How does the presentation of Persian women support Herodotus’ overall presentation of Persia?
Throughout the Histories Herodotus presents Persia through its contrast with Greek culture.[footnoteRef:1]  Flower and Marincola argue that there is a dichotomy between the Greeks and Persians which resolves by the end of Book 9.[footnoteRef:2]  Cartledge and Greenwood have argued that this ‘polarisation’ is to make Herodotus appear more credible,[footnoteRef:3] although an alternative suggestion by Munson is that it makes the eventual cross-cultural similarities more incredible.[footnoteRef:4]  The Persians are continually portrayed as an overall powerful nation that is continuously expanding, but whose values, although often contrary to those of the Greeks, can sometimes dovetail together,[footnoteRef:5] as seen in their value for freedom.[footnoteRef:6]  Herodotus’ main portrayal of Persia is centred on their social and religious customs,[footnoteRef:7] but mainly their power as an empire from the lands they control,[footnoteRef:8] to their origin,[footnoteRef:9] and their state structure.[footnoteRef:10]  This essay discusses how the presentation of Persian women as both victims and adulterers, especially when compared to the Greek representation of women, is vital as a part of the overall presentation of Persia.  It will then go on to discuss how the portrayal of powerful Persian women is a fundamental part of the portrayal of the power of Persia but is still viewed as a transgressive nature of the women. [1:  Dominick, 2007, p. 432.]  [2:  Flower & Marincola, 2002, pp. 37-9.]  [3:  Cartledge & Greenwood, 2002, pp. 363-71.]  [4:  Munson, 2001.]  [5:  Dominick, 2007, p. 432.]  [6:  Hdt. 9.122.]  [7:  Hdt. 1.131-140. As argued in: Tuplin, 2008, p. 792.]  [8:  Hdt. 3.89-95; 7.61-97. As argued in: Tuplin, 2008, p. 793.]  [9:  Hdt. 1.125; 4.167. As argued in: Tuplin, 2008, p. 793.]  [10:  Hdt. 1.188; 5.25-30; 7.135.  As argued in: Tuplin, 2008, p. 794.] 


There are examples of Persian women being presented as victims, mainly of male eros, through the Histories.  The idea of eros was significant in Greek culture as although often translated as ‘love’ in English, it is of important note that the Greeks had different types of love, eros being that which relates to erotic love which is portrayed towards prostitutes,[footnoteRef:11] in comparison to filia which is familial love towards your spouse and children.  This presentation of Persian women is similar to that of Greek women by Herodotus’ contemporaries and later Greek authors.[footnoteRef:12]  Herodotus’ main presentation of these women is through the narrative device of not giving them a name, by supressing their name it has been argued that he is giving the women respect and removing them from the blame of actions taken against them.[footnoteRef:13]  This view is expressed by the later Athenian orator Pericles in his funeral oration where he declares that ‘the greatest glory of a woman is to be least talked about by men’.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Holland, 2013, p. 642.]  [12:  Most notably see: Xenophon’s Oeconomicus and his discussion on Ischomachus’ wife: 6.17-10.13. How to train a wife, contrasted with Greek plays like that of Euripides Medea and Hippolytus, and Aristophanes’ Assemblywomen.]  [13:  Larson, 2006, p. 225.]  [14:  Thuc. 2.46.] 


Examples in Herodotus of victimised women include that of Masistes’ wife and Cambyses’ sisters.[footnoteRef:15]  The narrative surrounding Masistes’ wife tells of how she is married to Masistes, Xerxes’ younger brother.  Unfortunately, Xerxes falls in love with her.  However, due to her faithfulness to her husband Masistes’ she is able to resist Xerxes’ amorous advances. [footnoteRef:16]  It is this loyalty that Herodotus is portraying in Masistes’ wife by not giving her a name.  This is emphasised in considering that in the narrative that surrounds her she is the only one of three women that is not named. [footnoteRef:17]  However, an argument could be made that by not naming her, and instead always referring to her as ‘Masistes’ wife’,[footnoteRef:18] she becomes objectified and treated like his possession, as she has no value apart from what his name gives her.  She ultimately becomes the victim of the narrative as she is mutilated to death by Xerxes’ wife Amestris, because of Xerxes’ affair with Artaynte, Masistes’ wife’s daughter, [footnoteRef:19] in the belief that it is the mother that causes a daughter to become an adulterer. [footnoteRef:20] [15:  Hdt 9.108-13; 3.30-33.]  [16:  Hdt 9.111.]  [17:  Larson, 2006, p. 230.]  [18:  Hdt. 9.111]  [19:  Notice how the vindictive Amestris is named in this passage.]  [20:  Hdt. 9.111; Griffith, 2011, p. 310.  See below, in a later paragraph for a more in-depth discussion on Amestris’ actions.] 


An example of Persian women being victims of eros can be seen through Herodotus’ presentation of Cambyses’ sisters, who were ‘passionately lusted after’ by Cambyses’.[footnoteRef:21]  This presentation of Persian women and the treatment of them represents how Persia as a whole is shown in the Histories because it states that Cambyses is marrying outside of the law: it ‘had not remotely been the habit of the Persians to set up house with their sisters’.[footnoteRef:22]  This has alternately been translated as this ‘not [being] the custom of the Persians’;[footnoteRef:23] and both translations emphasise that such behaviour was contrary to that which was typical of the Persians.  The idea of women being the victim of male eros is seen most notably in the plays Medea and Hippolytus, both by Euripides,[footnoteRef:24] and Herodotus’ overall presentation of Persian women within the Histories fulfils a similar presentation of Greek women in the wider Greek literature. [21:  Hdt 3.31.]  [22:  Hdt 3.31: Trans. Holland 2013.]  [23:  Hdt 3.31: Trans Rawlinson 1996.]  [24:  Medea acts as the jilted lover and a vindictive woman looking for revenge.  Alternatively, Phaedra in Hippolytus is portrayed as the victim of Aphrodite and presented as a female tragedy driven mad by overwhelming eros as punishment for Hippolytus’ actions.] 


However, a contrary representation of Persian women as victims in Herodotus is that of the adulteress woman.  It has been argued by Wenghofer that the sexual representation of women from non-Greek cultures in Herodotus is used to highlight their cultural differences and transgression compared to the Greek cultures, especially the Greek views of Herodotus’ audience.[footnoteRef:25]  It could be argued that Herodotus’ inclusion of adulterous and promiscuous women is included in the Histories due to the uniqueness of the acts, and to highlight that such acts do go against the customs of both Greeks and Persians.  Wenghofer’s argument groups the ‘other’ cultures within the Histories and presents them all as representing the same thing and is a very narrow view of the narrative.  The adulterous Persian woman is represented in Artaynte the daughter of Masistes’ wife who is married by Xerxes to his son Darius II in an attempt to seduce her mother.[footnoteRef:26]  The narrative surrounds Xerxes’ misdemeanours with women as he begins an affair with his daughter-in-law, but it has been argued that Herodotus by naming Artaynte portrays her as a willing participate in the affair, and as Larson argues the giving of her a name is a way of disgracing her.[footnoteRef:27]  It has been put forward by Gray that Artyante is the force that destroys Masistes’ oikos, metaphorically meaning the home and family, the people and familial structures that surround a person.[footnoteRef:28] [25:  Wenghofer, 2014, p. 515.]  [26:  Hdt 9.111; Griffith, 2011, p. 310.]  [27:  Larson, 2006, p. 230.]  [28:  Hdt 9.107; Gray, 1995, p. 208.] 


The empire of Persia is presented by Herodotus as powerful and continuing to expand. The Persians have control over vast territories, seen in both Darius’ tribute districts[footnoteRef:29] and later on Xerxes’ military contingents.[footnoteRef:30]  In this context some Persian women are presented as being powerful, however, their power is represented through the negative aspects of being manipulative and clever as seen in Amestris’ revenge in Book 9.[footnoteRef:31]  Amestris, wife of Xerxes, is portrayed as the savage and powerful queen.[footnoteRef:32]  She manipulates her power as the wife of the king in exploiting the Persian custom that on his birthday the king must give gifts to all who ask.[footnoteRef:33]  Notably, despite it being her husband who was adulterous, she does not seek her revenge on him or the daughter-in-law he slept with, Artaynte.  Instead Amestris takes her revenge on the mother, Masistes’ wife,[footnoteRef:34] believing it to be ‘the mother to have been the cause’[footnoteRef:35] which in itself shows the supposed power that a mother holds in the Persian culture and arguably Greek culture as well.  Xerxes foolishly gives Artaynte a robe that was specially woven by his wife, which leads to the discovery of the affair; it has been argued that this giving of the robe by Xerxes represents Amestris’ loss for power, and possibly Artaynte’s gaining of power.[footnoteRef:36]  Comparisons have been made between the Amestris and Esther from the Bible, where Xerxes fulfils the role of Ahasuerus, as well as further comparisons with the story of Salome.[footnoteRef:37]  Grittith even argues for a comparison with the myth of Semele and that Herodotus used the tale to shape his own narrative.[footnoteRef:38] [29:  Hdt 3.89-95.]  [30:  Hdt 7.61-97.]  [31:  Hdt 9.107-14.]  [32:  Larson, 2006, p. 230.]  [33:  Griffith, 2011, p. 310.]  [34:  See above in the essay for a discussion on the supposed innocence of Masiste’s wife.]  [35:  Hdt 9.110.1.]  [36:  Griffith, 2011, p. 310; Dillery, 2008, p. 40.  For further discussion on the symbolism of the robe see: Hazewindus, 2004.]  [37:  Griffith, 2011, p. 312.  For further discussions surrounding the comparison with the Biblical Esther see: Macan, 1908.  For Salome see: How & Wells, 1912; Schuckburgh, 1954.]  [38:  Griffith, 2011, p. 312.] 


Another manipulative wife is seen from earlier in the narrative in the form of Atossa, Darius’ wife.[footnoteRef:39]  For our first impressions of Atossa she is portrayed as a typical woman of the time, ashamed due to a tumour on her breast that she tries desperately to hide.[footnoteRef:40]  She then in an act of desperation goes to a Greek doctor, Democedes, for help, who then in turn begins to manipulate her.[footnoteRef:41]  She is therefore portrayed by Herodotus as being manipulated by the Greek, to then exploit her sexual power to persuade Darius into invading Greece.[footnoteRef:42]  However, due to Larson’s argument as discussed earlier,[footnoteRef:43] the fact that Atossa’s name is not suppressed by Herodotus suggests that he in some way holds her accountable for her actions.  Therefore, an alternative reading of the narrative could be that Atossa is a manipulative woman, who uses her power as the king’s wife to persuade him to invade Greece apparently for her own benefit.[footnoteRef:44] [39:  Hdt. 3.132-6.]  [40:  Hdt. 3.133-4.]  [41:  Hdt. 3.133-4.]  [42:  Dominick, 2007, p. 433.]  [43:  Larson, 2006.]  [44:  See: Dominick, 2007, pp. 436-38, for a further discussion on the similarities between Herodotus’ portrayal of Atossa and the portrayal by Aeschylus in his play the Persians.] 


Interestingly, one presentation shows a powerful manipulative woman, the other shows arguably a manipulated woman who yields power.  What is noticeable however, is that both women are the wives of a Persian King.  Herodotus could therefore be using the representation of powerful women as a wider portrayal of Persia, and Persian kingship as a whole.  The idea that Persians are presented as powerful, so their wives are powerful as well, especially those of the kings’.  There has been much debate within scholarship over Herodotus’ use of characterisation, especially in regard to the Persian kings.  The prevailing argument by Pearson was that Herodotus description of characters was shaped by the expectations of his audience,[footnoteRef:45] however, alternatively it has been argued by Waters that Herodotus did favour historiographic objectivity, especially in consideration of the kings and tyrants presented throughout the Histories.[footnoteRef:46]  Ultimately it can be seen that Herodotus discusses not just positive or negative features of a character, but includes both.[footnoteRef:47]  However, the good characteristics may follow the type of the conventional ideas to make the individuals more believable and appealing.[footnoteRef:48]  Perhaps this is the reason for displaying the king’s interactions with their wives and daughters, the portrayals help to create a more rounded depiction of the king, and it is interesting how the male kings’ faults seem to be centred on their female companions. [45:  Perason, 1954.]  [46:  Waters, 1971.]  [47:  Spath, 1968.]  [48:  Gammie, 1986, p. 172.] 


It is also interesting that the powerful Persian women are seen as powerful because of their relationship with a man, and the power they have the ability to exert over this male who happens to be the Persian King.  This power is therefore portrayed as manipulative and a negative aspect of their character, perhaps suggesting a more negative image of Persia overall.  This is especially significant in consideration of the role of Artemisia, the warrior queen of Halicarnassus, who fights for the Persians under Xerxes.[footnoteRef:49]  She is continually portrayed as a powerful woman who impresses Xerxes so much during the battle that he declares ‘My men have become women, and my women men’.[footnoteRef:50]  This more positive portrayal of a powerful woman, who is only Persian through association, is in contrast with the negative portrayal already discussed on the powerful Persian women.  It is notable how Herodotus has chosen to do this, perhaps to emphasise the position of women in Persian society as the submissive instead of the powerful.  Whereas, Artemisia is positioned in-between the Persian Empire while Queen of a Greek province and notably, Halicarnassus, Herodotus’ own town, which could suggest a bias.  Ultimately though, Artemisia is repositioned in the role of a woman when she is sent off to Ephesus with Xerxes’ children,[footnoteRef:51] so despite her success and impressiveness in battle, Herodotus’ final presentation of her is in a typical female role of caring for the children. [49:  Hdt. 7.99.]  [50:  Hdt. 8.88.]  [51:  Hdt. 8.102-3.] 


Overall, Herodotus’ presentation of Persian women in the Histories is part of his wider representation of Persia, both through how the Persians treat the women, and the female responses to their treatment.  At the same time, Herodotus is also using them as a direct comparison to Greek women,[footnoteRef:52] as he does with cultures throughout the Histories.[footnoteRef:53]  Most notably Herodotus is focused on the power of the Persians as a focal point throughout the entire narrative, and so the portrayal of powerful women is just as important.  It is worthy of mention that some scholars have emphasised the ‘otherness’ of the Persians, and Herodotus’ presentation of non-Greeks, as a narrative technique.  This has led to scholarship ultimately interpreting the Persian women in a negative manner,[footnoteRef:54] contrary to Herodotus’ aims of detailing the marvellous deeds of non-Greeks with as much care as his treatment of the Greeks, as stated in his proem,[footnoteRef:55] with little bias to either side. [52:  Discussions here could include the cleverness of the Spartan princess Gorgo: (5.51; 7.239), although this could be unique to Sparta and not to the rest of Greece, notably Athens.  Other women seen in the Histories who could be compared to the portrayals of Persian women include: Mycerinus’ daughter in Egypt and the supposed lust he had for her which ultimately caused her death (2.129-134), which can be compared to Cambyses’ lust for his sisters (3.30-33); and Candaules’ wife within the Gyges episode (1.8-13), which can be compared to the Xerxes episode with Masistes’ wife (9.111).]  [53:  For comparisons of Greek cultures with other cultures, see the ethnographic logoi within the Histories of: Scythia, Hdt.4.2; Egypt; Hdt. 2.14-180; India, Hdt. 3.94-104; Lydians, Hdt 1.193-216.]  [54:  For example: Wenghofer, 2014.]  [55:  Hdt. 1.0.] 
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