascus (FGrH 90 F 103),
may actually indicate a scarcity of marriageable women at that time. On the
other hand, if these arrangements were also found in the archaic period, that
would suggest the simultaneous practice of female infanticide even then. In
the light of the changing demographic picture at Sparta, it is interesting that
Polybius (12.6b. 8) refers to polyandry as an “ancestral” custom: however,
the Spartans instituted many novel social practices in the fourth century and
Hellenistic period, for which they gained credence by referring to them as
“ancestral” (see Preface).40 Furthermore, Polybius was not favorably
disposed to Sparta and not averse to attributing customs to the Spartans that
his readers would consider barbarous.41 Some elite families in Hellenistic
and Roman Sparta raised as many as three daughters, and in some cases
daughters outnumber sons.42Women are well represented in these
stemmata, owing in part to the fact that these families often resorted to
claiming descent through matrilineal succession from Bronze Age heroes
and heroines, including Helen and the Dioscuri. 43

We may speculate that if female infanticide were not common, polyandry
would have left some women unmarried. There was, however, so much
movement out of the Spartiate class downward that the resultant sex ratio
becomes unfathomable. We may also speculate about the possibility of
intermarriage between full-blooded Spartan women and members of the
various subordinate classes in Laconia, though there is little evidence for



such arrangements, with one exception. A story about the founding of
Tarentum is worth discussing, though its veracity has been questioned for
many reasons.44 During the archaic period, when the army was in the field
for many years and it was uncertain whether the men would ever return
safely, the Ephors (“Overseers,” elected magistrates) directed that the
women have intercourse with helots in order to produce a new crop of
children who could replace the men in case they never came home. When
the army did return to Sparta, the children born of miscegenation were sent
off to found the colony that became known as Tarentum. This episode—if it
actually occurred—was exceptional, and clearly an emergency measure.
Furthermore, that Greek women would be forced to have intercourse with
their social inferiors, who were simultaneously at war with their polis, is
difficult to believe, though the eugenics program perhaps was not yet in
place.45 If these liaisons ever occurred, it is no suprise that the Spartans sent
the offspring off to a colony. It is also reported that after many Spartans
died in the war with the Messenians, they made some helots go to bed with
the widows of the dead men so that their lack of manpower would not be
apparent. They made these helots citizens.46 In general, hypogamy was not
an option for elite Greek women, and there is nothing in the education of
Spartan women that prepared them for such a possibility. Polybius’ (12.6.5)
version of the official insemination program is more credible: the
Lacedaemonians sent back to their country men in their prime of life for the
purpose of begetting children.

Limiting our discussion to the upper class, unmarried or childless Spartan
women include those in the following five categories: the sisters of
cowards, whom no man will marry; the wives Xenophon mentions, whose
husbands prefer to reproduce by other men’s wives; those to whom the state
forbids marriage;47 those like Lysander’s daughters, whose lack of wealth
does not make them attractive partners, particularly in a period of economic
instability for men; and those to whom Cicero refers as refusing to bear
children (see chap. 3). It must have taken a great deal of determination and
self-will to belong to the latter group in a state that so cherished
motherhood.
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women and helot men, though not in the context of the foundation of Tarentum. But this is highly
unlikely for eugenic reasons among others. Acting on the theory of the inheritance of acquired
characteristics, helots were bred for docility. A liaison between a Spartan woman and a male helot
would not have produced the ideal Spartan; but see chap. 5.

46. Athen. 6.271c quoting Theopompus Hist. 32 = FGrH 115 F 171.
47. Plut. Am. narr. 775d gives one undatable example of the daughters of Alcippus and Damocrita.

Their father’s enemies had a vote passed forbidding the daughters from marrying. The damning
nature of this vote shows that central to the values of marriage and motherhood was the capacity to
create alliances between males. The family of Alcippus and Damocrita was prevented from acquiring
sons-in-law who would be allies, and, like the families of cowards, it was doomed to extinction.



3

THE CREATION OF MOTHERS

Spartans were the only Greek mothers who were famous in antiquity qua
mothers, and who served as paradigms in later periods of history. Xenophon
and Plutarch are our main authorities for the exaltation of motherhood. As
well-traveled, cosmopolitan reporters, they declare that nowhere else in the
Greek world did the state lavish such attention on women.

The oikos is usually described as a unit for reproduction and production.1
At Athens, the wives of citizens were distinguished from other women as
“mothers of legitimate children and faithful housekeepers” (Ps.-Demos.
59.122). Because before the fourth century the economy at Sparta more
than elsewhere in the Greek world depended upon the labor of those who
were not free, not citizens, and not household residents, the “production”
aspect of the oikos was minimal. Textual and archaeological evidence
indicates that before the Roman period, Spartan houses were insubstantial:
they need not have been used for long-term storage, since helots were
required to supply agricultural products annually. Therefore housekeeping
was not a time-consuming job for women, though, as we have demonstrated
(see chap. 1), not only did they supervise domestics, but they also could
weave and took pride in their skills. Nevertheless, there is no evidence that
their textiles were exchanged or sold, or that the women were obliged to
weave in order to provide clothing for their families. Wives were, above all,
mothers. For these reasons, in this chapter we treat the Spartan family
principally as a locus for reproduction and confine our examination of the
economy of the oikos to inheritance and dowry and to the relationship of
reproduction to economic concerns.



As a result of the emphasis on reproduction, girls were raised to become
the type of mothers Sparta needed (see chap. 1). A mother had to be
healthy, properly educated, and well versed in Spartan values. In the
absence of fathers during children’s formative years, women, including
mothers, older sisters, and nurses, were the principal, if not the sole,
influence in the creation of Spartan citizens.2 Sparta recognized the services
of mothers by permitting only women who had died in childbirth (like men
who had died in battle) to be commemorated by grave markers.3 Religion,
especially the cults of Apollo and of Artemis (with whom Eileithyia was
associated), provided a spiritual foundation for politically approved family
values (see chap. 6).

Creating Childbearers

The mistress of the house supervised the conversion of raw food into
edibles. The relationship between mother and daughter was strong.4 Since
the father dined with his syssition, the mother would have been in charge of
food distribution in the home. I suspect that mothers were responsible for
seeing to it that girls were well fed, though of course, like other Greek
women in comfortable circumstance, they did not prepare the food
themselves. This nourishment was so superior to what other Greek girls
received that Xenophon comments on it.5 Spartan girls may, in fact, have
been given more food than their male counterparts, for the boys were
deliberately given inadequate rations which they needed to supplement
themselves.6 The Spartan diet was distinctive and evoked comment from
diverse sources.7 Food was supplied in the form of a family wage allotted to
male citizens from their kleroi. According to Plutarch (Lyc. 8.4), each
kleros was sufficient to provide a rent of seventy medimni (bushels) of
barley for a man, and twelve for his wife, along with proportionate
quantities of fresh produce. Every Spartan was required to contribute one
medimnus each month to his syssition (mess group). If we suppose that the
husband consumed his twelve medimni at the syssition while the wife had
the same amount at home, the basic diet of men and women was the same.
Because Plutarch does not specify the amount of perishables, we do not
have sufficient data to enable us to calculate the complete Spartan diet, but
if it is true that a wife received twelve medimni of barley, a Spartan woman



would have had, as a minimum, more than one and a half choinixes daily
(approximately 0.839 kg, or one and a half times an Athenian man’s daily
grain ration), an adequate diet of staples even for an athletic, or pregnant, or
nursing woman This amount of grain yielded approximately 3,416 calories
daily.8 A very active adult female twenty to thirty-nine years old requires
2,434 calories.9

Plutarch is our only source for the specific details of the food allotment.
His report refers to a stable kleros system, which, however, was not in
operation throughout Spartan history as private property increased in
importance (see chap. 4 and Appendix). Nevertheless, Plutarch provides
evidence for a generous dietary standard, and is consistent with what we
know from Xenophon and others. In Aristophanes’ Lysistrata,10 Spartan
women conform to the ethnic stereotype and are notably robust: Lampito
complains that the other women are judging how plump she is just as they
would assess an animal to be sacrificed. Fifty-eight medimni a year would
have generously fed at least five or six children of various ages, or fewer
children and some domestics. Furthermore, in addition to the minimum
supplied by the kleros (when the system was functioning), property holders
would have had access to additional grain, wine, olives, and animal and
plant food grown on their private estates. Unmarried women would be
supported by their male relatives and their private resources (Xen. Lac. Pol.
9.5). We note in passing that the man who was newly elected to the
Gerousia (Council of Elders) was given a second portion by his syssition.
He was to give this as a gift to one of his female relatives (Plut. Lyc. 26).
The relationship between such a man and woman imitated the relationship
of king and subject. Spartan kings were regularly given a double portion so
that they could bind various subjects to them by offering the extra food to
them (Xen. Lac. Pol. 15.4). In short, Spartiate women were never underfed.
To be sure, some people lost status in the late fifth century through the loss
of property, but so long as the kleros supported these dues, they could
supply the wife of the kleros holder.11

The subject of diet leads us to consider whether Spartan girls reached
puberty later than their Athenian counterparts. If so, late marriage could
have been an adaptation to delayed menarche, which has been observed in
young female gymnasts preparing for the Olympics nowadays.12 Spartan
women, however, are unlikely to have exercised as vigorously as their



modern counterparts, inasmuch as athletic standards and rewards for
women are higher now than they have ever been. Moreover, ideas of beauty
were different.13 To the modern eye, the figures of the girls depicted in
Laconian bronzes appear slim and athletic, but not pathologically
emaciated. One doubts whether Spartans were told that “no woman is ever
thin enough.” In fact, a robust or sturdy body might have been seen as
better for childbearing.

Fertility

Homosexuality and nonreproductive forms of heterosexual copulation also
reduced fertility. Homosexual ties among Spartans were common.14

Although Aristophanes depicts Spartan husbands as just as sex-starved in
wartime as the rest of the Greeks and cowed by their wives’ refusal to have
intercourse,15 he also makes some jokes about the Spartan males’
homosexual activities and predilection for anal intercourse.16 According to
Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 2.13) and Plutarch (Inst. Lac. 7), the erotic
relationships between men were purely spiritual. Elsewhere, Plutarch (Lyc.
18) emphasizes the spritual aspect, but does not specifically rule out the
physical relationship. Xenophon and Plutarch also praised Lycurgus’
directives limiting the frequency with which the newlyweds engaged in
intercourse.17 Bridegrooms were permitted only limited visits to their
brides. Inasmuch as the Greeks were utterly ignorant about the days in the
menstrual cycle when women were fertile, late marriage and infrequent
intercourse in the early years of marriage must have reduced by at least one
or two the total number of children borne by each woman. On the other
hand, the secret marriage, which only pregnancy made public, produced
more positive results, for presumably it allowed an infertile couple to find
other partners with whom they may have been able to reproduce.

The state formally supported child production through rewards to fathers.
A man with three sons was not obliged to serve garrison duty, and a man
with five was exempt from liturgies (financial obligations to the state or
citizen body).18 These goals, however, were unrealistic. The demographic
likelihood of any man having four, let alone five, sons is slim, except in
families with eight to ten children, or by sheer luck. There is no indication
that the state rewarded fathers of girls, nor were there tangible rewards for



the mothers who would endure the pregnancies. The Spartan incentive
invites comparison with Augustus’s iustrium liberorum (“law of three
children”), which granted social and legal rewards to many men and
women, for it did not specify the sex of the children and rewarded both
mothers and fathers.19

The pronatalist aims of the state were at variance with the economic
ambitions of individual families. Like other Greeks, Spartans practiced
diverging devolution, but the Spartans alone adopted unusual practices in
their attempt to counter the decrease in the economic status that large
families would naturally experience when the paternal estate was divided.
Diverging devolution works only in a capitalistic economy with ever-
expanding resources. Sparta’s economy, agriculturally based, had a limited
capability to expand.20

The Oikos and the Family Economy

The script for the secret marriage, in which the bridegroom stealthily visits
the bride and the marriage is not made public until she is pregnant, indicates
that the bride did not have to endure the trauma of losing her virginity and
moving to a new home simultaneously. We do not have conclusive evidence
about the couple’s domicile during all stages of the marriage.21 It seems
likely that after a while, perhaps after the birth of a child, the bride left her
parent’s house to live with her husband. We do not know if the marriage
was neolocal. Since the couple married when the bride was in her late teens
and the groom slightly older,22 there was a strong possibility that their
parents would still be living. Xenophon does not indicate the domicile of a
wife who took a male partner in addition to her husband so that she could
control two oikoi (see chap. 2). Perhaps she used both residences so as to be
better able to manage them. How the kleros system affected the pattern is
difficult to envisage. Heiresses (brotherless women), of whom there were
many, may have remained in their ancestral homes. Women in a matrilocal
situation certainly enjoy more domestic power.23 In any case, the possibility
of a change of domicile is not as important as it was in a polis like Athens
in view of the fact that Sparta was a “closed” society without distant
cleruchies (land allotments in a foreign country) or numerous colonies. As
we have noted above, marriage was highly endogamous and although the



territory of Sparta was extensive, a bride did not run the same risk as her
Athenian counterpart of being separated from her family by a long sea
voyage. Furthermore, Plutarch’s report (Lyc. 18) on the pederastic
relationships between respectable adult women and unmarried girls refers to
a multigenerational female social milieu in which, we may assume, family
members would continue to mingle.

Affective Relationships: Daughters and Fathers

The fact that there were many heiresses in Sparta indicates that many
families had no surviving sons. Because of the scarcity of male heirs, and
perhaps owing to parents’ personal inclinations, adoptions were rare. Even
in families with children of both sexes, the father probably enjoyed a close
relationship with his daughter, in fact closer than he had with his son, since
the latter was living out of the house by the age of seven, in many cases
while the father was still living with his army group.24 Children born to an
older father, of course, would have had a better opportunity to develop a
relationship with him. Examples of the close relationship between father
and daughter include Gorgo and Cleomenes I,25 Prolyta and Agesilaus II,26

and Chilonis and Leonidas.27 Gorgo and Chilonis became assertive women
whose activities are recorded in the historical sources. As a little girl of
eight or nine, Gorgo was present when an ambassador from the Greek cities
in Ionia came to persuade Cleomenes to support their rebellion against
Persia. When he offered Cleomenes a huge bribe, Gorgo advised her father
not to stray from the path of virtue (Herod. 5.51).He followed her advice.
Even if the veracity of this anecdote can not be tested, the general idea that
a father encouraged his clever young daughter to give her opinion on
serious matters rings true enough for readers who have enjoyed such
dialogues. Cynisca became an Olympic victor (see chap. 1). Chilonis left
her husband in order to show support for her father, who had taken asylum,
but then, as the political situation changed, she pleaded with her father in
behalf of her husband.

Unfortunately, owing to the problems scholars confront in reconstructing
the history of ancient women, much of what we suppose about the
relationships of Spartan daughters and their parents is based on



assumptions. In contrast, there is textual evidence for the relationships with
sons.

Mothers and Sons: Ideology of Motherhood

In order to inculcate her offspring with patriotism, the mother had to have
the correct attitude herself. Spartan women were renowned for
enthusiastically sacrificing their sons for the welfare of the state. Instead of
lamenting at the death of their sons, they took pride in the bravery that had
led to that fate. Perhaps the delay in bonding with a son, caused by the
necessity to await the verdict of the elders as to whether the infant was fit to
be reared, created a psychological distance between a mother and her male
offspring. In Athens, women mourned the dead, lavished grave goods upon
them, and visited funerary monuments; but in Sparta, grave goods and
mourning were controlled, restricted in some circumstances and mandated
in others. For example, when a king died, one man and one woman from
each family were obliged to lament.28When the Spartans conquered
Messenia, they forced the freeborn women to mourn over men who were
not related or connected to them (Aelian,VH 6.1).

Modern psychology and sociobiology has taught us not to consider any
particular version of human maternal behavior as “natural”; motherhood is
socially as well as biologically constructed. Spartan women did not travel,
and the family lives of perioikoi (free, but noncitizens) and helots were
inappropriate for citizens. The only alternative model for the rearing of sons
that was available to Spartan mothers was that for the rearing of daughters,
and the latter would not have produced fine specimens of Spartan manhood.
Thus, doubtless, Spartan mothers did rear their sons according to the
customs and expectations of their state and society.

At least at some time, not only did women sanction the official ideology
of motherhood, but several, in fact, were architects of it. The first example
is Theano, mother of the traitor Pausanias. When her son had sought asylum
in a building that was part of the sanctuary of Athena of the Bronze House,
and the Ephors were in a quandary, Theano did not plead for his life.
Instead, she placed a brick at the door of the temple and left. Following her
example, the Ephors then blocked up the doors, leaving Pausanias inside.29

Aelian reports (VH 12.21) that Spartan mothers lamented in private if a



son’s corpse bore the majority of wounds on the back.30 That these
anecdotes are not mere exaggeration and correspond to some historical
reality is confirmed by the behavior of the Spartans after their defeat at
Leuctra. The women were ordered not to mourn, but to suffer in silence.
The next day, kinsfolk of those who had been killed in the battle wore
happy faces, while the kinsfolk of the soldiers who had survived were sad
(Xen. Hell. 6.4.16, Plut. Ages. 29.4–7).

Quotations in Plutarch’s Sayings of Spartan Women also indicate that
women promoted the ideal of Spartan motherhood. These aphorisms were
attributed to famous women who lived in the classical and Hellenistic
period, including Gorgo, daughter of Cleomenes and wife of Leonidas;
Argileonis, mother of Brasidas; Gyrtias, mother of Acrotatus (who died at
Megalopolis in 265 B.C.E.); and to undatable or anonymous women as
well.31 Spartans were the only Greek women whose statements were
deemed worthy of quotation. I doubt that what we have here is propaganda
actually written by men but ascribed to women in order to make the
statements more dramatic and persuasive. The quotations were probably
collected not only because of their wit and pithiness, but because they
revealed familial attitudes that non-Spartans deemed amazing and
noteworthy. For example:
Because Damatria heard that her son was a coward and not worthy of her,
she killed him when he arrived. This is the epigram about her:

His mother killed Damatrius who broke the laws,
She a Spartan lady, he a Spartan youth. (Sayings of Spartan Women, 240.f2)

Another Spartan woman killed her son, who had deserted his post because he was unworthy of
Sparta. She declared: “He was not my offspring . . . for I did not bear one unworthy of Sparta.”
(Sayings of Spartan Women, 241.1)

Another, hearing that her son had fallen at his post, said: “Let the cowards be mourned. I,
however, bury you without a tear, my son and Sparta’s.”(Sayings of Spartan Women, 241.2)

Another, hearing that her son had been saved and had fled from the enemy, wrote to him:“A bad
rumor about you is circulating. Either absolve yourself at once, or cease to exist.” (Sayings of
Spartan Women, 241.3)

Another, when her sons had run away from a battle and come to her, said: “Wretched runaway
slaves, where have you come to? Or do you plan to steal back in here whence you
emerged?”And she pulled up her clothes and exposed herself to them. (Sayings of Spartan
Women, 241.4)



A woman, when she saw her son approaching, asked:“How does our country fare?”And when he
said:“All are dead,” she picked up a tile, threw it at him, and killed him, saying:“Then did they
send you to bring us the bad news?”(Sayings of Spartan Women 241.5)

These exemplary mothers would not tolerate a son’s act of cowardice.
Such behavior tainted with dishonor not only the soldier but his female
relatives as well. In the case of Damatria and Damatrius, the son’s name
echoed his mother’s.32 Perhaps owing in part to the belief that acquired
characteristics could be inherited, his sisters (note that his brothers are not
mentioned), like the coward himself, could not find anyone willing to marry
them, and his mother (note, not his father) might take his life for it. In view
of the Spartan equation of womanhood with marriage and motherhood, the
sisters received a harsh sentence. There was a strong likelihood that the
family would become extinct. That mothers were reputed to enjoy the
patriarchal power of Roman fathers and could kill their adult offspring who
had disgraced them by their lack of patriotism is unprecedented in the
ancient world.33 It is striking that both Greek and Roman traditions assert
that the Spartan mother could pass judgment on an adult son unilaterally
and behave so violently against her own offspring.

Some mothers appear to have actively sought their son’s martyrdom, as
we see again in Plutarch:

As a woman was burying her son, a shabby old woman came up to her and said, “You poor
woman, what a misfortune!”“No,by the two goddesses, what a good fortune,” she replied,
“because I bore him so that he might die for Sparta, and that is what has happened for me.”
(Sayings of Spartan Women, 241.8)

Another woman handed her son his shield and exhorted him:“Son, either with this or on this.”
(Sayings of Spartan Women, 241.16)

Since Spartan women could manage their own property and lived close to
their kinsmen and friends in a relatively well-protected territory,
widowhood and the loss of a son were probably not such frightening and
dreary prospects as the comparable situations were at Athens. Defeat by the
helots or by a foreign power and the ensuing rape, slavery, or even death
were more terrifying.

Most of the Sayings of Spartan Women concerning mothers and sons (or
in the case of Gyrtias, a grandson) focus on the son’s bravery; in fifteen
quotations he shows himself worthy, in nine unworthy, and in one saying
(242.19) one son is brave, another a coward. There are other themes as well.



One saying draws attention to the pride of a mother of many sons as a well-
known feature of Spartan ethnicity:

When an Ionian woman was boasting about one of the tapestries she had woven (which was
indeed of great value), a Spartan woman showed off her four most dutiful sons and said they
were the kind of thing a noble and good woman ought to produce and she should boast of them
and take pride in them. (Sayings of Spartan Women, 241.9)

Another saying emphasizes motherhood as the podium from which Spartan
women dominated men:

When a woman from Attica asked “Why is it that you Spartans are the only women who can
rule men?” Gorgo replied,“Because we are the only ones who give birth to men.” (Sayings of
Spartan Women, 240.5)34

As the last two quotations discussed above suggest, motherhood could be
a fulfilling experience for women, especially, a modern woman imagines,
where



Fig. 5. Louis Jean François Lagrenée the Elder, Spartan Mother and Son.
Mother bids farewell to son in classicizing portrayal titled “Rapporte ce bouclier ou que ce bouclier
te rapporte” (“Bring back your shield or let this shield bring you back”). 1771. Elizabeth Rawson,
The Spartan Tradition in European Thought (Oxford, 1969), 265, points out that Spartan subjects
first appear in French art in this period. Stourhead, Hoare Collection, National Trust. Photo,
Photographic Survey, Courtauld Institute of Art.

nurses are available and the mother has no domestic chores.35 Women’s
pro-creative role can contribute to their feelings of self-esteem as well as to
a position of prestige not only in the family, but within the state. Some
states in more recent times have sought to include women in this way, thus



linking private with public. As an example, I will discuss not Nazi
Germany, but the United States of America.

Excursus 1. Spartan Motherhood: Precedent and Proof

In the young American Republic, motherhood was designed as a political
role for women: their assignment was to produce public-minded children.
Republican motherhood functioned in several ways like Spartan
motherhood and can serve as a heuristic model for the latter. Here, private
and the public spheres intersect. Women were encouraged to display
patriotism by sacrificing the men whom they loved. They were proud of
their role in shaping a new generation of citizens. Women’s history was
marshaled into service to promote this view. According to Julia Sargent
Murray, who lived from 1751 to 1820 and wrote essays on a variety of
subjects including women’s education:

The character of the Spartan women is marked with uncommon firmness. At the shrine of
patriotism they immolated nature. Undaunted bravery and unimpeached honor was, in their
estimation, far beyond affection. The name of Citizen possessed, for them, greater charms than
that of Mother; and so highly did they prize the warrior’s meed, that they are said to have shed
tears of joy over the bleeding bodies of their wounded sons.36

Three-quarters of a century later, the Confederate States of America
displayed their conservatism by retaining not only slavery but also some
features of Republican motherhood. During the American Civil War,
inspired by patriotic propaganda, some southern women behaved in ways
similar to those Plutarch attributes to Spartans. Women would leave bonnets
and hoopskirts at the homes of young men who had not enlisted, with a
letter commanding them to volunteer or be stigmatized as unmanly. They
exhorted the troops to come home only if they wore laurel crowns of
victory or were carried on shields of honor.37 A mother wrote in the
Winchester Virginian: “I am ready to offer you up in defense of your
country’s rights and honor and I now offer you, a beardless boy of 17
summers,—not with grief, but thanking God that I have a son to offer.”38

Upper-class southerners were familiar with Greek and Roman history. It
would be ironic if they were influenced by ancient propaganda that had
failed to sway the women toward whom it was originally directed. At any
rate, these examples from the more recent past persuade me that there is no



universal maternal instinct which inspires mothers to save their son’s life
without hesitation.39 Some—even many—Spartan women might have
harbored sentiments similar to those of women in southern American states
and conformed to the ideal of motherhood prevalent at the time, especially
since the consequences of defeat were horrendous. Of course, not all
American women in the early Republic, or all Confederate women,
embraced this particular patriotic ideology enthusiastically. Some women
were more reluctant to sacrifice their menfolk on behalf of slavery or
“states’ rights.”

Family Planning

The United States is a nation that derives “its just power from the consent
of the governed.” The “socialization” at Sparta was surely more effective.
There is no comparable evidence for Spartan women rejecting the ideal
until quite late (see below).

As a return on the investment in feeding and educating girls, the state
expected them to produce children when they were mature. Yet, as Aristotle
(Pol. 1269b–1270a) suggested, the authoritarian system placed more
constraints on men than on women. There is no evidence that unmarried or
infertile women (except the sisters of cowards) suffered any social pressure
or disabilities similar to those experienced by bachelors and childless
men.40 The state did offer some rewards to mothers: prolific mothers of
strong male citizens enjoyed prestige in life, and the names of women who
had died in childbirth were recorded on tombstones.41

Neither Production nor Reproduction

Apud Lacaenas virgines,
Quibus magis palaestra, Eurota, sol, pulvis, labor
Militiae studio est quam fertilitas barbara.

Spartan maidens care more for wrestling, the [river] Eurotas, the sun, dust, and military exercise
than for barbarous fertility. (Cicero, Tusc. 2.36)

As Cicero reports, women did reject the burden of continuous child
production that was the long-range goal of their physical education.



Contraception is discussed in the Greek medical tradition dating from the
classical period, but Spartans are the only respectable Greek women we
know of who are specifically reported to have exercised control over their
fertility. This report reflects the autonomy of Spartan women acting not in
secret, as might be necessary for an individual, but assertively as a group
whose behavior attracted notice. That they were not married until they were
mature gave them an advantage over the more passive child brides in
Athens.

Feminist historians have argued that the number of children a woman
bears has a greater effect on the quality of her life than almost any other
ongoing condition (that is, excluding such dramatic events as war and
natural disaster). Like married women nowadays who remain childless out
of choice, Spartan women were thought to be motivated by selfish
desires.42 In the history of the premodern world, refusal to bear children has
usually been considered unpatriotic. Before the advent of modern medicine,
abundant fertility was fundamental to the survival of the community. That
after only one year of war and before the devastation of the plague Pericles
urged Athenian women to bear more children underlines this necessity.43 In
order to alleviate the continuing and ominous population decline, Spartiate
men produced children by helot women (see chap. 5). These mixed-blood
children, called mothakes,were given some modified form of citizenship.
We may speculate that the two practices were related: when the citizen
women noticed their childbearing was no longer absolutely essential for the
welfare of the state, and motherhood was consequently downgraded, they
could well have decided it was not worth the trouble to bear many
children.44 Cicero’s phrase,“fertilitas barbara,” indicates that bearing
children was considered unsophisticated. He was probably evaluating
Spartan women by the standard of upper-class Roman women, and his
judgment here was shrewd. Both Spartans and Romans enjoyed wealth,
high status, and access to contraceptive methods (through formal medical
care or word of mouth) which, though primitive, were not ineffective. The
Hippocratics do not mention Sparta, but they do not write about Athens
either, and we know from other sources that there were physicians in
Athens. At Sparta they would have been important for military reasons.
Archagathus, who in 219 B.C.E. was the first Greek physician to go to
Rome, came from Laconia (Pliny, HN 29.12). Plutarch (Sayings of Spartan
Women, 242.26) mentions a Spartan girl who brought on an abortion in



secret. A fourth-century inscription from the sanctuary of Asclepius at
Epidaurus reports that a Spartan mother came to find a cure for her
daughter’s case of dropsy. She slept at the shrine, saw a vision, and when
she returned home she discovered that her daughter had seen the same
vision and was cured.45 Since women in Sparta were neither secluded nor
silenced, as some women were elsewhere in Greece, and since Spartans
spent much of their time in the company of women, it would be only
reasonable to assume that they had at least the same knowledge of
contraception as other Greek women.

With the exception of Cicero, ancient and modern authorities have
offered social and economic, rather than biological, theories to explain the
population decline at Sparta.46 Among all the theories advanced about the
reasons for the decline, we must give serious consideration to Cicero’s (the
most obvious one): women’s control over reproduction.

Since the source of the verse Cicero quotes is not known,47we can only
speculate about the reason for Cicero’s remark, and whether it is relevant to
women throughout Spartan history, or only to the Hellenistic period. Earlier,
they probably bore children ungrudgingly, and gladly contributed their sons
to the military, as tradition preserved, for example in Plutarch, Sayings of
Spartan Women, asserts. Cicero may record disillusionment with the
Spartan female ideal in the Hellenistic period, when women had become
aware of other ways of life.

The drastic reduction in the amount of territory controlled by Sparta after
the liberation ofMessenia in 369 B.C.E. inspires some Malthusian
speculations.48 Since the Spartan economy was based on agriculture, they
will not have wanted to reproduce at the same rate as before the defeat at
Leuctra, because if they did so after the loss of such a major resource they
would reduce the economic status of individuals. Though their population
did not fall immediately after Leuctra, despite the casualties, once the
realities of the new limited territory had set in, Spartans may have adopted
more strict family limitation policies.49

More consistent with Plutarch’s account of women’s cooperation in child
production is Xenophon’s observation that women agreed to take part in
husband-doubling or wife-sharing arrangements, not as passive agents, but
because of their own ambitions to dominate two oikoi and to improve the
economic status of their children. These novel arrangements may have



encouraged women to bear more children than they would have done in
conventional monogamous families, since they could distribute them in two
oikoi. In any case, if we suppose that Xenophon’s comment that wives
willingly participated in these arrangements contradicts Cicero’s report that
the women refused to bear children, we must reject one of these reports, or
hypothesize that some women participated while others refused, or posit
change over time, or speculate that Xenophon and Cicero had different
purposes in drawing attention to these issues.

Throughout Spartan history there must have been some women who did
not reproduce. Among any group of women or of couples, some will be
infertile for all or some portion of their adult lives. There is the case of
Anaxandridas,who resorted to bigamy rather than adultery or divorce,
because his first wife had not produced an heir.50 After he married a second
wife, the first wife bore children. Among nonroyals, as we have mentioned,
the secret marriage described by Plutarch, in which the bridegroom makes
stealthy visits to the bride,51 or divorce and remarriage would allow them to
sample partners with whom they could have fertile unions. In addition,
some women who may have been fertile were in marital situations that
would not allow them to bear children because their husbands rejected
them. Others remained spinsters. For example, the sisters of cowards could
not find bridegrooms.52 Daughters of wealthy men were more in demand
than daughters of the poor. The fiancés of Lysander’s daughters broke their
engagements when they discovered that their prospective father-in-law was
poor (Plut. Lys. 30.5).

Womanpower and Oliganthropia

Analyses of the population decline at Sparta make repeated references to
“manpower” and to the numbers of males of all ages at various dates, but,
with minor exceptions, they ignore women’s reproductive failures or
successes and their numbers relative to the number of males.53Yet there is
no dearth of information. Surprisingly, the ancient sources give more direct
data and commentary on reproduction and demography for Sparta than for
other Greek communities.

Our knowledge of reproduction depends chiefly on Xenophon, Aristotle,
Polybius, Cicero, and Plutarch. In the first sentence of the Spartan



Constitution, Xenophon mentions oliganthropia (sparse citizen population),
and in the next paragraph he discusses teknopoiia (child production),
highlighting the role of women in this process (see chap. 1). This emphasis
on women seems eminently sensible from a modern viewpoint, but
considering the alternative theories of reproduction that were current in
Xenophon’s day—theories that minimized women’s contribution to the
embryo—Xenophon shows unusual insight.

Aristotle refers to women when he states that half of Spartan society was
ungoverned. He sees a connection between women’s ownership of two-
thirds of the land and oliganthropia. Anthropoi may refer to either men or
women, or both, and Aristotle could have used oligandria or a similar term
if he had wanted to specify males. Yet the context indicates that Aristotle,
more than Xenophon, considers oliganthropia as a lack of male citizens
(Pol. 1270a33–34). With the exception of Ludwig Ziehen, scholars
generally follow Aristotle in this interpretation.54 Studies of the decline in
Spartan manpower naturally draw attention to losses inflicted by a
devastating earthquake around 464:55 Ziehen speculated about the number
of women lost in this calamity.56He argues that more women than men were
killed because they were indoors, and points out that only five houses were
reported to have withstood the earthquake.57 No ancient source, however,
reports that the earthquake was more catastrophic for women than for men.
Ziehen is not convincing for several reasons: Spartan women were often out
of doors and may not have suffered when the roofs of their houses caved in,
and, secondly, from what we can deduce about Spartan architecture, their
domestic quarters were so flimsy that a robust adult could have survived a
collapse.

Demographic Speculations

The sources report the number of male citizens present at various battles as
well as the number of male citizens in general at various points in the
classical and Hellenistic periods, but, in general, numerical data from
antiquity is unreliable. We have no information either on the absolute
number of female Spartans or on the number relative to the number of
males.58We may, however, speculate that, as a consequence of selective
male infanticide and the death of men in battle, women outnumbered men



fairly frequently, and that the sex ratio was further skewed by male
emigration after the Peloponnesian War. Moreover, since Spartans lived a
more healthy life than other Greek women, ate well, exercised out of doors,
did not become pregnant before their bodies were ready for childbearing,
and, at least by the Hellenistic period if not earlier, limited the number of
children they bore, they probably lived longer than other Greek women and
had a better life expectancy than Spartan men. While it is true that relatively
few grave markers have been found in Sparta because only men who died in
war and women who died in childbirth were awarded this distinction, men
who died might be buried at the battlefield, as were the heroes who died at
Thermopylae. In contrast, all the women whose deaths were the result of
childbirth would have been commemorated at Sparta. Though it is an
argument ex silentio, it is worth pointing out that few such inscriptions have
been discovered.59Xenophobia, lack of foreign trade and of an overseas
empire, and not living in crowded urban spaces (as their Athenian
counterparts did) will, in general, have had a beneficial effect on Spartan
health. The men, however, traveled to foreign soil and were exposed to
disease. These factors must have contributed to the large number of
heiresses, or brotherless orphans, noted by Aristotle. There would have
been a substantial number of widows, as well. A consequence of the
unbalanced sex ratio was that not all adult women could be married
simultaneously. Nevertheless, these excess women were not forced to
become child producers. Moreover, because a Spartan woman shared in the
paternal inheritance, she was not a burden to her family if she remained
unwed. Since her portion of the patrimony would revert to her family of
origin when she died, an unmarried daughter or sister would have been a
financial, if not a social, asset. Perhaps Cicero included unmarried women
when he stated that the women did not want to bear children.

Thirty years ago, without resorting to statistics and cliometrics, W. K.
Lacey wrote in the style of Jane Austen:

One feature which seems common to all societies is that rich men want to marry their daughters
(especially only daughters) to the sons of rich men, and the Spartans seem to have been no
exception. A shortage of eligible men leads to a competition for husbands. . . . Rich women,
moreover, do not commonly bear large families, especially when, as in Sparta, they are
independent and not subordinated to their husbands.60

Lacey, however, fails to draw the conclusion that a shortage of eligible men
would leave some Spartan women husbandless, and hence childless.



Oikos and Polis

Private and public spheres were interlocking. The mother constituted a
bridge between private and public. The state determined the character of the
family; the reverse was true, as well. For example, women were expected to
scold and humiliate cowards and bachelors. They had to be informed about
public events to know which men deserved this treatment.

Aristotle saw that the polis was constituted of oikoi, but he did not
distinguish the different sorts of oikoi that must exist for the creation of
different sorts of poleis. According to Aristotle (Pol. 1252b10–12), the
essential elements in the oikos were father, mother, child, and slave.
Because the father alone of the members possessed a fully functioning
deliberative faculty, he was the authority figure in all three relationships.
Though appropriate to Athens, and doubtless to most other places in the
Greek world, this model does not fit Sparta neatly throughout its history. In
husband-doubling arrangements, the role of mother was distinct from the
role of wife, and the role of father was distinct from the role of husband.
According to the Sayings of Spartan Women, the women dominated their
sons in certain settings, and according to Aristotle (Pol. 1269b12–1270a6),
they even ruled their husbands. Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 1.9) reports that they
managed the oikos, sometimes even more than one. Furthermore the major
portion of the productive,or “slave,”element of the Aristotelian formula was
owned by the state, not by the individual oikos, and, for the most part, lived
some distance from it (see chap. 5). All these differences between Spartan
oikoi and those that at Athens contributed to creating a polis that was
different from the Athenian polis.

There were also many elements of similarity between both poleis.
Reproduction was universally the goal of marriage. At Athens, the marriage
formula was explicit: the bride was given to the groom for the sowing of
legitimate children. Yet we do not know of any Spartan politician who ever,
like Pericles, directed mothers who had just lost adult sons in war to
produce more children. Nor do we hear of any situation parallel to that at
Athens during the second half of the Peloponnesian War, where a married
man who already had children was encouraged to sire additional children by
another citizen woman. In one of the examples that is cited of Socrates and
Myrto, a dowerless daughter of Aristides, such a liaison could only have
produced financial and personal misery for all concerned.61 As we have



mentioned, in facing the population decline, the Spartans chose to
reproduce by helot women rather than press unwed female Spartans into
service.

Change over Time

The degree and quality of the differences between the Spartan family and
others in the Greek world changed over time. Scholarly interpretation has
shifted as well. Previous generations of scholars, relying on Plutarch’s
report and influenced by the mirage, have emphasized differences. In the
1990s, Xenophon’s testimony gained authority.62

Many features of the Spartan family—especially as described by Plutarch
—either were in existence only in the archaic period, or were part of the
mirage. This family owed its origin not principally to biology, but to human
legislation. In this fictive family, the men were like “brothers” with equal
economic resources.63 They disciplined younger males and were in turn
respected by them as fathers. Relationships between older and younger men
were governed by the same incest taboos as if they really had been blood
relatives (Plut. Lyc. 6.2, 8.4, 15.2; Xen. Lac. Pol. 2.10,13). This is also the
community in which state officials exercised the prerogatives of fathers
elsewhere in Greece, deciding which infants to rear and how to educate
them (Xen. Lac. Pol. 2.2, 10).Women were excluded from managing the
economic resources of the state and participating in the administrative
processes of this public family, but that was true of all women (with the
exception of some Hellenistic queens) in antiquity. Interestingly enough,
just after Plutarch’s lifetime, Roman Sparta honored some elite women by
granting them titles that certified inclusion in the civic family. These titles
included “daughter of the city” and “mother of the Boule and the people.”64

Simone de Beauvoir envisioned the life of Spartan women as utopian:

Since the oppression of woman has its cause in the will to perpetuate the family and to keep the
patrimony intact, woman escapes complete dependency to the degree in which she escapes from
the family. If a society that forbids private property also rejects the family, the lot of women in it
is found to be considerably ameliorated. In Sparta the communal regime was in force, and it was
the only Greek city in which woman was treated almost on an equality with man. The girls were
raised like the boys. The wife was not confined in her husband’s domicile: indeed, he was
allowed to visit her only furtively, by night; and his wife was so little his property that on
eugenic grounds another man could demand union with her. The very idea of adultery
disappeared when the patrimony disappeared. All children belonged in common to the city as a



whole, and women were no longer jealously enslaved to one master; or, inversely, one may say
that the citizen, possessing neither private wealth nor specific ancestry, was no longer in
possession of woman. Women underwent the servitude of maternity as did men the servitude of
war; but beyond the fulfilling of this civic duty, no restraint was put on their freedom.65

Nowadays feminist theory has encouraged historians to shift from a
narrow focus on the androgynous educational system to an appreciation of
Spartan motherhood and to criticism of societies based on Communist or
totalitarian programs. Perhaps in reaction to earlier views, the current
scholarly consensus is more nuanced and less influenced by information
emanating from the mirage.

By the end of the fifth century, if not earlier, the Spartans did not even
pay lip service to the all-male public family. The freedom to give kleros and
house to anyone, or bequeath them by testament, signaled state acceptance
of the private family and its fluctuating economy at the expense of the
public family of men of equal status (Plut. Agis 5.1, and see chap. 4).

At Sparta, the patriarchal state was gradually supplanted by the nuclear
family, which, however, was not dominated by men to the same extent as at
Athens. In the fourth century, if not slightly earlier, the family at Sparta
(like the family elsewhere in the Greek world) had its own economic base
and reproductive agenda. It is clear that with more property openly in
private hands, more Spartans, including women, had increased incentives to
develop inheritance strategies and to regulate their fertility.

In their discussions of reproduction, Xenophon,Cicero, and to some
extent Aristotle emphasize women’s influence and volition. Xenophon’s
report on wife-lending or husband-doubling indicates that both parents
concurred in limiting the size of the family so as not to reduce the share of
the inheritance that would eventually be distributed to their heirs. As wives
and mothers, women were active players in making arrangements beneficial
to their families and to themselves.
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4

ELITE WOMEN

Royal Women

More specific information is available about royal women than about any
other group. It is clear, however, that a historian must not generalize from
information about the female kin of kings to women of lesser social status.
For example, because of concern about the legitimacy of the succession,
only royal women are named in tales of adultery, but the ancient sources
often do not distinguish between royal and upper-class women. Many
Spartiates had Heraclid blood. Aristotle writes about wealthy women, but
only Plutarch gives details about particular wealthy women and they are all
members of the royal houses (see below). Furthermore, the Spartiates were
an elite, an aristocracy, and women of the upper classes tend to imitate the
most elite among them.

Marriage

Social and economic endogamy was characteristic of royal marriage. This
pattern of selection of spouses was also common elsewhere in the Greek
world, with uncle-niece and first-cousin marriage being common patterns.1
Endogamy is a relative concept. Since the Spartan population was small and
xenophobic, it could be characterized as endogamous in general. There
were never more than 10,000 homoioi (men of equal status or similars) or,
consequently, more than 500 elite. Marriages among the wealthy
accelerated the concentration of wealth in fewer and fewer families, despite



the presence of countervailing forces. The problem of finding a suitable
spouse was intensified in the case of the kings: the small pool of eligible
brides included members of the royal families and daughters or widows of
wealthy or influential men, or in the case of Ariston, who at first had two
barren wives, the extremely beautiful wife of a friend (Herod. 6.61 and
Conclusion). Like Ariston, Demaratus married a woman who was claimed
by another man. He carried off Percalus, the fiancée of Leotychidas II, who
was his enemy, kinsman, and future successor, and married her himself
(Herod. 6.65.2). Examples of royal endogamy are plentiful. The first wife
of King Anaxandridas was the daughter of his sister (Herod. 5.39).
Leonidas married his step-niece Gorgo, daughter of Cleomenes I (Herod.
7.205.1). King Archidamus V married the daughter of his cousin
Hippomedon (Polyb. 4.35.13). Lampito, daughter of Leotychidas II,married
his grandson, Archidamus II (Herod. 6.71.2). Sometimes a king chose to
marry a daughter of a wealthy or influential man. An heiress from a royal
family was certainly desirable. The elderly Cleomenes married Chilonis, a
young Eurypontid heiress. Agiatis, who inherited the great wealth of her
father Gylippus, was married first to Agis IV and, when widowed, to
Cleomenes III (Plut. Cleom. 1.2). Eugenics also influenced spouse
selection. The Ephors fined Archidamus for marrying a short wife, for she
would bear short kings (Plut. Ages. 2 ).

The Succession

One of the earliest female members of the royal house about whom a story
is told is Argeia, a Theban who was married to king Aristodemus, probably
in the mid-tenth century B.C.E.2 After she bore twin sons, her husband died.
She would not disclose which son was the elder because she wanted both to
rule as equals. Nevertheless, she revealed that Eurysthenes was older than
Procles by bathing and feeding him first. Of course, any story about the
tenth century must be treated with caution. Nevertheless, it is conceivable
that in those early days or even when the story was first told, a mother, even
a queen, looked after her babies herself, or at least was on hand to supervise
servants who did the actual work.

Adultery and Bigamy



In the Life of Lycurgus (15.10, sim. Mor. 228b20), Plutarch passes on the
proverbial notion that adultery was unknown at Sparta, but in other texts he
tells of extramarital liaisons, mostly in the form of anecdotes about
individual royal women.

Such adulterous affairs are recorded because of concern over the
legitimacy of the heir. Like Spartan men, the women, evidently, were
thought to be capable of duplicity concerning affairs of state. Ephors
watched the first wife of Anaxandridas give birth, since she had not been
able to conceive until he took a second wife (Herod. 5 .41). They suspected
that she would sneak in a suppositious child, but she confounded them by
giving birth to male triplets. Timaea, wife of Agis II, was accused of having
had a secret affair with Alcibiades and of conceiving Leotychidas by him.3
Herodotus (5.40) comments that bigamy was “not Spartan.” The Agiad
Anaxandridas, however, resorted to bigamy rather than adultery because he
had not produced any children with his first wife, and did not want to
divorce her since he was fond of her.4 The Eurypontid Ariston practiced
bigamy, if not trigamy (Herod. 6.61–63). His third wife, whom, as we have
noted, he took away from a friend, bore a son in less than nine months
(Paus. 3.7.7). The legitimacy of this son, Demaratus, and his right to rule
were questioned (Herod. 6.65–69).Demaratus himself confronted his
mother and accused her of having had an affair with a stablehand (Herod.
6.68). (We have already observed [chap. 1] that Spartan women were
interested in horses.) His mother replied that either Ariston or the legendary
hero Astrobacus, whose shrine was in the courtyard, had engendered him.
Of course, royal families are subject to greater constraints than commoners
because of the need to have an heir, and one who was a blood heir for the
kingship to be justified.

Chilonis, a Eurypontid who was the wife of Cleonymus, was involved in
an adulterous liaison with Acrotatus, son of Areus I, by 272 when her
elderly husband had left to persuade Pyrrhus to attack Sparta
(Plut.Pyrr.26.15–29.12 ). It was said that everyone in Sparta knew how she
felt about her husband, but she was not ostracized, probably because her
husband was utterly despicable, while her lover defended Sparta against
Pyrrhus. Plutarch portrays her as a heroine who threatened suicide if
Cleonymus and Pyrrhus were victorious. That her equally heroic
granddaughter was named after her indicates that Chilonis did not suffer
damnatio memoriae.5



We know of no penalty for adultery, nothing to compare with the
Athenian laws requiring the husband to divorce a wife who had been raped
or seduced, and prohibiting the adulterous woman from wearing jewelry
and attending religious ceremonies. Perhaps the task of proving adultery at
Sparta was so daunting that it was practically unpunishable. At Sparta, the
only consequence of adultery apparently was an aspersion that political
opponents of a potential king might cast upon his legitimacy.

Authority

The wives and daughters of Spartan kings could not be styled “queens” and
“princesses,”for they had no special role to play in society or
religion.“Queen,”at least as a title used by non-Spartans of one woman,
emerged only in the late Hellenistic period.6 Some of the royal women at
Sparta did, however, wield a great deal of authority because of their
influence on the kings. There was a long tradition of the involvement of
women in politics, beginning with the child Gorgo, who advised her father
the king about how he should treat a foreign ambassador (Herod. 5.51,
7.239). Her advice shows that she understood well the Spartan policy of
avoidance of strangers (xenelasia). Women’s influence was most apparent
in Hellenistic dynastic politics as it was in much of the Greek world at that
time. The women were often widows and older than the men they swayed.
In the middle of the third century, when Agis IV promulgated his reforms,
Agesistrata 7 was in her late fifties and Archidamia in her early eighties (see
below).8 It is rare in Greek history to find a grandmother and mother both
not only alive, but active, at such advanced ages.9Cratesicleia remarried
when old to give her son a stepfather as an ally (Plut. Cleom. 22.4). Agiatis
was older than Cleomenes III when she converted him to the revolutionary
program of her former husband Agis IV. Xenopeithia was the mother of
Lysanoridas, who was a commander at Thebes. His father is not named;
therefore we deduce that she was a widow, and important enough for her
son’s political enemies to want to murder her and her sister Chryse. 10

Cynisca was around sixty years old when she defied her brother, who was
then king (see chap. 1).



Wealth

The wealth of Spartan women was fabled before reliable evidence for it
appears in historical times. In Homer, Helen spins with a golden distaff,
brings a hoard of valuable clothing to Troy, and obtains even more when
there (Od. 4.131–35, Il. 6.289–92). The young girls in Alcman’s oeuvre
allude to valuable jewelry and objects, including purple garments, golden
mitres and bracelets, perfume, silver, ivory,11 and racehorses. Euripides
(Andr. 147–53) refers to the golden ornaments Helen wore in her hair, her
embroidered dresses, and her wedding presents.

Archaeological evidence confirms the poets’ reports. Gold and silver
jewelry, mostly dating from the seventh century, was dedicated at the
sanctuary of Artemis Orthia. 12 The pieces include fibulae, pendants, and
beads (see further chap. 6).

Sometime after the Second Messenian War, when an austere discipline
was imposed, the use of gold and silver was forbidden. We do not know
what happened to women’s valuable possessions when precious metals
were outlawed and houses were searched to make certain that none were
hidden within (Xen. Lac. Pol. 7.6, 14.3 ). Perhaps they were dedicated to
the gods. Thereafter, women were not permitted to wear ornaments or
gold.13 Until the Hellenistic period, Sparta did not have coined money, or,
consequently, a cash economy. When King Polydorus died and the Spartans
purchased his house from his widow, they payed with oxen (eighth century
B.C.E.: Paus. 12.3). Of course this purchase predated the invention of
coinage, but even though foreign coins became available, such awkward
transactions must have continued at Sparta long after other Greeks were
using coins (see chap. 5 n. 9).

Land Tenure

Land was the most valuable commodity in the ancient world, and the land
of Laconia was among the most fertile in Greece. The ownership of land
connotes permanence. In Athens and some other Greek states, women were
not permitted to own land or to manage substantial amounts of wealth.14

These limitations draw attention to the impermanence of Athenian women
in the family and state and their lack of access to the most valuable



economic resources. The dowries of Athenian women consisted of
movables and money. They were like metics (resident aliens), who also
could own only movables and money. The type of
property women could hold was due not only to their low status, but also to
the possibility that they might marry out of the polis. Moreover, Athenian
women did not manage their own property; rather, the dowry passed from a
woman’s father to her husband. Unlike Spartan women, however, Athenians
could produce wealth. The Athenian oikos was a locus of production as
well as reproduction. Respectable citizen women contributed directly to the
economic prosperity of the oikos by weaving and shrewd management.15

Poor or lower-class women made money, often by working outside the
home, and slave women contributed to their owner’s economic prosperity
by working as domestics or in manufacture or in service industries such as
prostitution. Against this background, Spartan women (like Spartan men)
can be viewed not as versatile producers, but essentially as owners,
managers, and consumers of wealth based on land (see chap. 3).

The system of land tenure at Sparta is poorly understood.16 Moreover, it
changed drastically over time. Our knowledge of the laws governing the
ownership of property at Sparta is uncertain, and in any case the laws may
not reflect the actual historical situation at all times (Xen. Lac. Pol. 14.1,
and see Appendix). In the following discussion, I will sketch a likely
scenario and will concentrate in particular on the role women played in the
evolving economy.

There were two systems of land tenure in Sparta, one private, the other
public. The story just above about the house of the widow of Polydorus
indicates that women owned property in Sparta from earliest times, and
they continued to do so. The story also indicates that her property was
private property.

Much of the land in Sparta was owned by the state. The participation of
both men and women in this publicly owned land system changed over
time. In archaic Greece, it was common for the founder of a colony to
measure the territory and distribute it in equal shares to the male colonists.
The Spartans, in effect, colonized their neighbors in Messenia and Laconia,
though they themselves did not settle in the conquered territory and
continued to live in the Spartan polis. The state distributed parcels of land
to be used only for a man’s lifetime.17



According to Plutarch (Lyc. 8), Lycurgus distributed 9,000 lots (kleroi) of
state-owned land in equal shares. The conquered people became helots and
worked the land (see chap. 5). They owed a certain amount of produce to
the Spartiate to whom the kleros had been assigned at birth (see chap. 3).
Spartan women were not assigned kleroi, but received the benefits of the
system through male relatives. The system was unstable for one obvious
reason: the population fluctuated. By the time of Demaratus, there were
8,000 Spartans (Herod. 7.234).

After the Spartan victory in the Peloponnesian War, the Lycurgan system
regulating public property was abolished.18 Thenceforth, a man could give
his kleros and his house to anyone he wished, or bequeath them by
testament. Furthermore, at the end of the Peloponnesian War a large amount
of gold and silver entered Sparta.19Greed, which had been a vice attributed
to Spartan men, was now seen in women as well. Expensive imported
dresses were desired.20 Xenophon reports that wives agreed to produce
children for men in addition to their husbands so that they might control
two oikoi. 21 These changes decisively undermined the ideal of economic
equality, and eventually led to the concentration of great wealth in the hands
of a minority and the creation of an impoverished majority who no longer
met the property requirements necessary to enjoy full citizenship.

A parenthetical comparison with the evolution of the kleros system in
Ptolemaic Egypt (which is better documented than the Spartan system) is
illuminating.22 Ptolemy I established the kleros system by distributing
parcels of agricultural land in the Fayum to entice veterans of Alexander’s
campaigns to settle in Egypt. Tenure of a kleros was tied to military service
in behalf of the Ptolemies and to the payment of certain taxes. The holder of
the kleros could lease it out, but not sell it. The king could revoke the grant,
and he repossessed the kleros upon the death of the beneficiary, giving it to
another potential soldier.23A stathmos (billet or dwelling place) was
included in the grant. In the second half of the third century, as the strong
central government declined and natives entered the military, cleruchs
(holders of kleroi) regularly bequeathed billets to wives, sons, and
daughters, and the kleroi became hereditary in the male line.24 Eventually,
in the first century B.C.E., a brotherless girl inherited her father’s kleros.25

Despite obvious differences, in both Sparta and Ptolemaic Egypt the kleros
system aimed at creating a hereditary army which would always be ready



and willing to go out and fight, inasmuch as sustenance from the land was
constantly available for the soldier’s family and for himself. In both places,
the interests of the private family triumphed over the goals of the central
government. The documentary papyri record the gradual evolution of the
house and the land from public to private tenure, and the change from the
inheritance of land exclusively by male kin to inheritance by both sexes. It
is also apparent that, doubtless for practical reasons, women could inherit
dwelling places before they were able to inherit kleroi. At Sparta, there are
no comparable records documenting change over time; consequently it is
not possible to determine whether the decree attributed to Epitadeus
accomplished or acknowledged the transformation by one radical piece of
legislation.26

The aims of the state were at variance with the economic ambitions of
individual families. Like other Greeks, Spartans practiced diverging
devolution, but the Spartans alone attempted to counter the decline in
economic status that large families would experience when the paternal
estate was divided. Diverging devolution works well only in a capitalistic
economy with ever-expanding resources. In a city like Athens, expansion
was the result not only of intensification of agriculture,27 but also of trade,
colonization, banking, manufacturing, and services. Sparta’s economy,
however, was based on agriculture, and property consisted of a finite
amount of land and a servile population not augmented by purchase.

The liberation of part ofMessenia in 369 seriously undermined the
Spartan economy as well. The Messenian helots and the income from the
land they tilled were lost to the Spartans. Perhaps it was to some extent due
to economic pressures that Spartans began to experiment with various
unique methods of family planning (see chap. 3).

Aristotle criticized the Spartan system of land tenure, which permitted
women to own land, manage their own property, and exercise authority in
the family:

Again, the licence in the matter of their women is detrimental both to the chosen aim of the
constitution and to the happiness of the state. For just as man and wife are part of a household,
so clearly we should regard a state also as divided into two roughly equal bodies of people, one
of men, one of women. So, in all constitutions in which the position of women is unsatisfactory,
one half of the state must be regarded as unregulated by law. And that is just what has happened
there. For the lawgiver, wishing the whole state to be hardy, makes his wish evident as far as the
men are concerned, but has been wholly negligent in the case of the women. For being under no
constraint whatever they live unconstrainedly, and in luxury.



An inevitable result under such a constitution is that esteem is given to wealth, particularly if
they do in fact come to be female-dominated; and this is a common state of affairs in military
and warlike races, though not among the Celts and any others who have openly accorded esteem
to male homosexuality. Indeed, it seems that the first person to relate the myth did not lack some
rational basis when he coupled Ares with Aphrodite; for all such people seem in thrall to sexual
relations, either with males or with females. That is why this state of affairs prevailed among the
Laconians, and in the days of their supremacy a great deal was managed by women. And yet
what difference is there between women ruling and rulers ruled by women? The result is the
same. Over-boldness is not useful for any routine business, but only, if at all, for war. Yet even
to those purposes the Laconians’women were very harmful. This they demonstrated at the time
of the invasion by the Thebans: they were not at all useful, as in other states, but caused more
confusion than the enemy.

So it seems that from the earliest times licence in the matter of their women occurred among
the Laconians, reasonably enough. For there were long periods when the men were absent from
their own land because of the campaigns, when they were fighting the war against the Argives,
or again the one against the Arcadians and Messenians. When they gained their leisure, they put
themselves into the hands of their legislator in a state of preparedness brought about by the
military life, which embraces many parts of virtue. People say that Lycurgus endeavoured to
bring the women under the control of his laws, but that when they resisted he backed off. These
then are the causes of what took place, and clearly, therefore, of this mistake as well. But the
subject of our inquiry is not whom we ought to excuse and whom not, but what is correct and
what is not.

The poorness of the arrangements concerning women seems, as was said earlier, not only to
create a sort of unseemliness in the constitution in itself on its own, but also to contribute
something to the greed for money; for after the points just made one could assail practice in
respect of the uneven levels of property. For some of them have come to possess far too much,
others very little indeed; and that is precisely why the land has fallen into the hands of a small
number. This matter has been badly arranged through the laws too. For while he made it (and
rightly made it) ignoble to buy and sell land already possessed, he left it open to anyone, if they
wished, to give it away or bequeath it—and yet the same result follows inevitably, both in this
case and in the other. Moreover, something like two-fifths of all the land is possessed by
women, both because of the many heiresses that appear, and because of the giving of large
dowries. Now it would have been better if it had been arranged that there should be no dowry, or
a small or even a moderate one. But as it is one may give an heiress in marriage to any person
one wishes; and if a man dies intestate, the person he leaves as heir gives her to whom he likes.
As a result, although the land was sufficient to support 1,500 cavalry and 30,000 heavy infantry,
their number was not even 1,000. The sheer facts have shown that the provisions of this system
served them badly; the state withstood not a single blow, but collapsed owing to the shortage of
men.28

Luxury

As we have seen, by Aristotle’s time, women owned nearly two-fifths of the
land of Laconia. Because the Spartan economy was based entirely upon
agriculture, women controlled a significant portion of the means of
production. The wealthiest women in mainland Greece were Spartans. They



advertised their wealth flamboyantly by winning victories in horseraces at
Olympia. One woman is named in a fragmentary inscription listing Spartans
who had made monetary donations for the rebuilding of the temple of
Apollo at Delphi. Philostratis is cited for giving three obols in 360. Only
one man gave as little as she, and most gave at least twice that amount.29As
time went on, Macedonian queens and royal women (like Amastris) on the
fringes of the Greek world rivaled and surpassed Spartan women in wealth,
for, like the Romans, the former had access to many sources of revenue in
their various empires, while the Spartans were limited to incomes derived
from a polis economy based on agriculture.30

Spartan society as a whole had become stratified, with the majority of
male Spartiates so impoverished that they could not meet the requirements
of membership in a syssition. They were no longer homoioi, but known as
“inferiors” (Xen. Hell. 3.3.6). Moralists claimed that wealth, rather than the
old Spartan virtues, had become the principle criterion for high social
status. In any event, this social change gave women an opportunity to be
members of the elite on the same terms as men. Some were even able to
enrich themselves illegally, as men did. Theopompus reports that during the
Third Social War (356–346), Archidamus III took some of the money at
Delphi and that the Phocians bribed his wife Deinicha so that she would
persuade her husband to support them (Paus. 3.10.3).

Despite their vaunted austerity, Spartans apparently were tempted to keep
some items of luxury in private at home. Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 7.6) reports
that houses were inspected to ascertain whether anyone was hiding any gold
or silver. This practice may have become more common in Xenophon’s day,
because that was the time when large amounts of precious metals were
entering Sparta. Doubtless Aristotle associated women with greed and
luxury, for these were features of private life.31 A parallel from Roman
history is of interest. In 195 B.C.E., during the debate over the repeal of the
Oppian Law at Rome, a speaker argues that women should be granted the
opportunity to display their wealth by wearing gold and purple and riding in
carriages, for they had few other avenues by which to satisfy their
ambitions.32 The single item of conspicuous consumption that Spartan
women were permitted was racehorses. It is no accident that a Spartan was
the first woman whose horses were victorious at pan-Hellenic games, for
such triumphs provided women with an approved avenue for the display of



their wealth.33 Entering such a competition was expensive, for the owner
was obliged to pay for horses, trainers, charioteer, chariot, and—if
victorious—a victory monument.

Dowry

Lycurgus had outlawed dowries, but by the end of the fifth century, if not
earlier, women had them.34 Perhaps the tradition that Spartan women did
not have dowries was revived or invented in the Hellenistic period under
the influence of Agis IV and Cleomenes III or some other utopian program
(see below). In the Greek world various lawgivers, philosophers, and
moralists disapproved of dowries, or believed they should be regulated. In
Plato’s Republic there is neither marriage nor private property, and therefore
there are no dowries, and in Laws (742C), dowries are specifically
outlawed. Justin (Epit. 3.3.8) states that girls marry without a dowry so that
they will not be chosen for their wealth.

In an ideal Sparta, just as all the men are homoioi who enjoy equal status,
so are all the girls equally endowed. It is reasonable to suppose that in a
Sparta lacking precious metals, slaves, or other movable wealth, there
would be little, except land and horses, to constitute a substantial and useful
dowry. A theory about dowry supports the view that there was a time when
dowries did not exist in Sparta. Dowries are found principally in parts of the
Mediterranean where men cultivate land with a plow and own the
instruments and beasts needed for production. In such societies, women’s
work is undervalued: a woman is viewed as a burden to her husband, and
her father must contribute a dowry for her support.35 This analysis is
appropriate to a society like that of Athens, where women were barred from
access to most economic resources and the means of production, and men
performed agricultural labor. In Sparta, in contrast, women were not
economic liabilities, for the kleros system ensured their basic sustenance.

Certainly by the end of the fifth century, if not earlier, along with the
decline in the kleros system and the accumulation of precious metals and
other valuable items in private hands, dowries were a conspicuous part of
the economic regime and doubtless contributed to the impoverishment of
some families and the accumulation of wealth by others. Aristotle (Pol.
1270a25–26) mentions dowries as a means by which women came to



possess wealth. Lack of a dowry in Sparta, as elsewhere in Greece,
threatened to make a girl an unwilling spinster. The fiancés of Lysander’s
daughters attempted to break their engagements when they discovered that
their brides-to-be were poor (Plut. Lys. 30.5). Without giving any historical
background by which the event may be dated, Plutarch (Am. narr. 775d)
tells of a woman’s attempted act of savage revenge on other women when
her daughters could no longer have dowries after her husband’s property
was seized by his political enemies. Aelian (VH 6.6) reports that a man who
had five sons could give his daughters in marriage without a dowry. This
exception implies that such a father would be so highly honored that a man
might marry his daughter just for the sake of becoming a son-in-law of such
a man, but that in ordinary circumstances a dowry was necessary.

Heiresses

In terms of Greek law, an “heiress” was a fatherless, brotherless woman.
The heiress at Athens was called epikleros; in Gortyn, she was known as
patroiokos; in Sparta, as patrouchos. In the absence of a male descendent,
such a woman could be the means by which her father’s lineage was
perpetuated. She also might transmit her father’s property to her son (who
thus became his grandfather’s heir), or inherit it herself. In some cases there
was no property, but the filial obligation to perpetuate the lineage remained.
At Athens, the filial obligation was always foremost; at Sparta, the meager
sources suggest that the emphasis in the role of the heiress changed over
time, with concerns about her property eclipsing those of her father’s
lineage.36

The principal primary sources that help to define the position of the
heiress at Sparta include Herodotus,Aristotle, and analogies with the Code
of Gortyn. At Gortyn, the heiress (patroiokos) was permitted to keep part of
her patrimony and marry outside her father’s lineage.37 According to
Herodotus (6.57.4), the kings originally exercised the right to give an
heiress (patrouchos) in marriage if she had not already been betrothed by
her father. If her legal situation was similar to that in Gortyn, the heiress at
Sparta was never subject to an inflexible rule that she marry her father’s
closest male next of kin. She may, however, have been under some moral
and religious obligation to see that her father’s lineage not be



extinguished.38 There was some concern for the continuity of oikoi at
Sparta: for his suicide mission at Thermopylae, Leonidas selected men who
had children (Herod. 7.205.2, 5.41.3). Furthermore, we may speculate that
the prestige of the kings made it virtually impossible for the Spartan heiress
to reject the bridegroom chosen for her.

The power of the state over the heiress and her property decreased as the
power of the private family increased, for Aristotle’s testimony differs
markedly from that of Herodotus. Therefore the change probably occurred
at the same time as the other changes increasing the individual’s rights over
private property that are associated with the reforms attributed to Epitadeus.
According to Aristotle, however, the kleronomos (heir apparent: Pol.
1270a28) had the power to give the heiress (epikleros) as well as the
property to whomever he pleased. The “heir apparent” was doubtless the
nearest male kin of the heiress’s father: he was the man who exercised
authority over the heiress and her property.

The inheritance regime for Spartan males was the same as for Athenians,
but the system was more favorable for Spartan women than for their
Athenian counterparts, who did not inherit at all, and who were given
dowries that were perhaps one-sixth of what their brothers received.39 In
contrast, the Spartan woman’s share of the patrimony was half as much as
her brother’s. Girls who were fatherless and brotherless were better off at
Sparta than at Athens, for the Spartans got to control their property, while
the Athenians were simply conduits of the patrimony to their sons.
Moreover, the brotherless, fatherless Athenian woman was required to
marry her father’s closest kinsman, usually her uncle or cousin, even if both
were married at the time the woman’s father died. On the other hand, in
cases where the heiress was not wealthy, the inexorable obligation of the
male next of kin to marry her themselves or to find her a husband assured
her marriage at Athens, but could compromise her Spartan counterpart. The
daughters of Lysander, who were brotherless, nearly lost their bridegrooms
when the men learned that their finaceés were poor.40 It is not certain,
however, whether they were engaged to kinsmen.

Aristotle reports that at Sparta, heiresses were numerous (see above).
This plethora of heiresses was exaggerated inasmuch as Sparta was always
plagued by oliganthropia (sparse male citizen population). Aristotle and
later writers drew attention to the connection between oliganthropia and
women’s ownership of property (see chap. 3). In addition, women of the



property-owning classes may have outnumbered men at Sparta, as they did
at Rome during and after the Second Punic War. Fearing that men would no
longer fulfill the criteria necessary for their census classes and that the
number of men eligible for military and governmental service would be
diminished, the Romans passed legislation aimed at preventing women
from owning great wealth.41 As is apparent in the western world nowadays,
women’s survival and longevity is a significant factor in property
ownership.

Change Over Time

At the end of the fifth century, private property triumphed at the expense of
public property. The reforms attributed to Epitadeus that allowed women to
inherit kleroi, the influx of precious metals, the use of dowries, and the laws
affecting heiresses permitted women to possess a large portion of the total
wealth of Sparta. The period of the Peloponnesian War was a watershed in
the history of Athenian women as well. After the Spartans occupied
Decelea and war was waged throughout the year rather than just in the
summer, as had previously been customary, Athenian women had to assume
more responsibility and exercise greater economic power. Like Spartans, in
the absence of men Athenian women managed their affairs.42 Defeat cost
the Athenians their empire and produced an immediate, though temporary,
decline in the city’s economy. Some thirty years after the Peloponnesian
War, Athens had returned to its traditional way of life: in contrast, the
Spartan defeat at Leuctra and the loss of the rich agricultural land of
Messenia dealt a lethal blow to the Spartan economy. A generation later,
Sparta pointedly refused to support the campaigns of Alexander:
consequently, Spartans missed the opportunity to share in plundering the
wealth of Persia. By the third century, the economy was characterized by
many mortgages and by large estates in the hands of a few. These few
included royal women, who were among the wealthiest people in Sparta
(see below). Only 700 old Spartan families remained, and of these only
about 100 possessed land and kleros (Plut. Agis 5.4). Female members of
these fortunate 100 families benefited from the concentration of wealth. A
brotherless woman could inherit all her father’s land, as did Agiatis, who



inherited from the extremely wealthy Gylippus (Plut. Cleom. 1.2).With such
assets, she was claimed as wife by two kings, Agis IV and Cleomenes III.

Women and the Reforms of Agis and Cleomenes

In 244 B.C.E., when he was not quite twenty, Agis IV became the
Eurypontid king of Sparta.43 He had been raised by his mother Agesistrata
and his grandmother Archidamia. The Agiad king,Leonidas (ca. 316–235),
was older, had lived with the Seleucids in great luxury, was married to a
daughter of one of them, and had two children by that wife.44Agis, in
contrast, recreated himself as a Spartan of the old austere tradition, wearing
the short cloak, for example, and following the laws attributed to Lycurgus.
He proposed a program of reform, principally designed to increase the
number of full-fledged citizens and restore Sparta to its former prestige.
Redistribution of the wealth was essential to reinstate the 600 landless
citizens as homoioi. Agis donated 600 talents and his own huge estate for
redistribution (Plut. Agis 9). Women controlled most of the wealth in
Sparta: therefore their support was essential for the success of the reforms.
Agis was able to convince his mother and grandmother, who were not only
the two wealthiest women, but who were the wealthiest of all Spartans, to
contribute their property. They were both widows, and doubtless doted on
the charismatic young king, but other wealthy women did not support his
program. According to Plutarch (Agis 7), they were corrupted by their
desire for luxury and were reluctant to give up the prestige and influence
derived from their wealth. We also observe that the women exercised full
control over their own property.

Leonidas led the opposition to Agis’ program, and after much strife was
deposed and replaced by Cleombrotus, his son-in-law, who supported the
reforms (Plut.Agis 11.3–4). At this juncture,Leonidas’daughter Chilonis
took her father’s side and joined him in the temple of Athena of the Bronze
House, where he had sought asylum.45 The favor she showed the dissolute
old man was the best recommendation he had. He was eventually recalled.
Chilonis was able to convince her father to spare her husband Cleombrotus,
but Agis was summarily murdered in 241. Agesistrata and Archidamia were
killed as well. One of the ephors had a particular reason for wanting to
eliminate Agesistrata: he had borrowed some expensive cups and clothing



from her and did not want to return them (Plut. Agis 18.4). Leonidas saw to
it that Agiatis, the extremely wealthy widow of Agis IV, was given in
marriage to his son Cleomenes III, though he was too young for marriage.
Her young son by Agis was not heard from again. Pausanias (2.9.1) asserts
that Cleomenes poisoned him, but this charge is difficult to accept, unless
Agiatis was an unusually forgiving and stoical woman. She had at least one
son by Cleomenes (Plut. Cleom. 22.8).

Royal women in the Hellenistic period were influential in politics as
powers behind the throne. As we have seen, Agiatis was married first to
Agis IV, and when widowed she was married to Cleomenes III. In
Plutarch’s descriptions, both marriages were paradigmatically harmonious
and loving, typical of the ideals of the Hellenistic period.46 Agiatis was able
to instill in her second husband the revolutionary ideas of her first (Plut.
Cleom. 1.2). Cleomenes also was influenced by his studies with Sphaerus, a
Stoic who came to Sparta to lecture (Plut. Cleom. 2.2, 11.2). In 235, when
Cleomenes became the sole king of Sparta, he attempted to revive Agis’
program. His mother, Cratesicleia, who was extremely wealthy, supported
his efforts and, in fact, remarried so that her husband Megistonous would
use his influence on her son’s behalf. Plutarch indicates that it was her own
independent choice both to remarry and to select her new husband.
Megistonous and his supporters contributed their property for redistribution
(Plut. Cleom. 10–11.1). Abolition of debt and redistribution of land
followed. The agoge and syssitia were revived. Sparta was restored to its
former military eminence for a time, but with Macedonian forces
threatening him, Cleomenes turned to Ptolemy III Euergetes for assistance.
Megistonous had been killed in battle, and Agiatis had died around 224.
Ptolemy promised to help, but only if Cleomenes sent Cratesicleia and his
children to Egypt as hostages.

Eventually Cleomenes was defeated by an alliance of Macedonians and
Achaeans and fled with three thousand soldiers to Egypt, where the
degenerate Ptolemy IV, Philopator, was now ruler. Philopator ordered that
Cleomenes be imprisoned.47 and the Spartan women and children in
Alexandria be killed. At first Cratesicleia panicked, but in the end they died
stoically and bravely.48 Plutarch (Cleom. 39.1) commented: “Sparta played
out these events with the deeds of women rivaling those of men.”



The Last Reformers: Apega and Nabis and Chaeron

Nabis reigned as sole king of Sparta from 207 to 192. He may have been a
member of the Eurypontid dynasty, though he executed all members of the
royal houses. His wife Apega is probably identical with Apia, daughter of
Aristippus of Argos who, like Nabis, ruled as a tyrant.49 By marrying one of
their daughters to Apia’s brother, Pythagoras of Argos, and by trying to
arrange marriages for their adult sons with the daughters of Philip V
ofMacedon in 197, they mimicked the political endogamy of tyrants in the
archaic period.50 Polybius disliked both Nabis and Apega and portrays them
in an unfavorable light. He indicates that Apega wielded a great deal of
power, furthering her husband’s ambitions and gratifying her greed. Like a
Hellenistic queen, an Arsinoë or Cleopatra, she received men at court
alongside her husband. She evidently wanted to be wealthy like her royal
predecessors, and Nabis sent her to her native Argos to procure money. Her
viciousness exceeded her husband’s. A woman, she knew how to humiliate
women, and also how to dishonor men by humiliating the women in their
family. She subjected the Argive women to suffering and violence and stole
nearly all their gold jewelry and valuable clothing (Polyb. 13.7). Inspired by
his wife, Nabis invented a female robot as evil and deceptive as Pandora:

He also had made for himself a machine, if one should call such a thing a machine. It was the
image of a woman, dressed in expensive clothing, in appearance a well-executed likeness of the
wife of Nabis. Whenever he sent for any of the citizens, wishing to exact money, he would begin
by speaking gently. . . . If any refused and said they would not pay the sum, he said something
like,“Perhaps I am not able to persuade you; however, I think this Apega will.” This was the
name of Nabis’ wife. He said this, and soon the image I have described was present. When the
man shook her hand, rising from his chair, he made the woman stand and embraced her with his
hands and drew her little by little to his chest. Under her dress she had arms and hands and
breasts covered with iron nails. Whenever Nabis placed his hands on his wife’s back and by
means of certain devices drew the man towards her and drove him against her breasts very
slowly; he forced the man who was being crushed to say anything. In this way he destroyed
quite a few of those who refused to pay him. (Polyb. 13.7)51

Nabis was a reformer, like Cleomenes. His program included the
redistribution of land, but unlike the reigns of Agis and Cleomenes, in
Nabis’ time the donations were not voluntary. His program, like that of the
reformer kings, included abolition of debts and the restoration of the
Lycurgan constitution (Livy 34.31.16–18). In 195, he executed eighty of the
principes iuventutis (Livy 34.27.8). He also exiled the wealthiest and most



prominent Spartiates who were his enemies, and gave their property as well
as their wives and daughters (Livy 34.35.7 liberos coniuges) in marriage to
newly freed helots.52We are not told if the helots were bachelors or what
happened to their former wives, or how many women were involved.
Doubtless the men were enthusiastic about marrying the wives of their
former masters, at the very least because they would enjoy their estates.53

Previously when helots were freed, they had not usually been made citizens,
but Nabis conferred citizenship on them in large numbers (Livy 38.34.6).
Polybius (16.13.1) refers to the men as douloi (slaves) and Livy (34.27.9)
once uses the word ilotae (helots), but elsewhere (34.21.11) refers to servi
(slaves). It seems more likely that the members of the lower class who
married the wives and daughters of the Spartan exiles were helots and
mercenaries rather than slaves.54 The early Ptolemies had already
demonstrated that mercenaries could be recruited as citizens by the offer of
an oikos, 55 and Nabis certainly was interested in increasing the number of
soldiers at Sparta. Furthermore, at least judging by the swashbuckling
adventurers depicted in New Comedy, mercenaries often captivated the
hearts of women. In any case, to force upper-class Greek women to marry
purchased slaves, who were possibly foreign born, and to confer Spartan
citizenship on such people, would have been unthinkable. Marriage to a
Spartan wife or daughter instantly supplied a helot with an oikos sufficient
to maintain a citizen soldier. According to a treaty of 194 B.C.E. between
Nabis and the Romans, the wives and daughters of the men exiled by Nabis
were permitted to join their original husbands.56 The treaty stated explicitly
that the women would not be forced to join their previous husbands. We are
not told whether any of them chose to do so.57 Plutarch’s use of the verb
metoikizo (Phil. 16.4), with its connotations of transferring an oikos, to
describe Philopoemen’s eviction of the slaves and mercenaries whom
tyrants had made Spartan citizens implies that they left with their Spartan
wives and families. Furthermore, we may speculate that, considering the
social hierarchies in force in antiquity, the older women wanted to continue
to control and enjoy younger husbands who were clearly their social
inferiors, and not exchange them for the original husbands, who were
doubtless irate and displeased with what had transpired in their absence.
The older women may also have stayed to support their daughters, who
knew no other husbands. Moreover, the women wanted to keep their land,



and were afraid that the children they had borne to the helots would suffer
the same fate as those supposedly born to their ancestors during the Second
Messenian War. It was said that when the Spartan husbands returned after
the war they exiled these half-breed children to Italy, where they allegedly
founded the colony of Tarentum (see chap. 2). In any case, in 188 after
Nabis had been killed under Philopoemon, the Achaean commander who
had restored Sparta as a member of the Achaean League, the exiles returned
to Sparta and those who had been made citizens by “tyrants” were exiled to
Achaea (Plut. Phil. 16.4, Livy 38.34). We are not told what happened to the
women. We may speculate that their original husbands were willing to take
them back, if for no other reason than the fact that they possessed
substantial amounts of property.58

Nabis was killed in 192 by Aetolians, who were his putative allies. The
Romans reluctantly settled affairs in Sparta for a time. The last radical
leader of Sparta was Chaeron, who had been exiled from Sparta and had
served as an envoy to Rome in 182–181. He seized the property of the
sisters, wives, mothers, and children of men who had been exiled (by rulers
from Cleomenes through Nabis), and distributed it at random to his most
needy supporters (Polyb.24.7.3). Finally, the Spartans invited Aristaenus,
the commander of the Achaean League, to put an end to Chaeron’s tyranny,
and returned the property to those from whom it had been seized.

Autonomy and Social Power

Individual women like Gorgo, Agiatis, Cratesicleia, and perhaps Deinicha
exercised a significant influence on male members of their own family and
on society at large. Moreover, women in groups were encouraged to uphold
Spartan ideals by activities such as publicly praising brave men and reviling
cowards and bachelors. No other Greek women are reported to have been
involved in elections to the extent that Spartans were. When a member of
the Gerousia was elected, he was followed by throngs of young men who
praised him and many women who sang of his excellence and congratulated
him on his good fortune in life. His syssition awarded an extra portion of
food to the victor. After dinner, his female relatives congregated at the
doors of the mess-hall. Thereupon, in public, a second selection took place,
but the competitors were female. The victor summoned the woman whom



he held in the highest esteem and gave her the food, saying that he had
received it as an indication of his excellence and he gave it to her in the
same way.59 The rest of the women congratulated her and escorted her
home (Plut. Lyc. 26.3–4).

Such reports do not indicate that women were fully active citizens in the
sense that men were, that they could defend their polis, vote, or hold
governmental office, for overt political power was not exercised by women
anywhere in the Greek world before the advent of Hellenistic queens. But,
as Aristotle remarked in his discussion of Sparta, in warlike societies men
are dominated by their wives. Even if he is exaggerating, he did perceive
that women had a voice in managing affairs at Sparta. Some scholars in the
second half of the twentieth century have gone even further than Aristotle
in detecting the power and influence of Spartan women.60 Stephen
Hodkinson paints the grandest picture of Spartan women in a plutocratic
society. Hodkinson argues that the kleros system governing public lands
that Plutarch describes was solely an invention of the Hellenistic period.
Consequently, no category of land was ever restricted to ownership only by
males. If Hodkinson were correct, the situation described by Aristotle
would have had roots as early as the archaic period when women would
have possessed and managed vast amounts of property.61 The evidence
from women’s history, however, indicates that he is not correct, but rather
that an additional source of great wealth was available to women at the end
of the fifth century. Indeed, Hodkinson draws the bulk of his evidence for
women’s wealth from fourth-century evidence. Victories in pan-Hellenic
chariot races were evidence of vast wealth. All twelve Olympic victories
won by Spartans from 548 to 420 were won by men. In contrast, half of the
six victories from 396 to 368 were won by women. The sudden appearance
of female victors in chariot races at Olympia beginning in 396,62 the new
craving for expensive imported dresses, and even Agesilaus’ scoffing
remark about Cynisca seem suitable to the conspicuous consumption
characteristic of the nouvelles riches.

G. E. M. de Ste Croix contrasts “the inferior position of women at
Athens” with “the powerful position of women in the Spartan system of
property ownership.”63 James Redfield points out that women were active
in the system of marriage exchange and in motivating men to increase the
economic status of the oikos. 64 According to Barton Kunstler, women



made major decisions concerning the disposition of household and
communal wealth, discussing financial matters with helots and perioikoi. 65

Women’s influence, however, was not restricted to the private sphere.
Maria H. Dettenhofer argues that wives managed the kleroi, and were
therefore responsible for their husbands’ social status.66 She claims that
women wielded political influence through their economic power. As we
have seen above, Plutarch’s description (Agis 7) of women’s participation in
the reforms of Agis gives a clear picture of the direct relationship between
wealth and public power. For elite women at Sparta at that time, wealth was
probably the only secure basis of influence and autonomy. In each of the
sagas of reform, royal women were directly involved because they were
property owners and controlled their own wealth. Agesistrata,Archidamia,
and Cratesicleia espoused the political beliefs of the men in their family,
and like the men, paid for their involvement with their lives. That they were
executed is testimony to their power.
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5

THE LOWER CLASSES

Lower-class inhabitants of Laconia and Messenia far outnumbered their
Spartan rulers, but we know very little about them aside from their
relationship to the Spartans. For Greek history in general, far more is
known about the upper class. Furthermore, even among the upper class,
there is less evidence for women than for men. Like women elsewhere in
Greece, and like upper-class Spartan women, their status and reputation
probably depended largely both upon the property they possessed and upon
the men with whom they were associated. For example, as we have seen in
the upper class, the mothers of brave men were respected and the mothers
and sisters of cowards were dishonored and shunned like the cowards
themselves (see chap. 3). Unfortunately, neither ancient sources nor modern
studies have made gender a defining category in discussions of the lower
classes at Sparta. Hence this chapter is the shortest in the book.

Helots

More is known about helots than about any other non-Spartiates. Helots
were Greeks living in Laconia and Messenia whom the Spartans had
reduced to servitude early in the archaic period. They performed the work
that slaves (and free people) performed in the rest of the Greek world.
Moreover, because Spartans, unlike free people in the rest of the Greek
world, were not trained to farm or engage in manual labor, helots were more
essential to the Spartan economy than slaves were elsewhere.



Helots belonged to the state and could not be sold away from
Sparta.1Unlike the families of slaves, whose liaisons had no legal status and
who did not own their children, the families of helots were much less likely
to be broken up by sale or testament, or by the caprice of an individual
owner. They lived in family groups in houses designated for them.2More
than one helot family was assigned to a kleros (country estate: Xen.Hell.
3.3.5).They farmed in Laconia and Messenia and were required to send a
fixed portion of produce to the Spartan man to whom their kleros had been
allocated.3 Helotage was fundamental to the kleros system, but because the
entire system of land tenure at Sparta is not well understood and changed
over time (see chap. 4), the details of helotry are not clear. It is reasonable
to assume, however, that since Spartan women were landowners, they
supervised the work of helots on their property, riding or driving out to visit
them as men did (Xen. Hell. 3.3.5).

Helots also supplied domestic labor for Spartan homes.4 Xenophon’s
comment on domestic weaving (see chap. 1) and Plutarch’s report on
Timaea, wife of Agis II, indicate that female helots were included in this
obligation.5 Plutarch (Ages. 3.1 = Duris FGrH 76 F 69) represents Timaea
not only conversing with her female helots, but also trusting them enough to
tell them that the child she was bearing had been fathered by Alcibiades,
not by her husband. Since Agis was unsure about the child’s paternity,
Timaea must have been having intercourse with both her husband and her
lover in the same period of time. Because it is impossible to keep secrets
from domestics, the helots must have known that she was having
intercourse with both. Inasmuch as Timaea was the only person who
actually knew who the child’s father was, she was probably using
contraception during intercourse with her husband.

By the fourth century, with the rise of private property in Sparta, helots
were thought (at least by some non-Spartan commentators) to belong to
individuals and in some respects to be the equivalent of slaves. Thus
Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 6.3) speaks of Spartans lending helots to other
Spartans who needed them. At this time, there were probably slaves of non-
helot origin in Sparta as well (see below).

Free Noncitizens



There were several other categories of non-Spartiates living in Sparta.
These included the perioikoi (dwellers about) who were free, but not
citizens. They seem to have lived in poleis and had some sorts of civic
organizations like other freeborn people in the Greek world beyond Sparta.
Though some worked as farmers, the perioikoi as a whole shouldered a
disproportionate share of craft and commercial endeavors, since Spartan
men were trained to work only in the military and government,6 though, as
we have mentioned, they did supervise their country estates. Perioikic men
worked as craftsmen and merchants and did the jobs that male Spartans
were not permitted to do. Perioikic men also served in the army, some
holding positions of command. Presumably most perioikic women lived
like other Greek women (but not like upper-class Spartan women), raising
children, managing their households, and performing domestic labor in their
own homes. Some probably worked in service jobs like baby nursing and
prostitution (see below).

There were other free people at Sparta distributed in a number of
categories that exceeded anything we know about social distinctions in any
other Greek polis. This mass of people included helots who had been freed
for performing good service (neodamodeis); mixed-blood members of the
lower class who had been through the agoge and were elevated above the
class they had been born into (mothakes); bastards born of helot mothers
and Spartan fathers (nothoi: Xen. Hell. 5.3.9); and, at the top of these
inferior ranks, those who had been born into citizen status but had been
demoted for non-payment of the dues owed to their syssition
(hypomeiones). 7 The men in all these categories were free and (with the
exception of the neodamodeis) had been educated in the agoge, so they
were able to undertake military service and thus compensate for the ever-
dwindling supply of Spartiate men. Because they were Greeks and not
foreign born, it was doubtless easier to grant them some social mobility.
Thus, for example, helots might be given their freedom by the state in
return for military service. We do not know if their wives were
simultaneously liberated at all such occasions, but Thucydides (1.103.3)
notes that after the helot rebellion in the 460s, rebels were free to leave
Spartan territory, taking their wives and children. Helots could own private
property and could purchase their freedom when the state offered them an
opportunity.



Especially at times when the state needed funds, helots were encouraged
to purchase their freedom at a set price,8 but we do not know if they had to
pay for their wives as well, and whether the price was the same. Slaves in
the rest of the Greek world also had opportunities to purchase their
freedom, but they were not regarded as equals: the prices varied and had to
be negotiated for each individual man, woman, or child.

Working Women

Prostitutes

Because precious metals and useful money did not circulate in archaic and
classical Sparta, and because Lycurgus had imposed a strict moral regime,
there was no prostitution (Plut. Lyc. 9.3).Non-Spartiates,however,were not
subject to such a stringent discipline. Spartan women were forbidden to
wear gold and cosmetics, but hetairai could adorn themselves.9 Before the
end of the fifth century, patrons might surreptitiously use foreign money,
but when large amounts of gold and silver began to be available to private
citizens, prostitutes became more accessible. A few were notorious and
wealthy.10 In 397, the ephors and some members of the Gerousia gave
orders to Cinadon, who was suspected of fomenting a conspiracy, that he
was to go to Aulon, a perioikic community in northwest Messenia on the
border between Messenia and Elis, and bring back a particular woman
reputed to be the most beautiful, for she had been corrupting Spartans of all
ages who came there (Xen. Hell. 3.3.8). The Hellenistic geographer
Polemon (fl. ca. 190) reports that he saw the bronze sculptures dedicated by
the hetaira Cottina.11

After the death of his wife, Cleomenes took a freeborn woman of
Megalopolis as his concubine (paidiske: Plut. Cleom. 39.2) She may have
borne him a child, for he had one son by Agiatis (Plut. Cleom. 22.8), but
more than one of his children accompanied his mother to Egypt and died
there.12

Nurses



Spartan nurses were highly praised. Plutarch (Lyc. 16.3), who was
especially interested in the rearing and education of children, points out that
Spartan nurses did not apply swaddling bands. They were famous for
raising children to be happy, not discontented or finicky about their food or
afraid of the dark or of being left alone. The devotion of a nurse who
carried her ugly charge daily two miles uphill to the Menelaion so that
Helen would make her beautiful is noteworthy (see Conclusion). For these
reasons, foreigners sometimes acquired Spartan nurses for their own
children. Plutarch uses oneomai (purchase), which indicates that the nurses
could not have been helots, since helots were not sold to foreigners.13 Their
status is not clear: the spotty evidence suggests that they were drawn from
helots as well as from other groups of non-Spartiate women. In his comedy
Helots,Eupolis mentions a special festival in which Spartan nurses
participated.14 He might have heard about such an occasion from a Spartan
nurse living in Athens. Plutarch notes that non-Spartans purchased Spartan
nurses because of their care and skill, and goes on to report that Amycla,
who nursed (tittheusasan) Alcibiades, was said to be a Spartan (Lyc.16.5,
see also Plut. Alcib. 1.2). The participle refers to wet-nursing. An Athenian
inscription of the fourth century commemorates Malicha of Cytheria, nurse
(titthe) of the children of Diogeitus, an extremely righteous woman who
came from the Peloponnesus. 15

Religion

Helots and other members of the lower classes shared the same religion
with their masters. Shrines for the various gods have been found throughout
Laconia and Messenia, presumably, for the most part, created for the use of
the local inhabitants.16 Archaeologists have verified the existence of many
religious sites described by Pausanias and others. Some women dedicated
altars. The humble nature of their offerings indicates that they were not
wealthy.17 A few religious occasions were directly connected with social
status. Children’s nurses participated in the festival called Tithenidia in
honor of Artemis. They brought boy babies to a temple for Artemis
Corythalia by a river (see chap. 6). The nurses enjoyed a varied and
sumptuous feast. In addition to the regular celebration of “The Cleaver”
(kopis), which included the sacrifice of goats, and eating cakes, cheese,



sausage, figs, and beans, they also sacrificed suckling pigs and bread, and
celebrated by dancing and wearing masks.18

On the second day of the Hyacinthia, citizens offered dinner to everyone
they knew, including helots.19 Dining together was a rite of inclusion
expressing the solidarity of the entire population.20 Hierarchies were also
temporarily dissolved, not only in dining, but also in the Spartan
ceremonies of mourning for the king. When a king or other dignitary died,
helots and their wives were obliged to mourn, and the women to wear black
or suffer the death penalty Though the mourning was imposed, and may be
the Spartans’ equivalent of the paid professional mourners found in Athens,
it may also show that the helots were conceived of as members of the large
fictitious Lacedaimonian family.21

Doulai

The development of private property raises the question of the status of the
doulai (slave women) whom Xenophon mentions in the Spartan
Constitution (Lac. Pol. 1.4).Xenophon reports that Lycurgus thought that
doulai were capable enough of producing clothing so that freeborn women
could devote their energies to motherhood. In the archaic period, these
doulai were doubtless helots; by the fourth century, they may also have
been slaves whom Spartans purchased with their newly acquired wealth and
who catered to their taste for luxury goods and conspicuous consumption.
Helots belonged to the state, whereas slaves constituted part of the private
property of the oikoi. Xenophon uses the word heilotes in other contexts,22

but he does not carefully distinguish between the two statuses when
describing the women to whom the weaving was delegated in his time.
Elsewhere in the Spartan Constitution (Lac. Pol. 6.3),Xenophon speaks of
private property as including hounds, horses, chariots, and oiketai
(household slaves). He died long after the battle of Leuctra and may have
continued to work on the Spartan Constitution until after the emancipation
of the Messenian helots.23 After the loss of part of Messenia, when the need
for purchased slaves would have increased and there was money to buy
them, there is a strong possibility that many of the women who worked in
the Spartan household were slaves, though Laconian helots continued to be
available.24 Accordingly, both statuses are possible in the fourth century



and the Hellenistic period, at least until the helots were liberated in the time
of Augustus.

Reproduction

Helots seem to have had no problem with reproduction, though there were
constant forces depleting their number: Spartiates could kill them
individually and en masse with impunity, and Athens offered asylum to
those who rebelled. At any rate, they continually outnumbered their
masters. Although there are no census figures for the helot population, there
is some basis on which to compare the number of helots to Spartiates in
three successive centuries. Among those who served at the battle of Plataea,
helots outnumbered Spartans by at least seven to one (Herod. 9.28–29).
Early in the fourth century, approximately 80 Spartiates and 4,000 others
milled about in the Spartan agora (Xen. Hell. 3.3.5). In other words, the
Spartans were outnumbered 50 to 1.The helot population at this time has
been estimated at 170,000–224,000, including women.25 Around 240
B.C.E., some Spartans considered the helots too numerous (Plut. Cleom.
18.3).

As we have mentioned, helots lived on farms with their families, though
we know little about them. In any case, there was no need to have single-
sex dormitories with a bolt on the women’s door, as Xenophon describes for
the slaves in the Oeconomicus (9.5), to prevent the males from gaining
access to the females. Unlike slaves, whose numbers could be increased by
purchase or conquest, helots themselves were the only source of the helot
population and of other segments of the lower classes as well. It was
essential for the Spartan economy that helots reproduce.26 Both men and
women helots had a strong incentive to have as many children as possible,
although they were constrained by their limited access to arable land. Since
the men were constantly vulnerable to murder by the cryptoi (secret hunters
[of helots]), and to being killed when they served in the Spartan army, for
them there was strength in numbers. David Hume astutely observed that
helots were the only ancient servile group to reproduce, and argues that this
success was the result of their living apart and being public slaves rather
than the property of individuals.27



Helots were subjected to what amounted to a kind of eugenics, or better,
dysgenics, which the Spartans probably learned from breeding animals, and
also understood in terms of the Greek belief in the inheritance of acquired
characteristics. The crypteia was instructed to kill the strongest men (Thuc.
4.80.3–4) so that those who were more servile and might be more easily
domesticated would survive to reproduce. Nevertheless, helots served in the
military. The wives and children they left behind doubtless were hostages
for their good behavior.

Helots not only did work that was normally done by citizens in other
Greek states, but they also were forced to become parents of half-Spartan
children. Women were regularly used for this purpose: men perhaps only
once. The Spartans exploited the reproductive capacity of helots to produce
mixed-breed offspring who filled the lower niches of Spartan manpower.
The story about the founding of Tarentum by children born of Spartiate
women and helots is relevant here.28 More credible is the evidence for the
inclusion of mothakes in Spartan manpower. The definition of mothakes is
controversial, but they seem to have been children of Spartan fathers and
helot mothers who were not reckoned as Spartiates but were free.
Apparently, practical considerations outweighed theoretical eugenics in
these arrangements. Xenophon (Hell. 5.3.9) reports that the bastards
(nothoi) of Spartan men had experienced the benefits of the state and were
fine-looking. This remark lends credence to the view that the helots and
Spartans were not originally ethnically distinct, but that their statuses
evolved as a result of political and economic developments. In any case,
wealthy Spartan men reared mothakes alongside their legitimate sons, and
they passed through the agoge together. The mothakes seem to have been
given some modified form of citizenship if they completed the agoge. 29

Indeed, the generals Lysander and Gylippus were said to have been
mothakes. The Lawcode of Gortyn, Crete, offers some examples of free
children born of intercourse between serfs and free men and women.30

Therefore it is appropriate to ask whether Spartan women had liaisons with
lower-class men, although, considering the sex ratio in the Hellenistic
period and Greek reluctance to submit women to hypergamy, it is unlikely
that Spartiate women were given in marriage to lower-class men (aside
from the incident concerning the founding of Tarentum and the outrages
perpetrated by Nabis [see chap. 4]). Lower-class female infants may have
been subject to infanticide, since the deliberate production of babies of



mixed parentage served primarily to create more soldiers to fill the Spartan
ranks.31 Otherwise such women probably bore additional generations of
children of mixed parentage.32 In any case, the use of helot women for the
production of mothakes must have increased the rebelliousness of helot
men, especially if the liaisons were the result of individual choice and
longlasting, rather than brief encounters (like those in Spartiate husband-
doubling) encouraged by the state.

There is no evidence for slave breeding in other parts of the Greek
world.33 Hesiod (WD 602–3) advised the novice farmer to get a slave
woman without a baby to nurse. Xenophon (Oec. 9.5–6) allows slaves to
reproduce only as a reward for good behavior. Slave reproduction
compromised productivity. Pregnancy and childbirth jeopardized the slave’s
health or even her life, and the baby might not survive anyway. The
Spartans were unique and innovative in exploiting the reproductive
potential of servile women.

In sum, the Spartans, who were notorious for their innocence of business
matters, had devised a reproductive calculus as early as the constitution
attributed to Lycurgus. Even if several of the practices reviewed above and
in chapter 3 were temporary, or not widespread, or invented in the
Hellenistic period and attributed to Lycurgus, or part of the mirage, it is
clear that Sparta served as a kind of laboratory for demographic ideas or
actual experiments in which the state and private individuals made
investments in order to reap dividends in the form of human capital.
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WOMEN AND RELIGION

This chapter is devoted to the religious experiences of Spartan women. It is
not an attempt to cover every aspect of each cult or divinity mentioned, nor
to report all the textual and archaeological evidence unless a connection
with women’s activities can be detected. The evidence is often obscure and
fragmentary. In many cases, the sole source of information is a single brief
definition in a Byzantine dictionary. Furthermore, the reader must be
cautioned that the great majority of votives and small objects that have been
excavated—disproportionately those that would illuminate women’s history
—have not yet received proper scholarly attention (see Appendix). Since
the ancient sources are often specific about the ages of the female
participants in the cults and whether they are virgins, in this chapter we will
also draw as much attention as possible to age groupings or marital status.
Athletics, including nude athletics, were often connected with religion;
these activities have been discussed in chapter 1.

Greeks everywhere worshipped the same gods and generally in the same
ways, but the emphases varied from place to place. Thus in Athens,
domestic cults were important and women were particularly involved in
mourning the dead. Owing to the the Spartan emphasis on the public
sphere, private cults are unknown. In contrast, Spartan cults for women
reflected the society’s emphasis on female beauty, health, and, most of all,
fertility.1 Furthermore, the shrine of a historical woman, Cynisca, who had
been heroized for her equestrian victories, was centrally located in Sparta
(see chap. 1). As elsewhere in Greece, there were some cultic activities
exclusively for women, others exclusively for men, and some for both. For



example, at Sparta women were prominent in the cults of Dionysus,
Eileithyia (goddess of childbirth), and Helen (a local heroine), were
excluded from a festival of Ares (Paus. 5.22.7), but participated along with
men in the Hyacinthia.As part of their religious experience, women sang,
danced, raced, feasted, dedicated votive offerings, drove chariots in
processions, and wove clothing for cult images of the gods. In comparison
with the cultic activities of their counterparts in Athens, the activities of
Spartan women included substantially more opportunities for racing and far
less weaving. Since Spartans were always allowed to drink wine, their
festivals were probably quite jolly. For example, the festival celebrated in
Alcman, Partheneion 1, included a sumptuous banquet.2 The modern reader
is free to imagine the behavior of a group of adolescent girls who know
each other intimately at an all-night festival. At such banquets women
drank unmixed wine as usual, and ate cakes that were fashioned in the
shape of breasts.3 Influenced by Alcman’s choral lyrics for maidens,
scholars have drawn attention to the communal aspects of religious
experience at Sparta that was restricted to women.4 Even when the rituals
were enacted by women only, however, they were considered an essential
part of the religious life of all citizens.5 Sundry votive offerings by
individual women are evidence of a variety of personal relationships with
divinities, as well.

Artemis Orthia

Artemis was worshipped throughout Greece as a divinity who brought
fertility to human beings and animals and protected mothers and children.
According to myth, her cult was imported from the East. Pausanias
(3.16.7,9) states that the archaic image of the goddess he saw at Sparta was
the original that Iphigenia and Orestes had brought from Taurus in the
Chersonese. At Sparta, Artemis was associated with Orthia, who, like
Artemis, was a nature goddess concerned with both plant and animal life.
She was probably the focus of the festival commemorated in Alcman,
Partheneion 1,where she is referred to as “Orthria,”(line 61) and Aotis
(goddess of the dawn, line 87). The actual connotations of the word
“Orthia” (straightness or uprightness) have puzzled interpreters from
antiquity to the present.6 Pausanias (3.16.11) offers a practical explanation



for the title “Orthia”: the statue itself stood upright because it was placed in
a thicket of willows that supported it. Other interpretations are also
possible. The goddess raises children up or she directs them to safety. Or
she sets them on a straight path through the cycles of their lives; thus she
presides over various rites of passage as boys and girls reach puberty and
adulthood. The centrality of the cult of Artemis reflects Sparta’s interest and
investment in nurturing and educating the young. These concerns are
echoed at Sparta in the cult of Artemis Corythalia at the festival of the
Tithenidia (see chap. 5). The sanctuary of Orthia was situated on flat ground
alongside the Eurotas, conveniently located near the children’s exercise
grounds. When Theseus as an old man raped Helen, who was just a young
girl, he found her dancing at the sanctuary (Plut. Thes. 31.2,Hyginus Fab.
79).

As Alcman indicates, maidens sang and danced as part of the cult.7
Sometimes men participated along with the girls. Their choirmasters might
be male poets such as Alcman. Lead figurines dated to the seventh and sixth
century found at the Orthia sanctuary depict women and men playing flutes
and lyres, and one shows a woman playing cymbals.8 Castor and Pollux
were reputed to have taught the Spartans a special dance that the maidens
performed annually at Caryae near the northeast border of Spartan territory
in historical times in honor of Artemis, whose image stood there out of
doors.9 The girls must have danced in a secluded place without men
present. At one performance early in the eighth century, at a time when both
Messenians and Lacedaemonians shared the sanctuary, Messenian men
supposedly raped the Spartan girls.10 At another performance during the
Second Messenian War,Aristomenes ofMessenia seized the daughters of
wealthy, noble fathers and carried them off to a village in Messenia
awaiting ransom.11 If the story is true and not only meant to stimulate
outrage against the perpetrators, the lack of effective male protectors at this
particular performance may be attributable to the war which demanded their
full attention: Aristomenes and his force probably had expected to find the
girls alone. As these stories and that of Helen and Theseus related just
above demonstrate, girls dancing out of doors in secluded places were
vulnerable to rape.12 These stories may also be interpreted in the context of
myths about abduction, as a metaphor for marriage, where the girl is
plucked from a protected group and from a circumscribed, choreographed



existence and must begin to fend for herself as a bride and an adult.13 The
theme is reiterated in the story surrounding the rape and marriage of the
Leucippides (see below).

The site of the most famous cult of Artemis Limnatis (“of the lake”) was
on the border of Messenia and Laconia. An epigram commemorates the
dedication Timareta made to the goddess before marriage. Despite the
brevity of the poem, it is clear that Artemis is a goddess who presides over
the important rite of passage from girlhood to marriage, and that
appropriately enough she is wor-shipped in a liminal area, safe on the
Laconian side, dangerous on the Messenian:

Timareta, before marriage, dedicated cymbals, her lovely ball, the snood that held her hair,
her maiden-dolls, she a maiden, to the maiden Goddess of the Lake, as is suitable,
and the dolls’ clothes too, to Artemis.
Daughter of Leto, holding a hand over the child Timareta
Keep her pure.14

Girls and women also performed lewd dances in honor of Artemis,
celebrating her as a fertility goddess. These dances, which are known only
through brief citations in late lexicographers, included the kallabides or
kallabidia. The kyrittoi wore masks and phalli at the festival of Artemis
Corythalia and at the Tithenidia. 15 The baryllika was a comic or indecent
dance in honor of Artemis and Apollo. According to Pollux (4.104), it was
danced by women; according to Hesychius, it was performed by men who
put on ugly female masks and sung hymns.16 Perhaps both men and women
cross-dressed and danced.17 The orgiastic nature of the Orthia cult at Sparta
may be somewhat surprising to those familiar with the austere Artemis of
Athenian myth. A vase from the Orthia sanctuary, dated 580 to 575, shows
a komos (revel) or orgiastic dancing in progress.18 The vase is fragmentary
and the restoration of the figures uncertain. It does, however, appear to
show men and women dancing and having intercourse in the presence of a
hairy, ithyphallic, satyr-like figure.19

A Laconian vase also of the archaic period depicts women and men
together at a symposium (fig. 6).20 Because the woman reclines with the
man and doubtless drinks wine as he does, some viewers, perhaps because
they are more familiar with the iconography of Athenian vase painting, may
deduce that she is a hetaira. 21 Lycurgus, however, was reputed to have
prohibited Spartiate women from practicing prostitution, and this



prohibition may well have been in effect in the sixth century (Plut. Lyc. 9.3,
and see chap. 5). Furthermore, the chorus of girls in Alcman, Parthenion 1
(67–68), mention that they wear Lydian mitres, and Spartan girls and
women regularly drank wine. This vase does not depict a secular banquet:
rather, the winged daemon, the altar on the right, and the fruit and
vegetation suggest that the cup was used at a festival of a fertility divinity.22

The divinity was most probably Artemis Orthia, or perhaps Apollo
Hyacinthius.



Fig. 6. Symposium with women.
Fragments of a cup depicting a symposium with women on the ground playing flutes and men
reclining on couches on the ground. The right-hand fragment showing trees and building base
signifies that the location is out of doors. The winged daemon (perhaps Eros) hovering above the
woman indicates that the scene is sacred rather than secular. The woman wears a Lydian mitre on her
head. Border of pomegranates above. Arcesilas Painter, ca. 565. Fragments Samos (from the
Heraion) K 1203, K 1541, K 2402, and Berlin Charlottenburg, Staatliche Museum Inv. Nos. 478x,
460x. Photo, Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Athens. Drawings courtesy of Maria Pipili.

Artemis Orthia in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods



Artemis and her priestess were also involved in cultic activities for youths.
The priestess controlled the intensity of the ritual whipping of youths which
is attested for the Roman period.23 In fact, Plutarch (Lyc. 18.1) asserts that
he saw many youths die because of this flagellation:

The priestess, holding the xoanon, stands by [the ephebes]. It is usually light because it is very
small; but if those who administer the whipping ever decrease the whipping because of the
beauty or high status of the ephebe, then the xoanon becomes heavy for the woman and no
longer easy to carry. She blames those who administer the whipping and says she is being
weighed down because of them. (Paus. 3.16.10–11)

It was rare for a Greek woman functioning regularly in a religious
capacity and independently of male authority to exercise as much control
over men as did the priestess of Artemis Orthia. 24 Like the Pythia, she
transmitted superhuman directives.

Dedications to Orthia continue from the archaic period through the third
century C.E. Among those from the Hellenistic period worthy of note is a
set of black-glazed bowls inscribed from Chilonis to Orthia. 25 Chilonis is a
common name, but this Chilonis may have been royal.

Eileithyia

The cult of Orthia served as the model for cults of lesser goddesses
including those of Eileithyia and Helen. Like Orthia, Eileithyia was a
goddess of fertility. Her special realm was childbirth. Her cult was closely
connected to cults of Artemis, and their sanctuaries located near each other
in both the area of the Dromus where Spartan youths raced and on the
banks of the Eurotas (Paus. 3.17.1, 3.14.6). The exact sites of Eileithyia’s
sanctuaries have not been determined, but her name was discovered inside
Orthia’s sanctuary inscribed on the head of a bronze pin,26 on rooftiles, 27

and on an unusual large six-sided votive gaming die.28 The die, dated
seventh or sixth century, is of bronze, with six faces and lion heads at the
ends. The faces are inscribed with one to six concentric circles, marking the
values for the game. The dedication, which is distributed among the faces,
is: “to Artemis Orthia of Eileithyia.” This elegant piece seems to the
modern observer the perfect objective correlative for the fortunes of
childbirth, for it evokes such questions as: How will the mother fare? Will
the child be a girl or a boy? Who is really the father?29



Fig. 7. Nude, kneeling, pregnant female in labor.

Perhaps Eileithyia or Hera or Helen, or a mortal woman who is helped by the presence of the
goddess. She is flanked by two small male figures. The figure on the right was probably playing a
double flute. Marble group found at Magoula near Sparta. Height 48 cm. Sparta Museum 364 = M.
N. Tod and A. J.B.Wace, A Catalogue of the Sparta Museum (Oxford, 1906), 171–72, no. 364, figs.
50–51 = M. Pipili, Laconian Iconography of the Sixth Century B.C., Oxord University Committee for
Archaeology Monograph, no. 12 (Oxford 1987), cat. no. 156, pp. 58–60, fig. 86. Photo, Deutsches
Archäologisches Institut, Athens.

Crude terracotta statuettes of Eileithyia dating to the eigth or seventh
century were discovered in the first year of the excavation at the sanctuary
of Artemis Orthia.30 One shows a stocky woman holding an infant, the
other shows a pair of birth spirits supporting a mother and child. In addition
to the inscribed die mentioned above, spindle whorls and pins of the



seventh to sixth century (typical dedications by Greek women), and other
offerings to Eileithyia, were found in the Orthia sanctuary.31

Hera

Although the ancient sources discuss women’s racing at Sparta
predominantly as an athletic activity, they do consider a few races in the
context of religion (see chap. 1). Modern scholars have interpreted the latter
type as initiatory rites for girls preceding marriage, and argue that races in
honor of Hera, Helen, and the Leucippides, and choruses of Physcoa and
Hippodamia constituted a premarital ritual.32What the association is
between racing and marriage and why the ritual should take the form of
seeming to run away from marriage is not immediately obvious to the
modern observer, unless it was an ordeal or a qualifying test. In any case,
the college of sixteen women at Elis that was in charge of the races at the
Heraea also arranged choruses of women in honor of Hippodamia and
Physcoa. 33 These choruses may have been restricted to maidens, and thus
have also constituted a prematrimonial rite.34 That the choruses were two in
number suggests that they competed against one another. Racing, of course,
was competitive, too. At the Heraea, running was a cult activity limited to
parthenoi. Girls wore the short peplos exposing one breast only to race at
the Heraea. This costume seems to be a version of the exomis, a tunic worn
regularly by men (see chap. 1). Transvestism may constitute part of an
initiation rite preceding marriage, and on her wedding night the Spartan
bride was dressed as a man.35

Helen

The Menelaion, the principal shrine of Helen, Menelaus, and Helen’s
brothers Castor and Pollux, was at Therapne on a mountain top where they
were all said to be buried (Paus. 3.19.9, Pind. Nem. 10.56, Pyth. 11.62–63).
There were also additional shrines for Helen and her brothers around
Sparta, and Phylonoë, another daughter of Tyndareus, also had a cult.36 The
urban sanctuary of Helen was located near the Platanistas and quite close to
Alcman’s tomb (Paus. 3.15.2–3). Although the principal shrine is usually



called “the Menelaion,” Herodotus (6.61) referred to it as Helen’s temple.
Moreover, the archaeological finds testify to a cult of Helen who is not
subordinate to a husband: sometimes she is worshipped along with her
brothers, at other times she seems independent of men.37 Offerings were
made to Helen and Menelaus alone, and each may have had an altar. The
Menelaion is the most important hero shrine in Greece, and probably the
earliest, for it was founded ca. 700.38 The datable offerings specifically
inscribed to Helen precede those to Menelaus.39 These were a bronze
aryballos (perfume vase) dated to ca. 675–650 and a bronze harpax (hook)
dated to ca. 575–550. Around three hundred terracotta figurines were found,
including some depicting human figures on horseback; most of these show
female figures riding astride or side-saddle. In enjoying both independence
from men and partnership with them, Helen as a religious figure reflects the
lives of mortal Spartan women.

The cults of Helen and Artemis Orthia were similar in many ways. Both
were concerned with nature and fertility. Helen’s name means “reed” or
“shoot.”40 Helen and Artemis in her guise of Orthia were local divinities.
Outside Sparta, Artemis was worshipped in various manifestations, but
Helen was considered a mythological or literary figure as well as divine.41

The finds from the Menelaion are a microcosm of the Orthia material.
These two major shrines were close enough to be visited in a single day.
The shrine dedicated to Helen alone at the Platanistas was in close
proximity to the Orthia sanctuary and the exercise grounds of girls and
boys.42Music and dancing was part of the cult of Helen, as it was part of the
cult of Artemis.43 As we have mentioned above, Helen was dancing in the
Orthia sanctuary when Theseus and Perithoos abducted her. Some of the
anecdotes told about the divine Helen suggest that she was especially
concerned with the welfare of marriageable girls, for example, endowing
ugly ones with beauty (see Conclusion). Theocritus’ Epithalamium for
Helen depicts her as a paradigmatic figure for the most important rite of
passage of a woman: Helen was the first of a large group of Spartan
maidens to become a bride. At the springtime festival of the Heleneia,
maidens anointed a plane tree with olive oil.44 Theocritus (18.1–4, 43–46)
gives the aetiology of this practice:

Once in Sparta at the house of yellow-haired Menelaus
Maidens wearing hyacinth blossoms in their hair



Organized a choral dance in front of the freshly-painted bridal chamber.
They were twelve girls, the foremost in the city, a large crowd of Spartan girls.
· · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·
“For you first [Helen],we will weave a wreath of the lotus growing close to the

ground,
And place it on a shady plane tree.
And first we will pour liquid oil from a silver flask
And let it drip beneath the shady plane tree.
And on its bark shall be inscribed in Dorian so that a passerby may read
‘Revere me. I am Helen’s tree.’”



(a)

Fig. 8. Helen and Menelaus.

Sparta, 1, from Magoula (?). Stone pyramid stele with relief, ca. 600–570. Man hugs veiled woman
with left arm. She raises her right arm, probably to embrace him. In her left hand and probably in his
right, they hold a wreath, symbolizing love. Their eyes meet in an intimate gaze.



(b)

On the reverse a man, who here is considerably taller than the woman and whose hair has grown
longer (after ten years of bivouacking in Troy), threatens her with his sword. Though the reliefs are
not inscribed, they probably both depict Helen and Menelaus. Sparta Museum, 1 = Tod and Wace,
Catalogue, 132–33, no. 1, figs. 26–27 = Pipili, Laconian Iconography, cat. no. 87, pp. 30–31, fig. 45
= L. B. Ghali-Kahil, Les enlèvements et le retour d’Hélène dans les textes et les documents figurés
(Paris, 1955), 71, no. 24, pl. 42.1 = LIMC s.v. Hélène, p. 539, no. 230. Photos, Deutsches
Archäologisches Institut, Athens.

There is evidence for the cult of Helen and the Dioscuri (Castor and
Pollux) in Hellenistic Sparta. Rules for members of a society who sacrificed
and held communal feasts in their honor are extant. Mention of a



gynaikonomos (regulator of women) in the inscription indicates that women
certainly were included in the festivities.45 Such communal co-ed feasts
were common in the Greek world in the Hellenistic period, but they were
not entirely new at Sparta. As we have mentioned, there were co-ed
symposia in honor of Orthia in the archaic period (see fig. 6).

Dionysus

Hilaeira and Phoebe (“bright” and “shining”), daughters of Leucippus
(“white horse”), fled from the Spartan heroes Castor and Pollux, but were
captured and married their pursuers. Their rape and marriage were therefore
a mythical archetype for the Spartan wedding ritual in which the husband
seized the bride.46 Their cult, unlike that of Helen, was confined to Sparta,
where a shrine to their sister Arsinoë was also located (Paus. 3.12.8). The
namesakes of the mythical brides, the Leucippides, were priestesses who
were responsible for weaving a garment for the cult image and who also
organized a race for Dionysus. As is appropriate for virgins and for those
involved in racing, the priestesses were also called poloi (fillies).47 Eleven
Dionysiades (daughters of Dionysus), probably unmarried girls, ran in the
race.48 The race was held near the place where the suitors of Penelope were
said to have begun the race which was part of their prenuptial contest.49

Also close by was a sanctuary of Hera Hypercheiria (“whose hand is
above”), a goddess of marriage, and the image of Aphrodite Hera to which
mothers of brides sacrificed (see below).50

Women were conspicuous in the Spartan worship of Dionysus. Vergil
describes Mount Taygetus “virginibus bacchata lacaenis”(“celebrated in
Bacchic revels by Laconian virgins”: Georgics 2.487–88). Near Taygetus
was a temple of Dionysus with images both outside and inside the building.
Only women could view the image within and perform the secret sacrifical
rites. Similar rules of exclusivity applied to young women: the rites of
Dionysus of the Hill (Colonatas) could be performed only by virgins.51

Interestingly enough, however, near the temple of Dionysus there was a
brothel named for a notorious courtesan, Cottina. This business was
probably established in the Hellenistic period (Athen. XIII.574c–d, Strabo
8.363, and see chap. 5).



Demeter

Demeter was a goddess of agriculture and of women’s life cycle. The
Spartan Eleusinion was discovered at Kalyvia tes Sochas just south of the
city. The site has not been fully excavated, but it apparently was quite large
and included areas for sitting and feasting.52 Finds from the fourth century
B.C.E.—a period of increasing visible wealth—are noteworthy. All the
archaeological evidence and the inscriptions concern women, though
inscriptions from the Roman period indicate that the majority of statues
erected in honor of women were dedicated and paid for by men, or groups
of family members including men (see below). Nevertheless, women acting
alone alone paid for some. Thus, for example, the mother of Pomponia
Callistonice dedicated a statue in honor of her daughter, who served as
hereditary priestess of Artemis Orthia and other divinities.53 Nicippia,
honored her great granddaughter Agesippia with a statue.54 There are at
least thirty inscriptions from the Roman period, the majority from the
second and third centuries C.E.55Women were numerous among cult
officials, but their activities were subject to male approval.56 Beginning in
the third century B.C.E., dedications by women who were worshippers or
who held sacred office in the cult were inscribed on parts of the building.57

Later, their kinsmen or the state dedicated statues of them.58 The Roman
emphasis on increasing fertility among the upper class stimulated interest in
the cult of Ceres. Portraits of imperial women on coins with the
paraphernalia of the goddess probably encouraged Spartan involvement in
the cult of Demeter. Like Rome, Sparta was concerned about the fertility of
the upper class. One relief that was dedicated by a priestess in the Roman
period depicts paraphernalia used by women in the cults for themselves or
for the cult image. These include toilet items such as cosmetic boxes,
sandals, a mortar and pestle, a spatula, a strigil, an unguentarium, a pin with
a pick (?), a sponge, a snood, a mirror, a comb, a spindle and distaff, bowls,
and, most unusually, a loincloth (resembling a very skimpy bikini bottom)
that was worn only by menstruating women.59

Apollo



Women played an important role at the Hyacinthia, the great communal
festival of Sparta.60 They wove Apollo’s chiton (Xen. Hell. 4.5.11; Paus.
3.16.2). This garment was probably presented during the festival.61 In the
Roman period, at least two women were the leaders of the Hyacinthia.
Presumably they presided over the contests that were held at the festival.62

Two women are also known to have officiated at the contests in honor of
the Dioscuri. 63 Presiding over festivals in which men competed is a
noteworthy honor granted to elite women in the Roman period.

The Hyacinthia was celebrated at Amyclae, a numinous site from which
the Eurotas, the ancient city of Sparta, and many of its shrines are visible.
The celebration lasted for three days and included a period of mourning
followed by the singing of songs to the gods.64 Boys sang and performed on
citharas and flutes and rode on horseback. In the procession in view of the
whole city, some girls rode in elaborately decorated wicker carts, others in
chariots ran races. Their chariots, fashioned like goats and stags, may have
been connected to an attribute of Artemis, goddess of wild animals (see
chap. 1). The festival included feasting and women’s nocturnal dancing and
choral singing.65

Athena

We may be certain that Spartan women did not fail to pay due homage to
other divinities in the Greek pantheon, even those who, though important—
at least judging from the paucity of anecdotes, and of published votives and
inscriptions—were not their top favorites. Athena Poliouchos was the
protector of the polis (Paus. 3.17.2). Athena was also titled Chalkioikos (“of
the Bronze House”), for her sanctuary that was on the acropolis. A statue of
the Olympic victor Euryleonis stood near the temple (Paus. 3.17.6). The
original temple and altar, begun probably in the eighth century, have now
been obscured by monumental Roman and Byzantine buildings.66 A few
stories and votives attest to women’s concerns. When the traitor Pausanias
sought asylum in the temple of Athena, and the ephors were in a quandary,
Theano, his mother, did not plead for her son’s life. Instead, she placed a
brick at the door of the temple and left (ca.470; see chap. 3).

Four of ten bronze bells inscribed with the donor’s name were dedicated
by women to Athena. For example, in the late fifth or early fourth century, a



certain Eirana dedicated a bell.67 It is interesting that the woman’s name
means “peace” and that she made her offering at a critical time in Spartan
military history. In addition, over forty bells made of bronze and eighty
made of terracotta without inscriptions have also been found associated
with Athena’s sanctuary on the acropolis. Though bronze bells are usually
used for military purposes, these bells may have been used for musical
performances for the cult, and in that case women may have been among
the dedicants.68 Euonyma dedicated a more traditional gift for a woman: a
bronze mirror.69 Polemon, a geographer of the second century B.C.E., reports
that beyond the statue of Athena of the Bronze House, he saw an offering
given by the hetaira Cottina consisting of a small image of herself or
perhaps of the goddess and a small bronze cow.70

Aphrodite

At Sparta, Aphrodite was worshipped in several guises of relevance to
women. Mothers of brides sacrificed to Aphrodite Hera, an unusual
hybrid.71 Another complex version of Aphrodite was a warrior.72 The
archaic temple of the Armed Aphrodite who was called “Morpho”drew
attention to her double nature: it was the only two-storey temple known to
Pausanias (3.15.10). It housed a statue of the goddess veiled, with chains on
her feet.73 Pausanias explains that Tyndareus had put chains on the statue to
demonstrate that wives were faithful to their husbands.74 Lactantius’
interpretation of the origin of the Armed Aphrodite, in contrast, is based on
a view of Spartan women as more feisty.75 When the Spartan army was
away during one of the wars against the Messenians, some of the
Messenians invaded Sparta. The women donned armor and managed to
defeat the invaders.76Meanwhile, some Spartan soldiers returned, and
seeing people in armor, deduced that they were the enemy, and attacked the
Spartan women. The women undressed, the Spartan men recognized them,
and an orgy ensued. For this reason the Spartans built a temple and
dedicated a statue of the Armed Aphrodite (Enoplios or Hoplismene). This
story in some ways echoes the tale Herodotus relates (4.146) about the
Spartan wives of the Minyae, who were descendants of the Argonauts.
When the women’s fathers imprisoned their husbands, intending to kill



them, the wives entered the prison and exchanged their clothing with their
husbands. Thus dressed as women, the husbands escaped. The sanctuary of
the Armed Aphrodite was grouped with others that were particularly
meaningful for women. Pausanias (3.16.1–3) next describes the sanctuary
of the Leucippides, Hilaeira and Phoebe, daughters of Leucippus whose
pursuit and rape, as we have suggested above, were mythical analogues of
the Spartan marriage ceremony. The egg of Leda from which Helen was
born hung from the roof of their sanctuary.77 Then Pausanias mentions the
chamber where women wove a chiton for Apollo at Amyclae. Nearby was
the house of Tyndareus, whose marriage to Leda was a husband-doubling or
wife-sharing arrangement, with Zeus as the uninvited impregnator. 78

Roman Period

Priestesses

As a result of the prohibition on commemorating women except those who
had died in childbirth, and the general paucity of data about women, there is
little information about Spartan priestesses until the late Hellenistic and
Roman periods. Because there are more inscriptions about specific
priestesses and festivals for the Roman period, this epigraphic data should
not lead us to overexaggerate its importance in its own time. The material
is, however, of great value to the historian; for example, providing some
evidence that naming patterns for Spartan women show a tendency to
alternate names with granddaughters named for their grandmothers just as
they had been in classical Athens.79 Interest in horses is reflected in names
of Roman Sparta, as it had been in the classical period: thus Nicippia is the
great-grandmother of Archippia. 80 The emperor Augustus had led the way
by reviving the woman-oriented cults of the early and middle Republic at
Rome,81 and Hadrian and the Pax Romana had created an atmosphere in
which Greek cities like Sparta could revive and reenact their past. The
relative abundance of epigraphic evidence at Sparta, however, is not only
indicative of the increased interest in reviving old religions, but is also a
reflection of the increase in inscriptions and commemoration in the late
Hellenistic world (see Appendix). Furthermore, Xenophon, one of our



major sources on Spartan women in the classical period, does not report on
their religious activities, In contrast, Plutarch (who was himself a priest at
Delphi) does endeavor to include such information. Inscriptions, however,
are the best source for women’s cults in Roman Greece.82 Once again, the
intrepid historian must consider whether archaizing tendencies, good
research on the part of Plutarch and other officials, and tradition will have
caused previously existing cults and practices to be revived as far as
possible in a fair semblance of their original form in the radically new
political context. Some of the religious powers that had been exercised by
the king in the days of the monarchy were distributed among high-ranking
commoners, both male and female.83 Because we do not know whether
royal women had played any special role in religion, for example analogous
to the role of the wife of the king archon in Athens, we do not know
whether the powers exercised by Spartan women in the post-monarchical
period derived ultimately from women. Thus, that women in the Roman
period served as officials in the Hyacinthia may indicate that Sparta was
hard up to find citizens wishing to take on such responsibilities and opened
the position to women in order to double their pool of candidates, or it may
indicate that, inasmuch as the entire city participated in the Hyancinthia,
women had held such positions in earlier periods, but merely happened not
to be mentioned in any historical record. Those who are more skeptical
must nevertheless admit that at least some elements of the earlier cult
activities were revived—though sometimes in an exaggerated form
designed to attract the interest of tourists and to swell the hearts of Greeks
with pride in their past.84 Certainly the archaeological finds at the
Eleusinion demonstrate that women’s religious activities honoring Demeter
in the fourth century B.C.E. were similar to those in the Roman period.85

Therefore the later evidence may be used with caution to shed some light on
earlier practices.

Feasting was a traditional part of Greek festivals. Practices varied and
changed over time. Some feasts were held for the entire community. A
painting on a cup by a Spartan artist depicts men and women at a
symposium together perhaps at such an occasion (see fig. 6, above). In cults
that were restricted to women, priestesses presided and women often were
in charge of organizing the activities.



There was a resurgence of women-oriented cults in Roman Greece in the
second century C.E.86 Some of these cults had existed in the past, others
were created in the Roman period. In Sparta, civic-minded women of high
status served as thoinarmostria (mistress of the banquet), often
simultaneously holding other sacred offices and titles such as “Hestia
Poleos” (Hestia of the City).87 These women probably filled a post
analogous to that of the Vestals at Rome and were responsible for seeing
that the fire in the city’s official hearth burned eternally. This hearth was in
the very center of the agora, the public space frequented by Spartan men.88

The woman who served as Hestia of the City may have been present
sometimes when the Boule (Assembly) was convened, for one such woman
is attested in an inscription from the mid-second century listing members.89

IG V.i.602 records the dedication of a statue around the third century C.E.
in honor of Pomponia Callistonice, who was not only a hereditary priestess
of Artemis Orthia but also priestess of other divinities including those
sharing the precinct of Orthia, the Fates, Armed Aphrodite, Asclepius
Schoinatas, Artemis Patriotis, the Dioscuri, and the contest of the most
august Dioscuri. Her statue may have stood at the sanctuary of Orthia. 90

Since the population of Sparta was small, it must have been difficult to find
many women with the funds, leisure, and interest necessary to fill all the
priestesshoods, and thus an eligible woman like Pomponia Callistonice
served in many capacities. In at least one case, a foreign-born woman filled
the post of hypostatria (dresser of the cult image) at the Eleusinion. 91

As in earlier periods, many of the religious posts were hereditary, or at
least dominated by members of the same families. Because the elite
families were highly endogamous, the hereditary priesthoods devolved on
fewer and fewer people who were kinsmen.92 Endogamy also
simultaneously accelerated a concentration of wealth that made the
expenses associated with the posts tolerable.93 Thus father and daughter,
sister and brother, and cousins are attested in priesthoods that are related
such as those of the Dioscuri and Helen.94 Sons and daughters of the
sacerdotal officials also served religious functions.95 The priesthoods were
transmitted through both the male and female lines.96

In the Roman period, titles such as “Mother of the Demos and the
Boule,” “Daughter of the City,” and “Hestia of the City” were awarded to
some women of the highest elite status, with some women bearing two or



three of these titles.97 Such official acts incorporated these women into the
public family that was otherwise exclusively male.98 These edicts may be
compared with public decrees and grants of citizenship honoring
outstanding female benefactors in other cities in Hellenistic and Roman
Greece99 and with the the designation of Julia Domna and other empresses
as “Mater Senatus” (Mother of the Senate) and “Mater Castrorum” (Mother
of Military Camps).1000 The honor was not gratuitous. In return for these
adoptions the city expected to be treated with the respect due a member of
the family, including a willingness to offer financial support.101

Most of the honorary inscriptions of the Roman period honor priestesses
and other women not only for their piety and specific religious activities,
but they also praise them for conventional female virtues including modesty
(sophrosyne), dignity (semnotes), piety (eusebeia), and orderliness
(kosmiotes). Such virtues were likely to be attributed to people of lesser
status including youths and boys, rather than to adult men.102 A dedication
of the first century B.C.E. in honor of Alcibia, daughter of Tisamenus,
praises her virtue (arete), the good works of her ancestors, and her
irreproachable sixty-year marriage (IG V.i.578.2). IGV.i.599, third century,
records the dedication by the polis of a statue in honor of Aurelia Heraclea,
daughter of Marcus Aurelius Teisamenus, at the Orthia sanctuary. The
inscription does not state why the statue was erected, but it does praise her
dignity, love of philosophy, nobility, good sense, modesty, and possession
of every virtue.103 The identity of a woman being commemorated was
probably defined by the donor who gained prestige from the reflected glory
of the honorand. One woman donor, however, praised herself extravagantly
in a dedication honoring her father.104 In a brief inscription of ten lines,
Charision managed to refer to herself as first among Spartan maidens, and a
new Penelope, thus combining the praise associated with virgins with that
due to the most chaste and loyal wife. In this hyperbole, one senses the old
competitive spirit of Spartan maidens displayed in the new arena of
personal virtue in the later period when Spartan women no longer boasted
of the gods’ favor by commemorating their athletic victories. Sophrosyne
(chastity, self-restraint) was the virtue most often ascribed to women
throughout antiquity and it is the most common on the inscriptions,
including those from the Roman period honoring Spartan women.105 The
city heroized some women solely because of their sophrosyne. 106 One



would not immediately think of it in connection with Spartan women of an
earlier period. In fact, Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 3.4) reports that Spartan boys
surpassed girls in modesty. The inscriptions from the Roman period add
some new notions: generosity (IGV.i.595.3–4); love of wisdom
(IGV.i.598.2, 4); love of husband (or philanthropy: IG V.i.600.6–7, 601.10,
605.4); and reverence toward the city and the Boule (IGV.i.589.14, 608.8–
9).

References to gynaikonomoi in inscriptions concerning religion indicate
state surveillance of women’s activities. Indeed, one imagines that some
participants might have over-indulged in feasting, drinking, singing, and
dancing in the guise of religious activity. Furthermore, in some cults
priestesses exercised authority over men, and it is unlikely that women
would be granted such power without masculine surveillance.
Gynaikonomoi in other poleis not only supervised women, but imposed
sumptuary restrictions. Presumably they refrained from censuring women
such as Xenaria who spent lavishly in behalf of other citizens (see above).
The earliest reference to a gynaikonomos in a Spartan source is ca. 110
C.E., but there is no reason to believe that the man mentioned is the first to
hold that office.107 Nevertheless, it is important to remember that in archaic
and classical Sparta, older women had supervised girls: in the Roman
period, Spartan practices more closely approximated those of other Greek
cities.

The Visit of Julia Balbilla, the Pious

Female members of the royal family of Commagene and their descendants
were present in Sparta beginning with the reign of Vespasian. When King
Antiochus IV was deposed by the Romans and confined in Sparta with his
wife and daughters, one of the daughters married a member of one of the
leading families (Joseph. BJ 7.234). C. Iulius Eurycles Herculanus L.
Vibullius Pius was born of this union.108 The king and the rest of the family
then were permitted to move to Rome. Julia Balbilla was a granddaughter
of Antiochus IV, born to the king’s son C. Antiochus Epiphanes. She was
named for her maternal grandfather Ti. Claudius Balbillus, who had served
as prefect of Egypt in 55–59 C.E. He was a learned man from whom she
may have acquired her intellectual interests and special knowledge of



Egyptian religion.109 As an old woman, Balbilla came to Sparta to attend
personally to the construction of a heroon honoring her cousin Herculanus.
Presumably she was his heir. Though this edifice is no longer extant, it is
the most impressive funerary monument known to have stood in Roman
Sparta. She evidently invested her time well in making certain that it was
properly built.

Balbilla wrote elegiac poetry in the archaic Aeolic dialect that Sappho
had used almost a thousand years before. When she accompanied Hadrian
and Sabina on a trip to Egypt in 130, like some other wealthy travellers she
probably paid the native priests in the neighborhood to have her words
inscribed on the Colossus of Memnon, where her poetry is still visible. Her
poetry refers to Egyptian deities, and was complimentary of the imperial
couple as well as of herself, whom she identifies as the descendant of
Balbillus the wise, granddaughter of King Antiochus, Balbilla the pious.
Piety, as we have seen, was a cliché in honorary inscriptions for elite
women in Roman Sparta. Doubtless as they became older and closer to
death they became more pious and their interest in leaving monuments that
would survive after death increased. Piety was also a much-vaunted virtue
attributed to Hellenistic kings. Balbilla’s claim to piety may have
deliberately alluded to her royal descent.110 If this hypothesis is true, then
the epigraphic claims of elite Spartan women to piety are even more
grandiose than is immediately apparent. The majority of extant inscriptions
in their honor were dedicated after Balbilla’s visit and may reflect her
influence.

A woman of tremendous wealth, Balbilla not only paid for the heroon
and the inscription, but it has been suggested that she was responsible for
the monument of her brother Philopappus in Athens from whom she may
have inherited as well.111No husband or child is known for Balbilla. Her
independence may have been largely a result of her unmarried state, either
throughout life or at least when she was older, as a divorcée or widow.

One may speculate about the effect on elite women exercised by an
illustrious woman of Greco-Macedonian ancestry who was a member of the
sophisticated international set at Rome and an intimate friend of Hadrian
and Sabina. Balbilla embodied a glamorous mixture of dilettantism, piety,
antiquarian learning, and self-importance. Her presence, that of her aunt,
and the visits of other women tourists cannot but have caused a stir in the
small quiet city of Sparta. If Balbilla’s relationship with Sabina was



modelled on Hadrian’s with Antinous, she may have also lent some support
to lesbian relationships—which were a tradition at Sparta in any
case.112When she departed, she left a conspicuous monument so that the
Spartans would not forget either her or her cousin.

As had been true throughout Athenian history, in Hellenistic Sparta
religion offered the only acceptable milieu in which respectable women
could play a public role. A female official who was expert at divination
would influence political decisions.113 As we have seen, the priestess of
Artemis Orthia policed erotic relationshps between men and youths. The
reknown probably attracted women to religious activities. A survey of the
history of upper-class women in the west will reveal that many women
whom etiquette prohibited from working as men did outside the home
worked without wages as volunteers in religious contexts that allowed them
to exercise some authority and social and economic independence. The
expenditure of funds for charitable and civic purposes was praiseworthy.
Nevertheless, repeated references in inscriptions honoring women for
domestic virtues such as modesty and love of husband, and alluding to their
fertility as advertised by naming their descendants, seem to seek to
compensate for or undermine the playing of such public roles. As
microcosmic historical documents, the inscriptions indicate that in the
imperial period some Spartan women were integrated into the Roman world
and had accepted its values, but they continued to cherish their peculiarly
Spartan traditions and were encouraged to do so. A modern reader can
sense the pride that inspires these inscriptions and continue to wonder
whether Sparta’s women were the same as or different from other Greek
women.
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CONCLUSION

GENDER AND ETHNICITY

Of all the earth, Pelasgic Argos is best, and Thessalian horses, and
Lacedaemonian women, and men who drink the water of beautiful
Arethusa.

Parke and Wormell, The Delphic Oracle, no. 1

Gender and Ethnicity

Do knowledge and consideration of Spartan women change our overall
view of Spartan society and institutions? In what ways were Spartans
different from other Greek women, and how does this difference contribute
to our ideas about Sparta as a whole? Studies of Spartan ethnicity have not
heretofore used gender as a defining category, except in a negative way so
as to exclude women.1 In this brief epilogue, I will attempt to remind the
reader of some of the points made in the book and draw some conclusions. I
will not review change over time, nor repeat the details, arguments, and
citations of ancient sources that can be found in the preceding chapters.

The First Spartan Woman

Everyone in ancient Greece and every educated person in the western world
even nowadays knows the name of at least one Spartan woman: Helen.
Legends about Helen have helped shape the image of Spartan women. She
was the most beautiful woman in the world. She was also wealthy, and she
dominated men. Guilty of flagrant adultery, she nevertheless was able to
subjugate her infuriated warrior husband. Although Aristotle does not



mention Helen, he repeats most of these attributes in his denunciation of
Spartan women and their effect on the community. He considered that
gender relations in Sparta were the reverse of what they should be in a
normal Greek society like that of Athens.

Beauty

From earliest times, Sparta was known as a land of beautiful women—in
Homer’s words, Sparte kalligynaika (Od. 13.412). Spending time out of
doors in the nude meant that women were exposed to public scrutiny from
the time when they were very young. They competed with their peers not
only in formal athletic events, but also in the eyes of their beholders and in
their own judgment. Young girls learned to evaluate the beauty of other
girls, and to compare their own appearance with that of their peers. In
Alcman, Partheneion 1 (57–58), the chorus decide that Agido is first in
beauty, and Hagesichora is second. Three hundred years later, Theocritus
captured the sentiment. The 240 girls who race in honor of Helen declare
that when they compare themselves to Helen not one of them is faultless
(Idyll 18.25). Lycurgus had outlawed cosmetics, but Spartan women had
mirrors, proving there can be artifice in nature. Ancient mirrors that have
been identified as Laconian had a convex disk which displayed the face,
hair, neck, and cleavage (see Appendix). The user would have been able to
dress her hair, care for her skin, and adjust her facial expression and
posture. In Partheneion 1 (6, 21), the girls refer to Agido’s radiance and to
Hagesichora’s silver face. When the color of a woman’s hair is mentioned,
it is blonde, like Helen’s. The girls in Alcman’s Partheneia and the poet
Megalostrata whom Alcman was said to love were all blonde.

Men also prized beautiful women and sought them as brides, even
breaking some of society’s rules to win them. Unlike men in Athens where
girls were secluded and veiled, Spartans will have had many opportunities
to look over potential brides who were completely nude. Herodotus (6.61)
tells the story of a young girl who was afflicted with dysmorphia
(misshapenness).More than ugly, she may have been deformed, for her
parents had forbidden her nurse to show her to anyone. The nurse was
concerned that the daughter of fortunate parents was so disfigured: she
carried her every day to the shrine of Helen at Therapne and prayed to the



goddess to free the child from her ugliness. Helen appeared, and touched
the child. Thereupon the ugliest girl grew up to be the most beautiful of all
Spartan women. Helen’s magic had made her lovely (Paus. 3.7.7,Herod.
6.61). When the girl grew up her beauty, like Helen’s, became a curse and a
cause for a bitter quarrel between men who had been the best of friends.
Although she was married, the Spartan king Ariston, who had two wives
already, conceived a desperate passion for her. Tricking his friend, he won
the woman, who became his third wife. The competitive phrase “most
beautiful woman” occurs in the story of the prostitute whom Cinadon was
ordered to bring back to Sparta (see chap. 5). At the other end of the social
scale, the wealthy Agiatis was lovelier than other Greek women (Plut.
Cleom. 1.2, 22.1–2).“More beautiful than all the other women in the
Peloponnese” also appears in the story of Xenopeithia, mother of
Lysandridas, who had commanded Spartan forces at Thebes in the time of
Agesilaus II.2

Lysander, who was famous for bending the rules of proper Spartan
behavior, rejected the bride he had acquired at a “lottery,” and planned to
marry a more beautiful one.3 Perhaps he married the homely woman after
all, and his daughters took after their mother. They were unable to find
husbands not only because their father was poor, but because, as their father
said, they were “ugly” (aischrai: Plut. Lys. 2.5, 30.5).

In Sparta, beautiful people were highly esteemed: the best looking man
and woman were most admired (Heraclides Lembus in Athen. XIII.566a =
FHG III.168). Since Homer (Od. 6.102–7) described Nausicaa as towering
over her handmaidens like a palm tree, and in the visual arts gods were
depicted as taller than mortals, Greeks considered height an attribute of
beautiful, noble women.4 Timasimbrota, who is mentioned in a fragment of
archaic poetry, was as tall as a man, for she is described as resembling the
golden-haired son of Polydorus in her noble stature.5 The Ephors fined
King Archidamus for choosing a short woman, because it was expected that
the children produced by the couple would look like their mother.6 Plutarch
(Cleom. 38.5) described the heroic wife of Panteus, who accompanied
Cleomenes’ family to Egypt, as tall and robust.

Nutrition



Diet reflected ethnic difference. The height of Spartan women probably
resulted not only from heredity and eugenics, but also from their generous
food rations. Spartans were the only Greek women who were well fed and
drank wine. Aristophanes alludes to Cleitagora, a Spartan woman poet
whose name was associated with a skolion, or drinking song. A Laconian
vase depicts women at at a mixed symposium. Dionysus was a god of
women in Sparta.7

Since wine drinking by women was not approved of elsewhere in Greece,
the practice took on a negative connotation among critics of Spartan
women. In Plato, Laws (637C), the Athenian Old Man talking to the
Spartan criticizes Spartan women for licentiousness. This gratuitous and
stereotypical criticism follows praise of moderate drinking by Spartan men
at symposia and may allude to women’s intoxication.8 It was known that
Spartan women drank wine as part of their regular diet, but there is no
evidence that they were less temperate than Spartan men.9

Dress

Women’s style of dress was used to characterize Dorians in general.
Doriazein means “to dress like a Spartan girl” and connotes nudity or semi-
nudity. The standard Greek-English dictionary gives the meaning “dress
like a Dorian girl, i.e. in a single garment open at the side,” and gives
doriazo as an equivalent of dorizo “imitate the Dorians in life.”10

Clothing, as well as the lack of it, marked differences between Spartans
and other Greek women. Because Spartans spent time out of doors, they
needed warm garments in some kinds of weather. The Dorian peplos was a
heavier woollen dress than the Ionian, and had to be fastened on the
shoulders by fibulae. This heavy dress had been worn by all Greek women
in the archaic period. Spartan fashion was conservative. The light gauzy
dresses of the Ionian style were new fashions. Herodotus explains that the
change came about when a sole survivor of a battle returned to Athens and
told the women that all their men had died.11 They killed the bearer of this
devastating news with their pins, which were subsequently associated with
aggression on the part of women.12 Thereafter the women were forbidden to
wear fibulae. Indeed, some of the jewelry dedicated at the sanctuary of
Artemis Orthia resembles nails with very long spikes.13Wearing a Doric



peplos meant always having a weapon to hand. Only when she was dressed
in a man’s costume as a bride was a woman disarmed.

Definition of Ethnicity by Women

As we have mentioned in chapter 3, Gorgo is the first Spartan woman who
is reputed to have drawn attention to the special identity of Spartan women.
When she was asked by a woman from Attica, “Why is it that you Spartans
are the only women who can rule men?” she replied, “That is because we
are the only ones who give birth to men.”14 In this story, the interlocutor
assumes the special identity before Gorgo replies. About a century later,
another royal woman, Cynisca, emphasized her uniqueness by declaring, “I
am the only woman in all of Greece to have won this [Olympic]
crown.”15We have also mentioned the anonymous Spartan woman who was
equally conscious of her ethnic distinctiveness: When an Ionian woman was
proud of something she had woven (which was very valuable), a Spartan
woman showed off her four well-behaved sons and said these should be the
work of a noble and honorable woman, and she should swell with pride and
boast of them (Plut. Sayings of Spartan Women 241.9). We observe, in
passing, the competitive nature of the Spartan’s retort.

That Spartan women were taught to speak and were encouraged to do so
distinguishes them from Spartan men, who did not debate in law courts or
in their General Assembly, and from Athenians and other Greek women,
who were expected to remain silent and by no means to speak to men. In
the Oeconomicus, Xenophon describes a young wife who was brought up
so that she might see and hear and speak as little as possible.16Having an
enlightened view of marriage, her husband describes how he taught his wife
to converse with him. More than five hundred years later, Plutarch cautions:
“the words of a modest woman must never be public property. She should
be shy with her speech as with her body, and guard it against strangers,
Feelings, character, and disposition can all be seen in a woman’s talk. . . . A
wife should speak only to her husband or through her husband.”17

Status, Autonomy, and Moral Authority



According to several criteria that may be applied to assess the status of
women, Spartans were distinctive.

Health

Spartans must have been among the healthiest of Greek women. There are
no reports that they suffered infanticide, as did some male babies. We have
seen that a baby girl who was distressingly ugly or even malformed was
reared. The nutrition of Spartan women was superior and their reproductive
health was a matter of public concern. Prohibition of the use of cosmetics
eliminated exposure to toxic substances. Marriage at a mature age produced
healthy children for healthy mothers.

Education

Consistent with the concern for women’s health, of all Greek women only
Spartans were given physical training as were men. They also studied
mousike (music, dancing, poetry).

Sexual Expression

The nudity of girls for athletics had sexual consequences, and girls and
women alike were free to engage in homosexual relationships. Xenophon
and Plutarch depict heterosexual intercourse as also desirable and
pleasurable for both partners, and declare that constraints on the frequency
of intercourse are beneficial for husband and wife alike.

Control over Reproduction

Women exercised some control over their own reproduction. According to
Plutarch, Timaea thought she knew whether her child was fathered by her
lover Alcibiades or by her husband. According to Xenophon, women took
the initiative in husband-doubling arrangements for the sake of producing
children who would inherit from more than one father. According to Cicero,
Spartan women were in charge of their own fertility.



Control over Property

Property at Sparta was real property. It is impossible to discuss the Spartan
economy and to exclude women. Women controlled real property including
immovables, for Xenophon declares unambiguously that the wife who
duplicates husbands wants to get possession of two oikoi (gynaikes . . .
boulontai katechein). By the fourth century and the Hellenistic period, some
of the wealthiest Spartans were women.

Influence in Society

Spartan women are rarely depicted as passive. Plutarch reports marriage by
capture, but this ritual was an enactment of a previous arrangement and
came as no surprise to the bride. She was carefully prepared ahead of time.
In his description of the wedding, Xenophon draws attention to the wife as
an active partner. The phrase epei . . . gyne elthoi (“after the woman goes”:
Lac. Pol. 1.5) appears in his first sentence about marriage. In contrast, in
descriptions of the marriage ceremony in Athens, where the father or
guardian gives the bride to the groom, who takes her, the verb commonly
used is lambano (take, seize).18 Furthermore, as we have noted, Xenophon
mentions the personal ambitions of the woman who wants to control two
oikoi.

Women also understood and enforced societal norms. They not only
spoke, but jeered at cowards and bachelors. In some cases they wielded the
power of life and death over their adult sons. Women also tested newborn
male babies, and female babies were simply turned over to them. Though
we cannot generalize from the activities of priestesses, some of them
regulated the behavior of men. At least by the Hellenistic period, the
Priestess of Orthia controlled the intensity with which the boys were
whipped, especially when she saw that a man wielding the whip was
showing favor to a particular boy. Plutarch’s Sayings of Spartan Women
give many examples of women’s leadership and control over men
throughout Spartan history.

Because of their influence and authority in society as a whole, to study
Spartan women is not only to learn women’s history, but also to have a
more complete knowledge of Spartan history.
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APPENDIX

SOURCES FOR THE HISTORY OF SPARTAN
WOMEN

In this survey I will discuss important works of literature and material
remains that shed light on Spartan women. My purpose is not to include
everything that could be said about a specific author or work of art, nor to
raise formal literary, philological, or esthetic questions, but rather to focus
on the ways in which the work in question can be exploited in the quest for
the history of Spartan women. I will also try to draw attention to the
limitations of the genre of the work, the bias of the author or craftsman, and
the potential problems of modern interpretation. The amount of space
devoted to the various sources discussed in this chapter is commensurate
with their importance in constructing the history of Spartan women, rather
than their general place in the hierarchy of great works of classical literature
and art. Nor will this survey be exhaustive: not every primary source cited
in the book will be discussed in this chapter. The sources will be examined,
as far as possible, in chronological order: first, written texts; second, art and
archaeological evidence. The sources range in date from the archaic through
the Hellenistic and Roman periods. The chronological picture, however, is
not straightforward, because some of the literature was performed again and
the artifacts reused many years after their creation. The record is uneven,
with certain kinds of evidence plentiful in one period, but rare or absent in
another. The Spartans were xenophobic and did not use precious metals (at
least openly) from the late archaic period until about the fourth century
B.C.E. Consequently, for a long period in their history they could not pay
foreign poets or artisans for their work, and there is a dearth of artistic
material from this time. Furthermore, although statistical corroboration is
lacking, the number of inscriptions dealing with women from the Roman



period seems disproportionate to the size of the population.1 As is true for
major archaeological monuments, the remains of inscriptions from the
Roman period are more likely to have survived than earlier artifacts.

WRITTEN SOURCES

Almost all our major sources on Spartan women are the work of authors
who were not Spartans, and who lived much later than the time periods they
discuss. With the exception of a few poems by Alcman, Plutarch’s Sayings
of Spartan Women, and some brief inscriptions, none of the works focus on
women; rather remarks about women usually constitute a small fraction of a
text devoted to another subject. Furthermore, there are few inscriptions
concerning private matters in pre-Hellenistic Sparta, for, in addition to the
kings, only men who had died in battle, or women who had died in
childbirth were permitted to have inscribed epitaphs (see chap. 3). Most
important, in Sparta there are no counterparts to the private orations that
supply so much information about Athenian women and gender
relationships. The orations are also a crucial source for Athenian law. In
contrast, Spartan law and any debate over it were not written down, though
there are occasional remarks scattered in other sources. For example,
Herodotus (6.57.4–5) reports that the kings had jurisdiction over the
marriage of an heiress; Philo (De spec. leg. 3.4.22) supplies the odd bit of
information that at Sparta children by the same mother were permitted to
marry, while at Athens only children by the same father could do so; and
Aelian in Various Histories lists customs and laws including those relieving
fathers of three or more children from various taxes and obligations (6.6
and see chap. 3). Xenophon’s Spartan Constitution2 and Plutarch’s Life of
Lycurgus give substantial accounts of the legislation attributed to Lycurgus.
The use of such sources for legal history, however, poses many problems.
Most of this information is reported without chronological reference. Aelian
neglects to state when some of the practices he records were in force. Thus
Aelian (6.6) and other sources tell us that women married without dowries,
while different sources report that they had dowries and often quite large
ones (see chap. 4). Even Xenophon (Lac. Pol. 14.1) is uncertain whether the
laws of Lycurgus were unchanged in his own day. Nevertheless, scholars
have deduced some features of Spartan law. Analogies with the laws of
Gortyn, in Crete, a Dorian polis whose laws are extant in a lengthy



inscription written in the fifth century, but recording archaic law, have been
useful.3Women at Gortyn could inherit, control, and bequeath property.
Laws governing real property and inheritance have also been inferred from
descriptions of results: thus Aristotle’s information on heiresses and land
tenure has been used to determine women’s economic position (see chap.
4). As is the case in general for Greek history, almost all our evidence
concerns the upper class: little is known about female perioeci or helots (but
see chap. 5). In any case, because the upper-class (Spartiates) constituted a
ruling aristocracy, they were not a mere political minority as they would be
in a democratic city.

How Unique Was Sparta?

Almost all extant ancient literature about Spartan women was written by
non-Spartans who never lived in or even visited Sparta.4 The Greeks tended
to organize their thoughts in polarized categories; for example,
Greek/barbarian, male/female, and Athenian/Spartan. This way of thinking
exaggerated differences between the categories being compared. As a
consequence, differences between Spartan and Athenian women were
emphasized. Following ancient precedent, throughout this book, where
relevant, I too have compared Spartan women to Athenian. It must be
admitted that two highly unusual Greek cities are being compared: neither
one might be described “average” or “ordinary.” This comparison, however,
is the only one possible, for we do not have abundant information on
women in other Greek cities from the archaic through the Roman periods.
For these reasons, the works of Alcman, Xenophon, and Plutarch are
particularly important. Alcman may have been a Spartan. Certainly he was
able to write the Doric dialect. According to another tradition, he was born
in Lydia, perhaps as a slave, and came to work in Sparta. This tradition
links him by birth with the luxuries of Lydia. In either case, he was
certainly familiar with Spartan society, and the state authorized him to be
one of its most influential poets. Xenophon, as well, lived in Sparta.
Plutarch visited Sparta, but, of course, as an antiquarian, not as a direct
observer of the archaic, classical, and Hellenistic society that interested
him.



Women’s Voices

All the extant literature about Sparta was written by men. Nevertheless,
unlike Athenian women, whose voices were silenced, Spartans may perhaps
be heard through several literary sources. For example, in the poetry of
Alcman, girls who are named make statements about their current situation
(see below). They are not dramatizing a myth, but rather talking about
themselves and other girls like them. It would have seemed most peculiar to
the speakers as well as to any observer if what they said was completely
unnatural or unlike statements that could be made in such a situation.
Another text where a woman’s voice may be heard is the epigram
composed in honor of Cynisca’s chariot victories (see chap. 1).Cynisca is
depicted as speaking in the first person. If she did not write the epigram
herself, she may well have commissioned the poet and given orders about
the content. A final source for women’s words is Plutarch’s Sayings of
Spartan Women. Spartan women were anything but laconic (see chap.
1).Moreover, they were not separated from their mothers and grandmothers,
for they married men from their own polis. It is quite conceivable that
through the oral tradition they passed down the bons mots of their female
ancestors. Furthermore, male descen-dents as well could have remembered
the pithy statements of their mothers and grandmothers. The Sayings show
the wit, grace, and brevity characteristic of the Spartan style (Lyc.19.2,
21.1). Even in the modern world, where people often live in places remote
from those of their ancestors, such oral traditions constitute a vital part of
family histories. Thus it is quite credible that eventually some Hellenistic
anthologizer compiled a collection of actual words once uttered by Spartan
women and that Plutarch used this work as his source. That the statements
are quoted out of their original context enhances their exaggerated and
dramatic qualities.

Archaic

Alcman lived in Sparta in the archaic period, probably after the Second
Messenian War, but before the ensuing militaristic reforms had profoundly
transformed society.5 As we have mentioned above, his origin and exact
dates are disputed. He was variously said to be Laconian and the descendant



of slaves, or Lydian.6 Textual evidence points to the late seventh
century.7Archaeological evidence indicates that he died no later than 570.8

His tomb was near Helen’s in Platanistas. 9Whether an autobiographical
interpretation of Alcman’s oeuvre is appropriate has been debated.10 Be that
as it may, even if the poems may not provide completely reliable testimony
about the life of the poet, nevertheless they constitute some of the most
valuable evidence for the lives of Spartan women.

Choral songs like those of Alcman were passed down through the
generations at Sparta and probably elsewhere, forming a stable element in
the educational curriculum. In 370/369, after the battle of Leuctra, the
victors asked the helots to sing songs of Terpander, Alcman, and Spendon
(Plut. Lyc. 28.5). They refused, not because as helots in the fourth century
they did not know these songs, but on the grounds that if they sang them
they would anger their Spartan masters. Athenaeus (14.632f–633a), who
lived in the late second or early third century C.E., reports that even in his
day the Spartans took painstaking care of their ancient songs and were well
taught in them. The fragmentary nature of the poems of Alcman that are
now extant is due to several reasons in addition to the obvious one that they
were written more than 2,500 years ago. First, many brief quotations were
preserved only in the works of later authors, especially grammarians and
compilers of anecdotes such as Athenaeus. The grammarians were
primarily interested in the unusual Doric dialect and in the use of meters,
and do not always quote a full sentence or thought. These tantalizing tidbits
of Alcman were all that were known to the modern world until the great
papyrological discoveries of the nineteenth century. Partheneion 1, the
oldest long fragment of archaic Greek lyric poetry, happens to be preserved
because in the first century C.E. someone made a copy of the text on
papyrus. Sometime later the manuscript probably became worn, bits of
papyrus flaked off, and its owner or his or her heirs discarded it. The
papyrus was then reused to wrap a crocodile mummy. In the course of
excavating at Saqqara, the Egyptologist Auguste F. F. Mariette discovered
the mummy and sent the papyrus to Paris, where it is now stored in the
Louvre. The first edition was edited by the Greek scholar Émile Egger in
1863.11 The papyrus must have belonged at first and some time later to a
scholar or student. It includes a large number of marginal comments
(scholia); most of these are in the same handwriting as the text. This



papyrus provides a glimpse of a long tradition of scholarship on the text of
Alcman. Some of the most erudite explanations are attributed to the great
text editors of the third and second centuries, Aristophanes of Byzantium
and Aristarchus, who worked in the library established by Ptolemy I and II
in Alexandria. These scholia attempt to explicate the text, and usually
include citations to other ancient authors and scholars. Their existence does
not indicate that Alcman’s poetry was more obscure and difficult than other
archaic lyrics, but rather that the Alexandrians had deemed his work, like
that of many archaic and classical authors, worthy of painstaking editorial
attention.

Papyri published in the twentieth century have brought to light additional
fragments of Alcman’s poetry. Among these, most significant for the
history of women is Partheneion 3, first published in 1957.12 The
fragmentary text of this poem was discovered on a papyrus from
Oxyrhynchus dated to the second century C.E. Like the Louvre papyrus, the
Oxyrhynchus text has scholia written in the margins, as is apparent in the
upper left corner of the fragment illustrated in fig. 9. Translations of
Partheneia 1 and 3 are printed in chapter 1, pages 6–7.



Fig. 9. Alcman, Partheneion 3, fr. 3 (P.Oxy. xxiv.2387).
Photo courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

Performance and Preservation of Alcman. The poems contain highly
specific references to girls who are named and whose appearance,
emotions, behavior, and effect upon other girls are described. Consequently,
scholars have debated whether each poem was composed to be sung by
identifiable girls at a particular occasion or whether the Partheneia were
originally composed to be performed repeatedly at ritual occasions. The two
hypotheses are not exclusive. The poems could have been composed to be
sung by the girls who are named and described the first time, and then,
because of their sheer excellence as well as the lack of subsequent poetic
composition, repeatedly performed at rituals by other girls who played the
roles of their predecessors.13 Because of their use in ritual and Sparta’s



general conservatism, the poems will not have been changed or updated. In
other words, the poems could have been an accurate reflection of erotic
feelings and behavior in the days of Alcman, and have become more of a
theatrical reenactment in later times. Another possibility is that they were
originally written for performers who impersonated the characters named.
A corollary to this theory is that Hagesichora and Agido were simply
generic names for choir leaders, and that the rest of the girls were fictitious
as well.14 This theory seems less plausible to me because of the specificity
of the descriptions of the individual girls and the fact that some of the
names are real names and recur in Spartan prosopography. 15

The poet gained circulation for his poetry by travelling to populated areas
including pan-Hellenic sanctuaries and festivals. He claimed that his work
was known far and wide (Ael.Arist. Or. 28.54 [II.159 Keil] = PMGF 148
[i]). Although this Appendix is not the place to discuss the complex issues
concerning the preservation of archaic poetry through oral and written
traditions, it seems likely that Alcman’s poetry circulated by both means.

There is evidence for the performance of Alcman’s poems more than a
hundred years after his lifetime.16 The circumstances of the performance
may have changed over time.17 Originally the Partheneia may have been
performed before an audience comprised mostly of women, with the poet
and perhaps a few officials as the only men present. In later times, when the
poems had become part of Sparta’s great heritage, men as well may have
been welcome to witness the performances.18 It has been suggested that
terracotta masks from the sanctuary of Ortheia beginning in the second half
of the seventh century were used for enactments of Partheneion 1 as a ritual
marriage.19 Gold and silver were outlawed in Sparta, evidently some time
after Alcman composed Parthenion 1 in which they are mentioned. If the
performers in later times were actually wearing the luxurious apparel
described in the poem, it must have been part of a costume, distributed
solely on the occasions of the performance and then returned to storage
until the next performance.

Herodotus of Halicarnassus was born a little before the Persian War and
lived until the Peloponnesian War. He wrote the history of the Persian War,
with many digressions. Spartan women are mentioned in the tales about
Helen; in some of the descriptions of the royal succession (e.g., 5.39: the
two wives of Anaxandrides; 6.61–66: Ariston’s three wives and the



parentage of Demaratus), the judicial duties of the kings, and in a variety of
anecdotes. Herodotus imparts this information straightforwardly, without
approval or criticism. Scholars differ greatly in their assessment of the
historical veracity of Herodotus. In my view, not all anecdotes are
necessarily false. The fact that Herodotus heard stories like those about
Gorgo suggests that there was at least a kernel of historical truth behind
them. From Herodotus’ various brief remarks, it can be surmised that the
ideal Spartan woman was clever, witty, tall, and beautiful.20 (See esp. chap.
1 and Conclusion.)

Classical

Dramatic Poetry

In Athenian drama, Spartans may play the role of “Other” to the
Athenians:21 they fill the conceptual space usually occupied by barbarians,
and provoke questions about the assumed superiority of Greeks over
barbarians.22 Female characters are used to exaggerate the distinctiveness of
both ways of life. Thus in Euripides, Andromache (e.g., 29, 194, 889),
Hermione, daughter of Helen and Menelaus, is often referred to as a
“Laconian” or “Spartan” woman, and herself criticizes Spartans as
deceivers (445–53).

Tragic and comic dramatists alike draw attention to the semi-nudity and
the physical development that was connected with the education of Spartan
women. The Spartans were xenophobic in the fifth century and no Athenian
poet is likely to have ever seen a Spartan woman. Perhaps the rumors
spread when an embassy came from Athens, or when some ambassador
from Corinth, for example, traveled to Sparta for a meeting of the
Peloponnesian League and drove his chariot past a group of women
exercising out of doors. Works of art that circulated beyond the frontiers of
Laconia, including mass-produced bronze figurines in the shape of Spartan
female athletes, and some vases that showed women engaged in activities
that may have seemed scandalous (see below), probably also inspired ideas
that foreigners held about Spartan women.



Euripides’ portrait of Hermione as vicious and self-centered in
Andromache, produced in the early years of the Peloponnesian War (427–
426 B.C.E.), reflects the anti-Spartan bias of contemporary Athens:

No Spartan girl could ever be modest even if she wanted to be,
They go outside their houses with the boys with naked thighs and open dresses
and they race and wrestle with the boys. Insufferable!
It’s not surprising that you don’t train women to be chaste.

(Andromache, 595–601)

Similarly Sophocles:

And that young woman, whose tunic is still unbelted
around her thigh, revealingly.

(fr. 872 Lloyd-Jones)

Sophocles also wrote a tragedy titled Lakainai (“Laconian Women,” frs.
367–68 Lloyd-Jones).

In contrast to Euripides and Sophocles, Aristophanes in Lysistrata (411
B.C.E.), also produced during the Peloponnesian War, portrays his
representative Spartan woman favorably, for such a portrayal suits his story
of reconciliation. Lampito is physically fit, and confident in her ability to
carry out the sex strike. Aristophanes’ plays are the only complete comedies
from the classical period now extant. Spartan women occur in other
Athenian comedies in brief fragments or mere titles. Eupolis, a
contemporary of Aristophanes,wrote a play titled Heilotes (“Helots”) in
which he mocks them as lascivious (fr. 148, see also 385 Kassel-Austin).
He also wrote a comedy titled Spartans or Leda (frs.60–62Kassel-Austin).
The tradition continued in Middle and New Comedy. Alexis (ca. 372–270)
wrote four comedies based on myths about Helen (frs. 70–76) and
Apollodorus Carystius (third century) or Apollodorus Gelous (fourth or
third century) wrote a Lakaina (“The Spartan Woman,” Kassel-Austin
II.508–9, frs. 7, 8).

Prose

Critias, an Athenian aristocrat related to Plato, lived ca. 460–403 and was
one of the most ruthless of the Thirty Tyrants who ruled Athens at the end
of the Peloponnesian War with the backing of the Spartans. He wrote poetry
and prose, including a treatise on the Spartan Constitution. This work,



known only through a few fragments, began with the statement:“I start, as
you see, from a man’s birth. How might he become physically best and
strongest? [He could,] if the man who plants his seed would exercise and
eat wholesome food and harden his body, and if the mother of the child-to-
be would strengthen her body and exercise.”23 Critias was an associate of
Socrates and a Sophist. Plato and Xenophon probably read his work, and
Xenophon may have been influenced by Critias’ views about the
importance of the mother.

Plato lived ca. 429–347, a turbulent period in Athenian history. Sparta
had defeated Athens in the Peloponnesian War, and the restored democracy
at Athens condemned Socrates to death. Like other disciples of Socrates, he
found much to admire in Spartan society. His utopian works, especially the
Republic and Laws, prescribe features of women’s life that in many cases
correspond to the Spartan reality, or at least to the Spartan ideal.24 In the
Republic these include, for example, a full program of education for women
administered by the state; physical exercise; late marriage; prohibition of
money and private property (hence of dowries); wife-sharing; and marriage
“lotteries.” The Laws are less radical: Spartan lawgivers are criticized for
permitting women (who are half the society) to indulge in a luxurious,
expensive, and disorderly way of life (Laws 7.806C). It is perhaps more
accurate to state that Plato is not so much a source for Spartan women;
rather, Spartan women were an inspiration for Plato’s ideas about the roles
of women in utopia.

Xenophon,who lived ca. 430–356, was Plato’s contemporary and a
student of Socrates as well. His Spartan Constitution (Lacedaimonion
Politeia) is our best source on Spartan women in the classical
period.25Xenophon spent twenty years on an estate granted to him by the
Spartans near Elis. His sons were probably educated in the agoge, for in the
fourth century this education was made available to a few youths who were
not full-fledged Spartan citizens.26 Thus he writes about Sparta from the
unique perspective of a first-hand witness. Xenophon admired some aspects
of Spartan society, though he was critical of others.27 When he wrote the
Spartan Constitution is unclear. Most recently it has been dated to after
371.28 According to an alternative theory, if the treatise was written earlier,
chapter 14, in which he laments the abandonment of the way of life
established by Lycurgus, may have been written later than the rest of the



work. There is a contemporaneous parallel to Xenophon’s change in
attitude. We may compare Plato’s optimism about the Spartan way of life
that may be detected in the Republic with the disillusionment he expresses
in the Laws (see above). In any case, the viewpoint of Xenophon, like that
of any writer, should be considered a lens through which we view his
narrative. Nor did Xenophon come to Sparta as a tabula rasa. His ideas
about Spartan women were doubtless shaped by prior influences and
experiences. To start with the most obvious: he would have been in the
audience at the production of Lysistrata and have seen the robust and
aggressive Lampito, so different from the Athenian women whom he
knew.29 He also will have seen tragedies in which mythological Spartan
women were portrayed in an unfavorable light (see above). In Athens he
will have known the bright young Laconizers30 of his day in a group
associated with Socrates, and may have read what Critias wrote about
women in his treatise on Sparta.31 Furthermore, he will have learned much
about Spartan society from Clearchus, Cheirisophus, Agesilaus, and the
numerous Spartans who were engaged with him in military service in Asia
over the years. It is universally acknowledged that soldiers gossip about sex
and women.

Xenophon gives the theme of the Spartan Constitution in his opening
sentence, by asking how it is possible for Sparta to be the most powerful
and renowned of the Greek poleis when it has such a small population
(oliganthro-potaton [a translation of this passage is given in chap. 3]). He
goes on to answer this rhetorical question. In brief, according to Xenophon,
Lycurgus had designed social, political, and military institutions that created
superb hoplites. As we have mentioned above, he states that he does not
know whether the laws of Lycurgus were still unchanged in his day,
because they were often disobeyed; nevertheless he describes them.

Following a brief eulogy of Lycurgus, Xenophon resumes his discussion
of reproduction with a detailed description of the rearing of girls. That
Xenophon begins the Spartan Constitution with the upbringing of girls
underlines his view of the importance of women in Spartan society.

Stating that he is beginning at the arche (beginning), Xenophon
highlights women’s role in child production. He points out that only in
Sparta were girls well fed and given undiluted wine.32 In fact, women had
easy access to quantities of wine, for they used it in bathing newborns.
Xenophon criticizes the rest of the Greeks for not providing adequate



nourishment for girls who are destined to become mothers of citizens.33

Xenophon approves of the generous food allocation of Spartan girls. As he
stated in the Oeconomicus (10.11), if a woman exercises she will have a
better appetite and a vibrant complexion. Comparisons between Spartan
women and women elsewhere in Greece may well have fostered
Xenophon’s admiration of Sparta.

Ephorus of Cyme (ca. 405–330, FGrH II.70) read works by the Spartans
Pausanias and Lysander. Though Ephorus is extant only in fragments, he
was the main source for Diodorus, who wrote in the last quarter of the first
century B.C.E. Diodorus (11.45, 12.74) probably found his stories about the
mothers of Pausanias (the traitor) and Brasidas in Ephorus.

Aristotle lived from 384 to 322 B.C.E. Although he was born at Stagira in
the Chalcidice, he spent much of his life studying and teaching in Athens
and adopted the Athenian model as the standard against which he measured
Greek family life and gender relations.34 Aristotle doubtless discussed
women in his treatise The Constitution of the Spartans which is no longer
extant. That Aristotle disapproved of the Spartan way of life is apparent
from passages in other works. In the Politics (1333b5), he criticizes other
authors including a certain Thibron, a Spartan who had written in the first
quarter of the fourth century in praise of the Lycurgan system.35 Of course,
Thibron wrote just after his polis had won the Peloponnesian War, and
Aristotle wrote after the defeat at Leuctra. A lengthy critique of gender
relations at Sparta appears in the Politics (1269b–1270a6 [a translation of
this passage is given in chap. 4]). Aristotle believed that the basic oikos
(family, household, estate) consisted of an adult male, who played the roles
of husband, master, and father; an adult female, who played the role of wife
and mother; a child; and a slave. The master of the house was the dominant
figure in all his three relationships. This hierarchy existed by nature and any
perversion of it was monstrous. That Spartan women enjoyed authority in
the oikos and owned and managed property appeared to him outrageous. He
echoes Plato in the Laws (7.806C, see above) when he angrily declares that
the women indulged in all sorts of luxury and licentiousness (Pol. 1270a1:
anesis, see also Arist. Rhet. 1361a) because they would not accept the laws
Lycurgus had designed for them and he decided not to continue the attempt.
Plutarch (Lyc. 9), however, rejected Aristotle’s view (see below).



Hellenistic

With the important exception of Polybius, all the Hellenistic historians
surveyed below are extant not in complete or nearly complete works, but
only through one or at most a few fragments cited by later authors, chiefly
Plutarch.

Phylarchus of Athens (?) lived in the third century B.C.E. and gives the
history of Sparta from the death of Pyrrhus (272) to the death of Cleomenes
III (220/219). He admired Agis and Cleomenes and dramatizes the
importance of women in furthering their revolutionary program.36

Phylarchus was a principle source for Plutarch’s Lives of Agis, Cleomenes,
and Pyrrhus, and for his favorable desciptions in these Lives of the behavior
of royal women including Archidamia, Agesistrata,Agiatis, Chilonis,
Cratesicleia,and Cratesicleia’s companion, the wife of Panteus, whose name
Plutarch does not report. All the women, even Chilonis, wife of Cleonymus,
who fell in love with her stepson Acrotatus, are presented favorably.
Phylarchus was also Plutarch’s source for his description of the bravery of
Spartan women when Pyrrhus besieged Sparta (Plut. Pyrr. 27–30). In the
Hellenistic period, the exaltation of heroines was a feature of the history of
other ethnic groups as well. For example, among the Ptolemies, Arsinoë II
(ca. 316–270) and Berenice II (ca. 273–221), and among the Jews, Judith
and Esther (fictitious heroines, though with some historical features), were
prominent.37

Sosibius of Lacedaemon, a historian, who worked in Alexandria during
the reign of Ptolemy II,38 wrote a treatise or commentary On Alcman in at
least three books, and other works about Sparta including On the Sacrifices
in Lacedaemon and On Mimes in Laconia.

Teles ofMegara was a Cynic philosopher (fl. ca. 235 B.C.E.) whose work
is preserved in fragments in Stobaeus. Some of Plutarch’s Sayings of
Spartan Women echo Teles’anecdotes about Spartan mothers.39 Either
Plutarch read Teles or they used a common source.

Polybius (ca. 200–118 B.C.E.) was aristocratic and anti-Spartan. He
attributes to the Spartans behavior including polyandry (12.6b.8) that other
Greeks would consider bizarre. He is a hostile source for the reports about
Nabis (d. 192 B.C.E.), his cruel wife Apega, and the iron maiden, and for the



ways in which both Nabis and his wife humiliated women (13.6–7, 18.17,
and see chap. 4).

Hellenistic Epigrams: Dioscorides, Nicander, Tymnes, and perhaps
Asclepiades of Samos wrote epigrams about Spartan mothers that were later
incorporated into Plutarch’s, Sayings of Spartan Women.40 Dioscorides
commemorates a mother who lost eight sons in one battle, Nicander a
mother of seven who lost six, and Tymnes a mother who slew her cowardly
son.

Polycrates was probably Hellenistic, since he predated Didymus (fl. ca.
40 B.C.E.), who quotes him. Polycrates wrote a work titled Lakonika.41 One
paragraph is extant: a vivid description of the Hyacinthia (see chaps. 1 and
5).

Nicolaus of Damascus, who was born ca. 64 B.C.E., wrote an immense
universal history in the Peripatetic encyclopedic style. He gives odd bits of
information about Spartan women: for example, husbands compel their
wives to have children by well-built Spartiates and foreigners.42 Yet,
according to Xenophon, who must have have had more accurate knowledge
than Nicolaus, women were not compelled, but rather were willing to bear
children by Spartan men other than their husbands. Xenophon does not
mention foreigners (see chap. 3).

Roman Period

Greek Authors

Plutarch lived 46–ca. 120 C.E., when Greece was a province of the Roman
Empire. He is the author of the largest portion of extant ancient writing on
Spartan women and has also had more influence than any other ancient
author in shaping ideas about Sparta held by later generations to the
present.43

Plutarch’s writing about Spartan women is concentrated in several of the
Lives and in one work of the Moralia: the Life of Lycurgus; the Lives of
Agis and Cleomenes; and the Sayings of Spartan Women.44 There are also
brief remarks scattered among his other works. The most important of these
texts, the Life of Lycurgus, was probably written between 97 and 110 C.E.,



nearly one thousand years after the date generally attributed to the
legendary Spartan lawgiver.45 Plutarch visited Sparta and was an
eyewitness at the whipping ceremonies held in honor of Artemis Orthia
(Lyc. 18.1); he reports that he saw many young men die. There, he also
conducted research in the official Spartan archives which must have
included records of oracles, official documents, victor lists, names of priests
and magistrates, and the like.46 In the Roman period there were officials in
charge of preserving and interpreting Lycurgan customs and laws. Some of
the cult organizations kept their own records, and we can assume that,
inspired by his profound interest in religion, Plutarch consulted these.

Plutarch must also have had a huge library of his own as well as an
excellent memory and in his writing on Spartan women, he cites many
philosophers, poets, and ancient historians from the archaic through the
Hellenistic period as his sources. These include Ibycus, Herodotus,
Sophocles, Euripides, Plato, and Aristotle. Although he does not repeat
Xenophon’s name explicitly in the context of his discussions of women,
Plutarch’s views are generally consistent with those of Xenophon.47 Like
Xenophon, Plutarch was optimistic about the human potential for moral
improvement, especially through education (Advice to the Bride and
Groom, 145c). Both believed that virtue is the same in women and men.48

Both felt that the goal of human existence was to live the good life in a way
that would prove beneficial to oneself, one’s family, and one’s state. Both
thought that child production was not the only purpose of marriage.49

Plutarch (Comp. Lyc. Num. 4.1) believed that Spartan marriage customs
were conducive to a relationship characterized by goodwill rather than
hatred. Moreover, he asserted that the educational system designed by
Lycurgus was ennobling for women inasmuch as it gave them a share in the
arena of virtue and ambition (Lyc. 14.4). Plutarch appears somewhat
ambivalent, if not self-contradictory, since he also prefers the Roman
practice of marrying girls at twelve or younger, for it enabled the husband
to mold the wife’s character. Spartan marriage practices were better for
child production, but Roman practices were better for marital harmony.
Though in the Life of Lycurgus (14) Plutarch seems to approve of the
physical and moral educational program designed for women by Lycurgus
and to reject Aristotle’s critical analysis, in the Comparison of Lycurgus and
Numa (3.3–5) he declares that Spartan women were too bold and masculine



and offered opportunities for poets to criticize them. He quotes Ibycus,
Euripides, and Sophocles on the girls’uncovered thighs (see above). In any
case, his views of women and marriage are not a direct reflection of gender
relations as they existed in Roman Greece in his day, where women
certainly enjoyed more authority and independence from men than readers
confined to Plutarch’s works would surmise.50 For example, he tells the
story of the Spartan girl who was asked whether she made overtures to her
husband, and replied,“No, but he has come to me”(Advice to the Bride and
Groom, 140c, Sayings of Spartan Women, 242c). Plutarch endorses the
wife’s reluctance to take the initiative, preferring her husband to make the
advances. On the other hand, he does approve of the Spartan women who
goad their men to virtuous and brave actions or who set a good example
themselves when the men appear to waver.51 In fact, Plutarch’s Greek
heroines are good competition for some of Rome; for example, the mother
and sister of Coriolanus (Livy 2.40) and Arria (Pliny the Younger, Epistles,
3.16; Martial, Epigrams, 1.13), whose Stoic deaths resembled those of
Cratesicleia and Panteus’ wife.52

Plutarch was not a historian; rather, he wrote philosophical and
biographical works. Doubtless because Hellenistic writers were interested
in women and personal details, in writing about Spartan women Plutarch
refers most frequently to Hellenistic historians, some of whom have been
mentioned in the survey above. Since Plutarch was not a historian,
chronological precision is not a high priority for him (see Preface). Not only
is he naive about the Spartan’s reinvention of their own history, but he is
also an active participant in the creation and perpetuation of the Spartan
legend. The Sparta of Plutarch’s day was a living museum, a theme park, in
which some features of life in Sparta before Roman domination were
revived or reenacted perhaps to the point of exaggeration or charicature. For
example, Roman tourists accustomed to gladiatorial contests came to
witness the spectacle of the boys enduring whipping until they met death.
Whether such contests had ever been conducted with so much cruelty
before the Hellenistic and Roman periods is questionable.53

Pausaniaswrote a guide to Greece in the second century C.E.Women are
not prominent among his interests, though he gives some tantalizing bits of
information. Thus he reports that the length of the stadion is shortened for
girls who race at the Heraea, but does not say why or how this alteration is
done. He does give some useful information on women, particularly on



religious practices, on commemorative statues erected by or in honor of
women, and historical and mythological anecdotes in which women are the
protagonists.54 Thus he mentions that there is an island off the Peloponnese
where Helen and Paris first had intercourse (3.22.1).Some women are
remarkable for deeds usually performed by men. At Sparta, a statue of
Artemisia stood along with images of Mardonius and other Persians in a
stoa built with spoils from the Persian War (3.11.3).55

Athenaeus of Naucratis (second–third century C.E.) wrote a lengthy
work, the Sophists at Dinner, a pastiche of valuable earlier sources
including Sosibius and Polycrates.

Latin Authors

For the history of women, the most significant aspect of the Spartan
tradition or mirage in authors who wrote in Latin is the emphasis on
patriotic, self-sacrificing mothers. This focus derives from the Roman
interest in motherhood. Intellectuals and politicians were particularly
concerned with the declining birthrate among the Roman elite. They blamed
the “new-style”Roman matron for abandoning the traditional role of
mother.56 Barbarian and non-Roman women were cited as exemplars. Thus
the patriotic Spartan mothers of the past are mentioned in Ovid (43 B.C.E.–
17? C.E.);57Valerius Maximus (first century C.E.);58 Aelian (ca. 170–235
C.E.);59 Sextus Empiricus, a Sceptic (end of the second century C.E.);60

Himerius of Prusa (fourth century C.E.);61 Palladas, a schoolteacher in
Egypt (fifth century C.E.);62 and Julianus (sixth century C.E.),63 who writes
of the armed Aphrodite who prompts Spartan mothers to bear brave
warriors.64 There is little that is new in these anecdotes and quotations from
Spartan mothers; for the most part they echo one another and Plutarch as
well. Cicero (106–43 B.C.E.) also writes of the Spartan mother who nobly
sent her son to his death for his country, but he is unique among these Latin
authors in observing that the Spartan women of his own day were no longer
so willing to bear children as their foremothers had been.65

Byzantine Dictionaries



Much esoteric information about Spartan customs can be gleaned from
explanations of unusual words in encyclopedic works by authors such as
Pollux of Naucratis (second century C.E.), Hesychius of Alexandria (fifth
century C.E.), and the collection called the Suda (tenth century). These
compilations, though valuable, pose special problems for the historian for
there is generally only one citation for each word and it is given out of
context. (See, e.g., Hesychius on Brudalicha in chap. 6 n. 16).

Prosopographical Problems

Compared with the names of Greek men, relatively few women’s names are
known. A reluctance to name respectable women, at least while they were
alive, was a feature of Athenian etiquette.66 In Athens, however,women
were named on their tombstones. In contrast, there are few inscriptions
concerning family matters in pre-Hellenistic Sparta, for, in addition to the
kings, only men who had died in battle or women who had died in
childbirth were permitted to have inscribed epitaphs.67

In Sparta, there was no stigma attached to giving women’s names in
public. Considering how few words are extant in all of Alcman’s poetry
combined, the oeuvre includes many names. One of the names in the
Partheneia appears in the work of an archaic poet outside Sparta.
Mimnermus of Colophon and Smyrna had written a collection of elegies
titled Nanno, after his beloved (Hermesianax in Athen. XIII.597f, Strabo
14.1.28 [643]). For Damareta, compare Damatria in Plutarch, Sayings of
Spartan Women, 241.1, and in an epigram by Tymnes, who worked in the
third century B.C.E.68 Astaphis was a name used also by a man ca. 428–
421.69Arete, the name also of the Phaeacian queen in Homer’s Odyssey,
reappears much later in the name of Pomponia Callistonice Arete. 70 Some
of the names indicate that the girls were members of the royal houses. The
prefix “Ag” that appears in the names of Agido and Hagesichora is
common in royal nomenclature,71 and suggests that they were Agiads,
related to one line of Spartan kings. Timasimbrota (5 fr. 2 col. ii, line 16) is
perhaps descended from the Spartan king Leotychidas (ca. 625–600).72

The names of twelve women are inscribed on a rooftile from the second
half of the third century B.C.E., perhaps in connection with the cult of Apollo



and Hyacinthus at Amyclae.73 Nevertheless, we still have very few names
of Spartan women, for most of the literary sources are non-Spartan. For
example, Herodotus (5.39–41) speaks of the wives of Anaxandridas, but
does not name them. Though Agesilaus was an old friend, Xenophon does
not give the names of his wife and daughters.74 Xenophon’s etiquette was
that of an Athenian gentleman in the classical period: he was too polite to
ask Agesilaus, or if he knew the names he was reluctant to publicize them.
Plutarch (Ages. 19.10) discovered the names. Xenophon does name
Agesilaus’ sister Cynisca (Ages. 9.6), but she was notorious because of her
horseracing (see chap. 1). Though he refers to them, Plutarch does not give
the names of Lysander’s daughters (Lys. 2.5, 30.5).

The problem is exacerbated by the neglect of women by modern
scholars. For example, before the publication of vol. 3A of A Lexicon of
Greek Personal Names,on The Peloponnese, Western Greece, Sicily, and
Magna Graecia, 75 the standard Spartan prosopographies 76 omitted some
women, for example, Thylacis and Astumeloisa (Alcman, Partheneia 1.72,
2.64), Argeia, wife of King Aristodemus, and Euonyma, Eirana, Callicrateia
(dedicators to Athena), or listed them under the name of their father,
although the primary source for the woman’s name may not have given the
patronymic.

A related problem is the tendency of some scholars to interpret evidence
in a narrow manner so as to eliminate any connection with women. A case
in point is the Gymnopaideia (“Festival of Nude Youths”). The Greek word
paides can mean “boys,” or “slaves,” but it can also refer to children of both
sexes.77 Those who understand the meaning of Gymnopaideia in the limited
sense believe that only boys attended the festival; in contrast, those who
take the word in an inclusive sense would have nude girls and boys at the
festival together.

Secondary Sources

A book that continues to exert a tremendous influence on Spartanologists is
F. Ollier, Le mirage spartiate, volume 1, Étude sur l’idéalisation de Sparte
dans l’an-tiquité grecque de l’origine jusqu’aux cyniques, and volume 2,
Étude sur l’idéalisa-tion de Sparte dans l’antiquité grecque du début de
l’école cynique jusqu’à la fin de la cité (Paris, 1933–43).



Despite their size and inclusiveness, however, the volumes offer little
comment on women. Neverthless, it is illuminating to review the few
categories in which Ollier distributes some ancient testimonia about
women. Under “la vraie Sparte,” Ollier (vol. 1, 34–35) includes women’s
gymnastic program, their pride, and their influence in the public sphere.
Under “les forces adverses” to the idealization, he (vol. 1, 64–67) mentions
the scandalous sexual practices of men and women alike. In his analysis of
Aristotle’s views of Sparta’s faults Ollier (vol. 1, 302–3) draws attention to
an absence of governmental controls on women and to economic problems
resulting from women’s ownership of property. In volume 2, Ollier (50–51)
detects Cynic influence in some of the quotations attributed to Spartan
women. He argues (194–97, 210–15) that Plutarch does not idealize Sparta
in all his works, but that he certainly does so in the Life of Lycurgus. Ollier
points out (212) that in his idealization of Lycurgus and the simple, austere
way life he designed for Sparta, Plutarch accepts features such as breaches
in sexual monogamy that he does not sanction elsewhere in his writings.
Ollier, however, unlike some more recent scholars,78 does not argue that
such practices never existed or that reforms attributed to Lycurgus were
actually innovations of the fourth century and Hellenistic period.

In 1979, Paul Cartledge published a solid historical survey of what were
then regarded as facts: Sparta and Lakonia.79 Cartledge, writing much later
with A. J. S. Spawforth, described the gradual degeneration of the Lycurgan
polity and dated the “normalization”to the later fifth century.80More
recently, perhaps influenced by deconstruction and French literary theory,
he has examined Sparta as a utopia, stating that “practically all our detailed
evidence for what they were ‘really’ like comes from within the mirage.”81

The influence of Marxism and of M. I. Finley, who taught many ancient
historians at Cambridge, has been in large part responsible for the
popularity of the study of Spartan history through the lens of the mirage.
Finley ignored women in his analyses of Greek economy, slavery, and
citizenship.82 Thus it is no surprise that, as was customary among
mainstream ancient historians until the end of the twentieth century,
Cartledge did not devote much space to women in his books.

The most frequently cited and admired article on this subject, however,
was published by Paul Cartledge in 1981.83 In this article, which is now
referred to as a “classic study,”84 Cartledge gives priority to the testimony



of Aristotle over that of Xenophon and Plutarch.85 Despite (what seems to
the modern reader) his misogynistic perspective, Aristotle does emphasize
Spartan women’s control over property and over their husbands, and labels
Sparta a “gynaecocracy.”Xenophon and Plutarch, in contrast, approve many
features of the lives of Spartan women in comparison with the lives of
women in other Greek states, but in this article Cartledge disdains the
testimony of Xenophon and relegates Plutarch to the never-never land of
utopia. Despite starting with Aristotle, Cartledge pictures Spartan women as
“passive” victims who were exploited for purposes of reproduction. He
does not fully recognize that Xenophon’s report that the wives actively
sought husband-doubling arrangements runs counter to his argument, for it
indicates that wives employed their own childbearing strategies.86 He
argues away women’s ownership of property by stating that only a few elite
women enjoyed this economic power,87 without making it clear that their
brothers would be in similar straits. Cartledge also adopts a Victorian stance
in questioning whether Spartan girls enjoyed homosexual relationships with
older women.88 Cartledge concludes (105) that he hopes his readers
“hesitate before seeking to enlist the women of ancient Sparta as allies in
the just cause of feminism.” It is anachronistic to discuss Spartan women in
terms of contemporary feminist criteria and goals, and these criteria and
goals have been and are now multiple and diverse. Nevertheless, I venture
to suggest that if Cartledge had compared Spartan women to other Greek
women, and compared both to the men of their poleis, his conclusions
concerning Spartan women would have been less pessimistic (see
Conclusion, above).

Stephen Hodkinson generally retains the perspectives on the study of
Sparta that were established by Finley and Cartledge. Whereas Cartledge
treated Xenophon’s works on Sparta with contempt, he was willing to
accept some of Plutarch’s reports.89 In contrast, Hodkinson regards
Plutarch’s information about archaic and classical Sparta with suspicion. He
often blames Ephorus as the original source for what he regards as
Plutarch’s misrepresentations about the Spartan economy, and argues that
the land tenure system that Plutarch attributes to archaic Sparta was actually
a Hellenistic invention designed to promote the reforms of Agis and
Cleomenes.90 Hodkinson does not explain why, if his hypothesis is true, the
reformer kings (who had many opponents) were able to convince the



Spartans themselves about the antiquity of their institutions.91 Although
Hodkinson discusses women in much of his book, Property and Wealth in
Classical Sparta,92 he has not fully integrated them into his picture of
Spartan society. For example, in the Introduction he writes of “a political
system . . . which gave the mass of citizens in assembly a formal role in
decision-making”(3);“Rich citizens were able to employ their surplus
wealth with potentially significant socio-political consequences: through
horse-rearing and engagement in equestrian contests” (5); and “The
perioikoi . . . were excluded from political decision-making which was
reserved to the Spartiates alone”(7 n. 5).Since Spartan women did engage in
equestrian contests, but did not have a formal role in making political
decisions Hodkinson’s generalizations appear inconsistent and demonstrate
that he tends to consider only male citizens, except in the parts of the book
where he specifically talks about women.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOURCES

Archaeological evidence has certainly been less influenced by the “mirage”
and by interpretations from the perspective of the “mirage” than literary
evidence, but it is not completely free of this bias. In any case, Sparta has
not received the attention lavished on Athens and other sites that are
generously endowed with artistic monuments. Not only does Sparta boast
few temples and public buildings predating the Roman period (cf.Thuc.
1.10), but owing in part to the much-vaunted Spartan austerity,
archaeological evidence for private life is sparse.93 Spartans may have
owned some valuables, but the ethic prevailing at least to the end of fifth
century discouraged and even forbade display.94Athenaeus (14.633a)
actually uses the word austeria to describe life at Sparta. Because death was
not commemorated by monuments before the Hellenistic period, there are
no counterparts to the funerary reliefs that portray women in other parts of
the Greek world. Only in the second century B.C.E., following the defeat at
Sellasia (222) and the reforms of Nabis (207–192), do the Spartans begin to
use the same reliefs as those found in the rest of the Greek world.95

Building projects in the Hellenistic and Roman period also contributed to
the disturbance and destruction of earlier remains. Numismatics also
provides insights into the symbolic qualities and status of queens,



goddesses, and female allegorical and mythical figures in Greece. The
Spartans, however, did not mint their own currency until 280 B.C.E.
Furthermore, since the modern city of Sparta not only sits on top of the
ancient city but also is not located in a densely populated area of Greece,
archaeological finds have not come to the surface serendipitously as the
result of excavations for subways or the laying of foundations of buildings.

In terms of women’s history, the most important finds have been at the
sanctuary of Artemis Orthia, where the British School at Athens conducted
extensive excavations for five years beginning in 1906.96 Thousands of lead
figurines, including many depicting adult women wearing nicely woven
dresses, as well as pendants with a variety of incised patterns representing
weaving, have been found. Interesting material, in some cases related to the
finds at the Orthia sanctuary, has also been discovered at the sanctuary of
Helen and Menelaus called the “Menelaion” (see chap. 6). The finds have
been published gradually but systematically in the Annual of the British
School at Athens.The final synthetic report on the Orthia sanctuary was
published by R. M. Dawkins and others in a single volume: The Sanctuary
of Artemis Orthia at Sparta.97 Since this major excavation nearly a century
ago, little new archaeological evidence directly relevant to women’s history
has been published. Brief mentions of some dedications by women at the
Menelaion constitute a minor exception.98 Field surveys may produce some
evidence for the lives of perioecic and helot women, but these women are
doubly silenced in history as members of subordinate groups and as
women.

Secondary scholarship in the field of archaeology has been devoted
principally to the pottery, bronzes, and inscriptions from Laconia.99 While
there are several catalogues of the pottery, the rest of the material has
usually been treated in articles; see, for example, the bibliographies to the
articles on “Sparta”, “Spartan Cults,” and the “Menelaion,” in the third
edition of the Oxford Classical Dictionary. Some of the material remains,
notably the bronze mirrors, support the evidence of the written sources. In
contrast, a few depictions of women on pottery give evidence not supplied
from the written sources, while others clarify the texts (see chap. 6,fig.6). It
must be admitted that the iconographical evidence alone is more difficult
for the modern scholar to decipher than the written evidence (which is not
without problems: see above). The figures depicted in Laconian sculpture
and vase painting are not labelled: rather scholars must deduce their



identity.100 Representations of nudity and sexual activity pose problems of
interpretation. In archaic and classical Athenian art, a woman playing a
flute or reclining with men at a symposium would not be judged to be a
respectable citizen. A scene of an orgy that includes satyr-like creatures and
phalloi would be assumed to be connected to the cult of Dionysus, certainly
not that of Artemis. The same scenes need not have the same implications
in Laconian art. Furthermore the women or men who beheld or used these
objects in antiquity may have reacted to them intellectually and emotionally
in ways totally different from our own. Ancient sentiments doubtless
changed as the objects were reused over time. Places of manufacture and
find spots varied as well: the reactions of the craftsmen and of the users in
different localities varied accordingly. There is no point in speculating
about women artists in Sparta. By the classical period no Spartiate engaged
in manual labor.101 Whether any lower-class women living in Sparta
participated in manufacturing the objects depicting women is not known.
Finally, it must be acknowledged that we are dealing with a very small
oeuvre of recovered and published works that shed light on the history of
mortal women. Scholars differ not only in interpreting the depictions, but
on the place of manufacture of many of the objects, and on whether objects
such as the Vix crater (see fig. 4) found outside the borders of Laconia (but
resembling those found within) should be considered as Spartan art.102

Mirrors and Bronze Statuettes

Seven archaic bronzes showing naked girls have been found in Sparta and
Messenia. 103 The majority of these were mirror handles, intended for use
by women. Other examples have been found outside Spartan territory.
Some of the girls are shown wearing a chiton that does not reach the knee
and that covers only the left breast. The modern viewer may find the nudity
most startling; in antiquity (though perhaps not in archaic Sparta), the bare
female breast was an extremely potent image.104 The unabashed nudity of
the figures seems to reflect the athletic nudity of Spartan women. Therefore
it is likely that this type of statuette was manufactured in Sparta, but was
exported and imitated elsewhere in Greece.105 Some of the girls hold
musical instruments or other objects that may have been used for religious
purposes.106 Their date is ca. 570 to ca. 470.



These mirrors did not stand up on their own when women used them: a
woman had to hold such a mirror in her hand. As in many ancient mirrors,
the disk was convex.107 The mirror reflected not only the face, as would a
flat mirror, but hair, neck, and cleavage. The owner of the mirror would
gaze at her own face and chest, reflected smaller than actual size, over the
figure on the mirror handle. Grasping a mirror in one’s hand is more
intimate than merely looking at a vase. We may speculate about the esthetic
and tactile pleasure a woman would feel while she was partially dressed
herself and held the image of a nude slender female body. We may also
suggest that this experience might be related to the fact that female children
spent their time with each other and with adult women and engaged in
homosexual erotic activities (see chap. 1).

Though works of art depicting nonmortal females are beyond the scope
of this survey, it is relevant to the discussion of nudity in sculpture to point
out that an archaic figure of Eileithyia is one of the earliest sculptures in the
round of the nude female in the Greek world (see chap. 6, fig. 7).

Vase Painting

Sparta offers very little to compare with the huge number of vases from
Athens that have been excavated and studied. Two ceramic cups that are
significant for women’s history which show women with men, one at a
symposium, another at an orgy, are discussed in chap. 6. It is necessary to
point out, however, that though the vase with the symposium scene was
manufactured in Laconia, it was excavated in Samos. It has been argued
that it may represent the artist’s view of a feast in Samos, rather than a local
Spartan scene.108 It has also been argued that the women depicted in the
orgy or komos scenes are hetairai and flute girls with no historical Spartan
counterparts, and that the iconography is simply borrowed from Corinthian
vases.109 The closest parallels for this symposium scene, with women
wearing Lydian mitres and reclining outdoors alongside men on the
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Fig. 10. Athlete. Bronze mirror handle, front and back views.

Athlete as Mirror Caryatid. Bronze, ca. 550.Unknown provenance. Maiden wears an athlete’s cap to
hold her hair. She also wears flowers over her ears, a necklace with a pendant, and diagonally across
her chest a strap holding amulets and a sickle that was awarded as a prize for victors. She holds an oil
flask or pomegranate in her left hand and probably held a flower in her right. Griffins flank the disk
of the mirror. The maiden stands on a lion. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art inv. 38.11.3.
Fletcher Fund, 1938. Photos courtesy of Joan R. Mertens.



Fig. 11. Musician. Bronze mirror handle.

From the Sanctuary of Apollo at Amyclae. Bronze, ca. 550–530. Girl wears
diadem with flowers above her ears, necklace with pendant, strap with sickle, and
holds cymbals. Athens, National Museum, X 7548 = Maria Pipili, Laconian
Iconography of the Sixth Century B.C., Oxford University Committee for
Archaeology Monograph, no. 12 (Oxford, 1987),cat. no. 216 d, fig. 110. Photo
courtesy Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, Athens.

ground are actually in Etruscan painting. In the Etruscan context there is no
doubt that the women represented are wives, not hetairai. 110

Sculpture



Helen is frequently depicted on Athenian vases as being threatened by
Menelaus and running away from him. These scenes, however, were created
outside Sparta for a non-Spartan clientele, and fall outside the limits of this
study.111 Spartan maidens raced in honor of Helen, but in Laconian art
Helen herself is not shown fleeing. Helen appears on an archaic stele
depicting Menelaus wooing Helen on one side, and their initial encounter
after the fall of Troy on the other (see chap. 6, fig.8).112 Although Menelaus
is taller than she is and armed with a sword, Helen meets him without
cowering and faces him boldly, looking directly into his eyes. All who
looked at this stele would know that although he had intended to kill her,
when he saw her he changed his mind. Her beauty was a more potent
weapon than Menelaus’ sword. The recovery of Helen is also depicted on a
few smaller works of Peloponnesian art from the end of the seventh to the
mid-sixth century.113 In these Helen is shown carrying a wreath. Her
husband looks back at her and holds his sword aloft vertically. In contrast,
on Athenian vases of ca. 550–470 which show the same recovery theme,
Menelaus threateningly points his sword at her.

Conclusion

The wealth of Greek vase painting and sculpture depicting women has
enabled some scholars of gender and women’s history to interpret the visual
arts in a multiplicity of ways including as propaganda. Images of rape are
common in Athenian vase painting,114 as are scenes of women confined in
the house or in the women’s quarters, often weaving.115 The message is
generally designed to foster male sexual dominance and female
subordination. Iconography oppressive to women is not confined to Athens.
In a discussion of decorations on bronze mirrors of the fourth century from
Elis and Corinth, Andrew Stewart comments:

none of these case-mirrors offers an unequivocal vision of an independent, mature female
sexuality. All of them may be made to conform to the peculiarly Greek dogma that unmarried
girls are more like animals than human beings; that they are sexually voracious . . . helping to
ensure that these women remained exactly where their menfolk wanted them.116

How different was the iconography at Sparta? We have mentioned a
statue of Artemisia who commanded her fleet admirably at the battle of



Salamis (Herod. 8.88, 93); lead figurines showing women dressed in fine
fabrics and pendants representing the textiles; statuettes and mirror handles
in the form of female athletes; a vase showing luxuriously attired women
playing musical instruments at a co-ed symposium; another vase showing
men and women revelers; and a relief of Helen facing down Menelaus. As
Thucydides indicated, there was not much material culture to attract the
attention of a viewer in Sparta. Nevertheless, judging from the visual
propaganda directed at women in the rest of the Greek world, a modern
feminist might consider the absence of art as a positive and creative force
for Spartan women.
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