

[image: Illustration]




 


 


 


Lyn Webster Wilde is a film-maker and writer who has made a special study of myth. She has a degree in English from Cambridge University and has written five books, both fiction and non-fiction. She now lives in Wales and is planning a feature film.





ALSO AVAILABLE


A Brief Guide to Philosophical Classics


James M. Russell


A Brief History of the Samurai


Jonathan Clements


A Brief Guide to British Battlefields


David Clark


A Brief History of Mathematical Thought


Luke Heaton


A Brief History of Angels and Demons


Sarah Bartlett


A Brief History of Magna Carta


Geoffrey Hindley


A Brief History of France


Cecil Jenkins


A Brief Guide to the Greek Myths


Steve Kershaw


A Brief History of Sherlock Holmes


Nigel Cawthorne


A Brief History of King Arthur


Mike Ashley


A Brief History of the Universe


J. P. McEvoy


A Brief History of Roman Britain


Joan P. Alcock


A Brief History of the Private Life of Elizabeth II


Michael Paterson





A Brief History of the Amazons


[image: Illustration]


WOMEN WARRIORS IN MYTH AND HISTORY


LYN WEBSTER WILDE


[image: Illustration]




ROBINSON


First published in Great Britain in 1999 as On the Trail of the Women Warriors
by Constable and Co. Ltd


This paperback edition published in 2016 by Robinson


Copyright © Lyn Webster Wilde 1999, 2016


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47213-678-7


Robinson
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




 


 


 


To Colin, who married the enemy





List of Illustrations



[image: Illustration]


between pages 106 and 107


Minoan snake goddesses


Achilles slaying Penthesilea (British Museum)


Amazon training horse (Boston Museum of Fine Arts)


Hercules fighting an Amazon (British Museum)


Part of the Bassae Frieze (British Museum)


‘Our Lady of Sports’


Grave goods from ‘warrior-priestess’ burial (Jeannine Davis-Kimball)


Burial of woman warrior and male servant found in the Ukraine by Count Bobrinsky in 1884


Goods from two woman warrior graves (Elena Fialko)


Costume of a Scythian/Sauromatian woman warrior (Lyubov Klotchko)


Statue of Artemis


Woman or goddess on horse (Herakleion Museum)


Female idols from Ikiztepe (Samsun Museum)


Figurine of a woman (Anatolian Civilisations Museum)


The ‘island of the Amazons’


Snake bracelets from the Greek colony of Amisos (Samsun Museum)


Breastless Cybele (Anatolian Civilisations Museum, Ankara)


Cylinder seal (British Museum)


‘Lady with leopards’ (Anatolian Civilisations Museum, Ankara)


Maria Oranta





Acknowledgements



[image: Illustration]


Firstly, deepest thanks to Natasha Ward for coming with me to the Ukraine and Moldova as both friend and intrepreter. Without her sunny charm and linguistic brilliance many doors would never have opened. In Ukraine Yura, Lida and Alyosha Serov, Anna Danielnova Shandur, Vira Nanivska and Valery Ivanov offered the warmest hospitality, whilst Dr Vitaly Zubar of the Archaeological Institute took us under his wing and introduced us to the right people, including Dr Elena Fialko, Lyubov Klotchko, Professor Vetschislav Mursin and Ekaterina Bunyatin. Their fascinating and painstaking work deserves a much bigger audience than it has had so far. Those two modern-day warrior women Dr Jeannine Davis-Kimball and Professor Renate Rolle were generous with their time and insights. Frank and Nina Andrashko were patient and helpful in the face of my dogged attempts to contact Professor Rolle. Dr Mark Tkachuk looked after us in Moldova, whilst Mustafa Akkaya, the Director of Samsun Museum, showed me the sights and finds of the Black Sea coastal area with justifiable pride and enthusiasm. In Konya Mustafa Elma and Mehmet Turan made it possible for me to see the private, noncommercial face of dervish whirling.


Back in Britain I want to thank: ‘Morocco’ for the dancing and first-hand information about the Tuareg; Robin Waterfield for his patient help with the Greek sources and permission to quote from his excellent translation of Herodotus; Diane Stein for introducing me to the hidden world of the Hittites and Hurrians; Professor Oliver Gurney for his detailed responses to my questions about the throne-goddess; Jill Hart for her translations from the Hittite; Professor Mary Boyce for the example of her academic rigour and Jenny Lewis for permission to quote her poem ‘The Amazon’ in full.


Sincere gratitude is also due to the many friends who have inspired me, challenged me or fed me useful tidbits: Diane Binnington, Pomme Clayton, Cindy Davies, Lyn Hartman, Cherry Gilchrist, Nick Heath, Dr Sarah Shaw, Andrew O’Connell, Jane Oldfield, Chris Spencer, Jackie Spreckley, and the generous spirits of the Amazons Existed Internet Club including ‘Artemis’, ‘Myrina’ and Katherine Griffis.


Lastly I am very grateful to my parents, Jan and Drew Webster, for helping me out financially while I wrote the book, and to my husband, Colin, for being supportive to me while suffering excruciating back pain himself.




[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]





Introduction: Who Were the Amazons?
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I came across the Amazons for the first time while producing a comedy programme for the BBC called Revolting Women. Every week we had a serial, ‘Bogwomen’, about a matriarchal tribe who lived without men in the bogs outside Manchester. The inspiration for this humorous tribe, the writer explained, was the mythical race of Amazons, who, I soon found out, were far from the peace-loving characters in our serial: they were violent resisters of masculine rule, they fought ruthlessly, they killed or mutilated their male offspring, and they had promiscuous, anonymous sex in order to get pregnant. They were as beautiful as they were cruel.


This was the beginning of my fascination with the Amazons. I quickly discovered that they had little to do with the River Amazon in South America, but belonged to the fringe of the Classical Greek world, to western Asia and the steppes around the Black Sea. The true Amazons fought in the pages of Homer and Herodotus in the Bronze and Iron Ages, whilst the South American connection comes from much later travellers’ tales of armed bands of women who were called ‘Amazons’ after their Greek forebears. But who the Amazons really were, once you got beyond the references in myth, history and legend, was where the real mystery began for me.


I read what I could about them and eventually became possessed by a desire to discover if they really had existed or not. This was not easy – I was unwittingly stepping into a labyrinth that would not spew me out until I had followed the clues it offered right to the bitter end. This quest has taken me through the dustiest depths of libraries, into the brilliant but cluttered minds of academics, through the realms of feminism both inspirational and ideological, into the world of sorcerers, psychologists and magicians; and finally into the deepest recesses of my own sense of gender identity. I have found out astonishing things, not just about the Amazons, but also about how the human mind works, how it jumps to conclusions and often sees only what it wants to see, not what really is (if, that is, there is indeed anything that really is). I have also had to struggle with my own tendency to be carried away by the broad dazzling sweep of things and ignore the telling detail, for in this story the detail is very important.


The very idea of the Amazons, of ruthless women warriors who live apart from men, excites people at a deep level. It brings out the sex-warrior in some women: they would like to do violent things to the men they feel have hurt and abused them; it acts as an erotic goad to many men – they love the thought of being dominated by a beautiful springy-limbed maiden, or of subduing her after a fair fight. Others of both sexes feel very disturbed by the idea of women engaging in battle, rejecting their ‘natural’ tenderness in favour of ruthlessness and mastery. Feminists have a sense of ownership about the Amazons and want to idealise them, though that is difficult! Jungians find their female violence a disturbing aberration in the ordered world of archetypes; classicists and archaeologists are warily interested in them – or else make exaggerated claims, as do some of the Amazon enthusiasts with sites on the Internet who have made their minds up a priori that these wonderful women definitely did exist just as the myths say. And for many goddess-worshipping women, the Amazons are part of a heritage they would not relinquish at any price.


When you are talking about the Amazons, objectivity is very hard to find; and yet while conducting this investigation it was no use my trying to stay safely on the academic high-ground. Every ‘fact’ or ‘suggestion’ about the Amazons has reverberations and implications for our understanding of what women and men are, and what they can be, if we remove our ideas of what they should be. Nowadays we talk freely in our new jargon about ‘empowerment’, but can we really imagine what kind of ‘power’ a middle-aged priestess at Çatal Hüyük in Central Anatolia would have had, just from looking at her 8,000-year-old sculpted portrait with skulls and leopards in a museum showcase? And how did a young Scythian woman warrior feel about the need to learn to fight, to use a bow and arrow, a spear? Did she delight in the exercise of her aggression, or yearn to be at home with her mother, or her husband and children? How did a Mesopotamian man or woman view the power of the beautiful and terrifying war-goddess Ishtar, with her wings and weapons and lions too? What made the male followers of the Phrygian Cybele willing to castrate themselves in order to serve as her priests?


We cannot ignore these questions if we want to understand who the Amazons were and how the myths about them were made and moulded. They were mentioned for the very first time in Homer, who called them ‘women the equal of men’. In the sixth century BC Aeschylus wrote about ‘those famous Amazons, who live without men and feed on flesh’, saying they were ‘virgins fearless in battle’. A century later Hellanicus described them as ‘golden-shielded, silver-sworded, man-loving, male-child-slaughtering Amazons’. Thereafter, the fascinating variations begin.


The Amazons were principally renowned for two attributes: that they fought, bravely and ruthlessly, and that they lived without men, only seeking out masculine society once a year in order to conceive. In some versions they gave any male children back to their fathers; in others, they mutilated or killed them. Some authors reported that they seared off one breast in childhood, so as to be able to pull back their bows unimpeded or so that the energy went into their bow-pulling arm. The Athenians classified them, along with Persians and Centaurs, as barbarous enemies who were always eventually defeated by the home team. They have always been depicted as slim, well-muscled and attractive, whether with pert breasts and well-turned thighs on sixth-century BC black-figure vases, or in push-up corsets and skimpy tunics in Xena, Warrior Princess on television.


When I first began my research into the Amazons I presumed that they were real and had existed. I knew little about ancient history or about the Classical Greeks; I was happy to swallow the large claims of feminist writers like Marija Gimbutas or Merlin Stone that there had been matriarchal societies in the Neolithic and Bronze Ages and that the Amazons may have been remnants of these. Under the entry ‘Amazons’, fat feminist encyclopaedias would list all sorts of impressive fighting women from Valkyries to Celtic goddesses, and confidently quote from sources that proved on close examination to be somewhat unreliable. It was swampy ground indeed. Then, as the early and rather naïve feminist enthusiasms were laid aside, a new consensus grew up: the Amazons did not exist. Official. Many erudite articles were written, most by feminist classicists, pointing out that the Amazons were a kind of compensatory mechanism for the Greek patriarchs – they subjugated their own women so thoroughly that their guilty consciences created a myth to show the dreadful things that would happen if women threw off the yoke. Or it was a classic ‘reversal’ myth, asking the question ‘What would happen if men didn’t rule the roost?’ The answer was always ‘bad things’. Backed up as it was by many fine minds, this consensus was rather awe-inspiring, but I was not convinced.


I had an image in my mind that would not go away – it was of two women, tough, stringy young women on horseback in an expanse of swampy grassland. Limitless horizons, a sense of freedom and power. The women are not fighting, they are just chatting, enjoying the stillness and freshness of dawn while their horses crop the long grass. I could smell the wild thyme, sense their desire to linger, not to get on with what they had to do. And yet I knew that these were Amazons, women who could ride and fight and, if necessary, kill. Whether they lived apart from men, the image did not say.


I knew it was just an image but it had power over me. It said to me: ‘Go and see! Don’t accept the consensus view.’ It seemed to me that these academics were in love with their own neat reasoning and none of them had left their desks, libraries and computers to go and actually look for the Amazons. I had a hunch that they were wrong, and I was not willing to give up this hunch just because the very idea made the academics laugh. But where was I to start?


Like every researcher I started by ‘making a few phone calls’. It was not encouraging: one jovial male archaeologist told me that the Amazons were almost certainly ‘Hittites in kilts’, whom the Greeks had mistaken at a distance for women; one distinguished Jungian scholar said rather crossly that the Amazons were ‘an aberration’ in which she was not in the least interested. I studiously followed up the references in the fat feminist volumes only to find them leading to the works of American ideologues who were more interested in proving points than discovering the truth, or that they quoted as ‘fact’ the marvellous poetic ramblings and speculations from Robert Graves’s White Goddess or Greek Myths.


As I searched I began to feel that the tales of the Amazons were the beginning of a very long thread that seemed to lead right to the heart of the mystery of the differences between male and female energy – not towards tedious debates about gender roles, but something much more suggestive and challenging. For instance, when I came across references to the power of Hittite ‘magic-women’ or priestesses I had to ask myself, ‘What kind of power are we talking about here?’ We live in a Christian culture where women still have few public spiritual roles (they are now allowed to be priests, but certainly not priestesses who embody female sexual power). How can we know about that kind of power? I mentioned earlier the famous goddess/priestess figurine from Çatal Hüyük – she is the lady with leopards who has the sagging breasts and belly of an older woman who has borne many children. In Konya, 50 kilometres from Çatal Hüyük, I saw what seemed to be her ‘twin’, a live twentieth-century peasant woman less than 5 feet tall, with great pendulous breasts and an enormous half-moon stomach. She emanated a raw animal power that we women of Western Europe have almost entirely lost. I felt like a skimpy wraith in comparison with her.


In the same vein, the archaeologist Jeannine Davis-Kimball, excavator of women warrior graves in South Russia, told me of an encounter with a nomadic horsewoman in Mongolia:




. . . a wonderful young Mongol woman rode over. She sat ‘tall in the saddle’, was well built, and wore her hair pulled back to reveal a strong face. She had the confidence and at the same time the ease that one ascribes to our western cowboys. I was with Victoria Veit, a Mongolian specialist from Munich, and the Mongol woman rode up to Victoria and me, stopped her horse, and then, as if we were old friends, posed for photos with us. Soon I was quite amused because a young man (sort of flopping at the edges) rode up to see what was going on. He never had the élan that the woman did. I can well imagine that she took care of many situations quite nicely.





So what you will find in this book is not simply a quest, or an exploration of the sources of the Amazon myth, but the story of an encounter with lost forms of female power. I aim to look that power squarely in the face and not to romanticise, glamorise or demonise it. I am telling the story from the point of view of a woman of the very late second millennium AD, who wanted to find that power again and know what it was – although not, I might stress, to be possessed by it or by the spirit of the ruthless warrior Amazons of the Dark Ages. I am not a classicist, Hittitologist, archaeologist, anthropologist, historian or scientist, but I have struggled to master the relevant findings in all these fields and feel that this book could only be written by a generalist like myself. Any of the above specialists would be hard put not to become ensnared by the complexities of their fields, for if they dared to step outside their speciality or take a risk, they would be jumped on and denounced by their fellow academics. Fortunately, I have no academic reputation to build or protect.


However, I do not want to write the kind of book that ends up by connecting everything with everything else – or tells of an investigation that ends up proving exactly the point that the author wanted to prove to start with. Neither am I aiming to catalogue every woman warrior who ever picked up a sword or bow in any culture, however picturesque such women can be (Jessica Amanda Salmondson has already done the job in her Encyclopedia of Amazons). Instead, this book confines itself in the main to a consideration of the Amazons of Greek mythology, examines various possibilities as to what the source of their images and their myth may have been – and also suggests some new ones.


It is not possible to plunge straight into the heart of the matter. Because there is very little objectivity in this field, with everyone wanting to prove a point or a theory of some sort, unless you are well prepared for the journey you risk falling in love with the first siren who sings within earshot, the first theory that sounds plausible. This was my own experience at any rate. Therefore chapter one will try to lay out the essence of the Amazon myth. It will attempt to give a bird’s eye view of the Greek society in which they sprang up, which told their story, painted their image and admired their beauty and strength, in order to place them into their context and then lay out all the possible directions one might take in trying to find out where they came from. In chapter two the search begins in earnest and takes us to the Ukrainian steppe and the Black Sea to examine the extraordinary finds of the remains of women warriors in Iron Age graves. Chapter three explores the enigmatic figure of Artemis, the Amazons’ goddess; chapter four examines the dark Medusa-face of the goddess and some of the female-dominated religious cults of the ancient Greek world. Chapter five returns to the Turkish coast of the Black Sea to search for traces of the Amazon city, Themiscyra, in order to attempt to solve the mystery of the Hittite ‘throne-goddesses’ and find out about the power of the ‘magic-women’. In chapter six we travel further back in time to meet Ishtar of Babylon and the leopard-lady of Çatal Hüyük and examine what the Edwardian writers called ‘the oriental idea of sex confusion’. Chapter seven follows the trail of the African Amazons right up to the matriarchal customs of the present-day Tuareg, while chapter eight asks who the last Amazons were, and whether they have any true descendants today.


When I started out on this investigation I genuinely thought that the graves of the Scythian women warriors in Russia and the Ukraine would provide some kind of definitive answer to the question: who were the Amazons? What they in fact did was make me realise that there was not just one answer: that the truth of how the myth was built and elaborated was infinitely more complex.


My search has led me in unpredictable directions and to unexpected conclusions, but there are a couple of words that I will have to use which I should explain now in order to avoid confusion. The first is ‘matripotestal’, which means ‘mother-powered’, and I use it sometimes rather than ‘matriarchal’ to describe societies where the Great Mother Goddess is the central religious power, but that may not be ‘matriarchal’ societies in which women hold actual political power. The second is shakti, which is a Hindu word used to describe the female partner of a god and the power that she embodies. It evokes a sense of this power that is at once erotic, inexhaustible, captivating, terrifying, sensual, annihilating – the divine female in action. This power, however, does not belong to the goddess – it arises between herself and the god; it is an active power, and you can see it very clearly in the figurines of the snake-goddesses of Crete, or the dancing Parvati statues in your local Indian restaurant. It is not the fecund, sleepy, peaceful earth-mother energy beloved of sentimental goddess-worshippers. It is the bright, burning, vital power of the archetypal feminine, whether expressed in divine or human form. I have found it an indispensable word while writing this book because, whatever else you say about Amazons, you have to admit they are full of shakti. But they withhold the shakti from men, which cannot of course, in the long run, be a positive thing for civilisation. Therefore they must be destroyed. But before they ride off into the long night of the losers of history, let us find out exactly who they were.





CHAPTER ONE



Essence of Amazon
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THE STOLEN GIRDLE


In Britain, until recently, if you wanted to relax on a Saturday night you could switch on the television and treat yourself to an hour of Hercules followed by an hour of Xena, Warrior Princess. Both programmes presented swashbuckling tales set in a mythical Greek dark age in which evil battled with good and good eventually won. The two heroes, Hercules and Xena, with their magical strength and dry, self-deprecating humour, seemed to exist in the same realm, to fight on the same side – the side of the good. But in fact, in the world of Greek myth, the Amazons and Hercules were sworn and bitter enemies. So how could Amazonian Xena and Hercules both be fighting on the side of right?


The ‘golden-shielded, silver-sworded, man-loving, male-child-slaughtering Amazons’ were worthy opponents of the great hero, Hercules. For the ninth of his Twelve Labours he was required to go on a mission against them, to steal the girdle of Hippolyta, their queen. Because they were daughters of Ares, the god of war, the Amazons’ queen was entitled to wear Ares’ golden girdle. This girdle, a kind of snake made of fabric, leather or metal, is a symbol for sexual power, channelled and kept within civilised bounds. In Greek marriage ceremonies, when the bridegroom loosed the bride’s girdle it signified the end of her free maidenhood and the opening of her body to her husband and to pregnancy. If you look at the little Minoan snake-goddess (see illustration) you will see how two of the three snakes she wears actually form the girdle that goes round her hips and covers her womb. She is a graphic illustration of what a ‘girdle’ can actually signify. For the Amazons, that band of women warriors who lived without men, it was also a symbol of their self-sufficient shakti-power. The loss of their queen’s girdle would mean the end of their independent existence.


In Diodorus of Sicily’s version of the story,1 Hercules sails to Themiscyra, the Amazon capital on the Black Sea coast, and demands the girdle from Hippolyta. She refuses, and there follows a bloody battle in which all her champions are slain one by one. They all have beautiful names: Aella, which means ‘whirlwind’, Philippis, Prothoe, Eriboia, Celaeno, Eurybia, Phoebe, Deianera, Asteria, Marpe, Tecmessa and Alcippe, who had vowed to remain a virgin all her life, and died keeping her vow. Only after Hercules had slaughtered nearly all of these brave warriors and more or less exterminated the race of Amazons did Melanippe, their commander, admit defeat. The story tells how Hercules let Melanippe go ‘in exchange for her girdle’; in other words, he raped her, knowing that this would be a worse humiliation than death, and he gave Antiope, who was a princess, to Theseus, in thanks for his support.


Meanwhile Theseus, the Athenian hero who had accompanied Hercules on the trip, had returned to Athens with Antiope, and made her his slave – meaning, of course, his concubine. Perhaps, outside the heat of battle, he was not such an uncivilised man, because it seems that Antiope grew fond of him. But the remaining Amazons did not know this and banded together with Scythian allies from the other side of the Black Sea, and set off to attack Athens and rescue Antiope. They came by way of the Cimmerian Bosphorus, through Thrace to Attica, and pitched their camp on a hill outside Athens (see Map 2). In the battle that ensued, Antiope, who by now had a son with Theseus called Hippolyte, fought on the Athenian side. She died fighting bravely against her own sisters while the Amazons were routed, the remnants of their army returning to Scythia with their allies.


In another, later, version2 Hippolyta comes aboard Hercules’ ship when it first arrives in the harbour at Themiscyra, falls in love with him, and offers him the girdle as a gift. All could have been well, but the goddess Hera, Hercules’ mother, goes around the city spreading the rumour that these Greek pirates are planning to abduct Hippolyta, and so the Amazons mount their horses and attack Hercules’ ship. At this point he kills Hippolyta and strips her of her girdle and battle-axe, which he presents to Queen Omphale (something of an Amazon herself), who puts it amongst the sacred regalia of the Lydian kings.


Whichever version you opt for, this story marks a decisive shift in the psyche of Western man: he ceases to be the mother’s son, and becomes instead her master. He literally steals the girdle that embodies sexual power, the shakti, from the Great Mother – who has hitherto been seen as the source of all things, the ultimate power in the universe. Masculinity was only a small thing in relation to her encompassing femaleness. Camille Paglia writes: ‘Masculinity flows from the Great Mother as an aspect of herself and is recalled and cancelled by her at will. Her son is a servant of her cult. There is no going beyond her. Motherhood blankets existence.’3


This is not a situation that a hero can tolerate. Hercules embodies the spirit of the patriarchal Dorians who arrived in Greece around 1200 BC, took power, and gradually shaped the old goddess-worshipping cultures into a new form. Hercules is the Dorians’ mythical representative, an agent of change, the man who performs the necessary acts to transform a society still held fast in the grip of the earth mysteries. Masculine man begins to control and subdue feminine nature and the society that results from this transformation is Classical Greece, which produced Socrates, democracy, tragedy and rationalism, and whose spirit still informs our own civilisation.


The Amazons are the key to a forgotten country way back in time before this decisive step was taken in favour of our sort of civilisation. I do not believe that this step was automatically a bad thing: it was probably a necessary thing, and it cannot be undone. The time in which the idea of Amazons was created and perpetuated was the period running up to and including Classical Greece, 700–400 BC, and it was a borderland time between two realities, one ancient and one modern; one mysterious and almost unknowable, the other familiar. To know about the nature of the Amazons it is necessary to plunge back into that unknown world, bearing in mind that we have to avoid the strong temptation to project our own longings and fantasies into it.


THE NAME AND THE MYTH


As an introduction to the spirit of the Amazons, it is instructive to consider all the different meanings that have been given for their name. The commonest explanation is that the word is Greek and means ‘without breasts, breastless’, perhaps referring to the reported Amazon custom of searing off a breast in childhood in order to be able to draw the bow-string back unimpeded, or to divert all their strength into the right shoulder and arm which would be used in wielding weapons. Of course they may have appeared breastless because they bound up and flattened one of their breasts with a wide leather or linen strap so that it would not get in the way, as contemporary female archers sometimes do, or because they were simply very well-exercised bow-women whose shoulder and back muscles had developed so as to minimise their breasts.


The second most common explanation of the word ‘Amazon’ is that it is Armenian and means ‘moon-women’. This leads into a whole world of possibilities as to their origin as priestesses of various moon-goddesses. Donald Sobol4 thinks the name could refer to the Indian goddess Uma and gives Uma-Soona=‘children of Uma’. Amastris (an early Black Sea settlement) then becomes ‘Uma’s women’ (Stri=woman). Another derivation for Amazon could be Phoenician am=‘mother’, and azon or adon, ‘lord’, giving ‘mother-lord’. He suggests Amazons could be women of Ephesus who ‘gave up reaping for war’, giving amao=‘reap’ and zonai=‘wearing girdles’. An epithet that Herodotus attaches to them is Oiorpata, meaning ‘man-killers’, and Aeschylus calls them ‘man-hating’ and ‘manless’.


Nothing about the Amazons may be taken too definitely or literally: the myths are not simple or clear and the travellers’ tales may or may not be true – there is no way of knowing. For instance, there are other versions and variations of the Hercules/Hippolyta/Theseus/Antiope myth recounted above: many writers from Homer’s time to ours have added theirs, each changing details and adding elements. Robert Graves’s virtuoso performance in The Greek Myths has been enormously influential, but whereas he wrote it in a speculative, tricksterish spirit, perhaps already in thrall to the ‘White Goddess’, a whole generation of literal-minded feminists have repeated some of his wilder ideas as if they were gospel truth.


There are two questions we have to ask before we can begin to search intelligently for the source of the Amazon myth; first, what kind of society created, embellished and relished the Amazon image? And second, exactly when and where were the ‘real’ Amazons supposed to have lived?


AMAZONS AND THE ATHENIAN SPIRIT


Greece between 700 and 400 BC was a society in the throes of exciting and turbulent change and the Athenians were the instigators of it. But it was also a period in which women gradually lost the relative freedom and status they possessed in the Heroic Age (1600–1100 BC), as portrayed by Homer and the other writers of epics, and were turned into a servile underclass, along with the slaves with whom they shared much of their lives.


A girl would normally be married at the age of fourteen to a man of about thirty whose previous sexual experience would have been either with slaves or prostitutes, or with other men. The bride, however, had to be a virgin. This system may have evolved because of the low proportion of females in the population, probably as a result of the custom of ‘exposing’ girl babies (letting them die) in favour of male offspring. A young widow could serve as a wife in a series of marriages until she reached menopause or died in childbirth. One study of skeletal remains found the average adult longevity in Classical Greece to be forty-five for males and thirty-six for females, which implies that a significant proportion of women did die in childbirth, since in a modern developed society women on average live three years longer than men. A typical Athenian woman might bear five or six children in the course of her life.5


The Athenian girl remained in someone’s protection throughout her life, whether he be a father, husband, son or a male relative. However, her dowry was to remain intact throughout her lifetime – it could be used for her support, but her guardian could not dispose of it. Divorce was easy to get, with no stigma; all a man had to do was send his wife away from the house. A woman seeking divorce, however, had to get a male relative to intercede and bring the case before the archon (magistrate). Only three cases are known of in the classical period where divorce proceeded from the wife’s side. Children were the property of the father and remained in the father’s house when a marriage was dissolved through death, and probably also in the case of divorce.


Boys had extensive mental and physical education but girls, because they married young, missed out except for the domestic arts. The age differential made husbands paternal, and indeed the wife had the status of a minor vis-à-vis her husband under Athenian law. The sexes lived separately – women and slaves upstairs, men downstairs. Free women were usually secluded so that they would not be seen by men who were not close relatives. Distance between husbands and wives could therefore be great: Socrates, for instance, dismissed his wife, the mother of his children, from his deathbed. Men had a public life in beautiful and spacious public buildings where they could go to exercise, discuss politics and philosophy and consort with their lovers, while women stayed in dark, often squalid and unsanitary homes with children and slaves for company. Women of all social classes worked mainly indoors or near the house in order to guard it, and better-off women sent slaves out to do errands and go to the market, missing out on the freedom that at least poorer women had to go out to fetch water, wash clothes, borrow utensils. Women could not buy or sell land, and there were not many respectable trades open to them. Male guardians managed their property.


Respectable women probably did not attend the theatre – which must have been one of the great pleasures of Greek life – although hetairai did. Hetairai were ‘companions to men’, who could be, at the top end of the social scale, educated and beautiful courtesans. The most famous woman in fifth-century Athens was Aspasia, the companion of Pericles, the Tyrant of Athens. She started life as a hetaira and ended it as a madam, but was widely respected: Socrates visited her and brought along pupils. Pericles cherished Aspasia and would kiss her on leaving and returning home. Clearly it was an unconventional relationship and Aspasia must have been a very strong-minded and independent woman.


Female slaves were freely available to their masters and their masters’ friends for sex. Men could have a concubine on much the same basis as a wife. Homosexual love, usually between an older man and a young boy, was considered normal – and indeed even superior to love between a man and a woman. Under Solon’s law, the guardian of a woman caught in flagrante had the right to sell her into slavery. The penalty for rape was monetary but the wronged husband did have the legal right to kill his wife’s seducer. Intercourse three times a month was deemed sufficient for women. Since most men were likely to be either having homosexual encounters or sleeping with slaves, we can guess that the sexual experience of most women was somewhat unsatisfactory. Unsurprisingly, masturbation occurred and was acknowledged – some vase paintings depict phallic instruments being used by women for self-stimulation, and it is also mentioned in Aristophanes’ play, Lysistrata.


Looking back on a society where the aristocratic women had almost no freedom and the high-class courtesans were the only category of women who were able to meet and talk to men on equal terms, it would be possible to argue, as Mandy Merch does, that the Amazons were simply a creation of the newly powerful patriarchs: ‘The Amazons are introduced into myth not as an independent force but as the vanquished opponents of heroes credited with the establishment and protection of the Athenian state – its founding fathers, so to speak. Patriotism reinforces patriarchalism.’


Merch notes that life for Athenian women was ‘short, arduous and secluded’, and that ‘the resulting tension between the Athenian state and its female members found its way into artistic expression, particularly in the tragedies which show women rebelling . . . the Amazon myth can be interpreted as an expression of this unease’. She claims that ‘the Amazon myth resolved this tension by representing such a rebellion as already concluded in deserved defeat’.6 Merch puts it well, and it is easy to be convinced by her arguments, but the fact that the Athenians were fascinated by the idea and image of the Amazons, that they picked it up and embellished it in art and story, does not mean that there were no ‘real’ prototype Amazons – nor that there were no roads to freedom at all for Athenian and other Greek women.


THE SECRET FREEDOMS OF WOMEN


There was one area in which the suppressed and secluded class of women – and also slaves and some foreigners – were allowed to function as equals with men: the Eleusinian mysteries. Each year in the autumn, the nine-day-long ceremony was held in which, in the Classical Age, any sincere person could come and be initiated into the mysteries of Demeter, as long as they spoke Greek and had not sullied their hands with human blood. At the heart of the mystery was the relationship between the earth-goddess Demeter and her maiden daughter Persephone, or Kore. Kore is picking flowers in a meadow when she is abducted by Hades, the lord of the Underworld. Demeter mourns her loss violently and seeks her throughout the universe, withdrawing her benevolence from the natural world so that everything withers and fails. The myth tells how they are eventually reunited in great joy and fertility is restored to the world. In the course of the ceremony there was also a sacred marriage in which a sacred child is conceived: these mysteries were a legacy of old pre-Dorian, earth-based rites, possibly originating in Crete, in which the female as earth-goddess was paramount. Sophocles wrote ‘thrice blessed are those among men who, after beholding these rites, go down to Hades. Only for them is there life; all the rest will suffer misery.’


Nobody knows exactly what happened at the climax of the rites – and indeed without the long slow preparations that were designed to alter the state of consciousness it would probably mean little to us if we did – but the important matter for us is that the Eleusinian mysteries were not only open to women, but preserved the essence of the old matripotestal religion at the heart of increasingly patriarchal Greece for nearly 2,000 years, from their inauguration in about 1350 BC until they ended three centuries after the birth of Christ.


Slightly earlier in the year was the three-day festival of Thesmophoria, a very ancient and mysterious rite in which piglets were sacrificed. It was only for women. Only free women of unblemished character were allowed to participate. They had to be chaste for three days in preparation, but were required to indulge in foul language and obscenities as part of the rite. Wealthy husbands were obliged to bear the cost of the festival.


On an even more earthy level there were the rites of Dionysus, the god who was brought up as a girl and whose main followers were always women. In the late 500 AD there are vase paintings of fierce and brutal Dionysiac rituals where maenads (female followers of the god Dionysus) inflamed with wine or other substances would tear animals apart with their bare hands.


Then there were the oracles, the most famous perhaps those at Delphi and Dodona. In earlier times these sites were probably sacred simply to the goddess whose priestess-prophets would commune with her and give oracles. Delphi was named after the female serpent Delphyne, who used to live in the chasm there with her mate, the Python. The god Apollo killed the Python and made the Delphic priestess work in his service. She would sit on a tripod, breathe fumes from a crack in the earth, go into a trance and make her utterances, which would then be interpreted by a priest. The oracle of Zeus at Dodona was thought to have been brought from Egypt by a kidnapped priestess. The ancient priestesses of the shrine went barefoot, never washed their feet, and slept on the bare ground (all symbolic ways to keep in touch with Mother Earth). They listened for the words of Zeus in the rustlings of the leaves and the clinking of brass vessels hanging from the branches of the oak tree sacred to the god. In later times, they too were joined by priests as the Dorian incomers made sure their father gods ‘married’ the local mother-goddesses.
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