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A peculiar thing has happened in the case of the account we have of the Amazons; for our
accounts of other peoples keep a distinction between the mythical and the historical
elements; for the things that are ancient and false and monstrous are called myths, but
history wishes for the truth, whether a=cient or recent, and contains no monstrous

element, or else only rarely.

—Strabo, first century A.D.



An Introduction to the Amazons

The myth of the Amazons is surely one of the most popular and highly
romanticized myths that come to us from arcient Greece, yet it is also one of the most
misunderstood. Although the Amazons have continued to enjoy popularity in art,
literature, and modern discourse, explored in the more recent past by such famous names
as William Shakespeare and Peter Paul Rubens, the context in wkich they made sense to
the ancient Greeks has been entirely lost. While debates continue over whether the
Amazons actually existed, such discussion is beyord tke scope of this paper and is
irrelevant with regard to the ways in which the ancient Greeks used the myth to comment
on their past or, more tellingly, on their present. While it would appear that the large
majority of Greeks did in fact believe them to have existed at some point, what is more
important is that the anciert Greeks corsciously and repeatedly reconstructed the myth of
the Amazoné to suit their own propagandistic social ard political pﬁmposes. Nowkere is
this more evident thar in fifth-century Athers, where the myth enjoyed a surge im
popularity as it was continuously redefined and expanded to reflect the changing political
and social environment of the newly formed democracy.

In order to understand how tke Atherians manipulated the myth of the Amazors
to reflect, and in some case.é influence, the socio-political environment of Athens in the
fifth century, it is mecessary to analyze the construction of the myth and how the
Amazons were viewed prior to the Classical period. It is only threugh such analysis that
we can trace how and why the Amazons were transformed from monstrous foes in: the
works of Homer to sexually enticing female warriors who were as threatening for their

sexuality as for their military prowess in the Classical era. While the way in which the



Amazons were transformed reveals itself through examination of the art and literature in
which they were depicted, why they were transformed is another matter ertirely. To see
how the Athenians constructed the Amazons’ identity in a way that allowed them to use
them as propaganda, we must look for what each version of the myth says about gender
" relations and current events, and about more abstract ideas such as sexuality, citizenship,
government, and identity. To ascertain such information, it is important to approach each
myth with 2 number of questions in mirnd. Where and when did the myth originate? When
and where did it first appear in print? In art? What evidence exists in terms of placing it
chronologically and geographicaily? What was going on politically, economically, and
soctally at that vhismorical moment? How might this kave infiuenced the particular telling
of the myth? How did the myth change over time? What might account for the change?
If it is the fisst time that a myth appears, what might expl;im its development or entrance
into social consciousness at this time? What is the motivation of the author in recounting
this myth? What elements remain the same throughout various myths ard what elements
change?

While the primary sources available for such examination are rich in both number
and variety, ranging from historiographies, funeral orations, and plays to both public and
private works of art, there are several limitations to these sources that necessarily
accompany discussion of matters of antiquity. Although we have a number of sources
from whick to work, we are left to piece together a narrative from those sources that
happened to survive to the present day and not necessarily those that would have been the
most instructive. Similarly, while many of the sources date from the specific periods with

which we are dealing, a significant number were written or created centuries later.



Though their removal from the events discussed should be taken into account when
analyzing their validity, they are nevertheless valuable sources of information that should
not be discouanted, especially given the relative scarcity of ancient sources. Finally, we
face the issue that arises from trying to construct & coherent rarrative from the pieces that
can be gleaned from various sources that frequently contradict one another. Despite these
drawbacks, however, tke literary, historiographical, and artistic sources that remain are
both numerous and instructive enough to allow us to piece together a compelling
narrative of how the Amazons rose frdm mere footnotes in the conquests of Greek heroes
to become the embodiment of the Athenians’ greatest fears im the fifth-century
democrécy.
Homer’s Amazons

Ironically, it is in Homer’s lliad, the quintesser:itial celebratien of masculine virtue
in battle, that the earliest literary or artistic reference to the Amazoﬁs is made.! Calling
his new daughter-in-law to him as the Greeks and Trojans first surveyed each otker on
the field of battle in Book Three, Priam, king of the Trojans, asks Helen to name for him
the Greek heroes assembled below. Looking on as she proceeded to lpoint out
Agamernon, her formes brother-in-law and the leader of the Greeks, Priam became “lost
in reverie and wonder,” claiming:

How lucky you are, sor of Atreus, child of fortune, your destiny so blessed! Look

at the vast Achaean armies you command! Years ago I visited Phrygia rife with

vineyards, saw the Phrygiar men with their swarming horses there—multitudes—

the armies of Otreus, Mygdon like a god, encamped that time along the Sangarius

River banks. And I took my stand among them, comrade-in-arms the day the .

Amazons struck, a match for men in war. But not even those hordes could match
these hordes of yours, your fiery-eyed Achaeanst?

! With regard to transliteration, I have chosen to utilize the Latinized version of names and terms (i.e.
Pericies rather than Perikles) and have changed guoted passages to maintain consistency thkroughout.
% Hom. II. 3.220-231



The (?ree'k term antianerai, the epithet used to describe the Amazons and translated here
as “a match for men in war,” presents an interesting dilemma to the scholar trying to
decipher how the Amazons were viewed in this early period. Though some, such as
Andrew Stewart, translate the term as “amtiﬁen,” 3 setting the Amazons up as an “other”
against which the Greeks heroes defired themselves, others, including Lorna Hardwick,
favor the translation of “a match for men,” or “man-like.” While Stewart’s translation is
interesting—for it identifies the Amazons as being of the opposite sex and antagonistic to
the Greeks on the Battleﬁeld—it is Hardwick’s translation that has enjoyed greater
popularity among scholars and will thus form the basis for analyzing this passage.

If Hardwick’s translatior: is to be believed and antianerai can be translated to
mean “a match for men” or “mar-like,” a translation favored by Robert Fagles in the
passage above, Homer’s use of the term takes on a whole new significance, one that
shows what a dramatic change the role of the Amazons would undergo in fifth-century
Atkens. As equals to or a “match for men,” Hardwick notes that the implication is that “in
war they have the appearance and fighting strength of men,” something which
emphasizes “their male type, while the context emphasizes their status as opponents.”™
The status of the Amazons is heightened by the fact that they engaged the Phrygian army
in battle, ar army, according to Priam, that was second in size only to the Greeks his
Trojans now face.” Given this fact, the Amazons that Priam encountered in Phrygia can

perhaps best be seen as a compositional tool used to ¢levate the status of the heroes they

3 Andrew Stewart, “Imag(in)ing the Other: Amazons and Ethnicity in Fifth-Century Athens,” Poetics
Today Vol. 16, No. 4 (Wintex 1995): 576.

4 Loma Hardwick, “Ancient Amazons—Heroes, Outsiders, or Women?” Greece and Rome 2" Ser., Vel.
37, No. 1 (April 1990): 15.
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encountered, for the greater the opponert defeated, the greater the valor to be had by the
victorious.

While Homer refers to the Amazons in passing to elevate the status of the king of
the Trojans—for he oo fought alorgside the Phrygians against the female warriors—it
serves a second important function that helps to chronologically and geographically
locate the Amazons within Greek history. Priam’s encounter with the Amazons places
them in a period antedating the Trojan War, 6 a fact that would later allow them to be
portrayed as contemporaries of Heracles and Theseus. It farther serves to establish them
“as liminab figures, living somewhat beyond the outskirts of the Greek world,” an idea
which is explored by later sources who continze to place the Amazons further away from
the Greek homeland as its borders expanded proportionately with Greek participation in
imperial expansion.’ '

Homer’s second mention of tke Amazons in the Iliad is perhaps ever more
fleeting and indirect, though it does much to elaborate on the role the Amazons had in the
repertoire of Greek mythology. Before engaging in hard to kand combat in Book Six,
Glaucus and Diomedes discuss their lineage, wherein the former mentions that he is
descended from “faultless Bellerophon,” whose story many Greeks knew. Describing the
trials of the famous hero, Glaucus recounts:

There is a city, Corinth, deep ir a bend of Argos, good stallion country where
Sisyphus used to live, the wiliest man alive. Sisyphus, Aeolus’ son, who had a son
called Glaucus, and in his day Glaucus sired brave Bellerophon, a man without
fault. The gods gave him beauty a=d the fine, gallant traits that go with men. But
Proetus plotted against him. Far stronger, the king in his anger drove him out of .
Argos, the kingdom Zeus had brought beneath his scepter. Proteus’ wife, you see,
was mad for Bellerophon, the lovely Antea lusted to couple with him, all in

¢ Mary Florence Bennett, Religious Cults Associated With The Amazons (New York: Columbia University

Press, 1912), 2.
7 Stewart, “Amazons and Ethnicity,” 576.



secret. Futile—she could never seduce the man’s strong will, his seasoned, firm
resolve. So straight to the king she went, blurting out her lies: ‘I wish you’d die,
Proetus, if you don’t kill Bellerophon! Bellerophon’s bent on dragging me down
with him ir lust though I fight him all the way!” Al of it false, but the king
seethed when he heard a tale like that. He balked at killing the mean—he’d some
respect at feast—but he quickly sent him off to Lycia, gave him tokens,
murderous signs, scratched in & folded tablet, and many of them too, enough to
kill a man. He told him to show them to Antea’s father: that would mean his
death. So off he went to Lycia, safe in the escort of the gods, and. . . the king of
Lycia gave him a royal welcome. . . . When the terth Dawn shone with her rose-
red fingers, he began to question hinz, asked to see his credentials, whatever he
brought him from his in-law Proetus. But then, once he received that fatal
message sent from his own daughter’s husband, first ke ordered Bellerophon to
kill tke Chimaera—grim monster sprung of the gods, nothing human, ali lion in
front, all snake behind, all goat between, terrible, blasting letkal fire at every
breath! But he laid her low, obeying sigrs from the gods. Next he fought the
Solymi, tribesmen bent on glory, roughest battle of mer he ever entered, so he
clllajrgned. Then for a third test he brought tke Amazons down, a match for men in
war.

Having successfully completed these nearly knpossible tasks, as well as single-handedly
defeated the best men of Lycia wko ambusked him on his return, the king realized that
Bellerophon was favored by the gods and turned from his attempt to kill him, instead
giving him the hand of his daughter in marriage, a favorable tract of land, and royal
honors. As in the case of Priam, Belleropkon’s status as a hero is elevated by his victory
over the Amazons, who, as “a horde of warrior women who strive against men, and with
whom conflict is dangerous even to the bravest of heroes,” are seen as foes that are so
formidable and dangerous that battle against them was all but meant to ensure the death
of the hero.’ Reminiscent of th«;: Priam account, the Amazons are described in a way that
is meant to relate them to the men they fight against, not as & group to be considered
individually by the qualities they possess. Their identity being constructed in opposition

to the men they encounter, they are depicted not as wonzen who happen to fight well in

 Hm. /1. 6.178-220
° Bennett, Religious Cults, 2.



battle, but instead as women who aze “the peers of men,” or more specifically, “women
who fight like men.” It is interesting to note that the poet cannot, or does not, attempt to
distinguish the Amazons in any other way or #o elaborate on any other characteristics,
something which is indicative of the fact that their novelty lies in the astonishing idea that
women were capable of fighting as well as men—even the best of the Greek heroes.
Despite these similarities, however, the Bellerophon episode introduces a more

complex image of the Amazens tham that seen in Priam’s account, as the novelty of their
existence takes on a more monstreus and urratural connotatioz. When viewed alongside
the other challenges posed to him, his encounter with the Amazons can be seen as part of
a pattern that is rather telling with regard to how they were viewed by the ancient Greeks.
His first encounter with the Chimaera—part lion, part serpent, and part goat—is
particularly indicative of the challenges posed to Bellerophon, as the beast was not only
an unnatural hybrid of three diffferent animals, but was furthermore female rather than
male. Having thus defeated this monster, he was forced to engage in battle with the
Solymi, fierce warriors who had traditionally been enemies of the king. The fact that
Homer portrays these male warriors as the most difficult of the foes ercountered by the
hero is perhaps not surprising given their number and gerder, but ene must wonder if this
is not a backhanded commentary on the rature of the Amazons themselves. Following the
Chimaera ard the Solymi as tke last of the chalienges posed to Bellerophon, it is perhaps
easy to see the Amazons as a mixture of the two foes that came befere them. They are
fierce warriors who “fight like men,” or more specificalfy, like the Solymi, yet they are
female and are thus am unnatural mixture of gender attributes, much as the female

Chimaera is an unnatural hybrid of animals. Tke fact that two out of the three challengers



that Bellerophon faced were female is perhaps appropriate given that he found himself in
his current perilous position because he had spurned the sexual advances of a woman in
power, a theme that resonates with later uses of the myth of the Amazons in fifth-century
Athens.
Amazons in the Archaic Period: The Story of Achilles and Penthesilea

While the only direct references to the Amazons ir Homer’s Jliad are those made
with regard to Priam and Bellerophon in an attempt to elevate their status as heroes, the
tradition of Amazor participation in the Trojan War as allies of the Trojans was expanded
upon in the late eighth certury by Arctinus of Miletos, a supposed pupil of the poet.
Allegedly cemposing his continuatior of the Iliad, entitled the Aithiopis, circa 709 B.C.,
Arctinus began his tale with the story of Penthesilea, an Amazon warrior who rode
alongside the Trojans against the Greek invaders. 10 While Ardrew Stewart notes that
only the first two lines and a few otker scraps remain of this work, the outiine of the
addition fortunately survives in the work of the Byzantine scholar Proclus, thus allowing
modemn readers access to a major change in the development of Amazon mythology and
an opportunity to view the story that was to inspire many Greek artists. As recounted in
Proclus’s Chrestomathia, the story of Achilles and Penthesilea began as follows:

The Amazon Penthesilea, daughter of Ares and a Thracian by birth, arrives to aid

the Trojans in war. As she is fighting valorously Achilles kills her and the Trojans

bury her. Achilles kills Thersites for slandering him and carping at his alleged

love for her; whence there is a division among the Greeks about the murder of
Thersites.!!

Y €6

Continuing the tradition of what Hardwick describes as the Amazons’ “stock role as an

index of Heroic achievement,” wherein “their figurative importance is the product of an

10 Stewart, “Amazons and Ethnicity,” 576.
" 1bid.



aristocratic way of looking at the world,” as “they were worthy opponents—so they are
worth defeating,”'? Arctinus’s pairing of the Amazons with Achilles—the ultimate Greek
hero—clevates the status of the Amazons as much as that of the hero they were meant to
celebrate. As such, Arctinus’s characterization of the Amazons aiding the Trojans is the
richest seen thus far, for a number of reasons.

First, the poet presents the Anrazons not only as being a‘worthy opponent of the
greatest of Greek heroes, but he further presents them, for the first time, as worthy of
being allied with the Trojans, who boast their own outstanding heroes in the persons of
Hector and Aeneas. Arctinus further expards upon the rather one-dimensional postrayals
of the Amazons seen in Homer, as they are no longer depicted as a group wkose sole
identity can: be defined by their likeness to men in battle. Instead, he fleshes out the image
of the Amazons by Apresentimg an irdividual Amazor wkom he not only specifically
names, but‘ farthermore describes as being “valorous” rather than merely “man-like” in
battle. For the first time, an Amazon is depicfed not as an unnatural anomaly who is
masculine in her abilities, but as an irdividual woman who is valorous of her own accord.
The fact there is no epithet bearing any allusion to the masculinity of her physical
attributes or actions is particularly telling with regard to how far the image of the
Amazons had progressed, as is the romantic implication found within the lines.

The idea that a Greek hero could have any romantic or sexual feelings toward an
Amazon is unprecedented in Greek art or literature up until this point, something which
would appear to indicate the flexibility and malleability of the image of the Amazons in
Greek mythology. Although Achilles had killed Penthesilea in hand-to-hand combat,

Arctinus insinuates that he had fallen in love withk her along the way, or at least that his

12 Hardwick, “Ancient Amazons,” 16.



comrades in arms had reasor to believe that this was the case. Despite the originality of
this notion, however, it must be noted that Achilles responds to this accusation with
rage—killing Thersites for making such a slanderous comment, something which
indicates that there is some sort of abnormality and impropriety associated with such a
notion. The episode can thus be seen as a transition between the archaic image of the
Amazons and the later, Athenian one in which an Amazon is worthy of marrying
Theseus, the heroic king of Athens. While the full tramsition would not come until much
later, as Stewart notes, “the important point is that Arctinus built male desire for the
Amazons into this poem, and this irrovation stuck.”"?

While Proclus’s account only briefly mentions Achilles’s alleged love for
Penthesilea without expanding upon it in great detail, it is possible that Arctinus’s lost
account said a great deal more about the supposed romance.'* Although there is no way
to know the validity of such a suggestion, it may kelp to explain why such a large number
of Arctinus’s literary and artistic followers used it as a starting point for constructing an
elaborate romance between the hero and the Amazon. For example, in his chapter on the
Troj.an War in his extensive comp-ilation of Greek mythology, the mythographer
Apollodorus claims that, after killing many men in battle, Penthesilia “died at the hands
of Achilles,” whkereupon tke hero “fell in love with her and killed Thersites for mocking
him.”! Whereas Arctinus, through Pr'ocl-us, suggested the possibility of a romance and
claimed that Achilles killed Thersites for suggesting such a disgraceful thing,

Apollodorus presents the romance as factual and claims that Achilles killed his fellow

Greek for chalienging his love for the female warrior.

13 Stewart, “Amazogs ard Ethnicity,” 577.
14 Bennett, Religious Cults, 3.
15 Apoliod. E. Epitome 5.2
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Though literary sources were quick to take up the notion of a romarce between
Achilles and Penthesilea, the artistic representations that remain today appear to take a
very different, perhaps more traditional, approach to the subject. According to Stewart,
some have “sought to read the motif of the doomed romance into these images, but they
are usually ambiguous, as is Proclus.”'® Instead, Stewart reads a more political message
into the images, noting that “made suddenly topical by the Cimmerian invasion of lonia,
the theme of Penthesilea’s arrival and death soon appeared in pictorial form,” with “a
votive shield from Tiryns, made around 675,” being the earliest example of the episode,
or for that matter, of the existence of Amazons, in Greek art.!” The coincidence of the
imvasioﬁs of Ionia by the Cimmerians, a group of Thracian nomadic tribes, at the end of
the eighth century with the appearance of the Penthesilea episode in Greek art is perhaps
not surprising given that Arctinus gave the Amazon a Thracian background. In light of
this fact, it is not difficult to read the depiction of the Thracian Penthesilea and Grecian
Achilles in combat as an allegory of the attacks by the Thracian Cimmerians against the
Greek cities of Ioria.

The votive shield alluded to by Stewart is the subject of a lengthy discussion
offered by Dietriéh Von Bothiner in his extensive work entitled Amazons in Greek Art.
Cataloguing practically every known example of the Amazons in the art of arcient
Greece, Von Bothmer claims that the “the earliest recognizé:-bﬂe Amazoﬁs occur on a
fragmentary terra-cotta votive-shield” found by Schliemann in 1884.'% Although a large
portion of the shield is missing, Von Bothmer argues rafher conyimcingly that the primary

figures can be made out as Achilles and Penthesilea. A composition of five figures, with

% Stewart, “Amazons and Ethnicity,” 577.

17 .
Ibid.
" Dietrich Von Bothmer, Amazons in Greek Art ( London: Oxford University Press, 1957), 1.
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a single prostrate figure lying between a primary figure aided by a smaller one on ¢ach
side, the shield can be roughly dated te approximately the turn of the eighth century or
slightly later, the latter being favored by Stewart. The gender and ethnic differences of
the figure groups are evident upon closer inspection, as the beards on the faces of the two
warriors on the left identify them as male, while tkeir short tunics mark them as Greek.
The figures on the right, hewever, are identifiable as female by the “crude irdications of
feminine breasts in the chief warrior on the right,” while the fact that they are wearing a
“kind of peplos, open at the side,” serves to distinguish them as being, if not specifically
Amazons, as clearly different from their Greek opmponents.19

While Von Bothmer notes that some scholars kold that the Greek hero is
Heracles and not Achilles, he argues that the existence of the hunting centaur on the
interior of the shield recalls Chiren, “the foster-father of Achilles, as he appears on a
proto-Attic neck-amphora in Berlin,” 20 though it is also possible that the existence of the
centaur is a commentary on the nature of the Amazons as a hybrid between men and
women, much as they are of men and horses. Despite these doubts, however, the date of
the piece recommends the hero as Achilles, especially given that the shield was believed
to have been created around tke same time as the Cimmerian invasions.

A number of bronze relief shield strips depicting Achilles and Penthesilea,
ranging in date from the late seventh to the middle of the sixfh century show an
interesting pattern that harkens back to Homer’s early portrayals of the Amazons as an .
unnatural amalgamation of male and female. Making it easier for modern scholars

attempting to identify the scenes depicted, the name Penthesilea is inscribed on three of

19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
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the reliefs, and given the similarity in composition between all nine, it is easy to see them
as part of the same tradition and thus the same episode. Facirg toward the right,
Penthesilea, who “wears a short chiter and a high-crested helmet and is armed with a
spear,” “breaks down on her knees before Achilles,” who “wears greaves, corslet, and
Corinthian helmet and carries a smallish Boeotian shield.”*!

While there is nothing remarkable or out of the ordinary in these depictions, aside
from the fact that they pictorially represent a woman engaging a man in battle, it is the
images on the other panels that accompary the Amazon episode that say a great deal
about the continuity of the. way in which the Amazons were viewed from the time of
Homer ;o the period immediately following Arctinus. Among the other panels, one can
see a recognizable pattern develop, as the majority of the images depicted represent
creatures such as the sphinx or, more frequertly, a battle between a Greek hero and an
animal or hybrid creature, including Heracles and the lion, Heracles and tke Geryon,
Theseus and the Minotaur, and Perseus and Medusa. That the Amazons are pictorially as
well as verbally depicted in such company would appear to indicate that this was how
they were both literally and figuratively viewed by tH-e aﬁcient Greeks—as one among a
large number of aberrant foes that were a result of umrnatural intercourse between gods
énd animals. While the image of the Amazons as monstrous would change u-ndef
Athenian tutelage, the theme of unnatural sexuality would continue to be associated with
" the myth of the Amazons, though in fifth century Athens it was overt female sexuality

that was seen as deviant and a thing to be feared.

2! Ibid., 4. See figure 7 for a similar depiction of the Achilles and Penthesilea episode.
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Heracles and the Amazons in Sixth-Century Athens

While the Amazons had lorg been known to the larger Greek world, they enter
into the Athenian comsciousness'“sudden'ﬂy, in force and without apparent antecedents’
sometime after 575 B.C.2? Although the story of Heracles and the Amazons was rot
written down until c. 417 B.C. when Euripides penned his play entitled Heracles, the
Amazons first appear as opporents of the hero in Attic black-figure vases, where the
scenes depicted are most likely that of Heracles’ ninth labor. Despite the fact that tkere
are no written records of Heracles’ encounter witk the Amazons until fifth-century
Athens, others of his twelve labors had been recorded prior to this period, namely in
Book 11 of the Odyssey and in artistic representations ircluding the depiction of his tenth
labor—the stealing of the cattle of Geryon—that accompanied the image of Penthe;c,ilea
and Achilles or the shield strips dating from the sixth or seventh century. The most
commen account of his labors that has come down to us holds that Hera, in her continued
hatred of Heracles, caused a fit of madness in him during which he killed his wife
Megara and their three children. Having recovered himself, he sought advice from the
priestess of Ai)olﬁl® at Delphi, who instructed him to go to Tiryns and to serve King
Eurystheus for twelve years, performing the tasks he set for him, with the promise that, if
he managed to successfully complete all twelve tasks, he would gain immortality.”

The fact that the Amazons factor into the twelve challenges posed to Heracles is
not surprising when viewed in light of the trials of Bellerophon, and to a lesser degree,

Priam and Achilles, for, as Hardwick notes, it can be seen as part of a tradition wherein

22 William Blake Tyrrell, Amazons: A Study in Atheman Mythmaking (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins

University Press, 1984), 2.
2 Robert J. Lenardon and Mark P.O. Morford CIass:caI Mythology: Sixth Edition (New York: Longman,

1999), 419-420.
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there is “status to be acquired from defeating the Amazons,” something which: leads to
their being “presented as a task or trial for someone aspiring to keroic achievements and
victories.”* Building upon and expandirg the tradition begun with tke Bellerophon
episode, the existence of an Amazon challenge within Heracles’s twelve labors is
complicated and somewhat transitional, for it paints two very different pictures of the
Amazons, something which serves to bridge the traditional, monstrdus image of the past,
and the more civilized image that would be created at the turn of the fifth century.

Ninth among the twelve labors, it is interesting to note that.the Amazons
represent the sole human challenge posed to Heracles, for every other obstacle is of an
arimalistic or inanimate nature, prominent among them being—in traditional fashion—a
large number of monstrous creatures that are of a hybrid natuge, including the Lernaean
Hydra, Geryon, and Cerberus, the three-headed fkound of Hades.?> While the Amazons
are certainly less monstrous than these creatures, it is difficult rot to see their inclusion
among such a list as a commentary or the deviant mature of the Amazons, especially
given the fact that not one of the labors posed to Heracles involved a male human.
Despite this fact, however, the tale of Heracles’ ninth labor also does much to dispel prior
notions about the Amazons, promoting instead the idea that their female aspect was
worthy of romantic attention and that, contrary to popular belief, they were not
necessarily hostile to men in general, or more specifically, to Greeks.

Sent, as in his other labors, by King Eurystheus of Mycenae to bring back the
girdle of the queen of the Amazons for his daughter Admete, Heracles undertook‘the

expedition accompanied by a number of heroes, though their names and numbers

2% Hardwick, “Ancient Amazons,” 16.
25 The Lernaean Hydra was a beast with nine heads that doubled when cut off, while Geryon was a three

bodied monster who guarded cattle alorgside a giant and a two-headed dog.
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frequently changed.?® Although he did not write his Library until the late first century
B.C. or early first century A.D., Apollodorus’s account of Heracles’s Amazon expedition
is the most complete and succinct account that survives, and appears to be in keeping

with those earlier sources he was undoubtedly working from. Describing the encounter,

he wrote:

Heracles’ ninth labor was to bring Eurysthkeus the belt of Hippolyte. She was the
queen of the Amazons, who were skilled in warfare and lived around the
Thermodon River. . . . Hippolyte wore the belt of Ares as a sign that she was their
leader. Heracles was sent after this belt because Admete, Eurystheus’ daughter,
wanted it. . . As Heracles sailed into the harbor at Themiscyra, Hippolyte met
him. She promised to give him the belt when she learned why he had come. But
Hera, assuming the appearance of one of the Amazons, passed through the crowd
saying that the foreigrers who had just arrived were carrying off the queen. The
Amazons hurried to the ship, armed and on korseback. When Heracles saw them
with weapons he suspected a trick, so he killed Hilpgolyte, took away her belt, and
fighting off the rest, sailed away and put in at Troy. 1

While, as discussed above, the account contains the traditional elements wherein the hero

must militarily defeat the famed warrior women to elevate his own status, Apollodorus’s

account introduces an element that had yet to be seen in accounts of the Amazons—tke

idea that t-hey. lived by Greek cedes of hospitality and were not necessarily diametrically
opposed or antagonistic to the Greeks. Following traditicnal rites of guest-friendship,
Hippolyte welconzes Heracles and offers to give her girdle—a cherished gift from Ares,
the father of the Amazons, and a symbol of her leadership—willingly, an indication that
the Amazons were neither bestial in behavior nor all that different from their masculine
Greek counterparts. The fact tkat Hera, continuing to scheme against Heracles, incites the

Amazons against the hero through trickery recalls a theme that has been, and will

26 Always included on the expeditien was tke hero Telamon, though Peleus, the Argonauts, and Theseus
were all added to the ever charging myth at some point.
7 Apollod. E. 2.5.9
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continue to be, traced throughout the Amazon marratives, that of a jealous or scorned

woman presenting the object of her wrath with a female challenge to overcome. The

revenge they seek to take is thus poetically well conceived, as the hero must overcome

the most ferocious of females militarily, whkile, increasingly as the myth develops,

protecting himself from the sexual wiles of females both at home and abroad.?®

Seeking to place the myth’s Athenian origins within a historical context, Tyrrell

argues, rather persuasively, that there was a more than likely political origin behind the

sudden appearance of Amazons on Attic black-figure vases in thé sixth century. Claiming

that Pisistratus, the tyrant of Athens from 545-527, sought to align himself with Heracles
as a source of legitimization, he focuses om the status given the hero in Attica and his
particularly special connection te Athena, the patron goddess of Athens. Pisistratus’s
influence on the polis dated as far back as 561, when he first took advantage of the
factionalization that ¥esulted from Solon’s reforms in 594 and insinnated himself as
tyrant. Though he was expelled twice before he was able to gain a stranglehold over the
political process, he managed to consolidate kis power base in Athens by 546. As the first
tyrant to rule Atkens successfully, Pisistratus uadoubtedly sought to legitimize his rule in
the eyes of the masses, as it was this group that provided his main power base.?’ Given
his position, it would api:ear that he sought legitimization on two fronts—through the
fostering of patronage and public works, and by aligning himself with Heracles, the most
popuiar figure in Attica at the time.

In the first case, Robert Kebric notes that Pisistratus “took particular pains to look

after their [the populace’s] interests,” initiating a large number of public bu-ilding projects

28 This idea willl be explored in more detail later in the context of gender and sexuality in the Periclean

Period.
29 Robert B. Kebric, Greek People, Third Edition, (Boston: McGraw Hill, 2001}, 106.
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