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attempted to harm the stepson; but it is equally possible that the leeches came
from another source entirely; the stepmother may have given the young man a
posset to alleviate his symptoms, after which he chose to claim that she tried to
harm him. This survey of possibilities is Watson’s; no conclusion can be
reached because of the nature of the evidence.

In fact, because there were no thrones at stake, contemporary Athenian be-
havior bore little resemblance to the stepfamily conflicts outlined in the myths.
There was no right of primogeniture in Athenian inheritance laws, so there was
no particular material advantage in a stepmother’s ridding herself of a stepson.
As for the “amorous stepmother,” while Athenian marriage practices made it
likely that second wives were often close in age to the offspring of their
husbands’ first marriages, there simply is no evidence in the S5th and 4th
centuries BCE for such intrafamilial romantic triangles. It is at this point that
Watson posits a bias and questions its origins, turning to modern sociological
studies of the stepfamily to shed light on the problem. Careful to “make the due
allowance for differences in social mores,” she wishes to see the emotions and
tensions of the modern stepfamily “to have existed in Athens as well” (73). As
she admits in her own note to this statement, however, the evidence, which was
scanty enough when just pressed for the existence of step-relationships, yields
nothing about emotion. Furthermore, due to the restrictive nature of respectable
women’s lives in Athens, we can know nothing of their feelings in these
matters. Finally, the demographic differences between ancient stepfamilies and
modern ones (modern stepmothers are less likely to be quite so close in age to
their stepchildren; ancient stepfathers were less likely to share a household with
their stepchildren, etc.) make the cross-cultural comparison tenuous at best.

Watson finds that the Romans refined the portrait of the malevolent step-
mother in their literature. Stepmothers appear as characters at least 21 times in
the extant Roman declamatory collections (93). Again, we are dealing with the
literary stereotypes, rather than the historical evidence, but we see more poison-
ers in the Roman literature, and more attempts to disinherit rather than to murder
a stepson. Phaedra shows up in Ovid and Propertius, where she is linked with
the venefica noverca (2.1.51); Watson sees Seneca as much more sympathetic to
Phaedra than Euripides had been, and notes that in Roman terms, a relationship
between Phaedra and Hippolytus would have been incest, technically, where in
Athens it would not have been. The stepmother par excellence in Roman litera-
ture, however, is Juno. Watson devotes some 15 pages to careful readings of
Juno in the two Hercules plays of the Senecan corpus; she assumes the Oetaeus
to be Senecan, a question she admits is far from settled. In reading the two plays
as a progressive triumph of Stoic virtus over furor, Watson claims that the
prominence of the saeva noverca theme is appropriate because “the stereotypical
stepmother encapsulates those qualities thought to be essentially feminine: emo-
tional instability, lack of self-restraint, jealousy and treacherousness” (128).

When she turns to the evidence for “Stepmothers in Roman Life,” Watson
is somewhat less constrained than she was in her chapter on Athens. Roman law
made the possibility of stepmothers quite common, as children remained with
their fathers in the event of either death or divorce. The age differences between
husbands and wives, as in Athens, made it likely that stepmothers and sons were
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coeval, but the Augustan marriage legislation specifically made such a union in-
cestum (137). Again, the historical evidence for the “amorous stepmother” is as
scanty in Rome as it was in Athens; the relative prevalence of the theme in liter-
ature, however, may reflect the “perceived danger” in these common situations of
remarriage. The last part of this chapter, in which Watson surveys the burial in-
scriptions for the inclusion or exclusion of step-relations in the family tomb, is
one of the most interesting and important parts of the book. Its usefulness is en-
hanced by the collection Watson makes in Appendix Four. The last of the central
chapters of the book combines the features of the literary and historical consider-
ations of Roman stepmothers by looking at the cases of Livia, Agrippina and
Octavia, who, while being historical figures, are nonetheless used as literary
stereotypes. Octavia, of course, is particularly remarkable in that she becomes a
paradigm of virtue because of her role as a stepmother.

Watson’s Ancient Stepmothers is an admirable effort to collect and evaluate
the evidence about a family role that has suffered bias from ancient world to our
own. The appendices, in which Watson has carefully catalogued The Stepmother
Myths and their sources (One), Origins of the Stepmother Myths (Two), The
Stepmother in the Folktale (Three) and Establishing a List of Inscriptions
(Four), are not only essential to her own analysis, but are a great service to other
scholars who may be interested in the figure of the stepmother. While accessible
to the general reader, with all quotations from ancient sources offered in both the
original language and translation, this is more a book for specialists, and a wel-
come addition to the growing emphasis on family studies in the social history of
the ancient world.
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