CLAH5003 – Sparta An Extra-ordinary City
Using specific case studies from mythology, to what extent are Spartan women different from other ‘Greek’ women?

Within this essay, a comparison will be drawn between two Spartan women; Helen and Clytemnestra, to two non-Spartan women; Atlanta and Penelope. Each of these women coming from or marrying into different royal families, Helen being Queen of Sparta (Harder, 2006), Clytemnestra the queen of Mycenae (Harder, 2006), Atalanta a Boeotian/Arcadian princess (Harder, 2006) and Penelope the queen of Ithaca (Harder, 2006). Comparisons will be made between the women on their actions and attitudes within their lives from the mythology available.

Firstly, comparisons will be made on the women’s faithfulness towards their husbands during their marriages. Both Spartan women, Helen and Clytemnestra had affairs, Helen with Paris and Deiphobus while being married to Menelaus but it can be argued that Helen was taken against her will just as she had by Theseus when she was younger (Pierre Brunnel, 1996). But Helen degrades herself for leaving Menelaus and her daughter, Hermione in the Odyssey "...made me forsake my daughter, my bridal chamber and a husband who lacked nothing in intelligence and looks" (Hom. Ody. 4.263) and then later calls herself “shameless me” (Hom. Ody. 4.146) which contradicts that belief. Clytemnestra did have an affair with Aegisthus (Auffarth, 2006), who did not go to war with Troy, due to the actions of Agamemnon when he tricked both her and their daughter, Iphigenia into travelling to Aulis under the duplicity of Iphigenia marrying Achilles but was sacrificed to Artemis so the Argive fleet could leave Aulis (Johnson, 2006). However, it was believed that Aphrodite cursed both Helen and Clytemnestra (Harder, 2006). Whereas Atalanta could be considered faithful due to her not marrying but when she and Hippomenes were turned into lions they continued to hunt together (Scherf, 2006). Penelope compared to Helen and Clytemnestra was completely faithful to Odysseus as she does not take a lover in the 20 years he is away from Ithaca (Harder, 2006). Therefore, the Spartan women can be viewed as different to other women due to their inability to remain faithful to their husbands using these women as case studies.

Another way in which Helen and Clytemnestra differ from other women, specifically Penelope is their attitudes towards motherhood. Helen abandons her children, Hermione, Aethiolas, Maraphius, and Pleisthenes, (Pierre Brunnel, 1996) of which her daughter, Hermione would have needed her to guide her in a male dominated society. Clytemnestra does not abandon her children but instead plots to kill her son by Agamemnon, Orestes with her lover Aegisthus (Auffarth, 2006) but fails due to her daughter, Electra intervening (Harder, 2006). Where Penelope constantly supports her son, Telemachus and even sends him away from Ithaca to protect him (Harder, 2006). The attitude of Helen and Clytemnestra towards motherhood, could be due to Spartan sons going through the Agoge (Xen. Lac. 2) and the Spartan ideal that children belonged to the state not the parents, and the state controlling the child’s future (Plut, Lyc. 16). This shows that Spartan women were different compared to other women in their attitude towards being a mother.

However, Atalanta can be seen as similar to Spartan women, in the fact that she was athletic and challenged her suitors to race her for her hand (Harder, 2006). Spartan women were also expected to be athletic, so they were able to give birth to stronger, healthier children specifically sturdier sons. (Xen, Spa, 1.3-4)There is pottery depicting Helen wrestling which shows her to be athletic as it would have been expected of her being a Spartan woman, showing her to be similar to Atalanta. Whereas other women are depicted doing other things that are far from athletics such as brushing their hair and birthing children.

Therefore, in conclusion, Spartan women within mythology, specifically Helen and Clytemnestra, were portrayed differently to other women due to them being depicted as promiscuous and deceitful, such as Clytemnestra helping Aegisthus kill Agamemnon and his lover, Cassandra, but this could be due to interpretation of poets from the time who knew very little of Spartan way of life, specifically its role of women. 
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