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Almost everything we know about Spartan women is from the words of men. The familiar saying of 

Spartan women, appropriated in modern texts including Frank Miller’s comic 300 That Spartan men 

were required to return with their shield or on it, were reproduced by Plutarch in ‘Sayings of Spartan 

Women’ over five hundred years after Thermopylae and now included in the Moralia. The often 

quoted inscription at Olympia commemorating the victory of Cynisca’s four horse chariot team that 

we may like to think of as the words of the Spartan noblewoman, ‘I am the only woman in all Greece 

to have won this wreath’ was carved by a man. This relative silence of actual Spartan women is, of 

course, the same for all women in antiquity – voices feeding into my recent creative writing project 

on Clodia Metelli were those of Cicero and Catullus and Clodia’s own voice needs to be completely 

reconstructed by the writer. To the writer this can be part of the appeal. A blank (ish) sheet of paper 

to fill. 

We might think of the battle of Thermopylae is a male space. 300 Spartan men fight bravely and 

sacrifice themselves to save Greece. But what of the wives, mothers, sisters, daughters? Can we 

(successfully) recreate the female experience of Thermopylae?  

Steven Pressfield’s Gates of Fire (1998) bringing voice to the Spartan women in a world of men 

 

 

In Steven Pressfield’s historical novel Gates of Fire the protagonist and narrator is a male character, 

the perioikoi Xeones, or Xeo, but female characters play prominent roles, and according to Xeo, 

were the instigators of the battle. ‘In the end it was their women who galvanized the Spartans into 

action’ (p. 169) by pouring scorn on their men for lack of action when the Persians have been raping 

and killing their way through Greece. For Pressfield the Spartan women were the ‘enforcers – harder 

on the men than their warrior mates’.1 

The three stand out female characters in the novel are Xeo’s older cousin Diomache and Spartan 

wives and mothers Arete and Paraleia These women are all given their own voices, even though 

these voices are mediated through the storytelling of men, primarily Xeo, but also through stories 

told to Xeo by Xeo’s master and Arete’s husband Dienekes. 

Diomache is beloved of Xeo, though this love is never consummated. Her fate follows that we can 

imagine for many ancient Greek women, raped by soldiers after her home and family is destroyed, 

 
1 Steven Pressfield at the University of Nottingham Sparta Live event, 11th June 2020. 



she wants marriage and children, and is granted both in Athens, but not a happy life. Xeo is finally 

reunited with her as a priestess of Persephone, old beyond her years though still beautiful. 

Diomache is accepting of her fate, and she tells Xeo that his actions have always been to ‘defend’ 

her, including his impending fight to the death at Thermopylae. She tells him “Let neither of us pity 

the other… We are where we must be, and we will do what we must.” (p. 291) 

Like Diomache and Xeo, the Spartan women Arete and Paraleia must also accept their fates, and the 

fates of their men, even though they may appear to have more control over their lives than 

Diomache does. We first learn about Arete when Xeo has accompanied Dienekes to Olympia. 

Dienekes explains that he loved her when she was married to his brother Iatrokles, and when 

Iatrokles is killed Dienekes was expected to marry Arete. When he stays away from her she enters 

the male space, the Gymnasion, filled with naked men. She asks which man will marry her, and when 

none respond she tells Dienekes he must be her husband, to save her father from shame. Dienekes 

tells Xeo: 

My heart was wrenched by this, half numb at the sheer brass and temerity of this woman, 

this girl, to attempt such a stunt, the other half moved profoundly be her courage and her 

wit. (p. 67) 

Arete shows her courage again in confronting the Spartan men who are about to execute the 

illegitimate son of her brother, and his infant son. She manipulates her husband into falsely 

admitting to the baby being his own son, so that the boy can live. She addresses the most senior 

man ‘like a commander’ (p. 184) and is obeyed by all. Even after the exchange when she becomes 

faint this is compared to the ‘quaking of the limbs which all warriors know in the aftermath of 

battle’. (p. 188) Arete is as much a warrior as her husband. But in saving the grandchild of her 

brother she does not initially realise that he is sealing the fate of her husband, who has admitted to 

a son, and so like the other men who already have male heirs he can be chosen to go to 

Thermopylae. 

Much later Arete tells Xeo how she had loved Dienekes since she was a girl, and she, as well as 

Deinekes, feel that they were punished for their love by only being granted daughters. She tries to 

encourage Xeo to leave Sparta and find Diomache, avoiding his fate at Thermopylae, even though 

her husband must face death there. She likens the lot of Spartan women to that of other women 

throughout Greece: 

“The wives of other cities marvel at the women of Lakedaemon,” the lady said. “How, they 

ask, can these Spartan wives stand erect and unblinking as their husbands’ broken bodies 

are borne home to a grave or, worse, interred beneath some foreign dirt with nothing save 

cold memory to clutch to their hearts? These women think we are made of stauncher stuff 

than they. I will tell you, Xeo. We are not. Do they think we of Lakedaemon love our 

husbands less than they? Are our hearts made of stone and steel? Do they imagine that our 

grief is less because we choke it down in our guts?” (p. 211) 

Earlier in the novel Xeo is interrogated at Dienekes’ and Arete’s house by Spartan noblewoman 

Paraleia, mother of the young Alexandros, who is served by Xeo and becomes his friend. Here Xeo 

understands that ‘the women ran the show’ (p. 146) and his fate was in their hands. ‘Grilled’ like a 

‘spy’, he tells Paraleia all about the unsanctioned journey he had accompanied Alexandros on, to join 

the Spartan army in their battle against the Antirhionons. During this exchange we learn about some 

of differences between Spartan women and other Greek women, as Xeo’s musings at being in the 

presence of beautiful women in control of the situation lead him to imagine what they might say:   



 Spartan women surpass for beauty all others in Hellas, and not the least of their charms is 

that they make so little play upon it. Aphrodite is not their goddess, but Artemis Huntress. 

Look at the loveliness of our hair, their bearing seems to say, which reflects the lamplight 

not by the artifice of the cosmetician’s art, but by the sheen of health and the luster of 

virtue. Look in our eyes which embrace a man’s, neither lowering in contrived modesty nor 

fluttering behind dyed lashes like Corinthian whores. Our legs we groom not in the boudoir 

with wax and myrtle, but under the sun in the race and upon the Ring.  

They were dams, these ladies, wives and mothers whose primary calling was to produce 

boys who would grow to be warriors and heroes, defenders of the city. Spartan women were 

brood mares, the pampered damsels of other cities might scoff, but if they were mares, they 

were racers, Olympic champions. The athletic glow and vigor which the gynaikagoge, the 

women’s training discipline, produced in them was powerful stuff and they knew it. (p. 148) 

Paraleia will lose both her husband and son at Thermopylae, and it is almost the end of the novel 

when Xeo relates the story told to him by Deinekes at Thermopylae, which was first related by 

Paraleia to Deinekes, Arete, and the wives and mothers of the three hundred Spartans chosen to 

fight. Paraleia was called before Leonidas and queen Gorgo in order that Leonidas can explain why 

he chose the 300 men. They have been chosen ‘not for their own valor … but for that of their 

women.’ Leonidas explains: 

“‘When the battle is over, when the Three Hundred have gone down to death, then will all 

Greece look to the Spartans, to see how they bear it. “‘But who, lady, who will the Spartans 

look to? To you. To you and the other wives and mothers, sisters and daughters of the fallen. 

“‘If they behold your hearts riven and broken with grief, they, too, will break. And Greece 

will break with them. But if you bear up, dry-eyed, not alone enduring your loss but seizing it 

with contempt for its agony and embracing it as the honor that it is in truth, then Sparta will 

stand. And all Hellas will stand behind her. “‘Why have I nominated you, lady, to bear up 

beneath this most terrible of trials, you and your sisters of the Three Hundred? Because you 

can.’ (pp. 363-4) 

For Pressfield, through his narrator Xeo, the Spartan women are described as the backbone of 

Sparta. It is they who hold the society together, accepting their fates even though they feel grief at 

the loss of their men. Paraleia’s audience with Leonidas is the final story related by Xeo before his 

death, and as Paraleia weeps before Leonidas her words, which also form the last words of Xeo, are 

“‘Those were the last tears of mine, my lord, that the sun will ever see.’” (p. 364) Pressfield’s Spartan 

women are every bit as strong as the Spartan men, and they are allowed their own voices through 

the complex narrative structure of the novel, where their words and stories are convincingly related 

by and through men. And after Gates of Fire Pressfield went on to write another novel about strong 

women, Last of the Amazons (2002), his only novel (so far) with a female narrator. 



 

 

Xena Warrior Princess ‘One Against an Army’ (2018, 3.13) as the female Thermopylae re-write 

For an overview of the episode see the following trailer created by a fan: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SoxesLKetg4 

Xena: Warrior Princess is a series that attempts to rewrite a female hero back into the history books 

where she has been removed by the men who wrote them (although the series was created by male 

writers and producers Sam Raimi, John Shulian, RJ Stewart and Rob Tapert). However, ‘One Against 

an Army’ was written by female screenwriter Noreen Tobin, and so unlike Gates of Fire, a novel 

primarily focussed on male characters and written by a male author, this episode can be seen as a 

female reimagining of Thermopylae. As with many other Xena episodes, there is not enough room 

for Xena and other heroes in ‘One Against an Army’, and so this an episode about the battle of 

Thermopylae minus any Spartans and also without the pass at Thermopylae. The episode also plays 

fast and loose with the historic record, so that it begins with Pheidippides running towards Xena and 

her friend/sidekick/soulmate Gabrielle after the Spartan defeat at battle of Marathon, warning them 

of the Persian advance towards Athens. Xena sends Pheidippides to Athens to warn the Athenians, 

and determines to create a landslide at Thermopylae preventing the Persians from taking ‘the 

shortest route from Marathon to Athens’.  Then the Persians will take the longer route round to 

Tripolis, where Xena and Gabrielle will meet them with the Tripolis militia and Xena’s cache of 

weapons.   

On the way Xena and Gabrielle are met by a man posing as Dorian, a Spartan deserter from 

Marathon.  In a skirmish with an advance party of Persians Gabrielle is struck by a poisoned arrow, 

trying to help Dorian. Xena has already realised that Dorian is a Persian spy, as she later explains to 

Gabrielle: 

Spartans from the age of eight carry around a wooden stake. They’re constantly squeezing it 

between their hands to harden them. When I helped him up this morning I noticed there 

were only a few callouses on his sword hand. He’s no Spartan. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SoxesLKetg4


 

Xena tells Dorian the pass at Thermopylae is blocked, and that he must go to Tripolis with the news, 

knowing he will instead go to the Persians and divert them to Tripolis. She now no longer needs to 

create the landslide, and she and Gabrielle can go straight to Tripolis, where an antidote to the 

poison will be found.  But Xena and Gabrielle find Tripolis destroyed and abandoned by the militia to 

stop this being of use to the Persians. Xena is now torn between fighting the Persians and saving 

Athens, and getting Gabrielle to Thessaly where there will be antidote for the poison.   

 

The pass at Thermopylae is displaced by a small building, a much cheaper option for set designers, 

and it is here that Xena must make her stand against the Persians, when Gabrielle persuades Xena to 

stay and save Athens. Gabrielle argues that ‘some things are worth dying for’, but Xena is unwilling 

to accept this, and tells her friend ‘There’s got to be another way…. There are always choices’. 

i  



The Persians advance, and Xena fights them off inside the building, with some assistance from 

Gabrielle pouring boiling oil from the upper storey. When Xena wounds Dorian with a Persian 

poisoned arrow he reveals a jar of antidote, which Xena can use to save Gabrielle 

 

An angry Xena tells the Persians ‘Go home - there are thousands more like me.’ If all Greeks are 

warriors like Xena then the Persians have no chance, and so they retreat. An exhausted Xena lies 

down beside Gabrielle, to get some rest before they continue on their adventures. 

   

‘One Against an Army’ is really a story about Xena saving her friend. Unlike Leonidas and this 300 

Spartans, Xena can save Greece from the Persians and survive. When Gabrielle tells Xena that she is 

willing to sacrifice herself and ‘we’re all going to die eventually’, Xena’s response is ‘not today’. In an 

action series with an overall anti-war theme, love and friendship is privileged.  

Postscript 1 300 fails to bring us strong Spartan women 

Zack Snyder’s 300 (2007) gives a bigger role to Gorgo than she has in Frank Miller’s source comics, 

but the pre-Sarah Connor and Cersei Lannister Lena Headey’s part is unconvincing (why doesn’t she 

just stab Dominic West’s slimy Theron in the heart and get it over with?). And the scene featuring 

the Oracle and the Ephors is one of abuse and sex slavery. 

  



The film is a missed opportunity to portray strong Spartan women, beside Gerald Butler’s last man 

standing action hero as Leonidas; a BCE version of the role he will later play as Mike Banning in 

Olympus Has Fallen (2013), London Has Fallen (2016) and Angel Has Fallen (2019).   

Postscript 2 Into the Badlands and Thermopylae as a female fighting space? 

A life size version of Jacques Louis David’s massive painting Leonidas at Thermopylae (1814), 

currently hanging in the Louvre, graces the wall of Baron Chau’s mansion in the third and final 

season of dystopian martial arts action series Into the Badlands (2015-19).  

  

The painting, which is not remarked upon by any of the characters, becomes the backdrop to a war 

between two female leaders, the two remaining barons, the Widow/Minerva and Baron Chau, and 

also to the confrontation between the Widow and her former teacher, the Master.  

 

As the site of a female battleground viewers are left to make up their own minds as to what it 

signifies. Naked men behind clothed women, as women take control? A small number of deaths to 

pave the way for an ultimate victory? A return to values of the past? We are left confused/bemused. 

Postscript 3: A female Spartan leader? Archon Alexia in Blood of Zeus  

The new Netflix animated series Blood of Zeus (2020) features a female leader and warrior, Archon 

Alexia. She is called an Amazonian, but leads men, not women, is a skilled fighter and wears a red 

cloak and tunic beneath her armour. This may be the hand of Powerhouse Animation Studios rather 

than series creators Charley and Vlas Parlapanides, but perhaps this is the next step for our 

reimagining of strong Spartan women; for them to adopt male/warrior roles. The series protagonist, 

Heron, a son of Zeus by a mortal mother, seems like yet another bland young Greek mythic hero, 

interchangeable with a young Perseus/Jason/Theseus. Alexia offers more interesting possibilities.  



  

 

Postscript 4: A prose poem – work in progress 

As a female writer trying to think through the female Spartan experience of Thermopylae I started 

work on a prose poem, my early draft is below: 

Remembrance 

My grandfather died at the hot gates. I had never not known this. In my child’s mind a massive man 

filled the void between two thick wooden gateposts. The gateposts glowed orange and his arms 

blistered. Like the blisters on my mother’s hands when a spark from the fire caught on my dress and 

she put out the flames. She had not hesitated. Just like her father, people had said. If I had been a 

boy I would have been named for him. My mother had wanted a boy, as all mothers do. But she 

loved me as best she could. The red scars upon her hands were a remembrance of this. 

As I got older I learned that the hot gates were not gates at all, and my Herculean ancestor shrank to 

the size of a mortal man. A soldier with a shield and spear. A man among comrades. His face hidden 

by his helmet, I couldn’t be sure if he was stern or kindly. ‘He was a Spartan,’ said my mother. Both 

stern and kindly, then, I thought. Like my father. A man I hardly knew. Maybe it would have been 

different if I had been a boy. Maybe it would have been different with my grandfather. If I had 

known him. I remembered him in my imagination. 

The younger children played the game of the hot gates. Mostly the boys were the Spartans and the 

girls were the Persians, but grandchildren like me had special privileges. We could be our 

grandfathers. I chose a long stick to be my spear. I kept it for a whole season by the side of my bed. 

Then the boys went away to the barracks and we didn’t play the game any more. I learned not to 

suggest this to the other girls of my own age, for fear of censure. I pretended to have moved on 

from childish games. I buried my wooden stick spear deep under the ground, and practised my 

gymnastics, dancing and singing. 

As the other girls sang songs of the Lady Artemis I secretly composed a song for the men at the hot 

gates. I recited it in my head, knowing I would never share it aloud. Not a suitable subject for a girl. 

Even a Spartan girl. Then I was chosen to ride in the main cart in the great procession of the 

Hyacinthia. With my fellow girls I helped to decorate the cart with painted swans and flowers in 

remembrance of Hyacinthus, beloved of the Lord Apollo. Among the red and white flowers I painted 

a round shield. No-one else noticed it, but as I rode in the cart in my best dress I knew it was there. A 

remembrance of my grandfather’s shield that never came home.   

 

 


