Theseus and the Sow of Krommyon

Late in the 6th century at Athens, the city adopted Theseus as its own, and the red figure vase painters began introducing a range of new representations of the hero’s mythological biography.  Prominent among these new scenes is Theseus’ passage from Troizen, where he was born, to Athens where he will identify himself as the son of Aegeus and claim his right to the throne.  As many scholars have noticed, Theseus is nearly always represented as an ephebe, beardless and engaged in contests of strength and cunning.  He is an ephebe during the sixth century when he is known only as the slayer of the Minotaur, and he remains an ephebe during the fifth century as he makes his way from Troizen to Athens.   Some scholars have understood Theseus as the youthful embodiment of the new democracy (his pose on the vases resembled the famous statue of the tyrannicides) (Boardman 1982; Neils 1987; Shapiro 1990 & 1991), and I take no issue with this view, but I argue here that attention to the iconographic particulars suggests something more.


On the road to Athens, Theseus battles a series of antagonists, and all are male with the exception of one, a vicious sow.  The sow’s udders are a prominent feature of her anatomy on every vase and she is regularly attended by an old woman.  Theseus encounters her about mid-way on his journey in the region of Krommyon.

The appearance of the sow, remarkable as it is in itself, becomes even more interesting in light of the fact that the deeds of Theseus were modeled on the famous labors of Herakles.  Plutarch says so explicitly (Thes. 6), and the surviving archaeological evidence is clear.  Theseus and Herakles are posed in juxtaposition on many Attic vases, both black and red figure, and their adventures are paired in the architectural sculptures (metopes) of the Athenian Treasury at Delphi and the Hephaisteion at Athens.  As most scholars agree, Theseus’ sow of Krommyon was modeled on Herakles Erymanthian boar, but to my knowledge little has been made of the change in gender from male boar to emphatically female sow.  I argue that this iconographical innovation finds its explanation in the broader context of 5th century Athens itself where it was invented.

Theseus’ journey from Troizen to Athens, I argue, is a mythological expression of a young man’s ephebic passage, his departure from the oikos, where his mother’s authority prevailed, to the agora, the public sphere where he was to take his place among men.  Examination of the historical record suggests that during the fifth century the traditional division between the household and the male dominated world outside its walls had become significantly greater.  War caused men to become ever more absent and battle hardened to the point that, as Helene Foley put it, the household became the last bastion of compassion (Foley 2001).  One need only follow Thucydides’ chronicle of Athens’ cruel actions against its rebellious allies to document the city’s growing cruelty.  The reconciliation once achieved by Odysseus and Penelope has been replaced in the fifth century by the relations of men and women represented on the tragic stage.  Telemachos could once take his side by Odysseus with Penelope’s blessings; on the tragic stage, however, sons like Orestes are compelled to choose sides. 


In this context, I argue, Theseus’ passage from Troizen where he was raised to Athens where he is received by this father was a troubled one in which Theseus must slay the sow in token of his willingness to renounce his ties to the oikos.  At the same time, his battles against a series of male antagonists en route to Athens reveals his unspoken resistance to the male authority that demands such renunciation as the price of manhood.  Theseus appears as an ephebe following in the steps of Herakles, a youth emulating the actions of his mature male model, but for Theseus, particularly during the fifth century, the ties that bound him to the oikos stand in conflict with his wish to assume adult male status.  No young Athenian would have chosen to remain among the women, but I argue that none was able to make the passage to manhood without significant psychological conflict, and that it is in the realm of myth where shared cultural conflict finds expression.  
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