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Abstract

Atalanta has a complicated and contradictory mythological tradition in classical antiquity.
Her excellence in masculine activities produces tension and fascination. Shunning
marriage, she races and kills suitors until one tricks her. This race emphasizes her
virginity, which is largely ignored in the Calydonian boar hunt narratives. Atalanta
frequently contributes to this hunt, but because of her gender disagreement arises
surrounding material recognition of her excellence. Other episodes, including her
childhood, metamorphosis into a lion, fight against rapist centaurs, and membership in
the Argonauts, contribute to her being defined by her gender and excellence outside of
the traditional feminine sphere. Conversely, bearing a heroic son perpetuates her own
heroic identity while also conforming to women’s expected goal of motherhood. There is
little outright condemnation of her behaviour, even while she challenges gender
expectations. Atalanta’s blurring of gender boundaries is frequently problematic, but only

in conjunction with men’s desire for her.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Atalanta is a mythical virgin huntress and racer in the Greco-Roman tradition. She
is an unusual character because she excels at these activities, which are typically
associated with a masculine sphere of excellence. She is involved in two major stories
and several minor ones. She is the only woman to be included in heroic exploits
alongside male heroes, such as the Calydonian boar hunt and the voyage for the golden
fleece. Her presence in these adventures alone is a testament to her excellence and
extraordinariness, for otherwise she would not be included or be able to make meaningful
contributions to these endeavours. She is a skilled racer, frequently described as swift-
footed or shown winning races against countless male suitors. The many variations of
Atalanta’s myth “reflect the richness of traditional concepts associated with it”
(Anagnostou-Laoutides 2005, 5). This project examines how ancient authors treat themes
of excellence and gender in their tellings of the myths of Atalanta. Since she excels in
masculine-coded activities, she challenges gender boundaries. However, even though she
challenges expectations by participating in masculine activities, her femininity becomes a
reason for her to be denied prizes or opportunities that she might otherwise deserve based
on her skills.

The multiplicity of sources presents some difficulties. There is no single definitive
text about Atalanta, although some mythographers offer thorough but concise
descriptions of her life. However, these mythographers’ collections have limitations,
since they generally aim to be myth handbooks for the educated (Wilson 1997, 15, on
Acelian; Hard 1997, xxvi, on Apollodorus). Thus, while they bring together various
strands of the Atalanta myth, they are not necessarily meant to be literary treatments.
While the later mythographers have the fullest narratives about Atalanta, she appears in
various sources starting with a fragmented description of her race against Hippomenes in
the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (fragments 47-50, Most) from the sixth century BCE
(West 1985, 136). She also appears in Greek and Roman art.

It seems that there are two broad versions of Atalanta: a Boeotian one, in which
she is the running daughter of Schoeneus, and an Arcadian one, in which she is the
hunting daughter of lasos or Iasios (Barringer 1996, 48-49). However, this distinction

breaks down several times. For instance, Diodorus Siculus says that she is the daughter of



Schoeneus from Arcadia and participated in the Calydonian boar hunt (Bibl. Hist. 4.34);
Hyginus says that Parthenopaeus is the son of Atalanta, daughter of lasius, and Meleager
(Fab. 70), but the Atalanta who hunts with Meleager is the daughter of Schoeneus (Fab.
173-74), and the Atalanta who is beaten in the race by Hippomenes and marries him is
also the daughter of Schoeneus (Fab. 185). Apollodorus says in his description of the
boar hunt that she is the daughter of Arcadian Schoeneus (Bibl. 1.8.2) but in his
description of Atalanta herself, which still includes a mention of the boar hunt, she is the
daughter of Iasos from Arcadia (Bib!/. 3.9.2). So various authors do not follow the general
trend in the mythic tradition (Daughter of Schoeneus = Boeotian = racer vs. Daughter of
lasos = Arcadian = huntress) when they identify Atalanta. Moreover, some authors are
inconsistent even within their own work. Since the two traditions were conflated so
frequently, it is of limited use to maintain the distinction.

There have been a few scholarly works focusing on Atalanta in recent years.
Thomas Scanlon includes a chapter called “Atalanta and Athletic Myths of Gender” in his
book, Eros and Greek Athletics (2002, 175-198). In this chapter, he analyzes a few
literary sources and several material sources for Atalanta’s athletic activity. He concludes
that “Greek athletics was normally restricted to the male domain, and in the one myth in
which a mortal female intervenes in that sphere, the legend is shaped so that the heroine
not only loses the contest in the end; she is even punished with the loss of her humanity
by transformation into a very unsexy beast” (Scanlon 2002, 198). Evangelia Anagnostou-
Laoutides’ chapter on Atalanta discusses her myth in the context of erotic magic and
rituals (2005, 1-103). She argues that Atalanta’s myth reflects Artemis’ cult rituals and
that Atalanta’s character is similar to Artemis’ (2005, 5-10;16-35; 425-26). She also
discusses the connection between erotic love, magic, and madness in the myth and in
particular how this is the effect of the golden apples (2005, 46-103; 427-28). Judith
Barringer discusses vase paintings of Atalanta in the Calydonian boar hunt, funeral games
for Pelias, and footrace, focusing on their connections with initiation rites (1996). She
argues that Atalanta is “the embodiment of ambiguity and liminality, combining aspects
of male and female, insider and outsider” (1996, 49). In her chapter “Hunting and Myth,”
she discusses the Calydonian boar hunt as a myth that combines heroic hunting with

stories about the followers of Artemis (Barringer 2001, 125; 147-161). She argues that



hunters’ immoderation leads to role reversals (2001, 126). Meleager the hunter becomes
hunted by love, and Atalanta takes the part of a male ephebe (2001, 147). Emilie
Druilhe’s book on Atalanta focuses on Atalanta’s different identities as heroine (2016,
25-47), lover (71-93), and virgin (95-114). She argues that Atalanta is able to be a
heroine because of her youth and the fact that she lives in the heroic age (116), but once
she marries and has a child, she loses her heroic identity (100-112).

This project approaches Atalanta’s stories through the themes of gender and
excellence. Her character is intriguing because she blurs the boundaries between
masculine and feminine behaviour by excelling in men’s activities. The fact that the
extant narratives about Atalanta are by male authors adds another layer of complexity.
Why did male authors write about a woman who could beat men in races and match, or
surpass them, in hunting? There is no definitive answer to this question, but examining
the connection and tension between excellence and gender can add a new facet of
understanding. Her character is fascinating not only because she blurs boundaries, but
also because her presence as a female character in masculine heroic situations creates a
new opportunity for conflict, and thus heightens drama. This fascination is one reason for
her persistent presence in mythological writing throughout antiquity.

Chapter 2 is about the race story, in which Atalanta does not want to marry and
uses her excellent running skills to enforce this wish. She races her suitors, who must die
if they lose to her. She is so fast that no one is able to win against her, until one suitor
(Hippomenes or Melanion) obtains the help of Aphrodite/Venus. The goddess of love
gives him golden apples which he uses to delay Atalanta so that he can win the race and
marry her. Many authors write that after the race Atalanta and her husband are turned into
lions. While these events are often connected, I will treat them in separate chapters. The
fact that she can run faster than men and kills the men whom she defeats is a testament to
her excellence and cruelty, although some authors emphasize her cruelty more than
others. Her characterization in many authors is affected by their exploration of Atalanta’s
chastity. Many authors do not state a reason for her insistence on virginity (although a
connection to Artemis is often implied), but Ovid explains that it was due to an oracle.
This seems to mitigate her cruelty because, rather than simply wishing to remain a virgin,

she is just trying to protect herself. In this story, Atalanta relied on her excellence to



prevent herself from making the transition to marriage, a transition which is expected of
her due to her gender. However, she does not succeed because she is overcome by the
trickery (not skill) of a man. This suggests that no matter how skilled she is, her gender
still prevents her from maintaining her desired celibate way of life.

Chapter 3 focuses on the other major story involving Atalanta, the Calydonian
boar hunt. Early depictions of this story do not include Atalanta; in these versions
Meleager leads several heroes against the boar, but once it is killed a fight arises over the
spoils of the hunt and Meleager kills his uncles. Once Atalanta is introduced to the story,
the basic plot becomes as follows. Meleager leads several heroes, including Atalanta,
against the boar. Once it is killed a fight arises because Meleager gives the spoils of the
hunt to Atalanta. In this fight Meleager kills his uncles. The basic plot remains fairly
consistent, but Atalanta’s receipt of the prize becomes cemented as the reason for the
disagreement surrounding the spoils. This allows for an exploration of gender dynamics
within the myth. When Meleager’s uncles, the sons of Thestius, argue against Meleager
giving Atalanta the prize, her gender is frequently cited as the reason for their opposition.
They do not argue that she is undeserving because of a lack of skill or contribution to the
hunt. Thus her myth was a story through which ancient writers explored the interplay
between gender and recognition of excellence.

Chapter 4 examines other stories about Atalanta, which expand on themes similar
to those of the race and the hunt. Few authors discuss Atalanta’s childhood, but the
mythographers who do, Apollodorus and Aelian, offer a story that serves to explain the
origins of her character very well. She is exposed because her father does not want a girl,
and so right from the beginning her life is defined by her gender. She is suckled by a bear
and so is marked by wildness. Hunters raise her and teach her the skills that will lead to
her participation in the Calydonian boar hunt. She grows up to love her virginity. This all
sets the stage for the major stories for which she is known. The lion metamorphosis is
closely linked with the race story, as it often follows it directly. There are some
variations, but she and her husband are frequently turned into lions because of a sexual
transgression. A different ending for Atalanta’s story is that sometimes she has a son,
Parthenopaeus. Thus she reaches the fulfillment of an important role attached to women,

that of motherhood. Atalanta demonstrates her commitment to virginity and skill with the



bow when she defends herself from two centaurs who try to rape her. However, a
variation on this story is that her suitor Milanion is wounded by the centaur, Hylaus. This
variation allows her to be an example of a cruel woman who is persuaded to give in to a
man who suffers for and helps her. This shows the versatility and contradiction in her
character. An Atalanta who is persuaded to love Milanion is a very different character
from an Atalanta who aggressively defends her virginity by killing suitors who lose the
race against her. However, the knowledge of Atalanta’s extreme devotion to chastity as
demonstrated in the race is necessary to understand the weight behind using her as an
example of a hard woman softened by a man’s persistent hard work. Atalanta is
occasionally associated with the quest for the golden fleece. This underscores her
exceptional character as a mythical woman whose skills are so great that she can be
included in important quests with other male heroes. Apollonius does not include her on
the quest in his Argonautica, but he mentions that she wants to join the quest but is
refused because her presence could cause strife. Thus it is the fact that she is a woman,
not a lack of courage or skills, that prevents her participation. Atalanta frequently proves
herself to excel in activities associated with men, but that does not necessarily mean that
she can transcend the limitations placed on her because of her gender.

Ultimately, Atalanta has a complicated and sometimes contradictory character,
but her stories are frequently driven by the tensions between her feminine gender and
masculine excellence. This is frequently intertwined with men’s desire for her and her
disinterest in men. Her choice of activities and her boundary-blurring personality are
rarely condemned in a straightforward manner. However, these elements, combined with

men’s love of her, frequently cause problems for Atalanta and the people around her.



Chapter 2: Atalanta’s Race

The episode of the Atalanta myth that is earliest to appear is her race to avoid
marriage. The basic structure of the myth is as follows: Atalanta does not want to marry
and races suitors for her hand. Death is the consequence for the many suitors who lose the
footrace. Hippomenes (or Melanion) throws golden apples during the race to distract her
and slow her down. With this trick he wins the race and marries Atalanta. This story is
often followed by the couple’s metamorphosis into lions, but this will be addressed in
detail in chapter 4. There are many literary accounts or references to the story of
Atalanta’s race, although there are fewer depictions in art. In the extant corpus, few
authors are concerned with explaining her motivations for avoiding marriage, nor do they
mention her desire to be like Artemis in conjunction with the race. Apollodorus (Bib!.
3.9.2) and Hyginus (Fab. 185) mention that she wants to remain a virgin but do not
explain why, and Ovid tells of an oracle that warns her against marriage (Met. 10.564-
65). In what follows, I will look closely at the narratives in different literary genres and
the material sources, with a focus on gender dynamics and excellence.

In ancient Greece there were real female runners, including Spartan girls and girls
taking part in the Arkteia (rites for Artemis) or the Heraia (Kyle 2014, 211-12). Thus
Atalanta is taking part in an activity that real women did. However, the fact that she raced
against men made her an unusual character. In nearly all versions that describe the race,
there are many suitors and the race is deadly to the losers. The large number of suitors
willing to run this risk serves to show how desirable Atalanta is. Even if an author does
not describe her as beautiful or otherwise desirable, this aspect of her character is
necessary for the plot. In this way, she conforms to the expectation of mythical women
being beautiful. However, she diverges from expectations by being excellent at running,
and not only that, but more excellent at it than men. Hippomenes cannot hope to win
without using Aphrodite’s golden apples. Thus, “only male trickery can overcome female
strength, a complete reversal of the Greek norm” (Scanlon 2002, 178).

The apples are a consistent element in each literary telling, but their origin is
somewhat variable. The scholia on Theocritus’ Idyll 2.120 suggest a connection with
Dionysus: scholion 2.120a reports that Callimachus says the apples which Aphrodite

gave to Hippomenes were from Dionysus’ wreath, and scholion 2.120b reports that



Philetas said the apples given by Aphrodite to Hippomenes were from Dionysus and that
they stirred desire in Atalanta (Wendel 1966, 289-90). Faraone uses this as evidence for
the aphrodisiac quality of the apples (1990, 233). Even in this rather obscure connection
to Dionysus, the apples are still given to Hippomenes by Aphrodite. Apollodorus and
Libanius simply say that they are from Aphrodite (Bibl. 3.9.2; Progymnasmata 33-34)
and Hyginus says they are from Venus (Fab. 185). Theocritus’ speaker does not give a
mythological origin for the apples, and this may be in order to erase any differences
between them and the ones that he brings to his lover (/d. 3.41; more on this below).
Virgil connects them with the garden of the Hesperides and does not mention Venus,
although it is only a brief reference to the story (Ecl. 6.61). Ovid’s Venus says that she
brought the apples herself from her sacred tree in Tamasus, on Cyprus (Met. 10.644-50).
On the calyx crater (see figure 1) Aphrodite is handling apples along with a winged Eros.
Aphrodite/Venus is the most common thread, which makes sense since the apples are a
tool which leads Atalanta to marriage. There is evidence that apples were part of marriage
rituals and connected with promoting sexual desire in females (Faraone 1990, 230-32).
There also is a correspondence between the golden quality of the apples and golden
Aphrodite, and Aphrodite is often connected with magical objects (Anagnostou-

Laoutides 2005, 46, 56).

2.1 Heroic Genealogy (Hesiod)

The earliest extant literary evidence for Atalanta is from the Hesiodic Catalogue
of Women, also known as the Ehoiai (from the recurring pattern of 1" oin which often
marked new sections (West 1985, 1)). It is a poem of five books (West 1985, 1). The
Catalogue of Women is thought to be written by an author later than Hesiod (West 1985,
127), and was probably composed at some point between 580 and 520 BCE (West 1985,
136). It is a genealogical text showing the families of the heroic age (West 1985, 29-30).
It is a sequel to the Theogony, and its first lines are the last lines of the Theogony (Ziogas
2011, 250). West says that fragment 1 was designed to follow the Theogony, and that
Theogony 1019ff was designed as a transition into the Catalogue, but that this does not

necessarily mean that they were composed at the same time (1985, 126).



Atalanta’s story was likely at the very beginning of book 2 of the Catalogue
(West 1985, 67). It is the fullest extant narrative in the section on the descendants of
Aiolos and may have been the last in that family to be described in the Catalogue (West
1985, 49). It is quite fragmentary—there are lines missing, and several lines are only
partially preserved. In it she is the daughter of Schoeneus (F48.12 Most/F75.12
Merkelbach-West (MW)) and races Hippomenes, whose name is missing from the
narrative fragments themselves (F73, 75-75 MW, F47-48 Most, although Most supplies
Hippomenes’ name in F48.15) but is attested by a scholion on Homer’s I/iad (F50
Most/F74 MW). The narrative is as follows: Atalanta “refused to associate with the tribe
[of all human beings / hoping to escape] marriage [with men] who live on bread
(Translation by Most, 2018; mavtwv avOownwv a]rtavaiveto pvAov opA[etv /
avdpwV aAmopévn devylewv yapov aAdnotacy|, F. 47.4-5 Most/73.4-5 MW).
There is a crowd (possibly of suitors, as Most supplies in F48.8), and they marvel at the
way the breath of Zephyrus flutters her chiton around her soft breasts (F48.7-10
Most/F75.7-10 MW). This image is sexually charged (Fratantuono 2008, 345).
Schoeneus announces the terms of the race, though about half of every line is missing in

his speech, some lines are reconstructed, and the end of the speech is missing:

@de d& pvbéopat, Zevg d’ au]u’ EMUAQTLEOG E0TW

....]JMoetar el dé kev 00TOg

vikrjont kal ot damnt Zebg] k0dog dpéoOat

aAAdot T’ aBavartor, 6t OAVU] T dcopat’ Exovat,

...pJANV €c maToda yaiav:

....KVL]TOdwV 00€vog (Ttmwv

L KEJmALe kat vo ke Qo

....]Ja &vinoov &ebAov.

el O€ ke 1) damnoL mat]ne avdowv te Oewv te (F. 48.17-25 Most/F. 75.17-
25 MW)

This is what I say, and may Zeus] be [our] witness:
]; but if he
wins and Zeus grants it to him] to bear off the glory,
and the other immortals who] have their mansions on Olympus,
] to his dear fatherland;
] the swift-footed horses’ strength
] treasures; and in spirit
]grievous contest.
but if the father] of gods and men [does not grant (translation by Most, 2018)



The fragmentary nature of this section makes it difficult to understand what the terms of
the race really are. It is clear that Schoeneus invokes Zeus, and he seems to suggest that
the outcome of the race is Zeus’ responsibility. This is interesting because Zeus does not
appear to play a role in other versions of the race. The deity who is always connected to
the race story is Aphrodite, because she is the one who gives the golden apples to
Hippomenes, and moreover she is the goddess with whom Atalanta refuses to associate
herself.

In the next section we are in the middle of the race, which is an unequal contest
because Atalanta is refusing gifts (of golden Aphrodite, as supplied in F48.6 (31) Most
and F76.6 (31) MW) but Hippomenes is running for his life:

Nx’ vmoxwoenoao - ov Yo tofov audotégototy
&6/\0\/ Exel0’- 1) pév oa lodkng dU AtaAdvn

tet’ ocvmvopsvn dawoa [xovomcg Ac[)Qoém]g,

Tt O¢ mept YPuxne méAg[to dpdpog, 1E aAwvat

ne ¢pOyaiv- (F. 48.4-8 (29-34) Most/ 76.4-8 (29-34) MW).

she, retreating a little; for unequal [for the two of them

was the contest: for she, [swift-footed godly Atalanta,

sped refusing the gifts of [golden Aphrodite,

while for him [the race] was for his life, [either to be caught

or to escape. (Translation by Most, 2018).
Atalanta is, as later authors tell us, a faster runner than any man, although this detail is
not part of the Hesiodic fragments. However, the fragments may still imply it for she is
called ‘swift-footed godlike Atalanta’ (todwkng Ot AtaAavtn) (F47.2 and 48.20 (45)
Most, F73.2 and 67.20 (45) MW). Scholars have pointed out this similarity to Achilles,
who is also ‘swift-footed’ (Scanlon 2002, 179; Ziogas 2011, 258-59). This reference to
Achilles, the best of the Greeks, may emphasize Atalanta’s own excellence. Ziogas also
says that Hesiod draws on the Homeric simile from book 22 of the /liad, when Hector is
running for his life just as horses run for a prize of a tripod or a woman (Ziogas 2011,
260; on /1. 22.161-63). She points out that “Hesiod synthesizes Homer’s simile and
narrative proper” since that Hippomenes runs both for his life and for a woman (Ziogas
2011, 261). Speaking of the inequality between the consequences of the race for Atalanta
compared with Hippomenes makes this moment more dramatic. Atalanta is running only

because she spurns Aphrodite’s gifts, but Hippomenes stands to lose his life if he loses



the race. However, we can presume that the consequences are not the only way in which
the race is unequal. The race is also unequal because of Atalanta’s excellence in running,
and it is only by trickery that Hippomenes can escape death.

Hippomenes speaks to her with trickery in mind and tells her to take the shining
gifts of the goddess (golden Aphrodite, as supplied again by the editors):

Tt kal o doAo[ppovéwv mpooéetTev:

“@ OUyateQ Zxownog, apleidyov tog éxovoa,

0lé€o tad’ ayAala] dwoa Oe[ac xovone Adoditng (F. 48.8-10 (33-35)
Most).

And so, plotting deception, he said,

“Oh daughter of Schoeneus, [you who have a relentless heart,

Accept these splendid gifts [of the goddess, golden Aphrodite (Translation by

Most, 2018).
Because their running skills are unequal, Hippomenes must use deception in order to win
against Atalanta. Atalanta is racing because she spurns the gifts of Aphrodite, which only
makes sense if that refers to erotic love or marriage. However, Hippomenes wins the race
by throwing the gifts of Aphrodite, which here refers to the golden apples. By using the
term “gifts of Aphrodite” to refer both to the sensual experiences and the apples, Hesiod
creates a delicious irony in this section, as the term suggests both what Atalanta rejects
and what she desires. The next several lines are very incomplete but Hippomenes throws
down something golden (48.13-14 (38-39) Most/F76.13-14 (38-39) MW), presumably an
apple. Then the lines are a bit clearer; Atalanta catches it like a harpy, he throws a second
one and then she has two apples, near the end he throws the third and with these he
escapes death and stands catching his breath (F48.18-23 (43-48) Most/F76.18-23 (43-48)
MW). The harpy simile suggests both swiftness and rapaciousness (Fratantuono 2008,
345). It is clear then that Atalanta strongly desires these gifts of Aphrodite, just as she

previously spurned the love-goddess’ earlier gifts.

2.2 Pastoral (Theocritus and Virgil)
Atalanta and the apples appear briefly in the pastoral poems of Virgil and
Theocritus. In each of these she is part of a series of mythological examples. Virgil

mentions her in a highly compressed and allusive manner. The mention is only one line,

10



and does not include her name: “then he sang of the girl who admired the apples of the
Hesperides” (tum canit Hesperidum miratam mala puellam, Virg. Ecl. 6.61).
Understanding the line requires prior knowledge of Atalanta’s story. It is only the
knowledge that the apples from Atalanta’s race can be connected to the Hesperides that
allows the reader to identify the girl as Atalanta.

In his third /dyll, Theocritus makes it clear that he is talking about Atalanta’s race
by naming her, but he deliberately omits an origin for the apples. In Theocritus’ Idyll 3,
the speaker is a goatherd who leaves his goats with his friend Tityrus so that he can
serenade his beloved, Amaryllis, who has stopped accepting his advances. His serenade at
Amaryllis’ ivy-blocked cave is a parody of the paraklausithyron, in which “an urban
lover would sing before the locked doors of his mistress’ house” (Lawall 1967, 35). The
absurdity arising from the incongruity of the urban activity and rural setting is essential to
the poem (Gow 1950, 64). More comic effect comes from the goatherd’s exaggerated
sentimentality and use of mythological examples (Lawall 1967, 34, 40). He brings ten
apples for Amaryllis (/d. 3.10), presumably hoping they should have the same effect on
her as they did on Atalanta (Lawall 1967, 40), although the speaker does not say that
outright. This is what the goatherd says about Atalanta, the first of several mythological
examples: “Hippomenes, when he wished to wed the maiden, / taking apples in his hand
won the race; but Atalanta / as soon as she saw them, she was maddened and leapt into
strong desire” (Tmmopévng, 6ka o1 tav mapBévov 1)0eAe yauat, / paA’ év
Xe0otv €AV dEOpOV avOev- & O’ Ataddavia / wg dev, épavn, &g paduv GAat’
éowrta. Theocr. Id. 3.40-42). This is a very short version of the story, and this may be to
the lover’s advantage. He does not mention the fact that Hippomenes’ apples were
golden, and thus very different from the apples he brought as a token for Amaryllis. By
leaving out this detail he erases the differences between the mythological golden apples
from Aphrodite and the apples he brought. He says, “I fetched from where you ordered
me to fetch, and I will bring more for you tomorrow” (tnvawBe kabetAov / @ 1
EkéAev kaBeAetv TU- Kat avEov dAAa tot olow. 3.10-12). The fact that he fetched
them, and can get more by the next day, makes it seem likely that they are from a nearby

place and certainly not from a special, mythical tree or handed over by a goddess. The
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difference between his regular apples and the golden ones from the myth could add to the

comic tone of the poem.

2.3 Rhetoric/Teaching (Libanius)

Libanius was born in Antioch in 314, lived in various places (Athens,
Constantinople, Nicaea, Nicomedia), and taught rhetoric until his death in 393 (Van Hoof
2014, 7-8). The studies of elite young men in the late Hellenistic period to late antiquity
would include progymnasmata, which were preliminary exercises in prose composition
(Gibson 2014, 128). Narration was the second simplest of fourteen types of exercises
(Gibson 2014, 128). It is an exercise which “offers a realistic description of a real or
unreal event” (Gibson 2014, 132). This collection of progymnasmata is attributed to
Libanius, although he does not mention them in his other writings, and the authenticity of
several elements including the narrations is in question (Gibson 2014, 129-30). In the
collection attributed to Libanius there are two versions of Atalanta’s race:

ITeot AtaAdvTng.

1. IToAAoL pév Exewvto pvnotneeg DO AtavavTng 1)TTnoevTeg
TIOdWKELA TNG KON, £DeEL YAQ NTTWHEVOV eV Aamtobavely, VikwvTa 0&
yapety, Inmopévng d¢ tavtng Embvpwy, dedlws de Tov kivdOvov deltat
¢ Apoditng ovpnpalal 1) d¢ £dwke T xovoa pUNAa kat elmtev 6 xom
TOLELY €V T OQOUQ. 2. WG 0LV £Deov, OTdTe AN OlOV 1) KOEN YévoLlTo,
unAov nodiet, 1) 0¢ €é0avualé te kKat VoAelmtopévn to unAov dvnoetto,
£yyLlovong 0& MAALY TO AVTO €DEATO. KAl Dl TOLOLOE COPIOUATOS
AtaAdvTn pev eixe ta unAa, Inmopévng d0¢ AtaAdvtnv. (Lib. Narr. 33).

About Atalanta.

Many suitors were lying defeated by the maiden Atalanta with her swiftness of
foot, for it was necessary that the defeated die, and the victorious marry; but
Hippomenes desiring her, though fearing the danger, prayed to Aphrodite for
help. She gave him the golden apples and told him what he had to do in the race.
As they were running, whenever the girl would be near, he threw the apple, and
she marvelled and, lagging behind, picked up the apple, and as she drew near he
did the same thing again. And through this clever trick Atalanta had the apples,
and Hippomenes had Atalanta. (Translation by author).

AAAwC.

AtaAdvTnv TV Lxowéwg €xev pev émdbovv moAAot, Inmopévng d&
T’ ETEQOVGC ATteliANPe. HVWUEVWVY YAQ TNV KOENV TTOAAQWV ABAoV
EQLTIV 1) TTAXLG nQoi)T(GSL TOLS VIKQOLV €IS OQOHOV. KAl TAVTWYV
aﬂo)\emopsvwv TO Taxog Ac[)QoéucT]v Innopsvng staTo vapaxov
pat unAa xovoa maQ’ xkeltvng AaPwv ndlet Tapx T OTAdIOV. KAL 1) HEV
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T UNAa ovvéAeyev, 6 O Tapr)et CVAAEyovoay KAt TEX VT LAAAOV 1)
owun Tov AtaAdvtng yapov éxtoato. (Lib. Narr. 34).

In Another Way.

Many longed to possess Atalanta, daughter of Schoeneus, but Hippomenes
received beyond the rest. For there being many men courting, the girl-child
proposed the maiden, herself, as prize for the ones winning in the race. And all
quickly falling behind, Hippomenes secured Aphrodite as an ally, and taking
golden apples from her he threw them along the racecourse. And she [Atalanta]
collected the apples, but he surpassed the one collecting and by cunning rather
than strength he gained the hand of Atalanta.

Both of these are straightforward summaries. They have slightly different details but do
not significantly contradict each other. The sense of danger is greater in Narration 33, as
the death of the losing suitors is mentioned and Hippomenes is afraid, but these details
are omitted in Narration 34. Libanius is showing two ways of telling the same story. This
is presumably because it is a pedagogical tool for teaching composition, not to show
different mythological variants. There are several other narrations that have two versions,
such as those on Procne and Philomela (Narr. 18 and 19), Pasiphae (Narr. 21 and 22),
and Heracles (Narr. 23 and 24). These seem to have a similar degree of difference as the
two versions of the Atalanta story. Each tells the same story with slightly different but not
quite contradictory details. So it seems that Libanius’ treatments of the Atalanta story are

in line with his double treatments of other myths.

2.4 Mythographers

There are two mythographers who tell the story of Atalanta’s race: (Pseudo-)
Apollodorus and Hyginus. In Hyginus’ version, Atalanta does not come up with the idea
of the race alone, but rather she asks her father Schoeneus to help keep her a virgin, and
the race is his idea:

Schoeneus Atalantam filiam uirginem formosissimam dicitur habuisse, quae
uirtute sua cursu uiros superabat. Ea petiit a patre ut se uirginem seruaret. 2.
Itaque cum a pluribus in coniugium peteretur, pater eius simultatem constituit,
qui eam ducere uellet prius in certamine cursu cum ea contenderet, termino
constituto, ut ille inermis fugeret, haec cum telo insequeretur; quem intra finem
termini consecuta fuisset, interficeret, cuius caput in stadio figeret. 3. Plerosque
cum superasset et occidisset, nouissime ab Hippomene Megarei et Meropes filio
uicta est. Hic enim a Venere mala tria insignis formae acceperat, edoctus quis
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usus in eis esset. 4. Qui in ipso certamine iactando puellae impetum alligauit. Illa
enim dum colligit et ammiratur aurum, declinauit et iuueni uictoriam tradidit. 5.
Cui Schoeneus ob industriam libens filiam suam dedit uxorem. (Hyg. Fab. 185.1-
5).

Schoeneus is said to have had a daughter, Atalanta, a most beautiful maiden, who
was surpassing men with her excellence in running. She begged her father that he
would keep her a virgin. 2. Therefore when she was sought in marriage by many,
her father established a competition; whoever was wishing to take her should first
compete with her in a running contest, with the agreed terms, that he would flee
unarmed, and she would chase with a spear; when she had overtaken him within
the limit of the boundary, she would kill him, and fasten his head in the
racecourse. 3. And although she had surpassed and killed almost all, in the end
she was defeated by Hippomenes, son of Megareus and Merope. For this man
had received from Venus three apples of remarkable beauty, and he had been
taught how to use them. 4. In the contest itself he hindered the motion of the girl
by throwing. For while she was collecting and admiring the gold, she turned
aside and surrendered the victory to the youth. 5. Schoeneus with pleasure gave
his daughter to him as wife on account of his industriousness. (Translation by
author).
The image of Atalanta chasing men with her spear and displaying their heads in the
stadium has a violent immediacy to it. One might imagine that even while the suitors are
running they can see the severed heads of Atalanta’s previous conquests (and wonder that
anyone would dare risk it with the consequences right in front of them!). It seems to show
Atalanta’s pride in being able to outrun all of these men, or to serve as a warning so that
others might leave her alone (or both). However, Hyginus does not tell us Atalanta’s
thoughts, feelings, or expressions. Her reason for wanting virginity is not stated. While
Ormand makes this observation about Hesiod’s race, it seems to apply equally well here:
“it appears to partake in an identity crisis: the story cannot decide if the race is a race, or
alternately, a hunt ...” (Ormand 2013, 140). The race has in a sense become a hunt in
which men are prey, and this seems like a stronger perversion of normal courtship than in
other versions of the race. Rather than a contest between suitors for a woman’s hand, the
contest is against the woman; rather than the consequence being either marriage or being
put to death, the death is built right in to the contest; rather than men hunting animals,
women hunt men. When Hippomenes beats Atalanta, Schoeneus happily gives him his
daughter because of Hippomenes’ industriousness. Thus it may not be an automatic thing

that Hippomenes won her just because he won the race, or perhaps he does automatically
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win her by winning the race, but Schoeneus’ happiness in giving his daughter in marriage
comes from being impressed by Hippomenes and so seeing him as a worthy husband.

While many authors mention that the apples are golden, Hyginus uses that term
alone to refer to the apples during the race. He does not say that she admires the golden
apples, but that she admires the gold (aurum, 185.4). The emphasis on that quality of the
apples could suggest that Atalanta is greedy. Hyginus also emphasizes Atalanta’s pride
and cruelty by having her kill the suitors as an intrinsic part of the race and display their
heads along the course (185.2). He does not justify her by offering a reason for her desire
to remain virgin. This creates a very unsympathetic version of Atalanta. Hyginus does,
however, explicitly say that she has excellence in running (virtute sua cursu, 185.1).
Hyginus uses the same word, virtutem, to describe Atalanta in the hunt (Fab. 174.5). In
that context, the word could mean excellence or manliness (see chapter 3 below), but here
that double meaning does not seem to be present.

Apollodorus’ account of Atalanta’s story starts with her exposure as a child and so
his account of the race starts with her reuniting with her parents:

avevpovoa de VOTEQOV TOVS YOVEAGS, WS O TIATIO YAHELY VTNV
é¢melfev amovoa eig otadxiov TOMOV Kat méaoa Hécov okOAoma
TOLTNXVV, €VvTevOeV TV HVNOTEVOUEV@Y TOLG DPOHOVE TIROLElox
érpoxale Kocewn/\wpévn Kal Kocwc/\r]q)eévu HeV avtoL Odvatog
wdelAeTo, m] Kocwc)\ncl)esvu oe yapog Nnon d0¢ mMoAA@WV dmoAopuévwv
MeAaviwv av*mg éoaoBelg T]st ETIL TOV 6Qopov XQUO‘EO( pr]/\oc
KopLva maQ Ac[)Qoétmg, Kol OLWKOUEVOG TAVTX sQQstv 108
AVALQOVEVT] TO QLTTTOHLEVA TOV OQOHOV EVIKT|OT). £ynuev o0V avThV
MeAaviwv. (Bibl. 3.9.2)

Afterwards she discovered her parents, but when her father would have
persuaded her to wed, she went away to a place that might serve as a
racecourse, and, having planted a stake three cubits high in the middle ofit,
she caused her wooers to race before her from there, and ran herself in arms;
and if the wooer was caught up, his due was death on the spot, and if he was
not caught up, his due was marriage. When many had already perished,
Melanion came to run for love of her, bringing golden apples from Aphrodite,
and being pursued he threw them down, and she, picking up the dropped fruit,
was beaten in the race. So Melanion married her. (Translation by Frazer,
1967).

It is her father who wants her to marry (rather than protecting her virginity, like in

Hyginus’ account above). Perhaps if she had never met with her family, she would not
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have been pressured to marry, and could have lived her life unmarried in peace. It seems
that her reuniting with her father may also be the moment she rejoins society or the polis.
She was raised by hunters in the wild and may not have felt the pressure to conform to
the expected role of women—marriage and childbirth. It is Atalanta herself who sets up
the race, and so she has an active role in the decision on how to choose her husband and
simultaneously how to get rid of any suitors. Similar to Hyginus’ account, the suitor starts
ahead of her and she runs fully armed and kills him on the spot. Unlike Hyginus,
Apollodorus does not mention the losers’ heads being displayed, so at least Atalanta does
not flaunt her ability and violence as much. Apollodorus seems to be using a different
source for the race than all the authors previously mentioned, since all of them have

Hippomenes as the successful suitor, while Apollodorus has Melanion in the same role.

2.5 Epic (Ovid)

Ovid writes a very detailed version of the tale. In his Metamorphoses, Venus tells
the story to Adonis to explain why she hates lions (10.552). They are taking a break from
hunting and she intersperses her story with kisses (10.552-58). So there are references to
hunting from the framing story, and it is likely that some connection to Atalanta’s hunting
episode is still implied. Moreover, this is framed in an erotic context: we have Venus, the
goddess of sexuality, partaking in cynegetic activities with her lover (and there are also
erotic connections with hunting itself (Barringer 1996, 62)), kissing her lover as she
narrates. Her lover, Adonis, is the last in a genealogical thread, which is reminiscent of
the structure of the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (Ziogas 2011, 254). An even broader
framing context is that it is Orpheus, singing about boys whom gods love and girls who
deserve punishment for their lust (10.151-4), who sings about Venus telling Atalanta’s
story. There seems to be some hostility towards women not only from the introduction of
Orpheus’ song (since he sings of them being punished), but also because Ovid tells us
that Orpheus has turned away from loving women and so because of his rejections they
are hostile to him (10.79-82; at 11.6-43 he is killed by maenads who recognize the man
who rejected them). So from the context there is a doubled feeling of hostility towards

and from women (from Orpheus) and specifically Atalanta (from Venus), and there is an
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erotic component to this hostility (coming from rejection of women from Orpheus or of
Venus from Atalanta).

Moving from the context to the narrative itself, Venus tells Adonis, ‘“Perhaps you
have heard that some woman surpassed quick men in running races” (Forsitan audieris
aliquam certamine cursus / veloces superasse viros, 10.560-61). So it seems that, at least
within the mythic world of the Metamorphoses, Atalanta is somewhat well-known for her
excellence in running. Moreover, the nestled nature of the narrative means that there
could be two layers of direct address. Just as Venus addresses Adonis, Ovid may be
cheekily addressing his readers, who presumably would know of Atalanta. Ziogas
suggests that he is specifically referencing the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (2011, 255-
56). Atalanta’s reason for avoiding marriage seems to be unique to Ovid’s telling; it
appears that she does not intrinsically desire virginity, because she asks an oracle about
marriage:!

Scitanti deus huic de coniuge “coniuge” dixit
“Nil opus est, Atalanta, tibi! fuge coniugis usum!
Nec tamen effugies teque ipsa viva carebis.” (Ov. Met. 10.564-66).

A god told her, inquiring about a husband,

‘There is no need of a husband for you, Atalanta! Avoid the experience of a

husband!

However you will not escape and you, alive yourself, will be deprived of

yourself.” (Translation by author).
If she was already set on being a virgin for life, there would be no need for her to ask an
oracle about marriage. Ovid softens Atalanta’s character with this prophecy (Anderson
1972, 523). It is the oracle that warns her against taking a husband, and so she lives deep
in the forests and sets the deadly terms of the courtship race (10.564-72). In this account
she has a lot of agency, for it is she, not her father, who sets the race, and it seems that

she decides to live in the forest because of the oracle, rather than having lived there her

entire life. However, her agency does not go as far as being able to refuse suitors

! While Ovid does not explicitly say that she consults the oracle because she is eager for
marriage, “he implies that Atalanta would have proceeded quite naturally to matrimony except for
this warning” (Anderson 1972, 522). Moreover, in Atalanta’s internal debate about Hippomenes
(10.611-35), she refers to the oracle as an obstacle to a potentially happy marriage (10.633-35),
but does not mention that she has any particular desire for virginity.
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altogether. There seems to be a parallel with Penelope’s situation in the Odyssey;
Penelope delays the suitors with her weaving trick, and sets the bow contest, but she does
not simply refuse them. Atalanta sets the race as a way to keep herself safe, and she is
relying on her own excellence to prevent any man from marrying her.

When Hippomenes sees her racing other suitors, she seems to be as fast as an
arrow fired by a Scythian archer, and her beauty is even more astonishing because of her
running (10.588-90). While this is a way of expressing her extreme speed, it might also
refer to other versions of Atalanta, in which she often hunts with a bow and is sometimes
even portrayed in material sources as a Scythian archer (Barringer 1996, 56, 59 talks
about some depictions of her in this garb, and Druilhe 2016, 51 also talks about such
depictions). She is described as having girlish white skin:

Tergaque iactantur crines per eburnea, quaeque
Poplitibus suberant picto genualia limbo,

Inque puellari corpus candore ruborem

Traxerat, haud aliter, quam cum super atria velum
Candida purpureum simulatas inficit umbras (10.593-96).

Her hairs were cast over her ivory back,

And knee-bindings were under her knees with a coloured fringe,

And her body was tinging girlish whiteness with redness,

Just as when a purple awning suffuses bright courtyards

With manufactured shadows.
Her white skin suggests that she spends a lot of time indoors, although that does not seem
to fit with any other description of her personality. There was an expectation that
women’s bodies should be “pale and soft” from spending time indoors (Lee 2012, 185).
There seems to be some incongruity between her white skin as a feminine marker of
beauty and how her running, an outdoor activity (although not an exclusively masculine
one), enhances her beauty. The simile further develops this contrast, as it suggests
redness indoors, but Atalanta’s redness comes from her outdoor activity. The image of
awning shadows in courtyards also suggests motionlessness, and this contrasts with
Atalanta’s swift motion. It seems then that part of her appeal comes from her impossibly
feminine and yet impossibly swift body. This is slightly different from Ovid’s description
of Atalanta in the Calydonian boar hunt (Met. 8.317-23). There, she is rather androgynous

(see chapter 3 below), but in the race she seems to be very feminine. There are, however,
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two lines that are very similar, but one applies to Atalanta in the hunt, whereas the other
is a description of Hippomenes from Atalanta’s inner thoughts. In the hunt catalogue,
Atalanta’s description includes “her face, which you would be able to call truly / a girlish
face on a boy or a boyish face on a girl” (facies, quam dicere vere / virgineam in puero,
puerilem in virgine possis, 8.322-23). Before her race with Hippomenes, Atalanta thinks,
“Oh, how girlish a countenance is in his boyish face!” (4! quam virgineus puerili vultus
in ore est! 10.631). Here the androgynous face has been transferred from Atalanta herself
to her future husband.?

When Hippomenes challenges her, she is uncertain whether she wants to win or
lose, worries within herself about Hippomenes, and seems to have fallen in love with him
(10.599-637). This also seems to be unique to Ovid’s account—in Hesiod’s, she refuses
the gifts of Aphrodite (F. 48.31, Most), and other accounts give no hint of her softening
feelings for the suitor with the golden apples (Hyg. Fab. 185; Apollod. Bibl. 3.9.2).
Faraone discusses the apples (not precisely within Ovid’s version, but in the general
tradition) as an aphrodisiac, rather than simply having monetary value (1990, 232-33) and
suggests that she “publicly accepts the apples, and in so doing signals her consent to
seduction and marriage” (238). Even if the apples do have a role in increasing desire
(Faraone 1990, 230-33), Ovid’s version seems to be the only one in which Atalanta’s
desire comes before the race and the appearance of the apples. This may be because her
virginity is imposed on her as protection from the warning of the oracle, rather than being

something she intrinsically desires (unique to Ovid, as mentioned above).

2.6 Material Sources

There are few depictions of the race story in ancient art. A calyx crater (figure 1)
shows the moment before the race, while a white-ground lekythos (figure 2) shows
Atalanta pursued by winged erotes. Later the race itself is portrayed on a glass cup (figure
3) and bowl (figure 4). In both of these depictions Atalanta is chasing

Hippomenes/Hippomedon with a sword. A Gallo-Roman jug (figure 5) shows a moment

? Ovid’s interest in themes of identity of a lover and beloved, paired with gender fluidity, can be
found elsewhere in the Metamorphoses (for example, Narcissus (3.345-510), or Salmacis and
Hermaphrodite (4.285-388)). An exploration of these connections is beyond the scope of this
work.
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after the race. Thus it seems that there was not a particular moment that became a popular
one to show. It appears that there was no unified approach to depicting this story, most
likely because it was depicted so rarely. Moreover, the images are from very different
times and places. However, the depictions each show a different thematic focus. On the
calyx crater Atalanta seems coy rather than dangerous, and the collusion of Aphrodite
and Hippomenes is also a major focus. On the lekythos the focus appears to be on the
erotes’ pursuit of Atalanta, and is thus more abstract. There is no hint of the trickery of
Aphrodite and Hippomenes which was necessary to overcome Atalanta. The glass beaker
and bowl which show Atalanta pursuing her suitor with a sword emphasizes her cruelty.
The jug medallions appear to show a happy moment in which Hippomedon has won and
Atalanta has an apple. Here it seems that the focus is on the result of the race, rather than
the struggle or danger inherent in the contest.

On the calyx crater (Bologna Museo Civico Archaeologica 300; see figure 1) with
Atalanta and Hippomenes by the Dinos Painter (ca. 420), Atalanta is shown nude and
adjusting her cap. Hippomenes is also nude and is receiving apples from Aphrodite
through a winged eros (Reeder 1995, 366; Boardman 1989, 229-30). Hippomenes is
looking in Atalanta’s direction and holding a strigil (scraper), which was used to clean an
athlete’s body after exercising (Reeder 1995, 366). Atalanta’s “alluring pose and
unbowed head establish unambiguously that she is enjoying the effect she is producing.
This behaviour is all the more remarkable when one considers that not only was female
nudity restricted to prostitutes in Classical Athens, but for a female to show herself in this
open posture, even clothed, was simply unthinkable” (Reeder 1995, 366). Her showing
off her body seems strange when the race happens because Atalanta does not want to
marry. Perhaps the painter’s intended effect is to make her seem coy and desirable rather
than hostile against men. Another possibility is that Atalanta’s nudity implies her
indifference to sex and her unabashed contradiction of norms. Reeder also comments on
her juxtaposition with Aphrodite, who is ignoring Atalanta to concentrate on the trick that
will conquer the mortal, and is “the supreme victor” of this contest (1995, 367).
Aphrodite is also fully clothed, and Reeder points out the irony that Aphrodite will start
to be portrayed nude more often in the following decades (1995, 367). On the other side

of Atalanta is a man leaning on his staff, who is presumably her father Schoeneus; there
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are other male figures who may be other suitors waiting for their chance (Reeder 1995,
367; Scanlon 2002, 184, who suggests that they could also be spectators). “She is literally
between her father at the basin and her future husband at the terma, the two male forces
in the lives of Greek women, and her transition from one to the other, contrary to her will,
is ensured by the divine powers of Eros and Aphrodite which conspire against her in the
race” (Scanlon 2002, 184). Thus, the vase painting seems to explore the anxieties that
come from the transition into married life. Her sandals and cap are not normal apparel for
runners, but the cap may be an allusion to scenes of her wrestling Peleus, and her nudity
may be imitating male athletic nudity (Scanlon 2002, 184). The post (terma), washbasin
(louterion), and vegetation suggest that the scene is an outdoor race track (Scanlon 2002,
184; Reeder 1995, 366). This is the only clear depiction of the footrace in Greek art
(Barringer 1996, 71; Boardman 1983, 12; Druilhe 2016, 61). After this one, there is no
extant depiction in art for at least 500 years (Boardman 1983, 12). However, there is
another Greek vase that shows Atalanta running, though not against Hippomenes. 1 will
turn to this one next.

The white-figure lekythos, attributed to the Douris Painter, shows Atalanta in
elaborate dress being pursued by three erotes. Attic, ca. 500-490 BCE—final stage of
Archaic period (Cooney 1966, 319). Lekythoi were made as containers for oil or perfume
and as offerings for tombs (Cooney 1966, 319). This one is in remarkable condition,
owing to its placement in a tomb (Cooney 1966, 319). The figures are identified as
Atalanta and several Eros figures, and “even with the convenient labels the precise
interpretation of the scene remains doubtful though, seemingly, it centers around
Atalanta’s prowess as a runner.” (Cooney 1966, 320). Although Cooney does interpret
that “Eros is crowning her with the wreath of victory” and argues that that means it
cannot refer to her race with Hippomenes in which she, in fact, loses; but he also
comments that it is strange for her to be crowned by Eros if she is winning against
another suitor since that is in fact a rejection of love (Cooney 1966, 320). Cooney says
that the painting seems most likely to show an abstract “Triumph of Love” (1966, 320-
21). He also interprets Atalanta’s expression as “delight in the outcome” (Cooney 1966,
321) but it seems to me that she has a fairly neutral expression, and in fact Boardman

says that “she is clearly anxious to avoid” the wreath (1983, 4). Boardman argues that in
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the Eros’ left hand is a whip, not a flower, which was what the restorer thought it was,
although that does not refer to the wreath itself (1983, 4). Boardman also suggests that the
wreath “in Eros’ hands implies the consummation of at least love, if not marriage” (1983,
4). Marriage may be implied, however, by her clothing, which Boardman calls “bridal
finery” (1983, 18).

On this lekythos she is dressed in a chiton which is transparent at her legs but not
at her upper body, with patterned borders and overall dotted pattern, and a himation
(cloak) with a coloured border. Many red-figure vases from the Classical period show a
bride wearing diaphanous clothing that shows her contours and emphasizes “her sexual
desirability as well as her fertility” (Lee 2012, 187). By contrast, black-figure vases from
the Archaic period show the bride in elaborate dress that emphasizes her family’s wealth
(Lee 2012, 187). It seems to me that both of these elements are in play in the lekythos, for
Atalanta’s legs are drawn under her chiton, while the clothing itself is elaborately
decorated. This might suggest an emphasis on two aspects of her desirability: sexual and
financial. One might wonder how she has such fine clothing —presumably this is not a
conception of her living out in the wild, but rather at her parents’ oikos. She wears a
crown and kerchief according to Boardman (1983, 3) although it looks to me like a
headband rather than a crown. Atalanta’s finery and the fact that the other characters from
the story (Aphrodite, Hippomenes, and Schoeneus) are absent narrows the focus to be on
her. The erotes have dynamic poses, but they are facing her and drawing the viewer’s
attention to her. Moreover, they are personified versions of abstract desire. Thus it seems
that the focus here is the moment in which Atalanta’s reluctance to marry and be involved
with erotic love is about to be overcome by the abstract power of love.

As far as depictions of her race with Hippomenes, there are a few later sources.
There is a glass beaker from Tuscany, from the second or third century CE (Boardman
LIMC 1981, no. 84; Corning Museum of Glass 66.1.238.,

https://www.cmog.org/artwork/beaker-atalanta-and-hippomenes; see figure 3). The

names are inscribed, and Atalanta, wearing a tunic and bearing a sword, pursues
Hippomenes, who is nude (Boardman 1983, 12). There is also a glass bowl which is
probably from Egypt in the second century CE (Boardman L/IMC 1983, no. 83; Reims

Musée 2281; see figure 4). The names are inscribed although it is Hippomedon rather
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than Hippomenes (Boardman L/MC no. 83 and 1983, 12). Atalanta has a sword, and there
are what might be apples (Boardman 1983, 12). It is interesting that in both of these
depictions she has a sword, for when the literary accounts say that she has a weapon, it is
usually a spear rather than a sword. Since she is running with a weapon in these images, it
appears that the artists were interested in depicting the danger that
Hippomenes/Hippomedon was in by racing Atalanta. Another later depiction is a three-
handled jug with three molded medallions, two of which show Atalanta and Hippomedon
and are from the same mold (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 17.194.870. Museum website,

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/250096; see figure 5). A third

medallion on the jug shows a procession with the Egyptian goddess Isis (ibid.) This jug is
Gallo-Roman from the late second to third century CE (Boardman L/MC no. 82). It
depicts a moment shortly after the race, rather than the race itself. The figures are
standing at rest, and a clothed Atalanta is holding an apple while Hippomedon, naked,
holds a victory palm (Boardman LIMC no. 82). There does not appear to be any hint of
Atalanta’s cruelty or the danger that Hippomedon has escaped. Instead the focus is on
Hippomedon’s victory and perhaps, symbolized by the apple in her hand, Atalanta’s
impending shift to married life. She is standing between Schoeneus and Hippomedon and
gazing in Hippomedon’s direction. This could suggest how she will be moving from her
father’s sphere to her husband’s.

Boardman says that the scarcity of depictions shows there was “remarkably little
interest” in this episode, and suggests that “possibly the male of antiquity was not
overanxious to be reminded of a heroine who could beat all men at their own sport, and
could eventually be defeated only by cheating” (1983, 12). But this explanation seems
rather weak to me, for male authors did write about this episode and so it clearly did hold
some interest for ancient men. Scanlon suggests that it might be because it is difficult to
portray what the literature does, to “develop details of the tension between the realms of
Artemis and Aphrodite, between wildness and civilization, between girlhood and
maturity, between a free maiden and a subordinate woman.” (Scanlon 2002, 182). While
it is true that it could be difficult to visually portray these tensions unambiguously, it is
not impossible to explore them. The white-ground lekythos, for example, is difficult to

interpret but seems to show Atalanta’s reluctance to give in to Eros and love’s victory
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over her. The calyx crater is effective in showing the preparation for the race, and while
Atalanta looks confident, presumably that she can win like she always has, she may not

realize that Aphrodite is preparing for her own victory.

2.7 Conclusions

Most of the tellings of Atalanta’s race focus on the race itself and Hippomenes’
trick with the help of Aphrodite. There are varying degrees of her hostility towards men
and marriage. Libanius and Theocritus, for example, do not talk about her motivations or
mention her carrying weapons, while Hyginus and Apollodorus say that she wants to
remain a virgin and that she bears arms while racing. The glass beaker and bowl both
show Atalanta with a sword, which also suggests great hostility. This hostility may show
the male authors’ concerns with a female character who can run faster than men and
rejects them. Ovid, however, tells us of her softening feelings for Hippomenes, and gives
the oracle as a solid reason for her avoiding marriage. Atalanta thus becomes a much
more sympathetic character. Ovid also emphasizes how her running increases her
attractiveness, thus exploring the fascination that comes from such a boundary-blurring
character.

While there are some variations between the different versions of the story, such
as the name of the winning suitor or the origin of the apples, the basic plot has more
consistency than the different versions of the Calydonian boar hunt story (more on that in
chapter 3). I have not found any lists of Atalanta’s suitors. In the hunt, catalogues of
hunters become popular, even if most of the hunters do not play an individually-named
role in the story itself. This could be to show what a heroic task it is go get rid of the
fearsome boar. However, none of the suitors who race to their deaths are named. Mention
of them is still important to show the risks that Hippomenes/Melanion is taking and
emphasize Atalanta’s cruelty, excellence, and desirability. However, keeping them
anonymous helps focus on the actions of Hippomenes, Aphrodite, and Atalanta.

This story seems to be motivated by the contradiction between Atalanta’s personal
wishes and others’ expectations about her and mythical women in general. If mythical
maidens could simply choose whether or not to marry, there would be nothing to propel

the story—Atalanta would choose virginity and there would be no conflict. It is only
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because there is an expectation—whether it is coming from her family or general society,
or has no clear origin—that she should marry that the contest becomes necessary. The
race is a way for her to try to live up to her choices, but ultimately it does not work
because of the deception of Hippomenes and Aphrodite. Even though Atalanta’s
excellence in running does not wane, she does not succeed in her plan to remain a virgin

forever.
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Image removed due to copyright.

Figure 1. Calyx Crater. Image from Barringer (1996, figure 28a-c—no page number).
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Figure 2. White-ground Lekythos. Image from Cleveland Museum website,

https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1966.114# (Public domain).
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Image removed due to copyright.

Figure 3. Beaker with Atalanta and Hippomenes. Corning Museum of Glass no. 66.1.238.
https://library.artstor.org/asset/ AWSS35953 35953 39621193.
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Figure 4. Glass bowl, Reims museum no. 2281. Image from Boardman (1983, 14).

Image removed due to copyright.
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Figure 5. Three-handled jug, image from Metropolitan Museum of Art website,

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/250096 (public domain).
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Chapter 3: Atalanta and the Calydonian Boar Hunt

The Calydonian boar hunt is a myth about several heroes, led by Meleager, who
hunt a destructive boar sent by Artemis. In most versions, Atalanta is one of the
participants, and once the boar is dead Meleager presents her with its hide. However, his
uncles object and so Meleager kills them. The earliest versions, those of Homer (//.
9.529-98) and Bacchylides (Ode V.56-175), do not include Atalanta, but the
disagreement about the hide is still part of the story. Stesichorus wrote a poem about the
boarhunters, but it only survives in fragments. From these fragments it does not appear
that Atalanta took part in the hunt (Garner 1994, 29). The earliest appearance of Atalanta
in connection with the Calydonian boar hunt is on the Francois vase (ca. 570 BCE). This
myth was popular for vase painters in the late archaic and early classical periods.? It had
enduring and changing appeal as it also became a popular subject for Roman
mythological sarcophagi in the middle of the second century CE (Newby 2011, 309-10).%
The earliest literary source that shows Atalanta in connection with the hunt is Euripides’
fragmentary Meleager. After Euripides’ Meleager, Atalanta appears in the boar hunt
narratives of the mythographers Diodorus Siculus, Hyginus, and Apollodorus, and in
Ovid’s epic Metamorphoses.

These various treatments of Atalanta and the hunt explore themes of gender and
spheres of excellence. However, genre affects the extent to which these themes are
explored, as the aims of the mythographers tend to be to collect story summaries while
tragedians exploit the stories’ themes in order to create irresolvable conflict. Ovid’s
Metamorphoses treats the story as a mock-epic followed by the more tragic story of
Althaea and Meleager. I will examine each of these versions separately. To keep some
thematic unity, these are the questions I will keep in mind: What actions, traits, or
feelings are attributed to Atalanta? How does this affect her characterization? What are
the reasons for which Meleager gives Atalanta the prize, and why do his uncles take it
away from her? How does this affect our understanding of her character and the gender

dynamics at play in the story? Are there any further events in each version that can shed

3 Information on a great variety of depictions can be found in the Lexicon Iconographicum
Mpythologiae Classicae 2 (Boardman and Arrigoni 1981, 940-50) as well as Barringer (1996) and
Boardman (1983).

* For interpretations of the Meleager sarcophagi, see Borg (2018, 189-92) and Lorenz (2011).
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light on gender issues in this myth? Many of these versions give Atalanta few
characteristics, but she is sometimes the first person to hit the boar. This provides a
plausible reason for Meleager to give her the boar’s hide, a symbol of excellence.
However, Meleager’s love for her can make this gift more problematic. Atalanta’s gender
1s frequently one of his uncles’ reasons for denying her the spoils of the hunt. Therefore,
Atalanta’s womanhood becomes an obstacle to receiving the recognition that she might
deserve. The fact that Atalanta is a woman hunting with men and gaining praise from a
man who loves her makes her character uniquely suited to an exploration of gender

conflict, because she tests the boundaries of acceptable gender expectations.

3.1 Early Versions of the Calydonian Boar Hunt Story

The earliest extant telling of the Calydonian boar hunt is from Homer’s //iad and
does not include Atalanta. Phoinix tells the story as part of his plea to Achilles to accept
Agamemnon’s gifts and give up his anger (Hom. 7/. 9.529-98). March says that the first
part (lines 529-49) gives the background story of the Calydonian boar hunt in a
compressed way which means that Homer expects his audience to recognize the story
(1987, 29). Other scholars agree that this is not the earliest account of the hunt (Barringer
1996, 51; Willcock 1964, 148-53), but there is disagreement about what was part of the
story before Homer. For instance, March suggests that Homer’s “primary innovation was
clearly the anger of Meleagros™ (1987, 34) and that he made two further innovations to
account for Meleager’s anger: his mother’s curse and the killing of his uncle (1987, 34-
35). Willcock argues that the killing of the uncle (or uncles) “was always part of the
legend” (1964, 150). He also says that the folktale version of the myth, with the firebrand,
is part of the oldest version, before Homer (1964, 151-52). Rubin and Sale also include
the firebrand as part of the pre-Homeric tradition, and argue that Atalanta was already
Meleager’s love interest in the earlier tradition (1983, 153ff.). They also argue that the
hunt was an initiation (1983, 138fY).

Most, however, doubts Rubin and Sale’s reconstruction of the pre-Homeric tale,
calling it “entirely a scholarly fiction” (1983, 203). He agrees that there are initiatory
elements to the story (1983, 206; 208) but does not think that Atalanta was part of the
early tradition (203-10). He thinks, rather, that Atalanta had traditionally been part of the
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Calydonian boar hunt, but since she was already romantically involved with Hippomenes
or Melanion, no one connected her with Meleager until Euripides did so (Most 1983,
205). Euripides invented Meleager’s desire for her “so as to provide both a more
interesting motivation for Meleager’s killing of his uncles than tradition had supplied and
a dramatically effective stage confrontation between the two women in Meleager’s life,
Althaea and Atalanta” (Most 1983, 205).

Most’s explanation makes sense but still raises questions for which there are no
ready answers. How likely is it that the only female character in a group of heroic
hunters, in a myth from a society which does not commonly have female hunters, is just
simply one among many in the group? Konstantinou’s observation about huntress myths
seems relevant here: “If female hunting was practically inconceivable in real life,
huntresses in myth cannot merely be considered as hunters in the feminine” (2018, 131).
Moreover, Atalanta’s association with Hippomenes or Melanion comes from the race
story, in which she is Boeotian. The huntress Atalanta, on the other hand, is typically
Arcadian. Would she have been taking from the tradition of the Boeotian racer and given
a different origin, or was she an entirely different character who was conflated by later
authors, like Apollodorus (Bibl. 3.9.2)? And if she was imported from the race story, why
choose her specifically, especially if it is only to make her part of the group without
affecting the plot? Most’s assessment seems more plausible but is still unsatisfactory,
because it seems to ignore the contexts of the mythic tradition of Atalanta.

Schnapp also casts some doubts on Rubin and Sale’s idea that the hunt in the //iad
is an initiatory hunt, because the hunt involves fully grown heroes and Meleager is
already married, and he also argues that there is no clear evidence that Atalanta was part
of the pre-Homeric tradition (1997, 274). I agree. The fact that Meleager is already
married makes it implausible that he still needs to be initiated into manhood. Rubin and
Sale argue that the maternal uncles’ presence is important for the initiation ritual, both in
the Odyssey and in the Meleager story (1983, 146). This does make sense, but it does not
necessarily mean that their presence automatically makes the hunt an initiation, although
that is how Rubin and Sale interpret it: “Clearly this must be an initiatory hunt: nothing
else will explain the presence of these shadows [i.e. the sons of Thestius] among the rest

of the boar-hunters, the most famous Greeks of the pre-Trojan War generation, most of
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them also Argonauts. The matrikin take part in the hunt in order to certify Meleager’s
manhood and readiness to enter the family” (1983, 153). To say that there is no other
explanation for the presence of the uncles seems overly forceful and unimaginative.
While Rubin and Sale mention the fact that Odysseus has to travel far to be with his
maternal family for the hunt (1983, 146), the sons of Thestius are from Pleuron, which
was a neighbouring city to Calydon. Moreover, at least one son of Thestius, Iphiclus, is
mentioned as one of the Argonauts in Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica (1.201) as well
as in Hyginus (Fab. 14.17). It is possible that Iphiclus was added to the story of the
Argonauts because of his association with the band of heroes in the Calydonian boar
hunt, but even if that were the case, there is no reason to assume that the sons of Thestius
are complete non-entities who have no business associating with other heroes. One more
aspect of the story that does not support the notion that the hunt is initiatory is the boar
itself. Rubin and Sale say about Odysseus’ hunt that “this particular boar is no menace to
the countryside; there is no reason to hunt him, except to expose Odysseus to danger and
to see whether he can meet it” (1983, 147). This contrasts with Meleager’s story, in
which the boar was a danger to the countryside, and so there was a reason to hunt it
besides initiation.

Rubin and Sale do offer an interesting interpretation of the uncles’ anger about
Meleager giving the prize to Atalanta: “The spoils are the proof of Meleager’s passage
into manhood, the passage whereby he is fully taken into the maternal side of the family;
the family needs this proof and cannot let it go abroad” (1983, 154). This could explain
why the uncles think that the hide should belong to them if Meleager does not want it.
However, that is still dependent on the idea that the hunt is an initiation, which seems
unlikely to me overall even if there are some similar elements. However, even if
Meleager is a full adult man, his family could still want to hold onto proof of his valour.
This is somewhat compelling but ignores the possibility that Atalanta’s gender is the
reason for her to be denied the spoils. The Atalanta hunt myth explores themes of gender

conflict and recognition of excellence.
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3.2 Euripides

The earliest surviving literary evidence of Meleager’s love and Atalanta’s
involvement in the hunt is from the fragmentary tragedy Meleager, by Euripides
(fragments 515-37, Collard and Cropp). It was probably written later than 418 BCE
(Collard and Cropp 2008, 616). Most scholars believe this to be the first use of “the motif
of the love of Meleager for Atalanta” (Barringer 1996, 53; cf. Collard and Cropp 2008,
614, who say that he either popularized or invented this part of the story). However,
Atalanta is portrayed in Attic vase paintings of the boar hunt from 600-550 BCE, earlier
than Euripides’ play, and so her connection with the hunt is certainly already part of the
tradition before Euripides’ Meleager (Druilhe 2016, 54).

The extant fragments of Euripides’ Meleager are tantalizing because they make
certain issues of the Atalanta story explicit. Several of the later tellings of the Calydonian
boar hunt, such as Diodorus’, Hyginus’, and Apollodorus’, give either little or no
characterization to Atalanta. In these mythographers’ versions, her gender and the fact
that she is outside the family are factors in Meleager’s uncles’ seizure of the hide, but
little is said of her attitude, motives, or capabilities. I was originally drawn to study
Atalanta because her presence in this heroic hunt implied that she was excellent in
hunting. This is intriguing because her character was created in the context of a society in
which women did not hunt, and even other mythical huntresses are not depicted taking
part in hunts alongside male heroes. However, in many versions of the story this
judgment of her value is not explicit, or is only given from Meleager’s point of view. The
extent to which the themes of gender conflict and excellence are explored in each version
seems to be at least partly dependent on genre. The mythographers write collections of
story summaries, and so their aims are very different from tragedians’ aims. Tragedians
develop a single story to create tension and explore conflict and contradiction. Thus the
fragments of the Meleager tragedy show an exploration of the themes of gender conflict
and excellence, but these themes are not as explicit in the mythographers’ accounts. Ovid
plays with these themes as well, as will be seen below.

The Euripidean fragments seem to show an exploration of the idea of women

excelling while doing things outside their typical activities:
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<AABOAIA?>

eLKEQKIOWV HEV AvOQATLY pHéAOL TOVOG,
YuvaléLl o’ OmMAwV eumécolev ndovat -

€K TNG ETMOTIUNG YOO EKTIEMTWKOTESG

Ketvol T av ovdev elev 000 Mueis étu (F.522).

<Althaea?>

If the work of the shuttles (i.e. weaving) were a care for men,

And the pleasures of arms fell upon women;

Driven out from their field of knowledge,

Men would be nothing, and we would also be nothing. (Translation by author).
Here Althaea (if it is indeed she speaking, as Collard and Cropp suggest, 2008, 623)
comments on men and women having an interest in the activities of the other gender. It
seems most likely that she 1s commenting on Atalanta taking an interest in hunting. She
talks about being involved in the activities of the opposite gender as something
interesting or pleasurable. The contrast between the movog (work or toil) of women and
the fdovai (enjoyments or pleasures) of men suggests that the traditional activities of men
are more enjoyable than the labours of women. However, the contrast seems to be not
only between the activities of women and men, but also between the enjoyment of doing
the other gender’s activity and the skill or knowledge that comes from an activity which
is associated with one’s own gender. The implication seems to be that interest in an
activity does not make someone good at it, but rather that women are good at weaving
because they are women, and men are good at fighting because they are men. Since it is

likely that Althaea is talking about and to Atalanta, she seems to be arguing that Atalanta

is outside her proper field of knowledge and should not be hunting.

<MEAEAT'POX?>
TO TOoL KQATIOTOV, TiKav YLVT) KEATIOTOV 1), T
TOUT £0T<LV> deTr| - T0 O ovou’ tov duadéper.t (F. 526).

<Meleager?>

The best thing, feven if a woman is the best thing, T

Is excellence; the name tdoes not make a difference.f
It is difficult to make much sense of this fragment, but I do think it is important because it
mentions dpetn—excellence. This suggests that excellence is among the themes of the

play. The sections between the daggers (1) are corrupt, and so while this fragment may be

talking about excellence and women, that is not certain.
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<ATAAANTH>

eLd’ elg yapovg EABop’ —O un toxoL moTé—
TV €V OOUOLOLY TIHEQEVOVOWY AEl

PeATiOV’ AV TEKOLUL CWUAOLY TEKVOA *

€K YAQ TIATOOG KAl UNTEOS O0TIC EKTIOVEL
okANAC dlaitag ol Yovou BeAtiovec. (F. 525).

<Atalanta>

If I were to come into marriage—may it never happen—I would bear children

with better bodies than those always spending their days in the house; For better

children come from a father and mother who labour at harsh ways of life.
Here Atalanta expresses her desire to avoid marriage. In several versions of the
Calydonian boar hunt story, Atalanta’s attitude to marriage or to Meleager’s desire for
her is not expressed, and in Ovid’s version she seems pleased with Meleager’s attention
(see below). It is interesting then to see that in Euripides’ narrative she does want to
remain unmarried. It makes her character more similar to that of the Boeotian Atalanta
who races men in order to remain unmarried. However, it seems likely that she is not
simply the same character transplanted into this story, as she is called Arcadian in
fragment 530. Nevertheless, the fact that she clearly does not want to marry does give
Euripides’ Atalanta more thematic similarity to the runner Atalanta. Euripides could be
blending the traditions to create a more complex Atalanta.

Not only does Atalanta express her desire not to marry, but she also offers an
interesting justification for her way of life. She says that if she were to marry, she would
have stronger children than women who remain indoors. This seems like a strange way to
justify spending time outdoors, because her argument here is based on something that she
does not want to happen. However, this is only a fragment, and so perhaps she had further
arguments that are now lost. Moreover, if this is somehow an answer to Althaea’s
argument, talking about children could still be an effective way to defend herself. Althaea
uses weaving as the example of women’s sphere of knowledge, but bearing children was
also an important role for women. So it seems that Atalanta is saying that she would be
able to fulfill that childbearing role better than women who remain indoors. Ultimately
then, the fact that she spends time hunting outside, the opposite of what women were
expected to do, could make her perform other feminine roles better than women who do

what they should. In the play Atalanta challenges traditional gender roles by pointing out
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the contradictions inherent in the expectation that women should work inside but also
bear strong children.
When Euripides mentions Atalanta in a catalogue of hunters, her identity is tied to

her negative relationship with the goddess Aphrodite:

<AITEAOL>
Kvmowog d¢ pionu’, Agkag AtaAavtn, kovag
Katl o0& €xovoa- (F. 530.4-5).

<Messenger>

And Cypris’ object of hate, Arcadian Atalanta,

Who has dogs and a bow;

This is part of a fragment of nine lines which describes some of the hunters. This
establishes Aphrodite’s enmity towards Atalanta. In other versions of the tale Aphrodite
is not mentioned, and it is not always clear what Atalanta’s feelings are towards sex or
marriage. However, in fragment 525 Atalanta says that she does not want to marry, and
from line 4 of fragment 530 it is clear that Aphrodite bears resentment towards her. So
from both of these fragments, we can see Atalanta’s negative relationship with the
goddess of love. This is a similarity with the racer Atalanta, and even if they are thought
of as two separate characters, it is clear that this aspect of Atalanta’s personality is
consistent between the race story and Euripides’ version of her in the hunt story.

The other goddess with whom Atalanta is thematically connected is Artemis. It is
regrettable that the play is not better preserved, because Artemis is not mentioned in the
extant fragments and it is difficult to know to what extent she is present in the tragedy.
Thus it is not possible to know exactly what Atalanta’s relationship with Artemis was in
Euripides’ Meleager. Artemis plays an important role in the Calydonian boar hunt story
because she is the offended deity who sends the boar to ravage the countryside.

In the race story, Atalanta’s desire to avoid marriage, whether or not it is framed
explicitly as rejecting Aphrodite, leads to the death of many suitors who do not win their
race against her. In the hunt story, Atalanta’s presence and Meleager’s desire for her
bring intrafamilial strife and murder. It seems then that on some level, Atalanta and her
choices bring death in both stories. Or, more precisely, men’s desire for Atalanta,
combined with her rejection of them and traditional femininity, brings death. However,

there seems to be some difference in the reasons behind this connection between

38



Atalanta’s character and men’s deaths. In the different versions of the race story, the fact
that she does not want to marry is consistent and necessary for the plot. It could be
interpreted as a story about girls’ anxieties surrounding marriage or men’s anxieties about
women refusing marriage. In the hunt story, however, her desires are irrelevant to the
major plot points. Exploring her desires and motives can make the story more dramatic
by introducing further irresolvable conflicts and contradictions. This fits well with the
genre of tragedy.

Ultimately though, the myth of the Calydonian boar hunt is not a story about
Atalanta’s desires or women’s anxieties. In most tellings the central theme is intrafamilial
conflict regarding distribution of honour. This element of the story is consistent
throughout the different versions, even the early versions of the story that do not include
Atalanta. There is variation in the way it comes about, but it is always there. Scholars
believe that Euripides invented or popularized Meleager’s desire for Atalanta (Collard
and Cropp 2008, 614). It seems this idea stuck in most, if not all, the versions of the story
after Euripides. Atalanta’s rejection of Aphrodite heightens the hopelessness of
Meleager’s situation, because he kills his uncles for a woman who is practically
untouchable. Thus, while Meleager’s conflict with his family is at the core of the
Meleager, Atalanta’s desire to remain unmarried adds depth to his tragedy. Her
characterization as someone who rejects Aphrodite also creates a stronger thematic

connection between the story of Atalanta’s race and Euripides’ version of the hunt.

3.3 Mythographers

Three mythographers give an account of the Calydonian boar hunt: Diodorus
Siculus, Hyginus, and Apollodorus. The accounts are similar in plot, although there are
differences in detail. Since these details lead to different interpretations, I will examine
each version separately, using the questions introduced at the start of the chapter. How is
Atalanta characterized? Why does Meleager give her the prize, and why do his uncles
take it away? What can this tell us about the gender issues at play in the story, and are
there further details that are relevant to these issues? Since the mythographers are only
writing summaries, rather than full literary treatments, of the myths, they do not develop

themes with the same level of detail that appears to be present in the Euripidean
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fragments. However, it is still clear that Atalanta’s gender propels much of the conflict in
these mythographers’ accounts.
The earliest extant non-fragmented literary account of the Calydonian boar hunt

that includes Atalanta seems to be by Diodorus Siculus (first century BCE):

4.34.2: Otvelg Ya&Q, YEVOUEVNG eDKAQTIAG AVTQ TOL OLTOV, TOIG HEV
(’)’c/\/\OLg Gsoig etéAeoe Gvciag, p(’)vr]g d¢ g AQTépLE)og d)ALyd)QT]Gsv ou
T]V attiov 1) Beog avTE pqvwaca OV 6ux[5€ﬁ0r] pnévov KaAvdwviov Ov
AVnKev, vﬂquwr] T0 psys@og 0o0TOog 0¢ TV OUVEYYUS waav
Kawcq)estng TAG KTNOELS s/\vpm\/em dLomEQ Ms)\eay@og 0 Ovéwg,
TV pev NAiav pa/\ujfwc mqwcéwv me] O¢ kal avéstL 6wcq>sQwv
naeéAafBe 710/\/\00@ TV O(QLO‘TQ)V ETTL TNV TOUTOL vam/uxv T(QOOTOU o¢
Ms)\eay@ov T0 Onplov mcovucmv*cog, opvoyovpevov avTQ TO
TQWTELOV vaewaT]GT] TOoUTO O’ NV T] dopox Tov Cwov psfcsxov(mg oe
™mg vam/uxg ATO(/\O(VTT]Q mg 2X0 Lvswg, sQaGGSLg avmg o) Ms)\eay@og
TXQEXWQENOE NG 60@0(@ KA TOL KATA TV AQLOTEIXV ETAivOU. €L de
To1c TEaxBetoty ol eotiov ﬂatéeg OLYKUVNYOUTES nyavmcm(mv otL
Eevnv YUVAKQ TIQOET (unoev avtwy, TaQATTE ‘Lag TV olkeloTnTA.
dLomeQ aKvQOUVng TOV Ms)\eay@ov TV dwEeaV Evijdoevoav
AtaAdv), kal kata Vv elg Agkadiav émavodov Emibépevol v dopav
adeldovto. MeAéaypog d¢ did te TOV MEOG TNV ATaA&vTNV éQwTa Kol
dwx v atplav mapo&uvleic, ¢Bonodnoe ) AtaAavt). kat tO pév
TIOWTOV MAQEKAAEL TOVG T)OTAKOTAG ATIODOVVAL TI) Yuvaki TO o0&V
AQLOTELOV - WG O OV MEOTELXOV, ATIEKTELVEV AVTOVG, OVTAG TN AABaiag
adeApovg. (Bibl. Hist. 4.34.2-5).

For Oeneus, when his crops ripened, performed sacrifices to the other
gods, but he neglected only Artemis. For which reason the goddess, being angry
against him, sent the proclaimed Calydonian boar, of monstrous size. This [boar],
destroying the nearby land, damaged the property; wherefore Meleager, son of
Oeneus, being at the height of greatest prime of life, and excelling in strength and
manliness, undertook with many of the best men upon the hunt of this [boar].
Since Meleager first struck the beast with a javelin, it was generally agreed to
grant the first prize to him; this was the skin of the animal. Atalanta, daughter of
Schoeneus, participated in the hunt; Meleager lusting after her handed over the
hide and the praise for excellence. But the sons of Thestius, having joined the
hunt were angry at these proceedings, that he honoured an outsider woman before
themselves, dismissing his family relationships. Therefore, denying the validity
of the gift of Meleager, they ambushed Atalanta and, having set upon the return
to Arcadia, they took away the skin. But Meleager, provoked because of the
dishonour and his love for Atalanta, came to the aid of Atalanta. And first he
demanded those who had seized to return to the woman the given prize for
excellence; but because they did not heed him, he killed them, although they
were the brothers of Althaea. (Translation by author.)
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In later versions Atalanta is usually the first to draw blood, but Diodorus gives Meleager
that honour. He says that Meleager is the first to strike, but he does not say anything
about what the other hunters contribute. None of the other hunters are named, although
listing the hunters becomes a popular endeavour later. This makes it seem like the
emphasis is on his individual prowess, rather than the collective effort. However, the skin
1s awarded by collective agreement. Even once the prize has been given to Meleager, it
does not then simply become an object for him to do with as he pleases, but the aura of
praise follows the object. In giving away the skin it seems that he is also giving away the
praise of excellence which was awarded to him by the collective. Diodorus does not say
that Atalanta (or any of the other hunters, for that matter) contributed to killing the boar,
so there is certainly no implication that she deserves this praise. Instead, Meleager gives
it (skin and praise) to her because he loves her. Her presence is a disruption to the
common agreement that the prize should go to the one who merits it, and the one who
merits it does so because everyone agrees that he does. It seems that Meleager’s uncles
are more justified (than they are in later versions) in their anger about Meleager giving
Atalanta the skin, because she did not merit it. Meleager’s desire for her led him to hand
over the prize that was awarded to him by collective agreement.

Atalanta’s characterization is minimal here. She is the daughter of Schoeneus, and
the only action that she takes in the story is participating in the hunt (peteyovong,
4.34.4—from petéxw, to share in, partake of—the verb involves taking part in a
collective action and does not distinguish her from any other hunter in the group).
Diodorus does not give her motivations for joining the hunt nor her response to
Meleager’s affection, the gift, or even the theft of the gift. Diodorus does not say that she
calls for Meleager’s help or tries to defend herself. Instead, it is Meleager who is
provoked and takes it upon himself to help her. Diodorus does not portray her in a very
active or capable light, although he seems to be the only author who shows her taking
part in the action of the search for the golden fleece (4.48.5). That is not necessarily more
positive than in the hunt though, because she does not accomplish much but rather is
wounded in a fight (see chapter 4 below). Diodorus does not mention anything about her
being good at hunting or beautiful or anything—she seems to be mainly a plot device. For

the anger of Meleager’s uncles, Atalanta’s important characteristics are that she is a
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stranger and a woman (££vnv yuvaika, 4.34.4). This sets up an implied contrast
between women and men. The fact that Diodorus uses the word for woman, rather than
simply a feminine adjective which would still communicate the fact that they are talking
about a woman, emphasizes her gender. The fact that she is a woman contributes to the
inappropriateness of Meleager giving the prize to her. These words also set up an explicit
contrast between an outsider (£¢vnv) and family (oikelotnta, 4.34.4). Therefore,
Atalanta’s gender is not the only reason they are angry. These contrasts come up again in
later versions of the story. It is clear that the uncles think Atalanta does not deserve the
prize because of her status as woman and outsider, and that they should have it instead.
The reason for their anger seems to be based on these things rather than her lack of
(explicit) contribution, for two reasons: one, that it is not mentioned as a reason, and two,
that they are also not said to have contributed to the hunt.

In Hyginus’ account, Meleager gives the skin to Atalanta on account of her
virtutem (Fab 174.5), which could be courage or excellence but also has a connotation of
manliness, which fits with Atalanta’s general blurring of gender boundaries.

Althaea Thestii filia ex Oeneo peperit Meleagrum. Ibi in regia dicitur tifio ardens
apparuisse. 2. Huc Parcae uenerunt et Meleagro fata cecinerunt, eum tandiu
uicturum quamdiu is tizio esset incolumis. 3. Hunc Althaea in arca clausum
diligenter seruauit. 4. Interim ira Dianae, quia Oeneus sacra annua ei non fecerat,
aprum mira magnitudine qui agrum Calydonium uastaret misit. 5. Quem
Meleager cum delectis iuuenibus Graeciae interfecit, pellemque eius ob virtutem
Atalante uirgini donauit, quam [Ideus] Plexippus [Lynceus] <...> Althaeae
fratres eripere uoluerunt. 6. Illa cum Meleagri fidem implorasset, ille interuenit et
amorem cognationi anteposuit, auunculosque suos occidit. Id Althaea mater
audiuit filium suum tantum facinus esse ausum, memorque Parcarum praecepti
tirionem ex arca prolatum in ignem coniecit. Ita dum fratrum poenas uult exequi,
filium interfecit. 7. At sorores eius praeter Gorgen et Deianiram flendo deorum
uoluntate in aues sunt transfiguratae, quae Meleagrides uocantur; at coniunx eius
Alcyone moerens in luctu decessit (Fab. 174).

Althaea, daughter of Thestius, bore Meleager from Oeneus. Then a burning
firebrand is said to have appeared in the palace. 2. The Parcae came to this place
and foretold his fate. He would live as long as the firebrand is unharmed. 3.
Althaea diligently preserved it sealed in a chest. 4. Meanwhile the anger of
Diana, because Oeneus had not made the annual sacrifice to her, sent a boar of
astonishing size to ravage the Calydonian land. 5. [The boar] which Meleager,
with the select youths of Greece, killed, and whose pelt he gave to the virgin
Atalanta on account of her courage (virtus, excellence/virility), which [Ideus,]
Plexippus [and Lynceus] <...> the brothers of Althaea wanted to snatch away. 6.
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Because she had implored for Meleager’s help, he intervened and put love before
his kindred, and he killed his uncles. His mother Althaea heard that her own son
had dared such great wickedness and, remembering the command of the Parcae,
threw the firebrand brought forth from the chest into the fire. Thus while she
wished to enforce the penalty for her brothers, she killed her son. 7. But by the
will of the gods, his sisters, except Gorge and Deianeira, because of their
weeping were transfigured into birds, which are called Meleagrides (guineafowl);
but his grieving wife Alcyone died in sorrow.
There is little detail about the hunt here, and it is not clear that Atalanta made a great
contribution. The focus is still on Meleager, who is the singular subject of the verb
interfecit (killed), though he is accompanied in his action by the chosen youths of Greece.
Even if Atalanta does not explicitly contribute to killing the boar, she is still characterized
as having excellence (at least, in the eyes of Meleager). This gives her a fuller
characterization than in Diodorus’ account. She also responds to the sons of Thestius
wanting to take her prize: she begs for Meleager’s help (174.6). This suggests a few
things. She has a positive attitude towards the boar’s skin since she wants to keep it. This
could be because it is a testament to her excellence, or because she does like Meleager
and it came from him, or perhaps both of these reasons. It is not specified. She is either
unwilling or incapable of defending herself and her prize—so she may be capable of
hunting, but not necessarily fighting. Alternatively, perhaps she thinks it is most
appropriate for Meleager to defend her possession of the prize because he is the one who
bestowed it.

Meleager’s love for Atalanta is still a factor here, and her attitude towards his love
1s not clear. Hyginus does not say that she desires virginity, although she is the daughter
of Schoeneus in Hyginus’ catalogue of hunters (Fab. 173) and in his race story (Fab.
185). This would suggest that he intends her to be the exact same virgin character.
Perhaps the fact that she accepts the prize and asks for Meleager’s help in keeping it
suggests that she is at least somewhat receptive to his advances. However, the boar’s pelt
is not explicitly given to her because of Meleager’s love, but because of her excellence. It
is only when Meleager defends her that his feelings for her are mentioned: he puts love
before kinship when he kills his uncles. While Diodorus makes a contrast between female
outsider and (male) family, Hyginus contrasts romantic love and family. The family

aspect is consistent, but in Diodorus’ account it is contrasted with Atalanta’s gender,
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whereas Hyginus contrasts it with Meleager’s feelings. Atalanta’s status does not seem to
be as strongly emphasized in Hyginus. Also, the contrast is made at different points in the
narrative: Diodorus gives it as a reason for the uncles’ anger—it is their perception of
Meleager’s priorities when he gives the boar’s skin away—but Hyginus gives it as an
explanation of Meleager’s priorities when he kills his uncles. The reason for which his
uncles want to take away the prize from Atalanta is not specified, though there is a lacuna
at that section, so perhaps Hyginus did write the reason and it is no longer extant.

In Apollodorus’ telling, the strife on account of Atalanta’s gender and

participation starts early in the story, before the hunt even begins:

gyévvnoe 0¢ AAOaia mada €€ Otvéwe MeAéaygov, Ov €€ Apeog
veyevvnoOal aot. ToVTOL O’ OVTOG TUEQWV ETTA TAQAYEVOUEVAG TAG
poloag dpaotv elmelv, <OT> t0TE TeAevtroet MeAéarypog, Otav 6
KALOPLEVOG ETIL TNG €0XA0AG DAAOG KaTaKAT). TOUTO AKOVOXTA TOV
daAov dveideto AADaia kat katéOeto eig Adpvaxa. MeAéaypog de
AVNQ ATOWTOG KAL YEVVALOG YEVOUEVOG TOVOE TOV TOOTIOV ETEAEVTIOEV.
€noiwy KOQTIWV £V TN XWOQ YEVOUEVWY ng émoc@xdg O’wsbg O¢eolc
niaot OVwV HovNng AQTEUO0G sés)\a@e*co T] o¢ pqvwaca KA&TIQOV
sc[)mcev ¢Eoxov psys@a TE Kol me], 0G TV te YNV O(O‘T(OQOV étiOeL kal
T Pooknuata kol ToUG evTuyxdvovtag diEpOelgev. Tl TOUTOV TOV
KATIQOV TOVG dploTtoug &k NG EAAGdOC dvtag ovvekadeoe, kal T
KTelvavTL TOV Onpa v dogav dwoewv dolotelov énnyyeidaro. [...]
ovveADOVTag d¢ avtovg Otlvedg ETi evveéa NUEQAG EEEVIOE - T1) dekAT)
d¢ Knpéws kat Aykaiov katl Tivav dAA@WV ATTAELOVVTWY HETA YUVALKOG
Emi v ONoav é&tévar, MeAéaypog éxwv yuvaika KAsomdtoav v "1da
kot Mapnrjoong GvyaTéQa [SOU)\(’)psvog o¢ xal éé ATa/\éc\/Tr]g
T€KVOT£OLT]GO((790(L, vanvoq/}cacsv av*covg ETIL TNV GnQav pefcoc TavTNG
s&tevm TEEQLOTAVTWV D& AVTWV TOV KATIEOV, YAeUg psv Kol Aykatog
UTIO TOL O1OC dLepBdonoav, Evputiwva d¢ IInAevg dkwv
KATNKOVTIOE. TOV O& KATIQOV TIOWTT UEV ATaAAVT ElG T VaTa
£t0levoe, 0eUTEQOC 0& AUPLAAOG €lg TOV OPOAAOV - MeAéarypog 0&
AVTOV £1G TOV KeVE@VA TATEAS ATIEKTEWVE, KAl AaPwVv TO dépag Edwicev
AtaAdv). ot de Oeotiov Tadeg, ADOEOVVTES el TAQOVTWY AVOQWV
YoV T dooteta Arppetat, o dépag avTtnc adeiAlovto, kata YEvog
avTolc mpoonkey Aéyovteg, et MeAéarypog Aapdvery pr) mpoaootto.
1.8.3: doyo0eic 0&¢ MeAéaypog Tovg Hév Oeotiov TMAdAG ATIEKTELVE, TO
d¢ dépac €dwke ) AtaAdvtn (Bibl. 1.8.2-3).

Althaea bore a son from Oeneus, Meleager, whom they say to be begotten from
Ares. When he was seven days old they say the attending fates spoke, that
Meleager would die at the time when the firebrand burning upon the hearth
should be completely burnt. Hearing this Althaea picked up the firebrand and
placed it in a chest. Although Meleager became an invulnerable and noble man,
he died in this way. When the annual fruits were produced in the land, Oeneus
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sacrificing the first fruits to all the gods utterly forgot only Artemis. She, being
angry, sent a boar eminent in size and strength, who made the ground barren and
destroyed the cattle and those who happened upon it. He convened all the best
men in Greece against this boar, and he proclaimed that he would give the hide as
prize of valour to the one who would kill the beast. [Then there is a long list of
hunters, which I am not including.] For nine days Oeneus entertained those who
had come together; but when on the tenth Cepheus and Ancaeus and some others
deemed it unworthy to go out upon the hunt with a woman, Meleager, although
he had Cleopatra, the daughter of Ida and Marpessa, as wife, also wishing to
make a child from Atalanta, pressed them to go out upon the hunt with her. When
they surrounded the boar, Hyleus and Ancaeus were killed by the beast, and
Peleus shot down Eurytion involuntarily. But Atalanta first shot the boar on the
back with an arrow, and Amphiaraus next on its eye; but Meleager striking in its
flank killed it, and taking the skin he gave it to Atalanta. But the sons of Thestius,
thinking it dishonourable that a woman should take the prize if there were men
present, took the skin away from her, saying it belonged to them by inheritance
(genos), if Meleager should choose not to take it. (1.8.3): But Meleager being
angry killed the sons of Thestius and gave the skin to Atalanta. (Translation by
author).
Here, some men do not want to go on the hunt with a woman, but Meleager compels
them to go nonetheless. Meleager’s desire for Atalanta is specifically that he wants a
child by her (presumably because she is strong, although the reason is not actually
specified). Apollodorus emphasizes the fact that Meleager is already married, which
brings the problematic aspects of his love for Atalanta to the forefront. It is because of his
desire for Atalanta that he compels the others to hunt with her. It is not because of her
excellence or the fact that he thinks she will be an important contributor to the hunt.
However, she does contribute, since she is the first to hit the boar. Killing the boar is
more clearly a collective effort than it was in the versions of Diodorus or Hyginus: three
people strike the boar, and there are named casualties. Meleager’s heroism is only part of
the action.

While Meleager’s desire for Atalanta is the reason he wants her to participate in
the hunt, Apollodorus does not mention it when Meleager gives her the boar’s hide. Since
she is the first to hit the boar, it seems more justifiable that Meleager should award her
the prize (although Oeneus promised the boar’s skin to the person who kills the boar, not
the first person to strike). The sons of Thestius take the hide from her because she is a
woman, not because she did not contribute. In fact, Apollodorus does not say that they

made contact with the boar at all, but that does not stop them from feeling entitled to the
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prize. They still feel justified in taking the skin because it is dishonourable for it to be in
the hands of a woman and because of their family connection to the man who killed the
boar and originally won the prize. As the uncles see it, there seems to be a complex
system governing who can appropriately possess the prize: first, the hero who kills the
boar, next, someone he chooses to give it to, but only if that person is a man; if that
condition is not met, the hero’s choice is invalid and the prize defaults to his kin. That
seems to describe the complex relationship between merit, gender, choice, and
inheritance when it comes to prize distribution.

Ultimately, of the three mythographers’ accounts, Apollodorus’ Atalanta appears
the most capable, because she is the first hunter to hit the boar. In Diodorus’ version, the
only action she does is participate in the hunt, and there is no hint that she is a
distinguished hunter nor any suggestion as to her feelings or motivations. Hyginus’
Atalanta does not distinguish herself as a capable hunter either, but she does exercise a
small amount of agency when she asks Meleager to defend her possession of the skin.
She is also described as having virtutem (Hyg. Fab. 174.5), but the word is used by
Meleager himself, who is certainly biased toward her because of his desire. Apollodorus
does not describe her as excellent, but the fact that she contributes meaningfully to the
boar hunt suggests that she is a competent hunter in his version.

Gender conflict is a theme in each of these versions, although it is not developed
as thoroughly as it appears to be in Euripides’ Meleager. In Apollodorus, Atalanta’s
presence as a woman among male heroes creates conflict even before the start of the
hunt. Atalanta’s gender is the explicit reason for Meleager’s uncles’ anger at her
receiving the prize in Apollodorus, and this is heavily implied in Diodorus as well. This is
less certain in Hyginus because the uncles’ reason for anger is missing. However,
Atalanta is described as having virfutem. Since this is a characteristic generally associated
with men, this could still suggest that Hyginus is hinting at Atalanta’s subversion of
traditional gendered behaviour. Once Atalanta becomes part of the myth, gender conflict
becomes an important theme. This is clear because this theme is present not only in fully
developed treatments of the myth such as Euripides’ or Ovid’s, but even in the

mythographers’ summaries of the story.
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3.4 Ovid

Ovid’s account of the Calydonian boar hunt in the Metamorphoses (8.260-444) is
the most detailed by far and spans 184 lines (not including Meleager’s death). Since it is
so long, I will give a summary and then examine key sections. Oeneus slights Diana by
sacrificing the first fruits to the other gods but ignoring Diana. She is angry and sends a
boar to ravage the countryside. Ovid gives a vividly detailed description of the boar and
the destruction it causes. This is followed by a highly allusive list of hunters. The last of
them is Atalanta, who is the only one given several lines of description. Meleager sees
Atalanta and immediately desires her, although an unspecified god forbids it. Then Ovid
describes the forest where the hunters meet with the boar. Several men try to strike it
without success, some of them perish, and Nestor ascends a tree to escape the boar.
Atalanta is the first to draw blood from the boar, and Meleager praises her. This causes
the other hunters to be embarrassed. Ancaeus irreverently boasts about his own weapons,
prepares to strike the boar with his double ax, and is struck in the groin by the boar.
Others fail to hit the boar, and then Meleager hits and kills the boar. He claims the boar’s
hide and offers it to Atalanta. She is happy with the gift and with Meleager, but the other
hunters are angry and jealous. Meleager’s uncles take the boar’s skin from her, and
Meleager kills them.

The catalogues of hunters in Hyginus (Fab. 173) and Apollodorus (Bibl. 1.8.2) are
both fairly straightforward, giving the name and patronymic of each hero, but Ovid’s is
much more allusive. Some heroes are directly named, but others are named only by their
relations or place of origin. For example, Laertes is “Penelope’s father-in law”
(Penelopaeque socer, 315), Mopsus the seer is “the shrewd son of Ampyx”
(Ampycidesque sagax, 316), and Atalanta is “the Tegean [i.e. Arcadian] glory of the
Lycaean pasture” (nemorisque decus Tegeaea Lycaei, 317).

Even before the mention of Atalanta, there are some other interesting gender
dynamics in this list. Caeneus is mentioned as someone who is “now not a woman” (et
iam non femina Caeneus, 8.305). Ovid tells the story in a later book of how Caenis is
raped by Neptune and asks to be a man (named Caeneus) so that she could not be raped
again (12.189-209). Since Ovid hints at Caeneus’ backstory, he seems to invite us to see

this experience of trauma and transformation in conjunction with the story of the hunt. In
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the list of hunters there is also mention of the future betrayal of Amphiaraus by his wife:
“[Amphiaraus,] the son of Oecleus, still safe from his wife” (adhuc a coniuge tutus /
Oeclides, 8.316-17). This ties in with the story of the seven attackers of Thebes, to which
Atalanta is also connected through her son Parthenopaeus, who fights along with
Amphiaraus. Thus, near the start of the hunt, we have a hint of a man who is sent to
Hades because of his wife, which may foreshadow Meleager’s death on account of a
woman (not his wife, but one whom he would like to marry) that happens at the end of
the hunt. Atalanta is the very last of the list and has the longest description. Both of these
factors serve to emphasize her importance. Horsfall says that she is “the climax of the
Catalogue” and also points out that there is a literary precedent in Camilla, in the
catalogue of Italian leaders in Aeneid 7.803-17 (Horsfall 1979, 322). Ending the list with
Atalanta also offers a smooth transition from the catalogue to Meleager’s lovestruck
feelings.

Atalanta has an androgynous face, and Meleager desires her as soon as he sees
her.

...nemorisque decus Tegeaea Lycaei:

rasilis huic summam mordebat fibula vestem,
crinis erat simplex, nodum conlectus in unum;
ex umero pendens resonabat eburnea laevo
telorum custos, arcum quoque laeva tenebat;
talis erat cultu, facies, quam dicere vere
virgineam in puero, puerilem in virgine possis.
hanc pariter vidit, pariter Calydonius heros
optavit, renuente deo, flammasque latentes
hausit et 'o felix, siquem dignabitur' inquit

"ista virum!' nec plura sinit tempusque pudorque
dicere: maius opus magni certaminis urget (Met. 8.317-28).°

And the Tegean glory of the Lycaean pasture, [Atalanta, ]

A smooth brooch was pricking the top of her garment,

Her hair was simple,® gathered in one knot;

Hanging from her left shoulder an ivory quiver was resounding,

And her left hand was holding her bow;

Such was she in dress, her face, which you would be able to call truly
A girlish face on a boy or a boyish face on a girl.

At the same time that he saw her, the Calydonian hero [Meleager]

> 1 am using Hollis’ edition of the text (1970).
% This likely refers to “simplex munditiis” from Horace’s Odes 1.5.
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Desired, although the god disapproved, and he drank up the hidden flames,

And said, “Oh happy, the man whom she deems worthy!”

But neither time nor decency allows him to say more:

The greater task of great battle urges him.
Ovid focuses first on her dress, which seems fairly simple. Anderson notes that it is close
to the description of the huntress Callisto’s dress at 2.412 (1972, 363). Hollis describes
Atalanta's hair as a “Diana hair-style” (1970, 76). Both of these observations suggest to
me that Atalanta is described in a typical huntress fashion, which invites us to see her as
similar to, rather than distinguished from, other huntresses (including the goddess of the
hunt). Atalanta is unique among mythical huntresses in her participation in the heroic
hunt with men, but her appearance is still in keeping with other female hunters. Segal
points out that “such attention to hairstyle in the poem is usually the mark of erotic rather
than epic coloring” (1999, 313).” Ovid moves then to her weapons, which seems
appropriate, especially since later on, when Ancaeus boasts, he specifically compares
manly and womanly weapons. Horsfall says that “Ancaeus is not alone in regarding [the
bow] as not a real man’s weapon” (1979, 328). Her face is androgynous, and the
description really seems to play with this idea of her having some sort of blend of boyish
and girlish appearance. This fits with the ambiguity of her character as a woman who
excels in an activity mainly done by men. It seems that it is precisely her appearance that
makes her so attractive to Meleager, since his desire comes at the same time that he sees
her. This suggests a couple things. First, it seems that Meleager and Atalanta had never
met before. This makes his actions seem more impetuous when he kills his uncles for her
honour, as they did not have a relationship before. Secondly, it suggests that it is not her
excellence in hunting that makes her attractive, but simply her appearance.

Horsfall comments on Meleager’s reaction to Atalanta that “the instant passion
(324-5), the envy of a future husband (326-7) and the pudor (327) which inhibits speech
are all, observe the commentators, conventional in descriptions of the situation” (1979,
323). He does not specify what “the situation” is, but it seems likely that he is referring to

other situations of instant infatuation rather than other versions of the boar hunt story.

7 There may be an exception to this in Virgil’s Aeneid, as Venus disguises herself as a huntress and her hair
is described as flowing in the wind (1.319). However, Venus is so intrinsically connected to eroticism that
the difference between epic and erotic may not be very distinct in this case.
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Other extant descriptions of Meleager meeting Atalanta are not as detailed. As Segal
points out, when Meleager mentions Atalanta’s future husband he “reverses the usual
primacy of male choice in such matters” (1999, 314). This seems to give Atalanta more
potential agency, as perhaps befits a woman who can join men in hunting a dangerous
boar.

By the time that Atalanta shoots the boar, several men have tried and failed to hit
it. Meleager is pleased with her shot, but the other hunters are embarrassed.

dum levat hunc Peleus, celerem Tegeaea sagittam
imposuit nervo sinuatoque expulit arcu:

fixa sub aure feri summum destrinxit harundo
corpus, et exiguo rubefecit sanguine saetas;

nec tamen illa sui successu laetior ictus

quam Meleagros erat: primus vidisse putatur

et primus sociis visum ostendisse cruorem

et 'meritum' dixisse 'feres virtutis honorem.'
erubuere viri seque exhortantur et addunt

cum clamore animos iaciuntque sine ordine tela;
turba nocet iactis, et, quos petit, impedit ictus (Met. 8.380-90).

While Peleus lifted him (Telamon), the Tegaean woman placed her quick arrow
On the cord and expelled it from the bent bow:

Fixed under the ear the arrow shaft grazed the back of the beast,

And reddened the bristles with a bit of blood.

Nor was she happier with the success of her own shot

Than was Meleager; he is considered to have seen it first

And first to have shown the sight of blood to his comrades,

And to have said, “You will bear the deserved honour of excellence.”

The men blushed and encouraged themselves and augmented

Spirits with shouting and threw their weapons without order;

The crowding impedes the thrown weapons and hinders the shots which it seeks.

Atalanta is the first hunter to hit the boar, though she only wounds it lightly. Anderson
says: “with destrinxit, summum, and exiguo, Ovid makes it clear how slight the wound is;
thus the beast is still quite as dangerous as before and Meleager, when he does spear it,
deserves full credit” (1972, 367). Horsfall comments that “the hunters’ reactions are
deliberately disproportionate to Atalanta’s limited achievement” (1979, 327). However,
even if the wound is slight, by the fact that she hits it at all she still performs better in the
hunt than all of the male heroes up to this point. There is purposeful ambiguity in the
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incongruity of Atalanta’s efficiency, the rather insignificant effect of her shot, and
Meleager’s enthusiastic praise.

Presumably Meleager is so pleased with her success because of his infatuation
with her. If the wound is so insignificant that it does not slow down the boar, Atalanta has
not made the task of killing it any easier. Meleager says that she “will bear the deserved
honour of excellence” (8.387). These words seem rather ambiguous. In comparison with
the other heroes until this point, she does seem deserving. She is the only one to hit the
boar, and the others are comically incompetent. However, this may also be ironic. These
words are spoken by the man who lusts after Atalanta. He is biased towards her and has a
personal reason to heap praise and gifts upon her. Moreover, the word he uses is virtutis,
which can have several meanings. It can mean excellence, but also manliness. Anderson
says that “this short speech inserts the key ironic term of the whole episode: virfutis. The
girl is to be honored for ability befitting a man: vir-fus” (1972, 368). Horsfall comments
that “Anderson rightly insists upon the irony of vir-fus in Atalanta; it is her ‘manliness’
that demands reward and the men themselves have failed” (1979, 327). The appearance
of viri in the following line continues the emphasis on manhood. This contrast between
the expected virility of the men, their incompetence, and Atalanta’s success continues in
the next lines.

Meleager’s praise of Atalanta’s success causes the men to blush in shame and
continue their attempts to get at the boar. Horsfall points out that “to heighten the
paradox, the men now react in a conventionally feminine way, by blushing; erubuere viri
is an evident oxymoron.” (1979, 327). The word erubuere also picks up on rubefecit (on
the boar’s wound, 8.383). This underscores the injury the men feel and, perhaps, their
perception that Atalanta has done them violence. However, their excitement causes them
to throw their spears without any order and so gets in the way of success. It seems that
they do not control their violence, as if they are trying too much to show off that they
have virtus but it has the effect of showing off no virfus whatsoever. Segal says that “not
only does this scene of comic ineffectiveness contrast with the swift, single-minded
efficiency of Atalanta; it also establishes her as both the cause and the visible symbol of
their loss of virtus. She confuses masculinity in every sense” (1999, 315). However, even

before Atalanta’s success, the heroes are incompetent, and so it seems that she is not quite
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the cause of their loss of virtus. Rather, because none of them had hit the boar, they
collectively created an absurdly low standard. They were not embarrassed by this until
Atalanta hit the boar and Meleager praised her. So it seems that Atalanta did not cause
their loss of virtus but rather caused them to notice their loss in comparison with a
woman.

Once the boar has been killed, Meleager follows through on his promise that
Atalanta will bear the honour. However, the others, and especially his uncles, object:

ipse pede imposito caput exitiabile pressit
atque ita 'sume mei spolium, Nonacria, iuris,'
dixit 'et in partem veniat mea gloria tecum!’
protinus exuvias, rigidis horrentia saetis

terga dat et magnis insignia dentibus ora.

illi laetitiae est cum munere muneris auctor;
invidere alii, totoque erat agmine murmur.

e quibus ingenti tendentes bracchia voce

'pone age nec titulos intercipe, femina, nostros,'
Thestiadae clamant, 'nec te fiducia formae
decipiat, ne sit longe tibi captus amore

auctor!’ et huic adimunt munus, ius muneris illi (Met. 8.425-36).

He himself pressed the deadly head with his foot placed on

And thus said, “Take the hide, Nonacrian [Atalanta], mine by right,
And may my glory be shared with you!”

He immediately gives the skin bristling with stiff hairs

And the head distinguished by great tusks.

The giver of the gift was, along with the gift, a joy to her;

The others were envious, and there was grumbling through the whole crowd,
From which extending their arms with a huge voice

“Come, put down and do not rob our titles, woman,”

The sons of Thestius shout, “Lest reliance of your beauty misleads you,
Lest the giver, seized by love for you, be far away!”

And they snatch away the gift from her, from him the right of giving.

Meleager gives the hide to Atalanta and seems to suggest that they will share the glory
together. This shows a separation between the hide itself and the honour which it
symbolizes. This has not been the case throughout all the other versions. In Diodorus it
seems that the hide and the praise of excellence are inseparable, as Meleager gives both
to her (Bibl. Hist. 4.34.4). In Hyginus the distinction is not clear, as Meleager gives the
hide to her because of her excellence (Fab. 174.5). The distinction is also not clear in

Apollodorus’ telling, in which Meleager gives her the hide but this is not explicitly tied to
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honour (Bib!l. 1.8.2). Hollis observes that Ovid’s Meleager “is more chivalrous than in
Accius (438-9)” (1970, 87). Accius’ Latin play Meleager was likely modelled on
Euripides’, though many playwrights dramatized the story (Warmington 1936, 470). It
only survives in fragments. The relevant fragment is this: Remanet gloria / apud me;
exuvias dignavi Atalantae dare: “The glory remains / with me; I considered it worthy to
give the hide to Atalanta” (438-39). So it seems that Accius and Ovid both conceived of
the prize as separate from the honour it symbolizes, but Ovid’s Meleager is more
generous in sharing glory. Segal comments that “replacing epic seriousness with this
humorous incongruity between the gift and its function, Ovid simultaneously converts
this hunting trophy, traditional symbol of masculine honor and prowess, into a token of
love and a means of seduction” (1999, 312-13). This is a helpful distinction, but I suggest
that even though the trophy now has a seductive function, it has not been “converted” but
rather still retains its original function as a symbol of masculine honour. The reader has
already been alerted to the fact that Atalanta does not fit neatly into a feminine category,
so to speak. Simply by virtue of the fact that she is participating in the hunt with other
heroes, she is an unusual woman. Moreover, her appearance is androgynous (8.322-23),
Meleager praises her and says that she will bear the honour for manliness/excellence
(8.387), and she is more competent than the male heroes aside from Meleager. Because of
these things, it is plausible that part of the function of the trophy is to symbolize her
masculine excellence. The symbolism of the boar’s hide and head is flexible, depending
on the context in which it is taken or given. When the uncles claim the trophy, they want
it as a symbol of honour, not, of course, because of its function as an erotic gift. In the
context of Meleager giving Atalanta the boar’s hide, it functions as a symbol of honour
and of love. If it were only the gift that pleased Atalanta, this would be more ambiguous,
as it would be unclear whether she was pleased with it because of its symbolism of her
honour or because of its function as a love-token, or both. However, since Ovid specifies
that both the gift and the giver are pleasing to Atalanta (8.431), this suggests that it is
pleasing for both reasons.

The sons of Thestius urge Atalanta to give up the spoils. Their threat is imprecise,
for they do not specify what would happen if she relies on her beauty or if Meleager is

not around to protect her. However they do not wait until Meleager is far away before
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acting, as they seize the hide right away. This makes their threat rather confusing. If they
threaten that Meleager may not be near, or that relying on her beauty will deceive her,
why would they steal the hide immediately in Meleager’s presence? It is difficult to make
sense of this. Segal sees humour in the situation, “as the mighty warriors of the epic
tradition warn a pretty girl devoted to hunting and other masculine pursuits not to rely too
much on her good looks™” (1999, 313). This is a good point, but it does not explain the
inconsistency between their threat and action.

Regarding the uncles’ words, Anderson says that “in other versions the uncles
claim the prize by default; that is, if Meleager rejects it, it devolves upon them as closest
relatives. Ovid, however, may be implying here that the uncles claim it merely as males
in opposition to this woman” (1972, 370). He does not specify which “other versions,”
but is presumably referring to those of Apollodorus and Diodorus; I have written earlier
in this chapter about the apparent logic regarding prize distribution in each version. Ovid
did not independently invent the male-female opposition with regards to the trophy.
While in Apollodorus the sons of Thestius claim that the prize belongs to them through
family ties, they also think that it is dishonourable for a woman to have the prize if there
are men present (Bibl. 1.8.2). In Diodorus, the uncles are angry that an outsider woman
was honoured before family (Bibl. Hist. 4.34.4). In both these versions, Atalanta’s gender
as well as the uncles’ family relationship to Meleager are both relevant for their claim to
the prize. Ovid has kept this theme of Atalanta’s femininity as a reason for being denied
the prize, but removed the family connection. This intensifies the theme of gender

conflict within his telling.

3.5 Conclusion

The earliest Calydonian boar hunt narratives do not include Atalanta, and scholars
disagree about when she became involved in the story. Her presence and Meleager’s
desire for her provide a compelling reason for the disagreement with and killing of
Meleager’s uncles. This gives the story more thematic complexity. To a story about
collective heroism, distribution of honour, and intrafamilial strife and murder are added
themes of erotic love and gender conflict. Whether or not Atalanta is characterized as

excellent at hunting appears to make no difference to the plot. In all of the versions I have
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analyzed in this chapter, the sons of Thestius take away the trophy either because she is a
woman or outside the family or for both of these reasons. Her contribution, or lack
thereof, is not a factor in their anger. However, Meleager mentions her excellence in
Hyginus’ and Ovid’s versions, and possibly Euripides’. In Apollodorus’ and Ovid’s
versions she is the first hunter to hit the boar, which is also some proof of her skill. Her
characterization as a virgin huntress is not a salient part of these stories. It is only in
Euripides’ Meleager that she clearly wants to remain a virgin. In Apollodorus’ section
about Atalanta herself (Bibl. 3.9.2), which I will look at in more detail in a later chapter,
he mentions her virginity and her participation in the hunt. So presumably her virginity
should be understood as part of her character in Apollodorus’ hunt story (1.8.2), although
since it does not seem to affect that story, he does not mention it there. In Ovid’s telling
she appears to reciprocate Meleager’s interest (8.430), which suggests that her character’s
feelings about virginity are the opposite of what one would expect. Related to the idea of
Atalanta’s virginity is her connection with Artemis, the virgin goddess of the hunt and the
offended deity who sends the boar to Calydon. In these versions of the hunt story
Atalanta’s relationship is Artemis is surprisingly not mentioned. Perhaps this is because,
like Atalanta’s skills or motives, her relation to the goddess does not affect the storyline
and is therefore ignored. The genres of these stories, and the state in which they have
survived to the present, makes a difference here as well. The aims of the mythographers
are focused on plot information than drawing out themes, as they wrote summaries for
collections of mythical stories, rather than literary treatments. The Meleager tragedies of
Euripides and Accius only survive in fragments but the Euripidean fragments suggest the
exploration of gender and spheres of excellence. In his epic Ovid subverts expectations
about Atalanta but still plays with the same themes that we see hints of in Euripides’

Meleager.
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Chapter 4: Atalanta’s Other Episodes

While the race for Atalanta’s hand and the Calydonian boar hunt are the most
well-known stories about Atalanta, there are several other episodes attached to her by
various authors. Aelian and Apollodorus describe Atalanta’s childhood, in which she is
exposed, suckled by a bear, and raised by hunters. This is an apt beginning for Atalanta’s
character, as it sets her apart as wild from the start. After the race for her hand, she and
her husband are turned into lions. This story is told by many authors who typically relate
it to their inappropriate sexual behaviour. Thus, it is a fitting end for a character who
starts her life in the wild and attempts to abstain from normal sexuality. However, this
does not seem to be the only end to Atalanta’s story, as some authors describe her as still
alive while her son is attacking Thebes. Even in these versions in which she is not
transformed into a wild animal, she is still mentioned in conjunction with her heroic
exploits, and in Statius’ Thebaid she seems to live in the wild. An episode in which
centaurs try to rape Atalanta is used by some authors to characterize her as a capable
defender of her virginity. However, other authors have Milanion wounded while
defending her, and so the story becomes part of an example of how a man can win a
woman by persistently helping and suffering for her. She is occasionally shown in
association with the search for the golden fleece. This is an undertaking by many heroes,
and thus parallels the Calydonian boar hunt. Her participation in a second heroic exploit
underscores her excellence. These wildly differing interpretations of the same story
demonstrate how versatile myths about Atalanta were. All of these stories, though they
are sometimes contradictory, continue themes which are present in the boar hunt and race

stories, namely gender dynamics, sexuality, and excellence.

4.1 Childhood

Atalanta’s childhood is only told by later authors, Aelian and Apollodorus.
Druilhe says that the description of Atalanta’s childhood is unique, since there is no
textual or iconographical evidence for the childhood of any other heroine (Druilhe 2016,
39). So the narrative of her childhood in and of itself underscores how extraordinary she
is, although it is important to remember that this episode of her life only survives in later

texts and not to indiscriminately read it into earlier texts. Not only is the existence of her
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childhood important, but the descriptions of her childhood are also quite interesting. In
both accounts she is exposed by her father who wants a male child. So even from the very
start of her life her experience is defined by her gender. She is suckled by a she-bear, a
wild animal connected with Artemis, who hunts for food, like Atalanta will later learn to
do from the hunters who raise her. There is a logical connection between Atalanta’s
infancy and her life in the wilderness, and there is also a sense of circularity if she starts
her life as a pseudo-bear cub and ends it as another wild animal, the lioness. In both
Apollodorus’ and Aelian’s accounts, Atalanta is raised by hunters, which serves to
explain why she has the exceptional hunting skill that allows her to participate in the boar
hunt. Since the versions are similar, [ will treat them together.

Apollodorus’ description is quite short, but includes her exposure, the bear who
feeds her, and the hunters who raise her. Once she is grown she wants to stay virgin, and
so it is early in Apollodorus’ story that Atalanta acquires this important characteristic:

TAVTNG O AT AEEEVWV TTAdWV emevav e&senksv avTny, ocQKTog
o¢ Pportwoa TIOAAGKIG ONANV €01d0oV, HéXOLS 00 stOVng vam/m T(O(Q
gavtolg avétoedov. teAela ¢ AtaAavtn yevouévn mapOévov éavtny
EPpLAaTTE, Kl Onpevovoa év onuia kabOwnAlopévn dietéAet. (Apollod.
Bibl. 3.9.2)

Her father, desiring male children, exposed her, but a bear roaming about often
gave her the nipple, until hunters, finding her, brought her up among themselves.
Once Atalanta was fully grown she guarded herself as virgin, and hunting in the
wilderness fully armed she was passing her time. (Translation by author).

Aclian’s story is similar but far more detailed:

A(’)yog o0ToC AQKaéucog UTtEQ TS ’Iaciwvog AtaAdvTng. TO(I/)TT]V o)
TIATNQ ysvopsvr]v ecé0nKev - edeye ya@ oL Ouyatéowv AAA’ aQstwv
detobat. 6 d¢ exBetvar AaPwv ovk anéktevev, EABwv d¢ £mi O
Ha@@swov 0Q0g £€0nice mnyne mAnoiov - kai v évravda dravtEog
TéTOM Kol ETTEKELTO GUVT]QECI)T]Q 6vawv Kat oL pev Boédoug
Kocfcsqmc[)wfco Oavatog, oL unv VTO mg Tv)mg ﬂgovéoen OAbyw Y&o
Dotegov VO KUVIYET@V adnon psvr] T EQVTNG BQsc[)T] AQKTOG TKE,
O‘([)QLYOOVT(UV a0 TV panv xai Baguvopévwy 0o tov ya/\aKTog
elta kot twva Oeiav mopy 1oBeioa o Boedet EBNAaoev avto, kai
apa to Onolov éxovdpioOn g 6dVVN S kal wee TEOPNV TQ PEédeL. kKatl
oLV Kat avO1§ EMAvTAOVOA TOU YAAAKTOG KAl E€TMOXETEVOVOA ETIEL TV
£OVTIG U TNQE OVK €UELVE, TNG UNOEV Ol TEooTKOVONG TOOPOG €YiveTo.
TNV Ol vam/éfcm 710(@5(1)1’)/\0(’5’50\/ Ol KAl €€ aQXNG EMIBOVAevOAVTES
T ONolw €lc T £yyova avTng, kal avta EKaoTa TV 6prsvwv
KaTaGKeq)apsvm, ameABovong kata cvvrOelaV KAt TE XYQav Kai
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VOUTNV TG O(QKTOU Vv ATO(/\O(VTT]V vc[)ﬂ)\ovm Ka/\ovpsvr]v TOUTO
OVLOETIW - arvTol Yo €0evTo avm T0 ovopa Kat sTquDETo év avtoic [¢v]
0Q¢lw T1) TEOPT). KATA HKQOV d& AUTI) T TOV CWHATOG HeTA TS NAUlog
avérpexe - Kat fjoa mapOeviag kat Tag Twv avdewv OpALaG épevye katl
gonplav €émobel, kataAapovoa TV 0PWV TWV AQKADIKWV TO
vmAoTatov, évOa NV kal aVAWV KATAEELTOG KAl HeydAatL dQUG, €Tt de
Kkat mevkat kal Pabeta 1) &k tovtwv okii. (Ael. Var. Hist. 13.1).

This is an Arcadian story about Atalanta, daughter of Iasion. When she was born
her father exposed her; for he said that he did not need daughters but sons. But
taking her to expose her, he did not kill her, but coming to mount Parthenion he
placed her near a stream. And here there was a cavernous rock laid upon a
densely shaded thicket. Death had been pronounced against the newborn, but she
was not betrayed by fortune; for a little bit later a bear came whose cubs were
taken from her by hunters, her breasts swollen and weighed down by milk. Then
in accordance with some divine mission she took pleasure in the baby and
suckled it herself, and at the same time the animal relieved her pain and gave
nourishment to the newborn. And so again overflowing with milk and carrying
water though she did not remain a mother of her own, she became a nurse to one
not at all related to her. The hunters were watching her closely, the ones who
from the beginning plotted against the animal’s children, and spying each of her
doings, when the bear went away according to her habit for hunting and feeding,
they took Atalanta away, who was not yet called this; for they themselves gave
her the name. And she was raised among them in a mountainous way of life.
Little by little her body grew with age. And she loved her virginity and fled the
company of men and longed for solitude, taking the highest of the Arcadian
mountains, where there was a hollow with streams and large oaks, and besides
pines and deep shadows from them. (Translation by author).

The versions of Apollodorus and Aelian agree in the basic details. There does not seem to
be any other extant ancient author who talks about Atalanta’s childhood. Both of these
authors are relatively late. (Pseudo-)Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca is tentatively dated to the
first century CE (Higbie 2007, 245). Aelian’s Varia Historia was written in the early
third century CE (Wilson 1997, 1). Anagnostou-Laoutides suggests that “Apollodorus
tried to combine the traditional Hesiodic material with a Hellenistic innovation regarding
the exposure of Atalanta by her father when she was an infant” (2005, 15). She suggests
that the motif was initially attached to the myth by Hellenistic writers, but does not
specify who that might be (Anagnostou-Laoutides 2005, 16). Atalanta’s childhood
narrative differentiates her from other mythical women. Lyons says that “heroines, as
women, are so consistently associated with the maternal function that the mythic material

never shows them as infants in need of sustenance. The one exception, the suckling of
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Atalanta by a bear, suggests that she is unnatural and serves to show how much she is like
a male hero” (1997, 65). So the narrative of her childhood in and of itself underscores
how extraordinary she is.

While the presence of Atalanta’s childhood makes her exceptional among
heroines and more akin to male heroes, her exposure is directly tied to her gender. The
unknown author who added this infant exposure motif to Atalanta’s story chose a
thematically fitting beginning to Atalanta’s myth. Atalanta’s gender plays an important
role in the Calydonian boar hunt story, because her womanhood is a major part of the
reason that there is strife about the distribution of the spoils of the hunt. Her gender is
also important in the race story, in which she is both competitor and prize in a courtship
contest. If one were to extrapolate and imagine the childhood of such a character,
exposure in the wilderness because of her gender seems a fitting thing to imagine. The
rest of her childhood also fits with her adult character. She is suckled by a she-bear,
which has interesting connotations. The bear is a wild animal connected with Artemis,
and this points to Atalanta’s relationship with Artemis (Anagnostou-Laoutides 2005, 16,
18). Bears are also connected with the story of Callisto, another follower of Artemis.
Callisto’s story has several parallels with Atalanta’s. They are both huntresses who intend
to keep their virginity but do not succeed in doing so. Callisto is transformed into a bear
because of an illicit sexual encounter (see Forbes Irving 1992, 63-74 and 202-5 for more
details). There was also a ritual for Artemis at Brauron in which girls would act like bears
for an initiation rite (see Dowden 1989, 25-32, for information about the site and rites,
and Konstantinou 2018, 133-37, who discusses the uncertainties of the connection of the
Brauronian rituals to the myths of Callisto and Iphigenia). Aside from the connections
with Artemis, the bear also evokes the idea of wilderness. Forbes Irving argues that
Atalanta’s exposure and the bear feeding her means that her wildness goes back further
than Callisto’s (1992, 74). Atalanta begins her life as a pseudo-bear cub and ends it as

another wild animal, the lioness.

4.2 Lion Metamorphosis
Several authors say that after Atalanta’s marriage to the winner of the courtship

race, she and her husband were turned into lions for having sexual intercourse in a holy
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place. However, the earliest indirect source for Atalanta’s transformation deviates from
this reason and instead suggests that she had seen something that was forbidden: “Hesiod
[says] that, due to Zeus’ [vengeance], Schoeneus’ [daughter Atalanta], who [contrary to
sacred law] had seen [what it is not lawful to see], was turned into a lioness” (Translation
by Most, 2018; ToU Awog [t tio]et kat Ata[Advin]v Zxowéws [Ppnoiv] Holodog
Aélawvav mtJomoatl ma[’ tegov vo]uov wov[oav & ov O]éuic {t} éoftiv Wetv.] Fr.
51 Most/72 MW, from Philodemus’ De Pietate). Most notes that while the verb
(mowmoau) is active, the subject is not stated, and so he translated it as passive in order to
keep that ambiguity (2018, 125). He suggests that the subject could have been Zeus, or
possibly Aphrodite and/or Cybele or some other deity (2018, 125). [ am inclined to think
that it was Zeus because it is his vengeance; in other versions it is Aphrodite’s vengeance,
but another god performs the metamorphosis. Moreover, Cybele does not feature greatly
in myths until the Hellenistic period and so her role in the story is likely a later addition
(Forbes Irving 1992, 202). Zeus also features in Hesiod’s race story, as Schoeneus calls
upon him while giving the terms of the race and suggests that Zeus affects the outcome
(see chapter 2). Since Zeus is part of Hesiod’s race story, it is plausible that he is also the
deity who transforms Atalanta due to his own vengeance.

The reason behind Atalanta’s metamorphosis is different in Hesiod’s version than
in later ones. In later versions, the reason is often twofold: Aphrodite’s anger is the first
driving force, followed by the anger of another deity. The second deity is angry towards
Atalanta and her husband for having intercourse in a sacred space. As Philodemus
reports, though, Hesiod says that she was transformed because of the vengeance (though
this word is partially reconstructed) of Zeus. There do not appear to be two deities
desiring vengeance upon Atalanta. Moreover the offence for which Zeus wants
vengeance is the act of seeing something forbidden, rather than defiling a sacred space
with sexual acts. Thus, this offence does not seem to be as closely linked with the themes
of the race story, concerned as it is with Atalanta’s inappropriate sexuality. However,
whether the offence is due to forbidden sex or witnessing, both of these are clear
violations of sacred law. Thus even though the character of Atalanta changes throughout

the centuries, there was an enduring idea that her story ends with a beastly transformation
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due to a grave offence. The nature of the offence changes and seems to come into line
with the themes of her story later than in Hesiod.

Palaephatus gives a rationalized explanation of Atalanta’s metamorphosis, and so,
he does not dwell on the supposed reasons for this transformation. However, he does still
connect the story with sexual intercourse in a dangerous (though not forbidden) place:

[ITeot AtaAdving kat Meldaviwvog.]

Aéyetar tegt AtaAavtng kal Meldaviwvog wg 0 pev eyéveto Aéwv, 1) O¢
Aéawva. 1v d¢ 10 aAn0ég tolovtov. AtaAdvtn kal Meldaviwv
gxvvnéétovv. avarmelOel d¢ v KONV 6 Mellaviwy prynvat avto.
eloépxovtal d¢ elg TLoTAOV IXONOOUEVOL 1)V D€ €V TQ AVTOQ €LV
Aéovtog kat Aealvng, ol 01), axovoavtes Gpwvng, éEeABOvVTEG
EUTTTTOVOL TOIG TtEQL ATAAAVTNV Kol AvVALQOVOLY avTOVGC. HeTo OE
X00VoV ToL AéovTog kal NG Aeaivng €é£eADOVTY, WWOVTES TOUTOLG OL
ovyKLVNYETOLVTEC T Meldaviwvy, €doav avtoig eig tavta ta Loa
petapAnOnvatl. eloBaAAovteg ovV eig TV TOALY dlePrjullov wg ot el
Atadaviny [kat MelAaviova] eic Aéovtag peteAnOnoav. (Palaeph. Peri
ap. 13).

The story about Atalanta and Melanion is that he turned into a lion, and she a
lioness. But the truth is as follows. While Atalanta and Melanion were out
hunting, Melanion convinced the girl to sleep with him: they went into a cave for
their lovemaking. But the cave was the lair of a lion and lioness, who, hearing
human voices, fell on Atalanta and Melanion and killed them. Later, when the
lion and lioness emerged, Melanion’s hunting companions saw them and
imagined that Atalanta and Melanion had been transformed into the animals in
front of them. They hastened back to town and spread the word that the two of
them had been turned into lions. (Translation by Stern 1996).
If Palaephatus is trying to rationalize this episode, it surely must have been an established
story by his time, probably the late fourth century BCE (Forbes-Irving 1992, 201). Some
scholars say that this is the first source for this episode (Forbes-Irving 1992, 201; Stern
1996, 45), but Philodemus in his De Pietate says that Hesiod talks about her being
transformed because she saw something (Hesiod fr. 72 MW/51 Most; see above). While
we do not have Hesiod’s words directly, it seems that the story of her metamorphosis
dates at least from Hesiod’s time.
Palaephatus does not mention the race or the Calydonian boar hunt, although in
other versions, the metamorphosis follows the story of the race. He does not rationalize

stories about the gods, therefore he does not give a divine agent in the summary of the

metamorphosis (Stern 1996, 45). It appears that Palaephatus is conflating the main
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Atalanta stories, since she is accompanied by Meleager in the Calydonian boar hunt, and
either Hippomenes or Melanion becomes her husband in the race story. Here, however,
Melanion is her hunting companion, and there is nothing to suggest that they are married.
Atalanta is called trjv k6onv, which suggests that she is still a young maiden. Her
character here seems quite different from other versions of Atalanta, for Melanion simply
persuades her to sleep with him, rather than wins her in the race. This suggests that she
does not have a strong conviction to remain a virgin, which is so often part of her
character. In this version, Melanion and Atalanta were killed because they entered the lair
of a lion and lioness and these animals heard their voices. There is no moral judgement or
vengeance behind the supposed transformation that Palaephatus says was just slaughter
by animals. Even though Palaephatus does not seem to be interested in telling the whole
story before refuting it, certain elements of the story are kept. The usual reason for their
metamorphosis is sexual intercourse in a forbidden place. Palaephatus ignores the
“forbidden” aspect but keeps the sexual intercourse part of the story, perhaps in order to
explain why Atalanta and Melanion had separated themselves from their hunting
companions.

Apollodorus gives a straightforward summary, in keeping with the level of detail
in the rest of his description of Atalanta. The metamorphosis directly follows the
description of the race in which Melanion wins Atalanta: “And it is said that once while
hunting they entered the domain of Zeus, and having intercourse there they were
transformed into lions.” (Translation by author; kat tote Aéyetat Onpevovtag
avToVG eloeADelv €lg TO TEUEVOS ALOG, KAKEL OLVOLOLALOVTAG €ig AéovTag
aAAacynva, Bibl. 3.9.2). This is short but contains three important bits of information:
1) They were hunting, which suggests that even though Melanion married Atalanta she
did not become tame and remain indoors, but instead kept doing the activity which is
associated with mythical virgin huntresses rather than wives.® 2) This happened because
they committed an offence in Zeus’ sacred space. While Apollodorus does not explicitly
state that Zeus was offended and turned them into lions, that is certainly the implication.

Thus, similarly to the Hesiodic fragment above Zeus is implied to be the sole offended

¥ Procris, wife of Cephalus, seems to be an exception, as she is one of Artemis’ hunting
companions (Call. Hymn. Art. 209-10; Ov. Met. 7.694-755).
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deity behind the transformation; Aphrodite does not feature here, nor is there any
suggestion that she is angry. 3) The nature of the offence was sexual. Thus, the
transgression is different than in the Hesiodic fragment and seems more closely related to
the theme of deviant attitudes to sexuality seen in the race story. However, Apollodorus
does not say that Aphrodite caused the couple’s excessive lust. This puts more blame on
the human lovers who behave inappropriately and like animals. They are treated together,
rather than it simply being Melanion who is frenzied by lust (as Hippomenes is in
Hyginus and in Ovid, which I discuss below). This suggests that they are equally to
blame for the transgression, but removes Melanion/Hippomenes’ offence of
ungratefulness towards Aphrodite.

Hyginus and Ovid both include the detail that Venus’ anger at Hippomenes’ lack
of thanks causes the couple’s inappropriate behaviour, although it is another deity who
transforms them. Hyginus writes:

Hanc cum in patriam duceret, oblitus beneficio Veneris se uicisse, grates ei non
egit. [rata Venere in monte Parnasso cum sacrificaret loui Victori, cupiditate
incensus cum ea in fano concubuit, quos Iupiter ob id factum in leonem et leam
conuertit, quibus dii concubitum Veneris denegant. (Hyg. Fab. 185.5-6).

When he led her into his country, having forgotten that he had won by the favour
of Venus, he did not give her thanks. Because Venus was angry, when he was
sacrificing to Victor Jupiter, excited with lust he had intercourse with her in the
sanctuary; because of this deed Jupiter turned them into a lion and lioness, to
whom the gods deny the intercourse of love. (Translation by author)
Hippomenes forgets to thank Venus for her help, which is enough to cause her anger, but
he also sacrifices to Jupiter as the god of victory. Offering a sacrifice to Jupiter might
compound the insult to Venus, as it suggests that Hippomenes is pious but still neglectful
of Venus. Moreover, Venus helped Hippomenes directly but there is no hint that Jupiter
played a role in Hippomenes’ victory. However, Hyginus does not say that Venus
becomes more angry because Hippomenes sacrifices to Jupiter. It seems rather that this
action allows Venus the opportunity to punish the couple. Hippomenes should know full
well that he is in a sacred space since he is sacrificing to Jupiter; this makes his offence
more reprehensible. Hippomenes is responsible for both of these offences—the one to
Venus and the other to Jupiter. He is the one whom Venus helped and who neglected her.

He is the one whom Venus excites with lust, and he is the only subject of the singular
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verb concubuit. However, since Atalanta is a participant in the inappropriate sexual
intercourse she is also transformed.

Hyginus gives curious information about the sexual behaviour of lions, since he
says that lions and lionesses do not sleep together. Frazer notes that the mythographers’
explanation for the transformation was that “lions do not mate with each other, but with
leopards, so that after their transformation the lovers could never repeat the sin of which
they had been guilty” (1967, 401). He suggests that they are referring to Pliny’s Natural
History (8.43) although Pliny only suggests that lions punish lionesses for mating with
leopards (Frazer 1967, 401). However, Hyginus was writing earlier than Pliny, so the idea
that lions mate with other feline species cannot have originated with Pliny. Regardless of
the fact that in reality lions do mate with each other, the idea that they do not offers an
interesting twist to Atalanta’s myth. The reason for the courtship race was to prevent
anyone from marrying Atalanta as she wanted to remain a virgin. She does not succeed in
maintaining her virginity because Hippomenes tricks her with the golden apples and wins
the race. However, after the transformation she can live out the rest of her life as a lioness
without having sex with the man (now lion) who tricked her. She can also continue
hunting as a lioness; Atalanta is the daughter of Schoeneus in Hyginus’ race story (Fab.
185) as well as in his catalogue of hunters (Fab. 173) which suggests that he conceives of
her as the same character in both stories. Thus, as a lioness she can hunt and avoid sex
with Hippomenes, fulfilling two important traits of her human character.

Ovid does not suggest that lions and lionesses do not mate. Even though his
version also includes the anger of Venus, his and Hyginus’ endings diverge. Venus tells
Adonis the story of Atalanta’s race in order to explain why she (Venus) hates lions (Met.
10.551-4). She gives the race a long description (560-680; 120 lines) and does not
mention the lion metamorphosis until the very end. Venus describes her own turn to
anger once Hippomenes neglects her:

“ ‘Dignane, cui grates ageret, cui turis honorem

ferret, Adoni, fui? nec grates inmemor egit,

nec mihi tura dedit. subitam convertor in iram,
contemptuque dolens, ne sim spernenda futuris,

exemplo caveo meque ipsa exhortor in ambos. (10.681-5)
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Was I deserving as one to whom he gives thanks, to whom he bears honour with

incense,

Adonis? Forgetful, he neither gave thanks

nor gave incense to me. I am turned into sudden anger,

And suffering because of the scorn, lest I be spurned by future people,

I guard by example, and exhort myself against both. (Translation by author)
Venus’ description of her feelings is much more detailed and personal than in Hyginus’
version, which is simply a summary of the story. It seems that this is not merely a
punishment but also a warning to others. Thus Venus justifies her actions by saying that
she is guarding herself. Even though it is only Hippomenes who does not give thanks or
incense to Venus, she says that she will make an example out of both him and Atalanta
(ambos, 10.685). Thus it seems that it is not an accident or coincidence that Atalanta is
punished as well, but rather it was Venus’ intention.

Anagnostou-Laoutides suggests that “the fact that Ovid included Atalanta’s story
among the myths of lascivious women and presented her as responsible for ingratitude
towards Aphrodite could be indicative of his innovative perception of the heroine” (2005,
42, n. 125). She is referring to the context in which this story is nestled, since the story of
Atalanta’s race and transformation is told by Venus, who is herself a character in the song

of Orpheus. Orpheus announces his erotic themes thus:

Nunc opus est leviore lyra, pueros canamus
Dilectos superis, inconcessisque puellas
Ignibus attonitas meruisse libidine poenam (10.152-54).

Now the task is a lighter song, may I sing of boys

Beloved by gods, and girls struck

By forbidden fires who by passion have deserved punishment. (Translation by
author).

Keeping these themes in mind adds another layer of meaning to Atalanta’s story, and
Anagnostou-Laoutides is right in giving importance to this wider context. However, I am
not convinced that Ovid presents Atalanta as responsible for the ingratitude towards
Venus. It is true that Ovid’s Atalanta is presented in an innovative way, as he gives no
indication that she intrinsically desires virginity and, in fact, she approaches an oracle to
inquire about marriage (10.564; see chapter 2 for more detail). Thus she is not

characterized as a girl with either an unnatural passion or abnormal aversion to passion.
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When introducing Atalanta, Venus gives no sign of hostility towards her, even though
Atalanta attempts to avoid marriage. It is only Hippomenes whom Venus helped, and he
is the one who should have given her thanks and incense but neglected to do so.
Moreover, when Venus prepares her punishment for the couple, it is only Hippomenes
who is ignited by untimely passion. It seems that the distinction between Orpheus’ two
themes (boys loved by gods/girls punished for forbidden desire) is blurred in this story.
Now we have a boy and a girl punished for the boy’s forbidden desire.

Venus describes how she fills Hippomenes with this lust while he and his wife are
traveling through a forest:

Templa, deum Matri quae quondam clarus Echion

fecerat ex voto, nemorosis abdita silvis,

transibant, et iter longum requiescere suasit.

illic concubitus intempestiva cupido

occupat Hippomenen a numine concita nostro. (10.686-90).

They were passing by a temple for the mother of the gods, which once famous
Echion

Had made because of a vow, concealed by the shady forests,

And the long journey urged them to rest.

There an untimely desire of lying together

Filled Hippomenes, roused by my divine power. (Translation by author)

Thus even though Venus wants to make an example of both of them, she only uses her
divine power directly on Hippomenes. This is the end of Venus’ interference; the rest of
the action is done by Hippomenes and Cybele. Hippomenes does not, however, sleep
with Atalanta in a temple, but in a secluded spot nearby:

luminis exigui fuerat prope templa recessus
speluncae similis, nativo pumice tectus,

religione sacer prisca, quo multa sacerdos

lignea contulerat veterum simulacra deorum:

hunc init et vetito temerat sacraria probro. (691-95)

There had been a recess of meagre light near the temple,
Similar to a cave, covered with natural pumice,

Consecrated by ancient piety, where a priest had collected
Many wooden statues of old gods:

He enters it and defiles the shrines with a forbidden disgrace.
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Since the cavelike area is dark, they do not notice the religious associations (Anderson
1972, 531). Furthermore, it seems possible that they thought that they had avoided sex in
a sacred space by going into this recess instead of a temple. Thus, not only are they
unaware of the offence they are committing, but they think that they have avoided it. The
actions here are done by a singular subject (init and temerat) which presumably is
Hippomenes, since he is the one filled with lust. Ovid does not simply say that the couple
defiles a sacred space, but by giving so much detail about it and suggesting the antiquity
of the worship there he makes the offence seem worse, even though the dimness suggests
that they could not see the statues.

The statues avert their eyes, driving the point of the couple’s impiety even further,
and Cybele considers killing Hippomenes and Atalanta before deciding to transform them
into lions:

sacra retorserunt oculos, turritaque Mater

an Stygia sontes dubitavit mergeret unda;

poena levis visa est. ergo modo levia fulvae

colla iubae velant, digiti curvantur in ungues,

ex umeris armi fiunt, in pectora totum

pondus abit, summae cauda verruntur harenae.

iram vultus habet, pro verbis murmura reddunt,

pro thalamis celebrant silvas aliisque timendi

dente premunt domito Cybeleia frena leones. (Met. 10.696-704).

The statues averted their eyes, and the turret-crowned Mother

Considered whether she would submerge the criminals in the Stygian wave;
The punishment seemed light. Therefore tawny manes

Cover their smooth necks, their fingers are bent into claws,

Forequarters develop from their shoulders, into their chests

Their whole weight shifts, the surface of the sand is swept by a tail.

The face has anger, growls represent words,

They frequent the woods instead of the bedchamber, and since the tooth which
terrifies others

has been tamed, the Cybelean harnesses subdue lions. (Translation by author).

Not only do Atalanta and Hippomenes become lions, but they are made to pull Cybele’s
chariot. Forbes Irving aptly says that this “gives a final twist to the antitheses of freedom
and servitude, marriage and the wilds, which are particularly emphasized in this story

[...] She is now permanently wild, and yet paradoxically not free but yoked and tamed as

if she were married” (1992, 76). He also suggests that “this perhaps reinforces the
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sexlessness of the animals; Cybele’s other mythical servant, Attis, and her historical
servants, the Galloi, are also sexless (maddened lion and maddened Attis are brought
together by Catullus in Poem 63)” (Forbes Irving 1992, 76). While this association with
Cybele’s other servants could suggest a lack of sexuality, this is complicated by line 703,
which suggests that Atalanta and Hippomenes will still sleep together in the woods rather
than the bedchamber or marriage bed (pro thalamis celebrant silvas). Thus they will
continue the same behaviour that they did as humans, but in wild places instead. This is
in direct opposition to Hyginus’ conception of lions’ sexual behaviour. The ambiguity
between this assertion of the new lions’ behaviour and their association with Attis and the
Galloi is likely purposeful and complicates our understanding of Atalanta and

Hippomenes’ end.

4.3 Motherhood

The existence of Atalanta’s son Parthenopaeus seems to belong to an alternate
ending of the Atalanta myth. He is one of the seven attackers of Thebes allied with
Polyneices. It is usually in the context of this story that this mother-son relationship is
discussed.'® While most heroes are identified as the sons of their fathers, Parthenopaeus is
frequently named the son of Atalanta (Diod. Sic. Bibl. 4.65.4; Eur. Phoen. 150), and it is
often unclear who his father is.!" Aeschylus does not name Atalanta directly but clearly
refers to her, which suggests again that her story is well-known enough that she can be
identified without her name (Sept. 532-3). While Druilhe says that Atalanta’s heroic
identity ends with her motherhood (2016, 20, 46, 100), I think her previous identity as

huntress is still present in various ways even when she is shown or mentioned as a

? Attis is a character who crosses gender boundaries in a more physical way than Atalanta does,
and Catullus’ poem describes Attis’ self-castration and ensuing ecstasy and horror at the action. A
more in-depth comparison of Attis and Atalanta is out of the scope of this project, but a curious
reader could see Harrison 2004, 523-27 for a comparison of Attis and two women from tragedy
(Agave and Medea).

!0 There are also some versions of the story, however, in which Atalanta is not Parthenopaeus’
mother (Gantz 1993, 336-37).

! According to Apollodorus, the father is Melanion or Ares (Bibl. 3.9.2), but according to
Hyginus the father is Meleager (Fab. 99, 270). I have not found any other source that connects
Atalanta with Ares, and so it seems that we have a hint of another variant of the Atalanta myth
that does not survive.
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mother. Parthenopaeus’ identity as a hero seems to be tied with being the son of Atalanta;
it is his heroic pedigree. In Euripides’ account, Atalanta’s heroic exploit, killing the boar
with her arrows, is on Parthenopaeus’ shield (Phoen. 1106-9). It may be that, by this time
within the story’s chronology, Atalanta is no longer performing heroic exploits, but her
son is displaying her heroic past as he himself is partaking in heroic battle, and so there is
still some hint of her heroic identity. In Statius’ Thebaid, Parthenopaeus also has the
Calydonian boar hunt on his shield (4.267-68), and he has inherited his mother’s
swiftness in racing (6.563-65). While Statius does not mention Atalanta’s race against her
suitors, an activity in which she excelled, he seems to be indirectly referencing it. It is
also clear in the Thebaid that Atalanta has not been taken into the folds of a civilized
household and marriage just because she is a mother, for she runs from the woods (not a
city or house) when she hears that her son is going to fight (4.312-13), and she does not
weave and still hunts (9.614-16).

4.4 Centaurs

In one minor story, two centaurs, Hylaus and Rhoecus, attempt to rape Atalanta.
Some authors’ tellings of this story show Atalanta’s excellence in shooting and her
commitment to virginity. Callimachus mentions it in his Hymn to Artemis, in which
Atalanta is one of Artemis’ companions. Apollodorus mentions the story swiftly, and
Aclian gives a longer description which shows Atalanta in a very capable light.
Propertius and Ovid, on the other hand, use the story of the centaurs’ attempted rape in a
completely different way. In their poems, Milanion protects Atalanta from Hylaus as part
of his attempts to woo her. Thus, Atalanta stands as an example of an unyielding woman
who can be persuaded to give in to a lover who helps her.

In Callimachus’ Hymn to Artemis, Atalanta is one of several favourite
companions of Artemis who are named and described. Callimachus says that Artemis
taught Atalanta her skills in hunting with dogs and a bow. Thus by praising Atalanta’s
performance of those skills in the boar hunt and slaying of the centaurs, he is also
indirectly praising Artemis, Atalanta’s teacher:

nvnoag d &t Tty xv modoeEwenV AtaAdvnv
kovLENV lTaolowo ovoktdvov Agkaoidao,
Kkal € kKuvnAaoinyv te kal evoTox NV €ddatac.
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o0 v éntikAntot KaAvdwviov dypevtnoeg

HEUPOVTAL KATIQOLO® T YAXQ ONuniat Vikng

Aoradinv elonABev, éxetd’ €t Onpog 6dovTac:

ovdE pEv YAalov te kat apoova Poticov €oATta

oVLO¢ TeQ exOalpovtag ev AidL pwprnoacat

TOEOTLV: OV YAQ 0PV Aaryoveg ovvemupevoovat,

tawv MawaAin vaev ¢povw axowoela. (Call. Hymn. Art. 215-24).

You utterly praised swift-footed Atalanta,

Boar-slaying daughter of Arkadian Iasios,

And you taught her hunting with dogs and shooting well with a bow.

The summoned hunters of the Calydonian boar

Are not dissatisfied with her; for the signs of victory

Came into Arcadia, which still have the beast’s tusks;

And I do not expect that Hylaios and senseless Rhoikos,

Who hate her very much in Hades, criticize the archeress;

For their flanks will not join in lying,

With whose gore the Maenalian mountain ridge flowed. (Translation by author).
Callimachus does not directly tell the story, and so from reading this alone one would not
know that Hylaios and Rhoikos were centaurs or that they tried to rape Atalanta.
However, it is clear that it was Atalanta’s skill in archery, taught by Artemis, that allowed
her to send these two to Hades. While this is a story of Atalanta defending her virginity,
perhaps the attempted rape is glossed over in order to not offend the virgin Artemis.

Apollodorus quickly tells the story right after saying that Atalanta grew up to be a
virgin living in arms in the woods: “The centaurs Rhoikos and Hylaios, attempting to
force themselves on her, were slain by her, struck down by arrows” (Translation by
author; BudleoBat 0¢ avtnVv émixepovvtes Kévtavpot Potrkde te kat YAatog
katatofev0évteg VT avtng améOavov, Bibl. 3.9.2). Apollodorus makes it clear that
they are centaurs. They are not trying to marry Atalanta, and their attempted rape is a
wild perversion of marriage. Centaurs are often a symbol of uncivilized and hyper-
sexualized male behaviour (duBois 1979, 37-38). Thus, it is not surprising that the males
who try to have intercourse with Atalanta without going through the ordeal of the race are
centaurs, not men.

Aclian’s telling is very detailed and emphasizes Atalanta’s bravery in fending off
the overbearing centaurs:

Kkat ol TOTé ol TV OOEOV OLKOVVTEG, HETOVOT|S TNG VUKTOG, £é0aoTal
Ooaoeic kal kwpaotat Bagutatol, Ekwpacav dvo Twv Kevtavowy,
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YAaiodg te kat Polkoc. 1v 0¢ &dpa O KWHOG aLT@V 0VUTE AVANTEWES 0VTE
avTA dNTOL TA TWV UERAKIWV TWV KATA TTOALY, AAAX TTEVKAL LUEV
ﬁ(mv Kal tavtag EEapavteg katl dvac[)/\éiav’csg K Tf]g ﬂQd)Tng OV
TIVEOG c[)av’cacuxg eEemAnEav av kat dnuov, pr]u Youv puxv nagesvov
KA&DOULG D& TUTVUWV VEODQETEIS ATMOKAATAVTEC, elta TOUTOL@ £avTolg
duamAéEavteg elgydlovto otepdvoug. ovvexwg d¢ kat Oapva
ETUKQOTOVVTEG TALS OTAALS DX TWV 0QWV, CLVEKKALOVTES KAl TX
dévdpa ETtl TV Malda €0TELOOV, KAKOL VT OTNEES, oLV UPBEEL Kal
oloTEw T £dva TV yo’cpwv nQOSKTsAof)Vng Tf]v 0¢ ovK EAaBev T]
sm[ﬁov/\n dovoA d¢ €K TOL AVTEOUL TO TLQ Kal vaQLGaGa oltvég mote
apa rjoav ot Koopoc(rcm, undev datpameloa pnde LTIO TG oxpswg
Katantéaoa o pev 10ov EékvkAwoev, adrke de T0 BEA0C Kal éTvxe
TOV TIOWTOL HAAQ eVKAlOWS. Kat O pev €kelto, emr)eL 0& O devTEQOC
OVKETL KWUAOTIKWG AAA” 101 MOAEUIKQG, Ekelve pEV Emapvval OéAwv,
£0VTOL O& eUTATIOAL TIV OQYNV. ATNVTIOE O A KAl TOVTW TIUWEOG O
TIG KOENG OlOTOG O €TEQOG. kal UTTEQ Hev NG laciwvog AtaAavtng
ToO0QALTA.

One day her neighbours, audacious lovers and very tiresome revellers, burst in
upon her noisily at midnight; they were two of the Centaurs, Hylaus and
Rhoecus. Their noisy interruption was not done with flute players or in the style
of young men from the city; there were pine torches, which they lit and made to
burn fiercely; the first sight of fire would have terrified even the population of a
city, let alone a solitary young woman. Breaking fresh branches off the pines they
wove them together and made garlands for themselves. The incessant, continuous
sound of hooves was heard in the mountains; they burned trees and made towards
the young woman, evil suitors who in a violent and over-excited state brought
gifts for the wedding in advance. But she saw through their plan. From the cave
she caught sight of fire and realised who the revellers were; not flinching or
cowed by what she saw she bent her bow, shot her weapon, and hit the first of
them directly. He lay there, and the other advanced, no longer in the mood of a
reveller but with hostile intent, wishing to defend his companion and vent his
anger. But he too was punished, by the young woman’s other arrow. (Translation
by Wilson, 1997).

Aclian tells neither the boar hunt nor the race story, but in his description of Atalanta

defending herself from the centaurs, we see similar themes to these major stories. Aelian

has already said that Atalanta desires virginity (see above on her childhood). Here she

guards herself and takes her desire for virginity in her own hands. Aelian puts great effort

into describing how wild and frightening the centaurs are and says that they would have

terrified a whole city. However, Atalanta is brave and collected in the face of this

uncivilized violence. She does not need to shoot many times, but uses only two arrows to
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dispatch the two would-be rapists. Similarly, Atalanta is focused and capable in the boar
hunt, and she defends herself from human suitors in the race story until she is tricked.

Ovid and Propertius, on the other hand, do not use the centaur story to
characterize Atalanta as a capable young woman. Propertius uses the story of Atalanta
and Milanion as an example contrary to his own situation with Cynthia, as “[ Atalanta’s]
example shows that even the most chaste of girls can give in to love—except Cynthia”
(Stahl 1985, 41).

Milanion nullos fugiendo, Tulle, labores
saevitiam durae contudit lasidos.
nam modo Partheniis amens errabat in antris
<etmodo........... >
ibat et hirsutas ille ferire feras.
ille etiam Hylaei percussus vulnere rami
saucius Arcadiis rupibus ingemuit.
ergo velocem potuit domuisse puellam:
tantum in amore preces et benefacta valent. (Prop. E/. 1.1.9-16)

Tullus, Milanion, by fleeing no labours,
Demolished the savagery of the hard daughter of Iasos,
For at one time, senseless he was wandering in the Parthenian caverns

And he was moving to strike shaggy wild beasts.
That man even, struck by the wound of Hylaeus’ branch,
wounded, groaned over the Arcadian cliffs.
Thus he was able to tame the swift girl:
So much do entreaties and favours prevail in love (Translation by author).
Here Milanion was able to subdue Atalanta by working hard and suffering. There seems
to be great emphasis on Milanion’s suffering. He is wounded and does not suffer stoically
but groans by the cliffs. While in Aelian’s telling Atalanta is efficient in killing the
centaurs, Propertius’ Milanion is not characterized as efficient or particularly skilled as he
is wounded by the centaur Hylaeus. The fact that he is wounded magnifies his suffering
and so makes him an example of a man who can conquer a woman by suffering many
things for her. Conversely though, the poem makes Atalanta an example of a hard woman

who can be persuaded to love a man.

Ovid uses Atalanta similarly in his Ars Amatoria 2:
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Quid fuit asperius Nonacrina Atalanta?
Succubuit meritis trux tamen illa viri.
Saepe suos casus nec mitia facta puellae
Flesse sub arboribus Milaniona ferunt;
Saepe tulit iusso fallacia retia collo,
Saepe fera torvos cuspide fixit apros.
Sensit et Hylaei contentum saucius arcum,
Sed tamen hoc arcu notior alter erat. (Ov. Ars. Am. 2.185-192).

What was harsher than Nonacrian Atalanta?
However that fierce woman succumbed to the merits of a man.
Often for his own misfortunes and the not-gentle deeds of the girl
They say that Milanion wept under the trees;
Often, being ordered, he carried deceitful nets with his neck,
Often he pierced savage boars with his wild spear.
And wounded, he felt the taut bow of Hylaus,
But however there was another one more familiar than this bow. (Translation
by author).
Here Atalanta is again used as an example of a harsh woman who succumbs to a man
because of his persistent hard work and suffering. While Propertius is lamenting in Elegy
1.1, Ovid’s Ars Amatoria is a cheeky didactic poem teaching men how they can pursue
women and keep them interested. Even though the tone of each poem is different, they
include similar details in describing Atalanta and Milanion. In Propertius’ poem Milanion
1s introduced first, as a man who conquered the hard daughter of Iasos. Ovid introduces
Atalanta first, as a harsh woman who was conquered by a man. The same idea is in each,
but Propertius emphasizes Milanion (and does not directly name Atalanta), whereas Ovid
begins by emphasizing Atalanta, before then turning to Milanion’s sufferings. In each
poem Milanion is striking beasts for Atalanta and is wounded by Hylaeus. Neither poet
mentions that Hylaeus is a centaur, and they describe his weapon differently. Propertius’
Milanion is wounded by a club and Ovid’s by a bow. Cairns suggests of Ovid’s version
that “the main purpose of the substitution is to introduce the off-colour joke of line 192
(2014, 195). This seems likely, although it seems overly severe to characterize the joke

(presumably about Cupid’s bow) as “off-colour.” This joke seems rather to fit with the

off-colour comic tone of the whole poem.
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4.5 Quest for the Golden Fleece

While Atalanta is known for her role in the Calydonian boar hunt, she is also
sometimes included in another collective heroic exploit: the search for the golden fleece.
She is part of the catalogue of Argonauts in Apollodorus (Bibl. 1.9.16) and Diodorus
Siculus (Bibl. Hist. 4.41.2). She is also mentioned in Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica,
but Jason refuses her participation, worried about strife on account of love (1.768-73).
While she is not on the quest in Apollonius’ version, it seems that he feels the need to
explain or justify her absence from the expedition. Since his Argonautica is earlier than
either Diodorus’ or Apollodorus’ account, this suggests that there was an earlier tradition
that connected Atalanta with the Argonauts. It also seems that Diodorus and Apollodorus
drew on different sources than Apollonius, since their accounts contradict his.

Apollodorus’ catalogue of Argonauts includes Atalanta as the daughter of
Schoeneus along with Meleager and Iphiclus, a son of Thestius (Bib/. 1.9.16). Since
Meleager and his uncle are alive it is clear that this story happens earlier in the
mythological chronology than the Calydonian boar hunt.!> She does not appear again in
Apollodorus’ account of the quest for the golden fleece. She is also part of Diodorus’
relatively short list of the most famous of the Argonauts, again as the daughter of
Schoeneus (Bibl. Hist. 4.41.2). This list does not include Meleager, but he is mentioned
as the one who kills Aeétes, the king of Colchis (Bibl. Hist. 4.48.4). There is one strange
inclusion: Diodorus’ list does not include the sons of Thestius, but rather the sons of
Thespius (4.41.2). At first | thought that this might be a mistake or simply an alternate
spelling of Thestius, but it appears rather that Diodorus is referring to the fifty grandsons
of Thespius, who are in fact the sons of Heracles, begotten on the fifty daughters of
Thespius (Bibl. Hist. 4.29.3). Diodorus explains that these sons of Heracles took the same
name from the daughters of Thespius (Bibl. Hist. 4.29.3), and in the action of battle
Diodorus mentions them as “those who are called the Thespiadae” (tovg Oecomidoog
nmpocayopevopévoug, Bibl. Hist. 4.48.5). This suggests that their name is not quite

straightforward, which is true, since they are not the sons, but rather the grandsons of

12 The fact that they take part in this expedition together could explain why Meleager wants to
have a child with her (Bibl. 1.8.2). In his hunt story Apollodorus does not suggest that Meleager
was seeing Atalanta for the first time, whereas Ovid uses the love-at-first-sight trope in his hunt
story (Met. 8.324-6).
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Thespius. Moreover their father, Heracles, is far more famous than their grandfather.
Presumably they are called the Thespiadae to connect their group identity with the story
of Heracles bedding their mothers and distinguish them as separate from any other sons
of Heracles. This slight digression affirms the fact that Meleager’s uncles, essential
characters to the hunt story, are not part of Diodorus’ list of Argonauts and, therefore,
appear not to have had any interactions with Atalanta during this expedition.

Diodorus’ account is the only one in which Atalanta is not only part of the
catalogue, but part of the action— she is wounded in the fight with the Colchi after their
king is slain (Bibl. Hist. 4.48.5). This appears to be the only depiction of her fighting.
While the hunt narratives of Diodorus, Apollodorus, Hyginus, and Ovid all include
Meleager’s uncles’ theft of the boar skin and the subsequent fight, Atalanta herself does
not fight for her prize or honour in any of these versions (see chapter 3). However, there
was a real-life connection between hunting and fighting; for example, hunting was part of
military training in Sparta and Crete, and possibly Athens as well (Barringer 1996, 57).
Moreover, some ancient authors mentioned the Amazons hunting, though they were
better known for their fighting skills (Barringer 1996, 60). Atalanta, conversely, is better
known for hunting, but here Diodorus shows her in a military context. In light of the
connection between hunting and military skill, both in real life and in the context of
mythical women, it is fitting that Diodorus includes Atalanta in the fighting on the quest
for the golden fleece. It is even more fitting since it underscores the similarity of Atalanta
and the Amazons; they are all devotees of Artemis and ambiguous women who behave
like both women and men (Barringer 1996, 60-1). Moreover, Atalanta is often depicted as
an Amazon on vases (Barringer 1996, 59). While Amazons are portrayed as fierce
fighters, they are typically bested by male Greek heroes (Barringer 1996, 60). Here,
however, even though Atalanta is wounded, Diodorus does not suggest that it is because
she is a woman. Jason, Laertes, and the sons of Thespius are all wounded as well. Thus,
Atalanta is not singled out because of her gender. In Apollonius’ account though, she is
treated differently than other heroes because she is a woman.

In Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica, Atalanta wants to go on the quest, but Jason

prevents it, because he fears that strife will happen on account of love:

deliten) 0’ EAev £yxog éknpPoAov, 6 0" AtaAdvtn
MawaAw év moté ot Eetvilov EyyvaAiéey,
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ﬂro[)Qwv av*copsvr] T(SQL yocQ psvsawsv émeoOat
TNV 000V. AAAX Y&XQ aUTOG KWV O(T(EQT]TUS KovEMNV,
deloev O apyadéac éowag pAdtntog €xnte. (1.769-73).

And in his right hand Jason held a far-darting spear, which Atalanta gave him
once as a gift of hospitality in Maenalus as she met him gladly; for she eagerly
desired to follow on that quest; but he himself of his own accord prevented the
maid, for he feared bitter strife on account of her love. (Translation by Seaton,
1967).
While Seaton translates “detoev O apyaAéag éowac PpAdtntog £knt” as “for he
feared bitter strife on account of Zer love” (emphasis mine), the Greek seems open to
wider interpretation. It is ambiguous as to whether it refers to Atalanta’s love for
someone, or love for Atalanta. However if, as seems likely, this alludes to the strife at the
Calydonian boar hunt, the parallel idea would be that love for Atalanta causes strife. In
the boar hunt, Atalanta’s feelings to not drive the story as significantly as Meleager’s
feelings. There could be a similar idea here, where Jason may worry that love for
Atalanta could cause disagreement. Alternatively, if this were to refer to Atalanta’s love
for another character, this could suggest a parallel with Medea’s love for Jason. It seems
more likely, however, that this is an allusion to the strife caused by Meleager’s love for
Atalanta, since that would be more in line with the virginal temperament typical of
Atalanta.

Howell and Howell note that “thus, according to Apollonius, Atalanta was
rejected because of her femininity, and not on account of her lack of skills or bravery”
(1989, 129). This adds to Atalanta’s characterization as a woman who excels in activities
typically associated with men. Because of her skills and interests she earnestly wants
(nevéawvev) to join the expedition. She also has a guest-friendship with Jason, and the
token of this friendship is the spear—a weapon which might point to their common
interests. This underscores again that she is not an ordinary woman. However, it is her
womanhood that makes her a potential object of desire and prevents her from being
allowed on the quest. There is a parallel here with the hunt story. There, her gender is part
of the reason for which the Thestiadae deny her right to the spoils of the hunt (see chapter
3). In both cases, her femininity is cause for her to be denied something (an opportunity
or a prize). However, it is because Meleager desires Atalanta that he defends her right to

the boar’s head, whereas it is the possibility of her being an object of desire that causes
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Jason to reject her participation on the quest. Thus even though in both stories she is
denied things because she is a woman, her desirability leads to different outcomes for her.
Atalanta’s association with the quest of the Argonauts furthers her
characterization as a mythical woman who blurs gender boundaries by joining heroic
expeditions. Apollonius builds up the thematic connections with the other heroic
expedition she partakes in, the Calydonian boar hunt, even though in the Argonautica she
does not participate in the quest. In the Calydonian boar hunt Meleager defends
Atalanta’s honour and her right to the prize, and thus it seems that the story ends happily
for her.'*> However, the bitter strife which Jason fears in the Argonautica does materialize
at the end of the hunt story (Howell and Howell 1989, 131). Apollonius likely had this
story in mind and could expect his readers to make this connection. Apollodorus and
Diodorus, on the other hand, do not appear to use Atalanta’s presence to explore gender
dynamics. She is in both authors’ catalogues of Argonauts, and Diodorus says that she is
wounded along with other heroes. However, even if these authors do not emphasize the
theme of gender dynamics, her participation in the expedition is itself another reason for

which she is an exceptional mythical woman.

4.6 Conclusion

These various episodes extend the themes of gender dynamics, abnormal
sexuality, and excellence which are also present in Atalanta’s courtship race and the
Calydonian boar hunt myth. Her childhood with the bear and her end as a lioness both
serve to show how wild she is and different from other mythical women. Other women
are, of course, described as wild or changed into various animals, but the fact that she is
suckled by a bear as an infant makes her exceptional since other heroines are not shown
as children. However, she is sometimes shown in a maternal role with the existence of her
son Parthenopaeus. Even in this role, though, she is still attached to her heroic identity.
The diverging interpretations of the attempted rape by the centaurs attest to the versatility

of her myth, as she is both someone trying to protect her virginity but also an object of

13 It is difficult to tell what she thinks of the events of the story because most authors do not
discuss her feelings. However, Ovid and Hyginus both suggest that she wants the prize (see
chapter 3).
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desire who eventually gives in to persuasion. Her occasional participation in the search
for the golden fleece continues her role as a character who can be called upon for a heroic
exploit and whose femininity can be problematic. However, different authors deal with
this in various ways, as Apollonius portrays her as wishing to participate but denied
because of her gender, while Apollodorus and Diodorus do not suggest that her
femininity would be a reason for her to not be allowed to join. Thus Atalanta is a
character who excels in heroic exploits, but opportunities for her to exercise her skills are

occasionally denied or made complicated because she is a woman.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion

The many stories attached to Atalanta demonstrate the tension between feminine
identity and excellence in a masculine sphere. Atalanta participates in activities which
men typically excel at, such as hunting and running. While real Greek women (usually
girls) did run races, they typically did so separate from men (Dillon 2000, 460). However,
Atalanta runs and wins against men consistently. She contributes to heroic expeditions, as
is the case in the Calydonian boar hunt and the quest for the golden fleece. She refuses
the role traditionally ascribed to women not only by participating in the aforesaid
activities, but also by desiring to stay chaste. However, that part of her character is not
consistent, and she is occasionally shown reciprocating erotic interest (e.g. Ov. Met.
8.430, 10.609-37).

When Atalanta races her suitors in order to remain unmarried, she consistently
wins and demonstrates that she is highly skilled in running. It is only once trickery is used
that she is beaten in the race. In this story, it is necessary for the plot that Atalanta wants
to stay a virgin. Therefore, by necessity there is at least some characterization of
Atalanta—she is a woman who runs faster than men and wants to remain unmarried but
cannot simply remain so by her own choice. Thus she is not an empty character like she
sometimes is in the hunt narratives, in which her motives or feelings enhance the story
but are not necessary for the plot. However, after the race her feelings are somewhat
irrelevant, and they are typically less emphasized in the physical intimacy which leads to
the lion metamorphosis. The race happens because of Atalanta’s abnormal aversion to
sexuality, and the offence is inappropriate sexual behaviour. Thus, within the race-lion
metamorphosis story arc, Atalanta goes from one extreme to the other regarding sexual
behaviour. This is complicated by the fact that it is typically her husband who initiates the
physical intimacy in a sacred space. However, that does not stop Atalanta from being
implicated in the crime and punished accordingly.

In the Calydonian boar hunt, Meleager offers Atalanta the boar’s hide but his
uncles object, frequently because she is a woman. None of the extant authors offer a
certain judgement on whether or not she deserves the prize. There also seems to be
ambiguity about the uncles’ objection, as no author states that they were right or wrong

for objecting. However, certain authors do explicitly say that Atalanta contributes to
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killing the boar; in Apollodorus and Ovid she is the first hunter to draw blood. This
demonstrates her excellence and so is a conceivable reason for her to deserve the boar’s
head. However, a consistent element of the story is that Meleager lusts after Atalanta; this
could suggest that she is undeserving, since Meleager’s desire may be the reason for
which he gives her the spoils. The tension and ambiguity between these different
interpretations make the story very compelling. Atalanta’s motivations are frequently
ignored, and few authors state that she wants to remain a virgin.

The minor stories involving Atalanta also show a tension between her gender and
the activities which she enjoys and excels in. She is exposed as a baby because she is a
girl, but her childhood stemming from this abandonment leads to her excelling in hunting
and desiring to remain virgin. Since a bear feeds her as a baby, there is an explanation for
the wild character she exhibits later in life. Sometimes this wild character is made literal
by her transformation into a lioness due to a sexual transgression. However, sometimes
instead of being turned into a lion she becomes a mother. Even once she becomes a
mother, there are still hints of her heroic identity. Thus, even though she has fulfilled the
usual obligation of women, she does not clearly move away from her partly-masculine
nature. She protects herself from centaurs who try to rape her without relying on a man,
demonstrating her efficient shooting skills. However, some authors adjust this story so
that she is in fact protected by a man. In these versions the emphasis is not on her
excellence at archery, but rather on the possibility that she can give in to love if a man
proves his devotion by protecting and helping her. She sometimes participates in the
quest for the golden fleece, and when she does she is the only female Argonaut. This is
another example of her skill, which allows her to join male heroes on expeditions that no
other women join. In one instance, she wants to join the quest but is denied on account of
her gender. Even in this case, it is clear that her interests lie in masculine pursuits, and
thus she is an unusual character.

Therefore, Atalanta myths are about the tension between feminine identity and
masculine excellence. Atalanta frequently rejects Aphrodite and normal sexuality and
marriage. However, that aspect of her character is not emphasized as consistently as the
fact that she excels and is interested in activities that are typically part of a male sphere of

excellence. One might expect that the characters interacting with Atalanta would
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condemn her choice of activities, since she does not conform to expectations about
women’s behaviour. However, in the extant narratives there is little explicit
condemnation of Atalanta’s unfeminine behaviour. Certain men do not want to hunt with
a woman in Apollodorus’ version of the hunt (Bibl. 1.8.2), but they do not go so far as to
suggest that Atalanta should not hunt at all. Their grievance seems instead to be about her
accompanying them as part of the group of heroic hunters. The strongest judgement
against her activities is found in the fragments of Euripides’ Meleager, in which Althaea
appears to be arguing with Atalanta about the latter’s lifestyle (F. 522). In this case, it is a
female character who objects to Atalanta’s masculine behaviour. Meleager’s uncles
disapprove of Atalanta receiving the recognition of hunting excellence symbolized by the
boar’s head. This might suggest that they think she should not be hunting, but that is
certainly not explicit in the extant tellings. In the extant race narratives there are no
characters who argue that Atalanta is behaving wrongly by desiring virginity and
challenging her suitors. By the end of the story she has been defeated, which could be
thought of as a punishment for her behaviour. However, no authors say that her defeat in
the race is a punishment. There is a much clearer moral condemnation for the act of
physical intimacy in a sacred space. In this case she typically shares the offence and
punishment with her husband. Thus, she is punished for inappropriate sexual behaviour,
but not for transgressing gender boundaries. It seems that there is little direct moral
condemnation of Atalanta’s blurring of gender boundaries.

The fact that she 1s a woman who excels in masculine pursuits does cause
problems, but mostly indirectly. It is Meleager’s bestowal of the boar’s head on her as a
prize of excellence that incites violence. Thus, her presence and masculine behaviour
only indirectly cause the problems at the boar hunt; Meleager’s choice and his uncles’
reaction are the direct causes of the strife. The transformation into a lioness is a
punishment for improper sexual behaviour. This could potentially be seen as a reaction to
her previous asexual and unfeminine behaviour. However, even if one were to interpret it
that way, her unfeminine behaviour is only indirectly the cause of the metamorphosis.
The fact that she excels and participates in men’s pursuits does cause problems indirectly,
but these problems usually stem from men’s desire for her. Their desire can sometimes be

linked directly to her activities. For instance, Atalanta’s running enhances her beauty in
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Hippomenes’ eyes (Ov. Met. 10.590). Moreover, in none of these tellings does
Hippomenes/Melanion or Meleager say that Atalanta would be more attractive if she
stopped running. Thus, Atalanta’s masculine activities either add to, or at the very least
do not detract from, men’s desire for her. It seems then that Atalanta’s excellence in
men’s activities is problematic when combined with men’s passion for her. It is difficult
to separate these, though, because most narratives include both of these elements, and it
seems that they work in tandem to create dramatic conflict. Ultimately, the tension
between Atalanta’s femininity and her masculine excellence is important in driving the

stories about her, but this tension is not the only element that contributes to her myths.
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