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Traditionally, scholars assumed that the proper domain for respectable Greek women
lay in the domestic sphere, largely closeted within the walls of the house itself. In
contrast, the city’s wider, civic arena was viewed as belonging to its male citizens. This
model reflects the dominant view articulated explicitly in many of the surviving written
sources. But it is based on the writings of a small number of elite men; it also relies on
texts which were composed for limited audiences and with specific goals in mind. For
this reason, the extent to which the model can be taken as a literal representation of
actual behaviour and, even if it can, the proportion of women who would have observed
these ideals, have since been questioned.1

My goal in this article is to explore how far, in the absence of direct written tes-
timony from Classical Greek women themselves, it is possible to reconstruct a female
topography of an ancient Greek city. One possible approach to studying gendered space
in Greek cities would be to examine the tension between the ideology and perspectives
of the adult male citizen, as materialised in civic and religious spaces, and the perspec-
tives of women, as experienced through the organisation of households.2 Nonetheless,
to take such an approach would be to oversimplify the problem by framing the inquiry
within the elite, male, textual construction of the two spheres as opposed and differently
gendered, a strategy which would, at the very least, fail to do justice to the complexities
of social life as they have already begun to emerge through recent scholarship.

As is becoming increasingly clear, the domestic sphere was not, in fact, exclu-
sively a female preserve: on the contrary, it played an important role for male citizens,
both as a status symbol and as an arena for entertaining friends and associates, partic-
ularly at the symposium or drinking party.3 By the same token, a number of scholars
have recently highlighted the fact that some women played important roles outside
the household in at least one sphere, that of civic cult.4 But while the latter studies
have often seen religion as anomalous – an exception to a more generalised pattern
of female isolation and powerlessness – here I argue that this view fails to differenti-
ate between women’s legal position, which disenfranchised them from direct, active
participation in the political arena, and their physical and symbolic presence in the
civic sphere.5 Therefore, following the lead of a number of social historians who have
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shown that women left their houses to participate in a variety of activities, in this
paper I explore some of the contexts in which they may have been visible in the civic
landscape of an ancient Greek city.6 I also seek to understand how their presence may
have intersected with a range of variables including the passage of time, women’s age
and the socio-economic status of their families.

In contrast with a range of previous studies, which have highlighted evidence for
female agency outside the domestic sphere with reference to the surviving texts, my
main focus here is on the physical space of the Classical Greek city: although everything
we know about architecture and town planning suggests that design and construction
were in male hands, cross-cultural studies in a variety of contexts have shown that
social landscapes, including patterns of gender associations, accrue through usage as
well as resulting from the architectural design and layout of space.7 Traditionally,
archaeologists studying ancient Greek cities have focused on aspects of their form
and spatial organisation (such as the character and development of the urban plan) or
on the architectural history and decorative details of individual buildings. While such
studies have sometimes explored the possible symbolic significance of monumental
structures and their decorative schemes, they have most often tended to reconstitute
urban landscapes which are empty of their former inhabitants, setting aside questions
about the way in which those landscapes originally functioned as social settings.

A few scholars have gone against this trend, attempting to connect the social
and political structures of urban populations with the physical organisation of their
built environments. The most ambitious such study, by Wolfram Hoepfner and Ernst-
Ludwig Schwandner, argues that the democratic ethos of many Classical Greek cities
was responsible for regular urban grid plans and for houses of similar size and layout
which have been found as far apart as Piraeus (Attica), Olynthos (Greek Macedonia),
Kassope (Epirus) and Priene (south-west Turkey).8 Hoepfner and Schwandner’s work
has had a mixed reception: the degree to which egalitarian ideals played such a direct
and influential role in shaping these features has been doubted, and some of their
reconstructions of individual city plans and buildings have been challenged.9 What
has largely been overlooked, however, is that in highlighting the connection between
architectural form and social life, the authors offer a radically different perspective on
ancient architecture and town-planning. The implication of their work is that the form
and use of space were intimately connected with the social processes by which that
space was produced and reproduced – a belief widely shared by scholars working in a
variety of other disciplines.10

Against this background, I argue here for a less literal interpretation of the rela-
tionship of social and cultural influences to architectural form. I suggest that, instead of
imposing a literary-based reading onto the material evidence, we can go a step further:
the architectural spaces of the cities themselves can be used actively as a means to
investigate aspects of the social lives of their inhabitants. Such an approach makes
it possible to investigate those groups, including women, whose voices are not heard
directly through the textual record.

In what precise ways can the presence and activities of women be traced in
the civic spaces of Greek cities? This is obviously a large question, and I therefore
offer here a brief treatment of a limited range of contexts in which I want to begin to
attempt to clarify the extent and structuring of female activities. Work by archaeologists
studying a variety of cultures has suggested that the most likely context in which the
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activities of subordinate social groups can be detected through the material record
is in patterns of small-scale activity and short-term use.11 Here I focus on several
activities of a cyclical nature which range in time-frame from daily or every few days,
through annual, to every few years. My examples are: visits to friends’ and relatives’
houses; collection of water at public fountain houses; tending graves in cemeteries;
and participation in religious processions. In each instance I try to reinstate some of
the female users into parts of the urban landscape by drawing on a range of sources,
including ceramic iconography, incidental references from surviving texts of various
genres and behavioural parallels from comparative contexts. As a case-study I use
evidence from late sixth- and fifth-century BCE Athens, a city for which evidence for
the urban fabric is relatively well-documented, and for which we have an exceptionally
large amount of contextual information in the form of texts and images. Although
this time-frame is relatively brief in comparison with many studies of women’s roles
in ancient Greece, it approximates to perhaps five generations and, as noted below,
there is some evidence to suggest that women’s relationship with the civic sphere may
have undergone significant change during the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. Similarly,
for reasons of space and coherence, my discussion is limited to the city of Athens,
excluding the port of Piraeus and the smaller deme centres (village communities) in its
territory, Attica: the deme centres were much smaller in scale and probably functioned
very differently in social terms. In addition, securely dated evidence for the components
and layout of the communal spaces in any of these settlements during the late Archaic
and early Classical periods is limited.12

Four Athenian case-studies

Although it is overlain by Greece’s modern capital, a remarkable amount is known
about the layout of the ancient city of Athens. Unlike many later, planned, Greek cities,
Classical Athens was not laid out on a rectilinear grid: instead, the street system seems
to have grown up gradually through time. The widest thoroughfare, the Sacred Way,
snaked between a major city gate in the Kerameikos district, the Agora (the main civic
square) and the Akropolis (the most important religious sanctuary) (Figure 1). While
the Agora occupies a relatively flat area north-west of the Akropolis, much of the terrain
covered by the ancient city is hilly. In the most intensively investigated neighbourhoods
to the west and south-west of the Akropolis, a network of roads of different widths
can be traced (Figure 2). The topography sometimes forced major thoroughfares up
to six metres in width to follow winding courses along valley bottoms or to ascend
slowly up the contours so as to be usable by cart traffic. Nevertheless, in many areas
the narrower routes cut across the contours and some sections were passable only on
foot, ascending steeply via flights of steps. The adjacent houses were terraced into the
hillsides on a variety of orientations, depending on the directions taken by the roads
and hill slopes.13

Women in urban neighbourhoods

Where are we to search for the female inhabitants of this densely textured ‘urban’
environment? The literary-based, polarised model outlined above, which draws a con-
trast between the domestic and civic spheres, implies a sharp break between the two
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Figure 1: Sketch-map of Athens showing the relative locations of the main civic
spaces discussed in the text (the city walls shown are those of early to mid-fifth
century BCE).

types of space. This works well where houses were located on major thoroughfares
and adjacent to densely trafficked areas, as is the case with the best known and most
extensively published, excavated examples in the area around the Agora.14 But when
taken as a whole, the fabric of the cityscape also suggests the possibility of something
more complex, of a range which, in some cases, could also comprise intermediate areas
in the immediate neighbourhoods surrounding houses that were located away from the
main roads, on the narrower streets and pathways.

The architecture of individual Athenian houses suggests that a heavy emphasis
was placed on isolating the interior world of the household from that of the city beyond
(Figure 3). Access to the house was normally via a single street door. Communication
between that door and the remainder of the rooms was via an open courtyard, usually
at the centre or south, which also served as the route for moving between the rooms
themselves. Anyone wishing to enter or leave the house, or walk from room to room,
would have had to do so knowing that they could be overlooked by anyone else in
the house at the time, since the windows providing light for the interior are likely to
have opened inwards onto this space rather than outwards into the street.15 In some
cases additional living accommodation was provided in an upper storey (which may
only have covered part of the area of the lower storey). It is unknown whether these
upper rooms had windows oriented towards the street, offering a view of the house
entrance.
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Figure 2: Sketch-map of the residential neighbourhood south-west of the Agora, showing the
layout of known and presumed roads together with some of the excavated houses, in relation to the
topography, city walls and major public buildings. (Author’s reconstruction is based on information
contained in Ficuciello, Le Strade and Ellis Jones ‘Town and Country Houses’, see. n 13).

Depending on the local topography, the entrance, and perhaps even parts of
some courtyards, may also have been visible to neighbours looking down from their
own upper storeys, especially those whose houses were located further uphill. Even
if windows were lacking, roofs are likely to have provided vantage points: finds of
terracotta tile suggest that some were pitched, but there were probably also flat areas
providing space for a variety of activities, as well as enabling their users to view events
in the courtyard, street, on neighbouring roofs or perhaps even in the courtyards of
neighbours.16 Whether or not looking out from a roof or a window was considered
to be a suitable pastime for a ‘respectable’ woman may well have depended heavily
on context. As the documentary sources relating to women’s use of balconies in early
modern Venice show very vividly, women’s presence in such spaces can be construed
either as modest (since the women are not easily accessible physically) or as flirtatious
or worse (since the women were open to the gaze of individuals outside the household,
and could potentially have invited that gaze deliberately).17

Given these physical characteristics of the built environment, there was presum-
ably little chance of slipping into or out of an Athenian house unobserved either by
other members of the household, or perhaps even by neighbours. This suggests that
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Figure 3: Sketch-plan of an Athenian house: house C from the Athenian Agora,
fifth-century BCE phase (redrawn after Thompson and Wycherley, Agora of
Athens, Figure 41).

these individuals are likely to have been complicit in any trips a woman made out of
the house, or indeed any visitors she received at home. What, then, is the evidence for
women receiving visitors and for their activities outside the home?

Perhaps the most obvious possibility is of women visiting the homes of friends
and relatives living close by, which a number of references in literary texts suggest
was permissible.18 How was it that such forays were able to coexist with the ideal of
restrictions on women’s movements, articulated by so many of the surviving Classical
Athenian texts? In an important article on the spatial and temporal context for women’s
speech in Greek literature, Josine Blok has argued that the gender associations of some
spaces could change through time according to usage.19 Here I want to make a related
suggestion which also challenges the notion of a fixed division between civic and
domestic zones, namely, that there was also a spectrum of associations which could be
mapped spatially onto the urban landscape.20 The immediate neighbourhood around
the house may have lain conceptually between the fully enclosed space of the house
and the civic space of the city at large, so that what we may be seeing is a fragmentation
of the city into separate neighbourhoods within which female residents may have felt
relatively safe and may have been likely to encounter, by and large, relatively fewer
strangers.

A similar phenomenon has been seen in cities belonging to other cultures. For
example, in the contemporary Islamic world a rhetoric concerning the separation of
women and men comparable to that articulated by the Classical Athenian authors
has been seen as being tempered by the existence of numerous ‘micro-communities’.
Spatially these crystallise between the major streets and thoroughfares in large urban
landscapes and are focused around their own local facilities such as mosques and
fountains. Their role seems to be to mediate between the small scale of the individual
house and the larger scales of the neighbourhood and of the city as a whole.21 In the
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Classical Athenian context the possibility that there were similar intermediate spatial
scales between those of the house and the city as a whole offers a potentially more
nuanced understanding of complex patterns of behaviour which may have lain behind
some of the rhetoric of female seclusion. Members of the same neighbourhood who
knew each other (and may even have had views of each others’ houses from vantage
points in their own) may not have been regarded as equivalent to individuals from
further afield.

Such an interpretation fits with what is preserved of the plan in the residential
area discussed above, where the smaller streets are often arranged in parallel sets,
forming small neighbourhoods, each one following its own localised orientation (as
can be found in the valley between the Areopagos and the Pnyx: Figure 2). Early
excavation of housing in this part of the city also suggested that there were discrete
neighbourhoods here with their own characters.22 While these indications can only
be suggestive, a ‘micro-community’ model is also in keeping with what we know
of the pattern of political organisation of Athens and its territory, Attica, which were
subdivided into a number of urban and rural ‘demes’. These constituted a set of political
units which also had some geographical, social and ritual coherence. (The festival of
the Thesmophoria, for example, seems to have been celebrated locally by different
demes and not by the inhabitants of the city as a whole.) It also makes sense in relation
to the history of Athens, which seems to have coalesced over a period of time from a
number of spatially scattered, small, communities.23

Women at fountain-houses

A second location, also potentially close to home, which may have been visited by
women relatively regularly, was the fountain-house, depicted in both texts and (more
frequently) in iconography. Although such images occur on a range of vessel shapes, a
particularly prominent group consists of hydriai or water vessels made in Athens and
Attica during a relatively short period between about 530 and 490 BCE. The painted
decoration on about ninety examples includes women using water spouts to fill hydriai
comparable to those on which the images appear (Figure 4). Numerous variations are
found: some of the earlier scenes show them proceeding sociably in pairs; most include
images of colonnaded buildings – the fountain-houses themselves; occasionally men
are included – in several instances filling larger, heavier vessels.24

The question of whether these fountain-house episodes are to be taken at face
value, as the kinds of everyday occurrences one might have happened upon in the
streets of Athens during the late sixth century, is debatable. While some elements are
likely to be fantasy, other details seem to speak to a practice with which the painters
were familiar. For example, in some cases the hydriai are shown perched sideways on
the head, suggesting a technique which made it easier to balance a tall, empty jar. In
addition, a padded headdress or polos is occasionally represented – presumably also an
aid to balancing the vessel, whether empty or full.25 The implication may be, then, that
we are dealing with generic scenes which are likely to relate to patterns of behaviour at
Athens at the time they were made, indicating that during this period women did visit
public fountains to carry water back to the household – even if the fountains and water
vessels were perhaps less elaborate, and the women less idealised, than the painters
have represented them.
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Figure 4: Detail of an Attic black-figure hydria depicting women at a fountain-
house c.520 BCE C© Trustees of the British Museum.

The period during which these images were produced is equivalent to perhaps
a single generation and, as has often been pointed out, coincides with the time of
the construction at Athens of the earliest monumental spring- and fountain-houses.
These include the famous Enneakrounos or nine-spouted fountain, whose creation the
scenes have sometimes been taken to celebrate.26 Other examples of new spring- and
fountain-houses from this period, attested archaeologically, include one from the south
slope of the Akropolis close to a later sanctuary of Asklepios; the so-called Klepsydra
on the north slope of the Akropolis; the so-called Southeast Fountain-House on the
south side of the Agora; a possible fountain-house on the west side of the Agora under
the later Stoa of Attalos; and a fountain-house on the Pnyx, south-west of the Agora
(Figure 5).27

The number of fountain-houses provided (and more, presumably, have not been
discovered) together with the locations of some of them away from the civic centres of
the city, suggest that at least some of these sources may have provided water for domes-
tic use. Unfortunately, most were long-lived and the appearance and surroundings of
most during the late sixth and early fifth centuries BCE are difficult to reconstruct (apart
from the Klepsydra, which, unusually, was built into a cave; and the building beneath
the Stoa of Attalos, which, apparently exceptionally, was fully enclosed and could be
locked). They do seem to have been important, however, since considerable attention
appears to have been paid to their location and construction. The excavated remains of
the Southeast Fountain-House in the Agora, for example, show that the foundations,
floor surface and terracotta piping were all made very carefully. Its location, close
to several other new buildings which may have played a civic role, has been seen as
part of a programme to change the function of the area in which it was set, from a
private, residential and funerary space into a civic one. The fact that a fountain-house
was among the earliest facilities in this newly established arena has been argued to
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Figure 5: Sketch-map showing the distribution of spring- and fountain-houses
of the later sixth and fifth centuries in relation to the topography of Classical
Athens.

represent the deliberate inclusion of women in what might otherwise have been a
masculine sphere.28

If we accept that some, at least, of the users of these fountain-houses were female,
then the construction of these facilities during the late sixth and earlier fifth centuries
BCE may have had an impact on women’s lives, providing alternative or additional
sources to the many wells and cisterns that characterise the early residential areas, and
potentially turning water collection into a social occasion. At the same time, however,
water from a spring- or fountain-house may have had to be carried for longer distances.
While the images on painted pottery may have celebrated the provision of these new,
and perhaps sometimes elegant, public facilities, any improvement in water quality
they may have brought is likely to have had an adverse effect on women’s health: the
weight of one hydria from the Agora, when filled with water, has been estimated at
around sixteen kilograms.29

Collecting water may not, therefore, have been the pleasant, easy occasion it
sometimes appears on the painted scenes, and this has implications for the status of
the women involved. They have been identified variously as dancing girls or as the
wives or daughters of citizens.30 In a joking description of a fountain-house, the comic
playwright Aristophanes says that some of their users were slaves.31 Although he
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may be exaggerating for comic effect, it seems plausible that the wives and daughters
of wealthier citizens might have avoided such heavy work if they could. Such a
presumption is supported by Herodotos who says that collecting water was a job
once done by the sons and daughters of the Athenians before domestic slaves were
available.32 It therefore seems possible that women of a range of statuses gathered at
fountain-houses, with those from wealthier families sending or accompanying slaves,
while those who could not afford to, carried the water themselves.

It is difficult to know to what extent and in what ways use of spring or fountain
water may have been combined with use of water from wells and cisterns. Visits
to the fountain-house may have been seasonal, depending on the levels and quality
of the water available in the wells and cisterns. It is also possible that the painted
scenes represent collection of water for ceremonial or religious purposes rather than
for everyday activities. Literary references suggest that women visited the Kallirhoe, in
particular, as part of bridal ceremonies, and details of the iconography have been used
to suggest that the images of fountain-house scenes themselves represented festivals.33

A minority of vessels show mythical or cultic scenes together with the spring-houses,
suggesting the possibility of a thematic connection. There are also numerous other
iconographic and epigraphic sources which confirm the importance of women for
bearing water on religious occasions. It is therefore perhaps difficult, or impossible,
to separate women’s role as collectors of water for domestic purposes from their role
as collectors of water for ritual and cult, and I return to this mingling of domestic and
ceremonial activities below.

Women at cemeteries

While the evidence for fountain-houses offers one of the most visually striking images
of women appearing outside the confines of their homes, there are also other, potentially
more distant, locations which can be suggested as frequented by women. One of these
is the cemetery. The cemeteries of ancient Athens lay outside the walls of the city, the
graves lining the roads leading out into the countryside. Visiting a grave site therefore
entailed leaving not only the house, but also the built-up area itself. Both iconographic
and textual sources indicate that women played a major role in burial rites, including
walking in the funerary procession and appearing as mourners.34 Indeed, a funeral is
cited at least once as the context in which the wife of a respectable citizen struck up an
affair with a man other than her husband.35 In addition to the funeral itself, visits to the
grave by family – especially by male heirs – are reported, particularly on anniversaries
and festival days during the year.36

Circumstantial evidence from fifth-century literature suggests that women were
also envisaged as returning more informally to grave sites to tend the graves.37 Women’s
visits to tombs are also a theme represented on painted pottery: images from a particular
class of pottery vessel, the white ground lekythos (a perfume container used for funerals
during the fifth century BCE and deposited in tombs), frequently depict a grave together
with a visitor or visitors leaving wreaths, ribbons or other offerings (Figure 6). Often the
figures represent one or more women who are shown with or without male companions.
These groups are generally interpreted as depicting women from citizen families,
perhaps sometimes accompanied by their slaves.38 Such scenes may to some extent
have been the product of artistic conventions since the inclusion in some of them of
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Figure 6: White ground lekythos depicting a woman
visiting a grave. Attributed to the Reed Painter, c.420–
410 BCE. C© Trustees of the British Museum.

household objects confirms that they are not realistic in the sense of being snapshots of
actual visits to cemeteries.39 At the same time, however, such objects tend to appear in
iconography more generally in connection with women, suggesting they may have been
intended to symbolise that tending to graves was an extension of women’s domestic
duties.

Sanne Houby-Nielsen has argued that the physical arrangement of some of the
graves themselves may also be significant, supporting this idea that women were
involved in continuing care for the deceased, particularly infants and children.40 She
notes that many of the fifth-century burials in Athenian cemeteries are organised in
family plots but that the graves of young children are an exception: these frequently
cluster just outside specific city gates, close to major roads leading to the extra-mural
sanctuaries which hosted cults and festivals of particular importance to women, such
as the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron and the sanctuary of Demeter at Eleusis.
The fact that such locations were favoured may suggest that the graves of infants
and children were located in areas which were familiar to women and which would
facilitate women’s visits to them.

Together, the topographic and iconographic evidence suggests that, on occasion,
women made their way beyond the confines of their local neighbourhoods, to the
boundaries of the city in order to take part in the duty of caring for deceased family
members. To some extent this may be perceived as an extension of women’s domestic
role, as implied by some of the iconography; at the same time women may also have
been acting in the capacity of representatives of their households, continuing and
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renewing links with those deceased members – especially, perhaps, infants and young
children. My final example, that of women’s participation in religious processions,
takes this idea a step further, extending not only the geographical reach of women’s
activities but also the extent to which women seem to have acted as representatives of
a larger group – in this case, the polis itself.

Women’s participation in religious processions: the examples of the
procession of the Great Panathenaia and the procession to Brauron

The number and diversity of the different religious cults and the complexity of women’s
engagement in Greek cult practice are particularly large topics. Here I can only be
extremely selective, simply highlighting two of a number of processions which would
periodically have made women conspicuous in the urban landscape, namely those
associated with the Great Panathenaia and with the festival of Brauronian Artemis.

The Great Panathenaia, the major festival to Athens’ patron goddess Athena, was
initiated in 566 BCE and held every four years. The celebrations included a procession
which passed along the Sacred Way from close to the Sacred Gate in the Kerameikos
area, through the Agora and up to the sanctuary of Athena on the Akropolis. It is clear
that women took part in these processions alongside men: their role is celebrated in the
iconography of the Parthenon, where the Ionic frieze seems to represent this procession
(or perhaps a more generic combination of different religious processions) and the
figures include women, some seemingly just walking, others undertaking a variety of
tasks including carrying baskets and vessels.41 Aristophanes implies that such tasks
were often undertaken by women from elite families and that it was considered an
honour to perform them.42 Inscriptions also record the identities of some of the women
who were given such tasks during the fourth century BCE, and these include resident
foreigners (metics). The Panathenaic procession has frequently been interpreted as a
spatial model of the whole Athenian community, comprising representatives from a
range of different social groups. Through its regular performance, the procession acted
both to define and to reinforce a clear model of the city’s social structure, setting out
its range of members and their roles and relationships.43 The involvement of women
must have been a key element, affirming their role and importance within the polis as a
whole, particularly because they were producers and guardians of the next generation.44

The procession associated with the festival of Brauronian Artemis (the Brauronia,
which also took place every four years) is an example of a number of processions, linked
with the worship of a variety of deities, which reversed the direction of the Panathenaic
procession. The procession to Brauron is particularly relevant to the present discussion
because many of the participants must have been young girls, in keeping with the
major concern of the cult which was to facilitate women’s passage through puberty. Its
details have not been preserved, but it perhaps began at the stoa dedicated to Artemis
Brauronia which was located on the Athenian Akropolis and which probably dates back
to the later fifth century BCE. If so, participants must have paraded downwards through
the city’s streets before exiting the walls on its east side. Their ultimate destination was
the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron in eastern Attica, nearly forty kilometres away.45

Participants in the cult are likely to have been from relatively well-off families.
At the sanctuary itself, inscriptions dating to the late fifth and fourth centuries BCE

(versions of which were also found on the Akropolis itself) list numerous items,

C© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



588 Gender & History

particularly clothing, which were dedicated to the goddess by women, probably as
offerings for safety in childbirth. A few of these record patronymics, a high proportion
associating the women with families known, through other sources, to have been of
high status. At the same time, the journey to Brauron would have entailed spending
several days away from home, and the young initiates into the cult also spent a period
of time living at the sanctuary and serving the goddess. The absence from home of
these women and girls may have been a luxury which a household could not have
afforded unless alternative labour sources were available.46

It has often been said that ritual processions like that to Brauron were important in
the context of the Athenian state as a whole, binding together the city and its large rural
hinterland.47 But they must also have been significant in periodically emphasising the
presence of, and roles played by, the particular social groups taking part – in this case,
women, as they made their way through the Attic countryside and out to the sanctuary.
The activities of those women seem to have been significant for the well-being of the
community as a whole. While the landscape beyond the city walls was punctuated with
farms and villages, it was also vulnerable to incursions by enemy forces. The women’s
passage, unprotected, to an outlying sanctuary such as this one therefore constituted
an act of entrusting some of the most vulnerable (and, as the mothers, current or
future, of wealthy Athenian families, some of the most valuable) members of society
to the protection of the goddess. (The dangers involved are emphasised by the Greek
historian, Herodotos, in a story about the early history of the cult at Brauron, when a
group of women worshipping there were said to have been kidnapped and carried off
to the island of Lemnos.) The women’s safe arrival at the sanctuary would thus have
been symbolic of the goddess’s protection of Athens as a whole.48

Discussion

Each of these four case-studies is brief and selective, but together they demonstrate that
women were present in the urban landscape in a range of contexts. Not only did women
move through the streets within their own neighbourhoods en route (for example) to
the houses of friends and relatives, or to collect water at a fountain- or spring-house,
but they also covered greater distances through the city, to its very boundaries – the
locations of burials – and beyond into the countryside to outlying sanctuaries. An
important and recurring question touched on in each of these cases has been the
social identities of these women. Scholars have long pointed out that ideals of female
seclusion are likely to have been implemented to varying degrees by women belonging
to different status groups: any restrictions on women’s movements can be applied more
readily in the context of elite families with the economic resources to employ slaves
or servants for chores requiring activity outside the house, such as collecting water
from a fountain-house.49 As we have already seen, however, our examples cannot
all be assigned easily to such low-status groups: visits to friends and family, tending
burials and participation in religious activities are all duties that seem to have formed
an important part of the role of a citizen woman.

In addition to socio-economic status, it is also relevant to think about the age of the
women involved: ideals of seclusion may have been invoked particularly for women
during certain stages of their lives. Analogy with some modern Islamic societies in
which such ideas are prevalent suggests the possibility that expectations about the
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behaviour of married women may not have been the same as those for pre-pubescent
girls and elderly women, with girls and older women frequently being able to move
more freely through civic space.50 Thus it is possible that at least some obligations
requiring the use of more public spaces (such as collecting water from a fountain-
house) or travel further from home (such as tending a grave or taking part in a religious
procession) may have been undertaken more frequently by members of these groups.
At the same time, however, there were clearly other ways in which a degree of modesty
could co-exist with a certain amount of freedom to move through the more ‘public’
spaces of the city. Here it is relevant to think about how the activities of the city’s
female occupants intersected with those of its male residents: at particular times of
day the majority of citizen men may have been absent from their own neighbourhoods,
taking part in agricultural or commercial activity or participating in the business of
the polis. On a longer time-scale, there are likely to have been seasons of the year
when many men travelled further afield and were absent for periods of time, such as
when intensive labour was required in the countryside, or when a city was at war.
The presence of women in the urban landscape may have been a particularly frequent
phenomenon at such times. The gender associations of certain spaces within the city
may therefore have changed on a cyclical basis over a relatively short time-frame.

Even when men were present in significant numbers, there may have been ad-
ditional strategies women could use to move through civic space while remaining
relatively inconspicuous: Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones has recently drawn attention to the
fact that a number of painted and sculpted images represent women with a variety of
different forms of head covering or veil, some of which appear to have been drawn
across the face. Although it is unclear how frequently these were used or in what
contexts, such devices may have served as a means by which a woman travelling
through the city could make herself unidentifiable. To modern, Western scholars this
may seem an infringement on female liberties, but as Llewellyn-Jones points out, such
a practice may in fact have enabled high-status, married women to occupy the civic
space of a Greek city in the presence of men to an extent that would otherwise have
been socially unacceptable.51 Additionally, elite Greek women are sometimes assumed
to have used chaperones (whether male or female), which may have served a similar
purpose.52

Interpretation

By sampling a few of the different contexts in which women may have moved through
the civic spaces of ancient Athens, it becomes clear that women were present both
in residential neighbourhoods and on major roads leading out of town. The journeys
documented here seem to have represented extensions of women’s domestic duties,
either at a formal level or at an informal one. These activities varied in periodicity,
taking in both potentially frequent visits to friends and relatives or to neighbourhood
facilities such as fountain-houses, and also journeys undertaken at longer intervals,
such as religious processions and funerals. Women’s movements therefore formed a
series of interlocking cycles and an individual woman’s path through these cycles and
her use of civic space were shaped by a number of factors, including her age and
the social status and wealth of her family. At least some of the spaces through which
women moved are likely to have been relatively flexible in their patterns of gender
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associations, and to have been classified and re-classified depending on a variety of
factors, including time of day, the season of the year and, most directly, the identities
of those present at any one time.

The examples discussed here should be viewed as illustrations that represent
a small part of the total web of women’s lives and movements; they are intended
only to serve as an indication of the range and extent of women’s familiarity with,
and activities in, the urban – and also the extra-urban – landscape. Numerous other
duties will also have taken women out of their houses in similar ways – including the
religious and economic activities mentioned in my Introduction. While this pattern
of spatial behaviour contradicts the dominant rhetoric of the ancient authors, which
articulates an ideal of exclusion of women from the civic sphere, it is also, as we have
seen, detectable through many passing references made in the Attic texts. Together
with the iconographic and archaeological evidence, these make clear that women’s
presence could constitute, on occasion, a form of active participation in the life of the
polis.

Athenian civic space was thus an inverse parallel for the city’s domestic space,
which was ideologically constructed as a female domain even though it was, in fact,
an important location for male activity. Therefore, although the boundaries and gender
associations of the different spheres are represented in the textual sources as rigid, in the
reality of day-to-day practice they are likely to have been blurred by the behaviour of
individuals. The right to leave their homes for specific purposes and to move around the
city’s civic spaces gave women a potential basis for challenging the cultural ideology,53

and in fact criticism of women for leaving their homes too much is something of a
literary topos, while women at windows and doors are also a subject of interest for
vase-painters.54 At the same time, however, such challenges may have been limited by
the goals of the women themselves: in contemporary societies subscribing to ideals of
female seclusion, some women have reportedly commented positively that seclusion
brings freedom from the need to work outside the home and is a symbol of status
and wealth.55 In the ancient Greek context, too, it is possible that some women, at
least, may have had an ambivalent attitude, seeing an advantage in colluding with men
to maintain an ideology of female seclusion, while at the same time stretching the
boundaries of that ideology in their daily lives. There was thus considerable scope
for individual agency in determining a course between these alternatives. Similarly,
the organisation of space within the house itself, with its potential for monitoring
movement, suggests that members of the household, including men when they were at
home, and even perhaps neighbours, may have been aware of anyone entering, leaving
or moving around the house.

Thus it seems possible that there was a level of collusion on the part of both men
and women to ensure, first, that an appearance of modesty was upheld, but that, second,
women were in reality able to leave the house more freely than the ideal may have
suggested, in order to carry out the full range of duties necessary for the maintenance
of the household and its relationship with the wider community. A similar form of
collusion, which preserved male prestige in the public sphere while allowing women
power at home, was observed by anthropologists working in the Mediterranean during
the mid-twentieth century; at the same time, a disjunction between verbal articulation
and actual social behaviour has been noted in cross-cultural research on the use of
space.56
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Implications: Late Archaic and Early Classical Athens in a broader
geographical and chronological context

The wider implications of this argument for other periods and communities are difficult
to assess. Studies of Greek social relationships have frequently drawn on material from
several centuries or more, which have been conflated to produce a composite, static
picture. There is, however, some evidence that social expectations – and patterns of
behaviour – changed significantly through time. I have argued elsewhere that major
alterations in the organisation of domestic space during the sixth and fifth centuries
suggest a corresponding change in the behaviour of individual household members
and an increasing sensitivity to issues of gender.57 Shifts in the relationship between
the two sexes have also emerged from studies of other forms of evidence. For ex-
ample, Matthew Dillon has highlighted the way in which inscriptions on dedications
from women which were left on the Athenian Akropolis changed radically from the
period before 480 BCE, when women made offerings in their own right, through the
period from 480 to 450 BCE, when they were always identified by a patronymic, to
the period after c.450 BCE, when only dedications by men are recorded.58 Similarly,
Llewellyn-Jones has argued that a fuller form of head covering became more com-
mon during the fourth century BCE and interprets this as indicative of new patterns
in female behaviour.59 Such evidence demonstrates a need for sensitivity to the way
in which behavioural ideals and patterns of activity may have altered over a period
of a few generations, requiring close scrutiny of the chronological context of our
material.

The extent to which conclusions drawn on the basis of the Athenian material
can be applied to other Greek cities is also unclear. Archaeological evidence sug-
gests that by the fifth century BCE, houses across the Greek world were shaped by
similar cultural expectations about appropriate patterns of behaviour for their inhab-
itants.60 Athens was, nevertheless, exceptional in many ways. The rich textual and
iconographic evidence used in this paper is not available for other Greek commun-
ities, making it difficult to explore potential congruences and conflicts between dom-
inant ideologies and day-to-day patterns of behaviour in those contexts. At the same
time, the sheer scale of the city of Athens, and also, perhaps, its severe limitation
of women’s legal rights, render the situation there potentially rather different from
other communities. At a more basic level, there are also likely to have been contrasts
between such a large, irregularly planned city and smaller, grid-planned commun-
ities, in the extent to which discrete neighbourhoods formed within the larger urban
context.

Closer attention to the architecture of Greek cities, viewing them as lived spaces
rather than as composed of isolated monuments, should begin to reveal some of these
patterns. It will be particularly important to integrate the study of civic and domestic
spaces into a single connected whole: at a theoretical level, study of the relationship
between the two in the context of the broader ideological system of the polis can inform
our understanding of both spheres. From a more practical perspective, such integration
should also enable communication routes and the structuring of neighbourhoods to
be studied alongside the distribution and accessibility of different functional areas.
Such work can be done retrospectively at a few extensively investigated sites, using
published data (an aim of my own ongoing research), but much more could be learned
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through new excavations with these questions in mind, paying close attention to, for
example, artefact assemblages and their distributions, which should reveal more about
patterns of activities and the identities of those carrying them out.

The material remains of Greek cities therefore represent a potentially rich source
of evidence about the gendering of civic space. In this paper, I have only begun to
explore in a preliminary way a few of the complex issues and data-sets available for
such an investigation, but I hope I have shown that bringing different sources into
dialogue offers the prospect of a much richer and more nuanced picture, highlighting
some of the ways in which women were able to navigate and negotiate the civic space
of Greek cities.
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Attica’, in Robin Hägg (ed.), The Role of Religion in the Early Greek Polis (Stockholm: Paul Åstroms
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