
Anna Szczepaniak

"The III-fated Mother" : in the margin
of Bacchyl. 5. 136-142 M.
Scripta Classica 5, 19-33

2008



Anna Szczepaniak
University o f Silesia, Katowice

“The Ill-fated Mother” -  
in the Margin of Bacchyl. 5. 136-142 M.

Abstract: The article presents brief observations on the epithets with which Meleager describes his 
mother and murderess Althaea in Bacchylides’ Ep. 5. The chief attention is paid to the adjective 
κακόποτμος.

Key words: Bacchylides, epithets, Meleager, Althaea

When in Bacchylides’ fifth epinician the shade of Meleager relates to He
racles the events which led to his death (the Calydonian Boar Hunt, the 

fight against the Curetes for the pelt, Meleager’s accidental killing of the Thestia
dae -  Iphiclus and Aphares, the burning of the log which the Fates had decreed 
would measure the length of Meleager’s life), he describes Althaea’s, the hero’s 
mother, revenge for the deaths of her brothers in the following manner:

T a u t  ούκ έπ ιλεξαμένα
Θεστίου κούρα δαΐφρων
ματηρ κακοποτμος έμοί
βούλεύσεν ολεθρον αταρβακτος γύνα,
κ α ίέ  τε δα ιδα λεα ς εκ
λαρνακος ώκύμορον
φιτρον εξαύσασα-

(5. 136-142 M.)

Jebb translates the passage as follows: “Reflecting not on this [that during the fight 
missiles go blindly against whomever the god wishes to kill], the fierce daughter of
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Thestius, my ill-starred mother, a woman without fear, planned my destruction. She 
lifted up a voice of wailing1, and set about burning the brand of speedy doom, taken 
from the carven chest”2. Campbell’s translation of the same passage is: “The fierce 
daughter of Thestius, my ill-fated mother, gave no thought to that and, unflinching 
woman, planned my destruction; and she set fire to the swift-dooming log, taking it 
from the elaborate chest”3.

I would like to briefly reflect on the epithets with which Meleager describes his 
mother.

Firstly, Althaea is said to be Θεστίου κουρά δάίφρων. The adjective δάί
φρων characterizes someone as either “with a hostile mind”, “warlike”, “fiery” 
(“fierce” in both translations quoted) or as “wise”, “prudent”. In Bacchylides’ poem the 
meaning is definitely the first one and it characterizes not only Althaea, who burnt the 
log, but also Artemis (l. 122), the goddess whose “unconquerable anger” (άνίκα- 
τος χΟλος, ll. 103 f.) impelled her to send the savage boar into the fields of Calydon 
and was, according to Meleager (cf. ll. 122-124), responsible for the battle over the 
boar’s hide, thus making the goddess partially guilty of Meleager’s death as well.

The third epithet, άτάρβακτος γυνά , means “unaffrighted” (Jebb’s “without 
fear”, Campbell’s “unflinching”) and occurs only here and in Pindar (P. 4. 84).

I shall deal a bit longer with the second epithet: κακοποτμος μάτηρ. The 
adjective is translated as either “ill-starred” (chosen by Jebb) or “ill-fated” (prefer
red by Campbell) and thus can denote both “somebody bringing bad luck or misfor- 
tune”4 and “somebody having bad luck or misfortune”. The only place where the 
sense of κακο ποτμος is restricted to the aspect of bringing bad luck and not ex
periencing it oneself is Aristoteles’ passage on a crake (H A  616b. 19-21 Louis): Ή  
δε κρεξ το μεν ηθος μάχίμος, την δε δίάνοίαν ευμηχάνος προς τον 
βίον, άλλως δε κακοποτμος ορνίς. Surely the “quarrelsome but clever at 
making a living” bird, the messanger of Athena5, is not itself unfortunate -  it is

1 The translation follows Jebb’s emendation in line 142: άγκλαυσασα for the MS reading 
εγκλαυσασα (in Maehler’s edition εξαυσασα proposed by Wackernagel).

2 Bacchylides, The Poems and Fragments. Ed. R.C. Jebb. Hildesheim-Zürich-New York 1994 
(= Cambridge 1905), 285 and 287.

3 Greek Lyric IV. Bacchylides, Corinna, and Others. Ed. and trans. D.A. Campbell .  Cambridge 
1992, 149.

4 Such is the translation of the adjective in Maehler (“Meine Mutter, die ein schlimmes Geschick 
mir schuf’: Die Lieder des Bakchylides, Erster Teil: D ie Siegeslieder, I. Edition des Textes mit 
Einleitung und Übersetzung von H. Maehler.  Leiden 1982, 81; cf. also n. 7) or Danielewicz 
(“Matka ma, złego losu szafarka”: Liryka starożytnej Grecji, oprac. J. Danielewicz.  Warszawa- 
Poznań 2001, 300).

5 Cf. Porph. Abst. 3. 5 Nauck: άλλ ο'ί γε θεοί σίγωντες μηνυουσί, καί συνίάσίν αυτων 
ορνίθες θάττον η άνθρωποί καί συνεντες άπαγγελλουσίν ως δυνανταί καί τος 
άνθρωποίς είσί κηρυκες άλλοί άλλων θεων· Δίος μεν άετος, Άπολλωνος δε ίεραξ 
καί κοραξ, “Ηρας δε πελαργος, Άθηνάς δε αυ κρεξ τε καί γλαυξ, ως Δημητρος γε- 
ρανος καί άλλων άλλοί.
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a bad omen to the marrying couples, as we learn, e.g., from the S u d a  (K 2372): 
Κρέξ: ορνέον δυσοιώνιστον γαμουσιν . In the rest of the passages where κα- 
κόποτμος occurs, the adjective always has both shades of meaning: in Aesch. Ag. 
1136 where Kassandra complains: Ιώ Ιώ ταλα'ΐνας κακοποτμοί τυχαι, the 
fates are unhappy because they bring bad luck; the same applies for the κακοποτ- 
μος ανιη in an Orphic Hymn (68. 13); in Euripides’ H e le n  (694 f.) the lovely- 
haired Argive is both “accursed/bringing curse herself” (αραιος) and “having/bring
ing bad luck” (κακοποτμος).

Demetrius Triclinius (14th c. A.D.), commenting on the passage from Aeschy
lus’ A g a m e m n o n  quoted above, explains (schol. ad Aesch. A g . 1136c Smith): κα- 
κοποτμοι] δυστυχέις. Someone δυστυχης is usually the “unlucky”, “unfortu
nate” one, though we also find in Aesch. E u m .  791: κοραι δυστυχέις for the 
“harbingers of ill”, i.e. the Erinyes. A better synonym for κακο ποτμος would be 
κακοτυχη j  for which the L S J  gives only the meaning “unfortunate” although, 
e.g., Medea is undoubtedly called by the chorus in Euripides κακοτυχη j  not so 
much because she “is experiencing bad luck” but above all because she “is bringing 
bad luck” to her children:

Xo -  ακουέις βοάν α κ ουέις τέκνών;
-  ΐώ τλαμον, ώ κακοτυχές γυναι.

{Πα. α} οιμοι~ τ ι δρασώ; ποι ψυγώ μητρος χέρας;
{Πα. β} oUk οϋδ’, αδελφέ ψιλτατ’· ολλυμεσθα γαρ.

(Eurip. Med. 1273-4, 1271-2 D.)

As with κακοτυχης (= κακοποτμος) we can also find δυσποτμος (= δυσ
τυχής) with the same connotations as κακοποτμος. From the lexicographer 
Hesychius (prob. 5th c. A.D.) we further find out that κακοποτμος is as well 
a synonym of παναποτμος (Π 313 Latte): παναποτμος· αθλιώτατος, κατα 
παντα κακοποτμος, ο έστι παντελώς κακομορος. The last adjective which 
seems to be an exact counterpart of κακοποτμος (= κακοτυχης) occurs in diffe
rent forms mostly in various ancient and Byzantine commentaries and lexicons, e.g. 
again in Hesychius (Δ 2519 Latte): δυσαμμορος· κακομοιρος, δύστηνος, δυσ
τυχής or in Eustathius (12th c. A.D.) (schol. ad Hom. O d. 1. 49 Stallbaum): λέγέι δέ 
δυσμορον, τον δυστυχη. ος αλλαχου κα'ι αμμορος κα'ι αινομορος λέ- 
γέται. έτι δέ κα'ι καμμορος ο πέρ έστι κακομοιρος η κακοθανατος. In 
the L S J  the words κακομοιρος, κακομορος are translated as “ill-fated” and thus 
appear to be synonymous with κακοποτμος. This is probably true though the only 
instance of the occurrence of the adjective outside the commentaries or lexicons is 
found in Antiphilus of Byzantium (1st c. A.D.) where the word seems to only have 
the meaning of “being unfortunate, unlucky” and not “bringing bad luck”:

Δ ώματα μοι σέισθέντα  κατηριπέν, α λ λ  έμος απτώ ς 
ην θαλαμος τοιχών ορθα τιναξαμένών,
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οίς ύποφώλεύούσαν ύπηλύθον α ί  κακομοιροι 
ώδινες, σεισμω  δ’ αλλον εμ ιξα  φοβον. 

μ α ια  δε μοι λοχιώ ν αύτη φύσις- αμφοτεροι δε 
κοινον ύπερ γα ιη ς ειδομεν ηελιον.

(A. P 7. 375)

Certainly the pangs of childbirth (αί ώδινες) occurring during an earthquake 
(δώματα σεισθεντα κατηριπεν) are not very fortunate (κακομοιροι)6 for the 
mother in s p e ,  especially when there is no one to help her (μαία δε μοί λοχίών 
αύτη φύσίς). Since, however, everything in these unusual circumstances ended 
well both for the mother and the newborn child (αμφοτεροί δε κοίνον ύπερ 
γαίης είδομεν η ελίον), the pangs brought nothing but happiness and thus would 
not retrospectively be called “ill-starred” with the connotation of bringing bad luck 
(unless the woman is describing the feelings she experienced at the moment child
birth began when the nearest future seemed highly uncertain and dangerous).

Let us now return to Bacchylides’ passage. Many things contributed to Mele
ager’s death. Firstly, it is Oeneus’ failure to sacrifice to the virgin huntress Artemis. 
Secondly, it is the ούλομενη μηνίς of the goddess. Thirdly, it is the blindness of 
Ares. But above all, it is the unmoved hand of the hero’s mother, Althaea, who did 
not hesitate to set fire to the log and thus became the direct cause of Meleager’s 
death. The κακοποτμος ματηρ did bring misfortune to her son. Such a reading is 
also enhanced by the position of εμοί within the colometrical structure:

ματηρ κακοποτμος εμοι 

βούλεύσεν ολεθρον αταρβακτος γύνα

Though the pronoun must be connected with βούλεύσεν ολεθρον in the next line 
its position at the end of the prosodiac right after the κακοποτμος connects εμοί 
both with what follows and with what precedes it, thus Meleager says: “mother 
brought bad luck to me, she is responsible for my tragic fate” .

In choosing the epithets for Athaea, Meleager describes not so much his mother 
as his own feelings towards her. Is it possible that while expressing his decidedly 
negative emotions7 he is showing pity for his mother as well -  not because of her 
brothers’ deaths but because of the suffering her anger is going to bring her? Al
thaea is not only “fierce” (δαίφρών) and “ill-fated” (κακοποτμος), she is also ‘un
flinching’ (αταρβακτος) -  I prefer this translation of the last adjective to the nar

6 In Paton’s translation: “The unhappy labour-pains” (The Greek Anthology. Books VII-VIII 
with an English translation by W.R. Paton. Cambridge, Mass.-London 1993 [11917], 201).

7 Maehler speaks directly of Meleager’s triple condemnation of Althaea as δαί φρών, κακο - 
ποτμος and ατα ρβακτος (Bacchylides. A Selection. Ed. H. Maehler.  Cambridge 2004, 123).
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rower “without fear”. The mother exhibits no reluctance to burning the log and thus 
bringing death to her son. She gives no thought to the possible explanation of Mele
ager’s deed. She does not reflect on her own feelings towards the loss of her son at 
the moment when the highest grief and rage is gone. We know that in one of the 
versions of the tale on the Calydonian Boar Hunt related by ‘Apollodorus’, Althaea 
hangs herself8. In this version there is no mention of the log, Althaea is only said to 
be angry with her son about the deaths of her brothers and Meleager dies in a fight. 
If this story is to be connected with what we find in Homer (I l . 9. 565-572), the 
anger, mentioned by ‘Apollodorus’, drove Althea to pray to Hades and Persephone 
for the death of Meleager and the prayer was heard by the Erinyes. Thus Meleager’s 
death in the fight might still be the result of Althaea’s rage -  the rage which with 
time turns into equally genuine and intense suffering resulting in her suicide.

The κακοτυχης Medea and the κακοποτμος Althaea -  both unpredictable 
and unrestrained in their passion are “ill-starred”: they bring misfortune and for this 
reason they are unfortunate themselves. I prefer to think that Bacchylides’ passage 
conveys all the nuances of the meaning of κακοποτμος and that Meleager’s words 
besides condemnation also display pity for his mother. Otherwise, his reaction be
trays him to be the true offshoot of the fiery daughter of Thestius.

8 ‘Apollodorus’ Bibl. 1. 73 Wagner: μετά δε τον Μελεάγρου θάνατον Άλθά'ίά καί 
Κλεοπάτρα εαυτάς άνηρτησαν.
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A re we able, nowadays, to write anything new about Aspasia of Miletus? 
Because of small and not always reliable information about her life, we 

know very little and we may think that everything was already written about her. 
However I believe she is worthy of remembrance, she who was the most important 
and the most controversial woman of the second half of 5th century before Christ, 
woman of personality quite unusual as for the époque she was to live.

The little number of remained information about Aspasia is explained by the 
simple fact that no one wrote about women; women did not participate in public 
life, but led a quiet life in seclusion closed in gynaeceum, so they did not constitute 
to an essential element of this society, which was in fact a society of men. What was 
worth noting were the lives and ideas of great figures of science and philosophy as 
well as their literary heritage, but that involved world that mainly consisted of men. 
There were no women that actively participated on social surface, there was no
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famous women philosophers which names would be written on the pages of history, 
there was no women that would engage in mathematics or historiography. What 
could become of a women in Greece in the époque of Pericles? If she was employed 
anywhere (it should be mentioned that in general women did not work -  only if  their 
material position was forcing them to) she could be a saleswoman or an midwife, 
but was it an occupation as profitable as a politician speaking in agora?

Aspasia of Miletus was a quite unusual figure as for that time and her cohabita
tion with the most important and the most dignified statesman was the source of 
numerous speculations and gossips, which -  as we may easily presume -  trembled 
the whole 5th-century Athens. So we do not know if everything what we can read 
about her is anhonest and reliable information. The greatest source of information 
about Aspasia is Plutarch’s The life o f  Pericles1 where the whole chapter is devoted 
to her. The author writes who she was, where did she come from and how did she 
appear in Athens, he writes also about her influence on Athenian statesmen.

Plato also writes about her in one of his dialogues The Menexenus2 -  about 
a woman of exceptional rhetoric talent. Her name appears also in Athenaeus’s Dei- 
pnosophistae, where he mentions her rhetoric talent and calls her “Socrates’ wise 
teacher of rhetoric”3. Diogenes Laertios gives an information that two dialogues of 
Socrates’ followers: Aeschines and Antisthenes4 were devoted to her. None of them 
did last to our times, but we do know the matter of one of them thanks to Cicero who 
quotes Aeschines in De iventione5. Also Xenophon makes a little remark about her 
in Memorabilia6. We also have numerous references to Aspasia’s figure in the come
dies: Plutarch says that comedies call Aspasia new Omphale and Deïaneira7 as well as 
Hera, “dog-eyed whore” (Cratinus)8 and bastard’s mother (Eupolis)9. Aristophanes in 
his The Acharnians10 mentions about “Aspasia’s whores”. There is also one remained 
effigy of this beautiful Milesian: in The Vatican Museums there is a bust with the 
name of Aspasia on the foundation. It was discovered in 1777 and it is a Roman 
copy of 5th century before Christ original. The sculpture portrays a face of a young 
women of harmonic countenance and subtly arranged hair wearing a veil what indi
cates a matron. It may be a copy representing Aspasia’s sepulchral stele.

However it is still too less to fully capture her personality. As Robert W. Walla
ce writes in his commentary to Madeline M. Henry’s book entitled Prisoner o f

1 P l u t a r c h u s :  Pericles, XXIV.
2 P l a t o :  Menexenus, XXII.
3 A t h e n a e u s :  Deipnosophistae, V, 219.
4 D i o g e n e s  L a e r t i u s :  Vitae philosophorum, II, 61; VI, 16.
5 C i c e r o :  De inventione, I, 31. 51-52.
6 X e n o p h o n :  Memorabilia, II, 6. 36.
7 P l u t a r c h u s :  Pericles, XXIV, 28-30.
8 Ibid., 10-11.
9 P l u t a r c h u s :  Pericles, XXIV, 10-11.

10 A r i s t o p h a n e s :  Acharnenses, 525-527.
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History: Aspasia o f  Miletus and Her Biographical Tradition: “Aspasia herself pos
sesses and can possess almost no historical reality. We can form no impression of 
her as a person”11. However in the lights of these texts, we can ascertain that Aspa
sia was an unusual woman as for her times. For women, that lived in Athens in the 
époque of Pericles actually lived in a world totally monopolized by man and they 
were not treated as an equal partners in social life. They had no access to political 
rights; they could not represents themselves towards law. The specification of that 
period was a fact that the whole life was focused around the agora, so the woman 
were, so to say, pushed from this society.

There was a division of social duties in the mentality of the ancients, for the 
sake of “natural predisposition” of sexes; Ischomachos’s words describe this in the 
fragment of Xenophon’s Oeconomicus: “ [...] Because, as well as inside house and 
outside, work and effort is needed, the nature itself was prepared by god to this 
purpose. He made that frost and sweltering heat, journeys and wars are better with
stand by man’s flesh and spirit and that is why he was given work outside house; 
than again woman was given body of smaller toughness and she was given work 
inside the house. Knowing that women was to nourish and nurture infants, she was 
given more love to her newly born children [...] Custom considers beautiful every
thing what is, from god’s will complaisant with the nature of it. It is more beautiful 
when women stays in house than when she runs through the city, man is supposed to 
take care of issues outside the house rather than sit in house”12. It is why custom 
dictated that well-educated Athenian led a quiet life by her husband’s side behind 
the wall of gynaeceum. Greeks did not tolerate women aspiring to equal position of 
men. This situation is depicted by words of Pericles himself: “it will be a great 
praise for you, if you act accordingly with woman nature and lead a life so that men 
would not speak about you, nor positively nor negatively” 13. Therefore women did 
not need an education or the ability to “be often”; it was a trump of courtesan, who 
could -  only them -  take part in symposium, where the Greek intellectual and poli
tical elite met to spend time on philosophical and literary discussions, what drew 
courtesans and allowed them to “shine”. They could not only entertain and charm 
the guests but also could lead a discussion on high level. Participation in the feast 
was considered as an act of prostitution, what explains why “common” women did 
not take part in it. Greeks used to say that they had courtesans for pleasure, concu
bines for body’s needs and wives to procreate a legal offspring with them14.

Aspasia, who traveled from Miletus to Athens, did not inscribe into this canon. 
She possessed trumps which she cleverly could used for her own sake. For she was

11 R.W. W a l l a c e :  The review of: M.M. H e n r y :  Prisoner o f  History: Aspasia o f  Miletus and 
Her Biographical Tradition. Bryn Mawr Classical Review. [In: http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/bmcr/1996/ 
96.04.07.html].

12 X e n o p h o n :  Oeconomicus, VII, 1-43.
13 T h u c y d i d e s :  De bello Peloponnesiaco, II, 45-46.
14 D e m o s t h e n e s :  In Neaeram, 122.

http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/bmcr/1996/
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a women of beauty, intelligence and initiative; she had ambitions to actively partici
pate in public life of Athenians and in order to achieve it she revolved in the circle 
of the most influential politician in Athens. Plutarch writes that she, in her behav
iour, took pattern from Targelia from Ionia, who once tried as well to impress the 
most remarkable people from Hellenic world, to gain them for Persian king15. Aspasia 
of Miletus was undoubtedly a women more educated than an average Athenian 
woman, whose education did not emerge beyond preparing to home works and ele
mentary learning of singing and dancing what was useful during partaking in reli
gious celebrations. It seems that the custom on Greek island was not as rigorous as 
in Athens: island Teos had a school for boys as well as for girls, at Chios girls could, 
as well as in Sparta, to participate in exercises or even in games. After Persian wars 
Athens featured a dominating role in Hellas, it was where the arena of political life 
moved its place. Removal of woman outside the political life dominated by men 
was considered as a mode and progress; that is why women appearance in public 
place was associated with reality common to Homer’s epos and was considered as 
an anachronism and backwardness.

Aspasia’s education, so it seems, was not limited only to ability of singing and 
dancing; many authors certify that she mastered the rhetoric art. Plutarch reminds 
of this fact and writes referring to Plato’s Menexenus: “ [...] in Plato’s Menexenus, in 
spite of introduction written in playful manner, there is historical truth that this little 
woman had a fame of a great orator and many Athenians were friends with her”16. 
Indeed it must have been an unusual phenomenon in Athens, since Plato through 
the lips of Menexenus says: “For Zeus, Socrates, you can call Aspasia happy if  she 
can compose such oration”17. Athenaeus calls her wise and also reminds that she 
was Socrates’ teacher in the scope of rhetoric. Aspasia’s education and skillful ma
stery of words enabled her to closer to influential political circles. It was also possi
ble because of the fact that Aspasia arrived in Athens most likely as a courtesan and 
was affirming a house of young courtesans, what is certified by Plutarch in his The 
life o f  Pericles18. Still, all of the social elite of Athens met at her place: even Socra
tes himself with his students. She must have been an extraordinary women if she 
was acknowledged by the “wisest of wise men”.

Pericles met Aspasia probably during of those meetings. He held Aspasia in 
high favour because of her “rare political wisdom”. Plutarch, too, questions “what 
great art or power this woman had, that she managed as she pleased the foremost 
men of the state, and afforded the philosophers occasion to discuss her in exalted 
terms and at great length”19. Soon relation between her and Pericles started to trans

15 P l u t a r c h u s :  Pericles, XXIV, 25.
16 Ibid., 15-17.
17 P l a t o :  Menexenus, XXII, 271.
18 P l u t a r c h u s :  Pericles, XXIV, 10-11.
19 Ibid., 19-24.



form into passionate affection. This concluded in distancing Pericles’s previous wife, 
with who he already had two sons. Relation between Pericles and his wife wronged 
soon after meeting Aspasia. However Pericles could not marry Aspasia because 
Miletus had not, at that time, the right of epigamia. Despite this fact Aspasia entered 
Pericles’s home and soon after that gave birth to their son, which she named after 
his father -  Pericles.

Pericles and Aspasia made an extraordinary couple in 5th-century Athens. Ac
cording to testimonies of numerous authors Pericles kissed Aspasia every day, both 
when he left the house and when he returned. It was not a common thing as well as 
not accepted by Greek custom to show affection towards women in such straight
forward way. As M. Delcourt writes in his essay about this Athenian politician: “No 
one remembered that he loved young boys and treated badly his first wife against 
Pericles, but everyone considered scandalous that he acknowledged his second wife 
as a human and lived with her instead of sending her away to gynaeceum , and that 
he invited friends with their wives. All of it was so shocking that it could not be 
perceived as a natural thing, and Aspasia characterized with too big intelligence to 
be perceived as an honest women”20. Symposias took place in this famous couple’s 
house, in which all of the Athenian social elite participated. Names that can be 
mentioned and which appear in literature connected with Aspasia are: Anaxagoras, 
Protagoras, Sophocles, Euripides, Phidias, Hippocrates, Herodotus, Iktinos, Meton. 
Also all the guests’ wives were invited to this feats. It seemed even more shocking 
for Athenians, because Aspasia -  considered to be a courtesan should be in dinette 
and in bedroom -  the right place, according to public opinion, for a courtesan. Instead 
she was there where important disputes determining country’s faith were run. That 
is why Aspasia and Pericles became an aim of malicious gossips. Political bias 
against Pericles caused that he was influenced by Aspasia and accused him of being 
weakened by her persuasions. It was rumored that she was the impeller of the expe
dition against Samians. This expedition was supposed to force them to stop war 
against Miletus. Pericles was also charged with accusations that due to Aspasia 
he was too lavish in embellishing Athens. As it was said before Aspasia who was 
a gifted orator was credited with authorship of Pericles’s speeches.

All of the political events were undoubtedly reflected on the stage, that is why 
the famous couple became an aim of indiscriminating jokes of the comedists. Fa
mous, at the time, Cratinus21 called Aspasia the new Omphale and Deïaneira, and 
even Hera. All of these terms were very distinct allusion: all of them showed Peric
les’s complete submissiveness towards Aspasia. Associations were emerging to 
Athenian spectators: Pericles became a prey fulfilling his lady’s whims, just like 
Hercules serving to unquenchable Omphale. Hidden sexual implied meaning was 
even more enjoyable for Athenians. Hera -  the almighty and envious goddess was
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20 M. D e l c o u r t :  Pericles. Paris 1939, p. 77.
21 A. K r a w c z u k :  Perykles i Aspazja. Wrocław 1967, p. 189.



30 Agata Ciempiel

perfidiously defied with agnomen “κ υ ν ω π ίς” that is dog-eyed; it showed a mali
cious, deceitful and impertinent woman. Aristophanes in his The Acharnians22 writes 
that the cause of Peloponnesian war was kidnapping of “Aspasia’a whores” by 
Megarians in retaliation for kidnapping their courtesan Simajta.

Undoubtedly there was lot exaggerations in what comedies authors wrote, ne
vertheless there must have been the grain of truth. And it is not the whole Aspasia’s 
profile which was purposely deformed by comedists, but the particular feature of 
her character, which did not escape authors’ attention; I have in mind her charisma, 
her ability of persuading or even forcing others to her will, what was justly noticed 
by Plutarch. It is rumoured that after Pericles’s death, who died because of plague 
raving then in Athens, Aspasia united with Lysicles -  a man of low origins, who 
thanks to relations with Aspasia distinguish himself for an excelling position23. Her 
name become so famous and well known all over the world that Cyrus named his 
favorite concubine -  Milto after Aspasia, who came from Fokai. It must have been 
a significant name and only extraordinary women were named after her, because 
Milto after Cyrus’s death was obtained by the king (that is Artaxerxes) and as Plu
tarch writes -  she influenced him greatly. Claudius Aelian in Historical Miscellany 
quotes this story24.

Pericles must have regretted his own words that he uttered and decrees that he 
passed himself, and if  he was to live few centuries later he would have to, just like 
the medieval custom told the monks to, to stand on the crossroads and “retract” his 
own words that came from his mouths, and which concerned women. It is fate’s 
irony that a man who considered meekness, silence and anonymity as women’s 
most desired features loved woman who was intelligent and educated and could in 
fact -  use him to her own purpose. We can even risk claiming that under Aspasia’s 
influence, who on the social and political surface did not retreated before men, 
appeared first shy philosophical ideas treating about equality of both sexes and 
demanded noticing woman not only as a female, but as a human being capable of 
independent thinking and feeling. Even Socrates himself willingly spent time with 
Aspasia and praised her intelligence, education and talent. You can trust this autho
rity cause Socrates was an objective and adamant man. Although he stood against 
all the Greek tradition he initiated new idea about fundamental equality of both 
sexes. One of the Socrates’ followers, Antisthenes, was an author of adage that 
virtue is of the same value both for man and woman25. The law of moral equality if 
both sexes was assumed in dialog entitled Aspasia written by Aeschines Socraticus 
(called to in order to distinguish him from Aeschines -  orator with the same name).

22 A r i s t o p h a n e s :  Acharnenses, 525-530.
23 P l u t a r c h u s :  Pericles, XXIV, 10-13.
24 K. E l i a n :  Opowiastki rozmaite. Przeł. M. B o r o w s k a .  Warszawa 2005, pp. 201-206 

[XII, 215].
25 D i o g e n e s  L a e r t i u s :  Vitae philosophorum, VI, 12.
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This dialog is an conversation between him, Aspasia, Xenophon and his wife and it 
talks about pursuing the perfection in marriage is a moral duty of both husband and 
wife26. Continuator of this idea was partly Plato, however in Plato’s works we deal 
with not with equality but with mixture of the two sexes. For Plato is a believer of 
educating women and allowing them to actively participate in social life, however 
only for objectives like country’s defense and in active service. In his vision of the 
perfect country woman would be, just like man a functional “cog-wheel”.

So what was the actual role played by Aspasia in the history of Athens? Because 
as Plutarch said -  she did play a role. In the light of these few sources that we have, 
we cannot answer this question, but we can say with certainty that Aspasia was not 
an ordinary woman, neither in moral nor political sphere. She outstripped the épo
que that she lived in, because only after Peloponnesian war the situation of women 
changed under every aspect. The conditions of peace treaty dictated to Athens fore
judged their failure of their splendor and superiority over Hellas. The weakness of 
Greek countries was used by Macedonia after victory in Chaeronea in 338 before 
Christ, when they deprived the Greek π ό λ ε ις  from their independence. They could 
not lead their separate politics, in consequence citizen previously devoted to issues 
concerning almost entirely state issues was withdrawn from participating in politi
cal life. The mingling of cultures resulted in emerging of new forms in the sphere of 
political and social life. Citizen withdrawn from politics turned his mind to personal 
issues; thanks to new conditions woman gained considerable liberty. She was al
lowed to study and male company, she was given the right to control her own fortune. 
Nobody was shocked anymore when woman entered the streets and spent her time 
in male company.

Criticized by some, by some admired this woman must have been influential. 
She broke loose from all known rules and canons. She opened the minds of this 
specific microcosm of Athenian people because she has shown that a woman can be 
a human being in full understanding of this word.

26 A j s c h i n e s :  Aspazja. In: T. S i n k o :  Historia literatury greckiej. T. 1. Warszawa 1949, 
pp. 491-495.
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Le edizioni della Bibbia costituiscono un fenomeno del tutto singolare nella 
letteratura mondiale: La Bibbia è il libro più diffuso e tradotto1. Anche per 

quanto riguarda la tiratura nessun altro libro la eguaglia in numero delle copie stam
pate, vendute e lette. L’età moderna è caratterizzata dall’invenzione della stampa e 
la Bibbia fu il primo libro stampato.

1 Le lingue principali del mondo sono circa 3000, ma se ne contano fino a 7000. Secondo gli
ultimi dati la Bibbia, o parte di essa, è stata tradotta in più di 2500 lingue differenti ed ogni anno se ne 
aggiungono circa 40 altre.
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