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A critical source review of the main sources of proposed dissertation- MA Ancient History

The focus of study within my dissertation will be an exploration into the portrayal of Olympias of Macedonia within Plutarch’s Life of Alexander[footnoteRef:1] and the reasons behind its negativity, referring to historical context. I intend to analyse the text with my own interpretation and consider the discussions in modern scholarship in order to argue that Plutarch’s depiction is negative and its objectives. Objectives that are a result of the influence of contextual values, Plutarch’s own negative opinion of Olympias and women in positions of power, political and societal views of Ancient Greece and Rome and other explanations. [1:  Plut, Erskine, A, Waterfield, R, 2016.] 

In this review, I shall discuss the main sources that I will use and evaluate their strengths and weaknesses in providing support to my theory regarding the negative portrayal of Olympias in Plutarch’s text, considering the reasons behind why such a depiction was established and then conclude my theory that this depiction of Olympias was formed by values of women and gender during both Olympias’ and Plutarch’s time.
It would be vital, of course, to evaluate the main literary source itself: Plutarch’s Life of Alexander, and what the narrative and language-use tells us directly. This is because Plutarch’s text functions as the main part of the dissertation and would form the foundation on which any conclusion will be based upon. I intend to consider language-use, form and narrative style then highlight the effects of this and how it therefore presents Olympias to the reader/audience negatively. I will then suggest that such negativity has the intention to document the value and role of women in power within ancient Greece and Rome according to Plutarch’s own opinion and/or from a historical perspective. 
This argument may expand and alter, especially when I take Plutarch’s Moralia[footnoteRef:2] into consideration; a work that could provide another perspective of Olympias. To compare how Plutarch presents Olympias and women of power within his other work such as the Moralia can potentially provide me with an insight into how he may have viewed women overall and if proven as negative, this would support my argument that Plutarch’s personal opinions of women in power influenced the depiction. This emphasis therefore provides me with a deal of material to work with. The amount or indeed a lack of consistency in a negative view of Olympias or powerful women within several of his works will either support my theory or enlighten me with another perspective. [2:  Plut. and Babbitt, F, C, 1963a.] 

My other literary sources Arrian’s Anabasis of Alexander[footnoteRef:3], Quintus Curtius Rufus’ Histories of Alexander the Great[footnoteRef:4] and Diodorus Siculus’ Library of History or Bibliotheca historica[footnoteRef:5] are advantageous because they also provide another perspective of Olympias to comment upon. [3:  Arr. and De Selincourt, A, 1971.]  [4:  Curt. and Heckel, W, 1984.]  [5:  Diod.Sic and Welles, C, B, 1963.] 

With these other sources, I will also suggest that such depictions they give, like the one in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander, contain intertextual links in how they present Olympias that arise certain expectations in the interpretation of her. This is done by mirroring several details from each other, for example, Olympias’ association with snakes and the implication of her involvement with the assassination of King Philip II. Such supposed intertextuality can question the motives behind this replication, for example: whether Plutarch was simply copying what Diodorus had written, regarding historical details. If so, then this could be a reason as to Olympias’ negative portrayal in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander- that it is simply a duplication from a previous text(s) about her and that it was not influenced from his own views of Olympias and women in power. On the other hand, the opposite may be argued also: that such consistency of negative views of Olympias among this range of authors reflect the negative values that were had of Olympias and women in power within Ancient Greece and Rome. 
The analysation of literary sources is advantageous as it will allow me to reconstruct history in a way that perhaps other source types cannot, such as Iconography. This is because literary sources communicate their message directly through language. As such, my literary sources are useful in constructing depiction that I wish to make regarding Olympias.
There are, however, disadvantages of Plutarch’s Life of Alexander such as the source’s reliability in providing accurate historical context to prove my theory with. Plutarch was a biographer writing his Life of Alexander in the 2nd Century AD, therefore producing information centuries after the 4th Century BCE events surrounding Olympias of Macedonia. The same can be said regarding the other literary sources I will use: Plutarch’s Advice to the Bride and Groom (Coniugalia Praecepta)[footnoteRef:6] and Bravery of Women or De Mulierum Virtutibus[footnoteRef:7] of his Moralia; both written in the 1st Century AD,  Arrian’s Anabasis of Alexander written in the 2nd Century AD like Plutarch, Quintus Curtius Rufus’ Histories of Alexander the Great written in the 1st Century AD, Diodorus Siculus’ Library of History or Bibliotheca historica written in the 1st Century BC. [6:  Plut. and Babbitt, F, C, 1963a.]  [7:  Plut. and Babbitt, F, C, 1963b.  ] 

I shall argue however, that the sources, including Plutarch’s Lives are primary sources of information since they were written closer to the events that they detail than within more contemporary sources such as modern textbooks. Regardless, the Lives remain an ancient source, written within a period of antiquity and can be considered as reliable to an extent. It is therefore a valuable source to provide an analysis of Olympias’ from a historical perspective as a historical figure. 
Nonetheless, there are other disadvantages to these literary sources too; the consideration of how limited the information of Olympias is within them. One must consider the number of ancient sources about women and queenship in antiquity that survive compared to that of those regarding men and kingship. Queens and women appear to be marginalised in comparison. This in turn would affect how much of an outlook of women in antiquity I am given in order to make my argument. Regarding Plutarch’s Life of Alexander, information on Olympias is a brief account within this biography of her son Alexander the Great’s life, a work even titled for him- like Arrian’s Anabasis of Alexander and Quintus Curtius Rufus’ Histories of Alexander the Great. Diodorus Siculus’ Library of History (Bibliotheca historica)-Books 16.66-17 of are only a section inside an extensive this universal history with Olympias making a minor appearance and only within the shadow of the subsection covering her son Alexander the Great’s life. Even Olympias appearance in Plutarch’s Advice to the Bride and Groom (Coniugalia Praecepta) is marginal. Though it may be useful to clarify that these texts are not solely about Olympias in subject but of her son, so it may be understandable for her to have a minor mention within the texts in this regard.
Research upon the perceptions of women and queenship within the ancient world and the opinions of modern scholars would be advantageous and benefit me greatly in order to solve this issue as they could offer me several points of view regarding different interpretations of Plutarch’s Olympias to consider and compare to. These modern scholars include the work of Elizabeth Carney, author and editor, who has written several pieces of work about Olympias that give an interesting insight into her life. Carney’s Olympias: Mother of Alexander the Great[footnoteRef:8] is a modern biography critically assessing Olympias through historical and literal sources and therefore will be of great assistance to my research, especially since it carries a perception from a modern gaze. Other works by Carney including her book: Women and monarchy in Macedonia[footnoteRef:9] and her article within The Classical Journal: ‘Women and Basileia: Legitimacy and Female Political action in Macedonia’[footnoteRef:10] will provide me with an insight not only of Olympias herself but of the role of women and queenship within classical context. These works by Carney will also be useful due to Olympias being the main subject-matter within the works. Olympias may be explored as herself and through perhaps a more sympathetic and modern approach which would be very useful for my discussion regarding the negativity of Plutarch’s depiction. [8:  Carney, E, 2006.]  [9:  Carney, E, 2000.]  [10:  Carney, E, 1995.] 

Other useful scholarship that I shall use will be Paul Chrystal’s book: Women at War in the Classical World[footnoteRef:11] which will also provide another insight into the position of powerful women within Olympias and Plutarch’s time. Sharon. L. James and Sheila Dillon’s book: A Companion to Women in the Ancient World[footnoteRef:12] and Sarah Pomeroy’s book: Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves[footnoteRef:13] will provide exploration into women in antiquity as well as that of gender roles and sexual life of women. This would be useful when referring to the way Plutarch presents the effects of the ‘dangerous’ sexuality of Olympias and how it contributes to the negative depiction. Since I wish to discuss Olympias’ negative depiction within Life of Alexander in itself as well as the reasons behind it, it would be useful to explore how it is presented as negative by comparing it to the modern perception it will have. The modern scholarship will allow me to do that. [11:  Chrystal, P, 2017.]  [12:  James, S, L. and Dillon, S, 2012.]  [13:  Pomeroy, S, 1994.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The modern perception that this scholarship offers will allow me to discuss how the first and second waves of Feminism may have influenced our reception of women in the classical world and therefore provide support for my theory: that a reason behind the negative portrayal of Olympias and women in power were the result of a reflection of the position of women at the time. Critically, I will suggest that a modern interpretation of Olympias within Life of Alexander, with historical context in mind, may present her, if anything, a sort of anti-heroine or femme fatale and not necessarily an outright villain. If the modern scholarship argued such a point, I may successfully highlight my theory that negative views of women in power within the ancient world were a reason as to such a negative depiction. This modern three-dimensionalism suggested within the interpretation of Olympias, hardly seen within my literary sources, will be interesting to point out in this regard.
Thus, this ample number of contemporary sources available will be very useful to explore and will present me with more material to work with regarding the views of powerful women within the ancient world. On the other hand, the lack of ancient source material on women may make a beneficial point in itself; the lack of sources may simply be a result of values toward women and queens at the time these sources were written and/or during Olympias’ time and even this alone will emphasise my argument regarding the representation of Olympias from a gender-based perspective. A point which also will be useful in discussing reasons why Plutarch’s portrayal is as it is and its context. A disadvantage to the use of modern scholarship is that they are contemporary and historical accuracy cannot be guaranteed, especially when the authors present their own opinions within their work. As for my literary sources, though they are biographies or historical accounts or essays, it must be remembered that no matter what form of evidence these sources may have, motives of historical figures and of the authors themselves can only be guessed, we cannot know for sure.
In conclusion, it appears that despite the disadvantages of some of my chosen sources including question of accuracy, it is certain that they will provide me with plenty of aspects to consider when demonstrating my argument within my dissertation. Despite the ambitiousness of the topic and the considerable amount of research yet to be done, there is plenty of material to write about that will allow me to discuss and write about.
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