Response to ‘Women and the Dioscuri’, by Joe Mann.
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Joe Mann’s entry discusses the Dioscuri and their relationships with women, and in particular, Helen, Leda, and the Leucippides. Overall, the extract’s main points and argument are supported by the evidence, however there are some statements that can be disagreed with by examining the relevant sources. This response agrees with the extract’s arguments concerning the overlooking of women, their reduced and negative portrayal in myth, and the way in which men treated women like possessions in ancient Greece. Therefore, this response addresses the points about women’s representation, their place in ancient society, the negative portrayal of females in mythology, the Dioscuri in relation to the abduction of Helen, and Castor and Pollux’s own abduction of the Messenian priestesses.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Diod. Sic. 4.63; Theoc. Id. 22.137-160] 

The beginning of the entry states that women were overlooked in both the society, and the history, of Sparta and the rest of Greece. While this may be true it is worth looking at the scholarship and evidence more carefully in order to assess this statement fully to further support this argument. Firstly, it is stated by Katz to be—in Ionian societies of Greece at least—that women were given increasingly secluded roles in life, being less involved in public affairs, and therefore, easier for historians to overlook.[footnoteRef:2] Also, Katz outlines that while it is acknowledged that women had some power in the home, most scholarship traditionally has shunned the roles of women in history even more, pushing them further into their obscurity, which ignores some of the more multifaceted evidence.[footnoteRef:3] An argument against the complete overlooking of women in ancient Greece, is Herodotus’ treatment and praise of Gorgo, who is seen to possess wit, and prove more capable than her adult male counterparts, showing that even a young girl could be intelligent and accomplished.[footnoteRef:4] It is also noteworthy that the women of Sparta, according to Pomeroy, famously competed in the Olympic games in great numbers, having a dedicated system of female physical education, which is attested to by Theocritus.[footnoteRef:5] There is also record that a Spartan was the first female to claim an Olympic victory, which shows they must have had some involvement with that aspect of sports.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Katz 1995: 22-23]  [3:  Katz 1995: 24-25, 28-32, 39-40]  [4:  Hdt. 5.51, 7.239]  [5:  Pomeroy: x-xi, 12-14; Theoc. Id. 18.22-25]  [6:  Xen. Ages. 9.6; Paus 3.8.1] 

In the second paragraph of the extract it is noted that the female siblings of Leda’s offspring ‘are on or are close to equal with them, in their godly descent.’, however, Pseudo-Apollodorus tells us that this divine descendancy has nothing to do with their sex, and only Helen and Pollux were Zeus’ children.[footnoteRef:7] It is however unsure as in some sources both brothers are divine from the beginning.[footnoteRef:8] In the third paragraph, Mann’s statements concerning Leda’s role in the sources is heavily supported, as again we see her being mentioned by many sources—including Homer and P. Apollodorus—only as a frame of reference to either her children, or to her Husband; as Tyndareus’ wife.[footnoteRef:9] However, in some literature, the women surrounding the Dioscuri can show some independence from their family, as in Euripides’ play Helen, only a single time does the a name of one of her brother’s appear in the text.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  P.Apollod. Bibl. 3.10.7]  [8:  HH 17]  [9:  P.Apollod. Bibl. 3.10.6-7; HH 17; Strab. 10.2.24; Pind. Nem. 10]  [10:  Eur. Hel. 191] 

Plutarch’s sentiments concerning the abduction of Helen, are in accordance with the extract’s statement that Theseus abducted Helen, as Plutarch addresses the other possibilities, and finds that abduction is the most likely version of events, although it is thought that Theseus did not rape the young Helen.[footnoteRef:11] Plutarch’s account also supports the notion that Helen’s abduction was used as a device to further the prowess and heroism of her brothers, who come in force against the abductors and act honourably during the expedition.[footnoteRef:12] In this account, Helen’s portrayal fits with the damsel stereotype in Greek mythology, as she needs to be saved by her brothers. Whilst it is true that there is a parallel between this account and her abduction by Paris, it may be that this is simply a more common occurrence of the time, and that there is no intentional foreshadowing in this myth, especially considering the varying authorships of the two tales.[footnoteRef:13] Mann’s comment about the war being more in aid of advancing Sparta’s prowess, seems unfounded as it would be only logical that the Dioscuri—or most other siblings—would gladly wage war in defence of their infant sister, and indeed they seem to only be attacking a single agent.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Plut. Thes. 31.1; Blair 2010: 185]  [12:  Plut. Thes. 32-33; Paus. 1.41.5]  [13:  Plut. Thes. 32-33; ]  [14:  Plut. Thes. 31.1] 

While Mann provides several sources to assert that the Dioscuri’s abduction of the Messenian priestesses was the principle cause of Sparta’s war with the Messenians, it seems more pertinent to look at Pausanias’ interpretation due to his rational approach.[footnoteRef:15] Pausanias presents many different reasons for the hostility between the two peoples, and presents a very reasonable version of events that would trigger a war, bearing in mind the history of problems between Sparta and Messenia.[footnoteRef:16] Pausanias, being so well-read, is a useful source that does not seem to make direct mention of the Dioscuri causing this conflict.[footnoteRef:17] The interpretation of Castor and Pollux abducting the two women when they were to marry Idas and Lynceus—two Messenian princes—seems unsupported by P. Apollodorus’ account it only makes brief mention they were abducted, and the interactions of the characters does not elude such a subtext.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Paus. 4.4.4-4.5.10]  [16:  Paus. 4.4.4-4.5.10]  [17:  Paus. 4.4.4-4.5.10; Meadows 1995: 112]  [18:  P.Apollod Bibl. 3.11] 

In conclusion, Mann’s interpretation of the Dioscuri’s interactions of women is largely in accordance with the sources. Leda is only referred to because of her relation to her male family members and the sources possess no mention of other traits, and their sister Helen is primarily present to forward the Dioscuri’s characters when they are involved in the narrative.[footnoteRef:19] Also, the extract’s assessment that the sources make studying this topic difficult are correct, as Claassen notes, an important source like Ovid is writing in the Augustan period, and under heavy influence from his own time, as correctly the extract identifies.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  HH 33; Plut. Thes. 32-33]  [20:  Claassen 2016: 53, 74-75] 
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