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  Although cooking has been regarded as a basic feminine domestic labour, with male labour displayed 

in the public space, there is little literary mention of the activities of ancient Greek women in the kitchen. As a 

consequence, the question of the presence of women at symposia or at private meals has been widely debated 

within the gender studies field, with scholars such as John Wilkins
1
 or Andrew Dalby

2
 arguing that women did 

not eat along with men, although they cooked meals. However this perspective has not adequately addressed the 

issue of the absence of women as cooks in ancient Greek literature. My paper addresses the portrayal of women 

as extraordinary chefs, with special attention to their skills resulting in the corruption of the principle of sharing 

of the food or of the purpose of cooking altogether. Thus, I will examine the examples of Medea in Simonides 

and Ovid and that of Praxagora in Aristophane’s Ecclesiazusae, to highlight how both women corrupt a process 

that not only concerns the culinary but also the social and the political realms. In other words, I will discuss the 

political concerns of cooking and how it can be used as a means of unsettling gender and social status 

determined hierarchies. I argue that the absence of women engaged in culinary activities in Greek ancient 

literature and their occasional portrayal in an association of cooking with magic is to be regarded as a sign of the 

need of male control over the sensitive and critical domain of the daily life which is food. In conclusion, by 

closely examining the interference between gender and cooking, my paper sheds new light on the rarely 

acknowledged issue of women as both nurturing and disturbing culinary agents in Ancient Greece.  

 

1. Attitudes towards women, food and cooking in Classical Greece 

 

 There is very little proof of women’s participation or mere presence in the kitchen in Greek literature. 

It is as if to Ancient Greeks, what women did or did not do in this domain was not as important as to take the 

time to write about it. We are left with a series of questions regarding this absence: were women really not as 

involved in the preparation of food as they have been for the past centuries? Or were their actions in the kitchen 

as concealed as their actions in the gynaecium? Scholars such as John Wilkins or Andrew Dalby consider that 

while women did not eat along with men, they did cooked meals. So why is there such a silence in Greek 

literature regarding what and how they cooked?  And what does this say about women’s social status?  

One clue allowing us to address these questions is the literary representations and constructions of 

women’s diets. As Janick Auberger has shown, food is a social, ethnical and cultural marker.
3
 Thus, whether 

one was a man or a woman, a young or an elder, a rich or a poor, his or her relation to food in terms of access, 

needs and normalised diet were different. For instance, Aristotle argued that females needed less food than 

males,
4
 while most of the medicinal treaties would entice the need to control girls’ and women’s appetite by 

avoiding serving them too replenishing food and forbidding them to drink wine. The consequences of such an 

inadequate diet would have been a far more important sexual appetite than that which was needed to conceive 

children. Indeed, Rufus of Ephesus advises against giving meat or other very nourishing foods to young girls, 

because the extra weight they’d gain by consuming them would arouse their sexual desire faster,
5
 id est faster 

than a marriage would/could be consumed. Although such attitudes towards female sexual desire are the norm in 

the Greek literary landscape, we cannot know whether these dispositions concerning diet were followed as such 

and if they were, by what part of the population.  

 So if women were expected to eat less, does this mean they did not have access to food resources at all? 

While controlling female appetite may have been associated with the need to control female desire, other more 

practical reasons may have influenced or limited women’s access to food. For example, in an analysis of food 

and society in antiquity, Peter Garnsey
6
 has shown that the allocation of food within the family could have had a 

                                                           
1
 John Wilkins, The Boastful chef. The Disourse of Food in Ancient Greek Comedy, p. 43. 

2 Andrew Dalby, Siren feasts : a history of food and gastronomy in Greece, p. 27. 
3 Janick Auberger, Manger en Grèce classique. La nourriture, ses plaisirs et ses contraintes, p. 168. 
4 Aristotle, HA 608, b, 14-15. 
5 Rufus of Ephebus cf Oribasius, Liber Incertus, 18, 10 and 12. 
6 Peter Garnsey, Food and society in classical antiquity, p. 101. 
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functional and physiological explanation, where the needs of the individual intersected with the needs of the 

family. Thus, access to food was most probably based in coordination with the productivity of each individual, 

and the larger share went to the more productive, i.e. men. However, other criteria such as cultural factors like 

social status or gender and the need to control resources may have interfered with the latter.  

Or, ever since the Archaic period, women were presented as a menace to the household because of their 

uncontrollable appetite. See for example, Semonides of Amorgos, who depicts such women as the one who 

“eats all day, all night – she eats everything in sight, in every room”
7
, and concludes that “A man who’s with a 

woman can’t get through a single day without a troubled mind. He’ll never banish Hunger from his house: 

unwelcome, hateful lodger, hostile god.”
8
 It appears thus that a woman’s access to food was related to her status 

in the house: a young girl would have had a less advantageous position, as she was not the one controlling 

resources and as a strictly controlled diet might have been motivated by the need to refrain premature sexual 

impulses. However an adult woman, mostly the wife, would have been in a better position to access and even 

take part in the distribution of food, especially if she partook in the agricultural production, as this was possible 

in the rural areas. Yet, this may also mean that any negligence or misstep in the managing of food would have 

endangered the equilibrium of nutrition in the oikos. Moreover, Peter Garnsey considers that in the upper class, 

women didn’t have autonomous access and did not interfere in the process of distribution of food, as in bigger 

households certain slaves were designed as primarily involved in the cooking and the presence of a male cook, 

as suggested by comic figures, would have restrained women’s access to food resources.
9
 Scholars such as 

Robin Osborne and Joan Burton have shown, women did have access to sacrifices regardless of their 

married/widowed status
10

 and they even enjoyed public and private symposiums, were they took part in mixed 

or female commensality.
11

 Yet, as they were not involved in the actual sacrifice ritual and in the cooking – even 

the sacrifice for the Thesmophories was realised by a man
12

 - we have to bear in mind that their access to food 

was in fact, controlled, by men. 

 

2. Why is the cook so important?  

 

So if the kitchen was a restricted area for women, who cooked? During the 5
th

 century BC, a new 

character, the mageiros, made his entrance on the Athenian comic scene. His duties circumscribed three roles: 

that of the butcher dismembering slain animals, that of the merchant who sold meat in the market, and finally 

that of the cook who could be employed in the kitchen to prepare a private feast. All three areas of exercise 

could be assured by the same individual. How many of these mageiros were women? Almost none; women 

could not perform a sacrifice. As we can read in one of the few fragments that we have from Pherekrates, a 5
th

 

century BC comedy author, “nobody had ever seen a woman butcher (mageirainan) nor indeed a fish-seller.
13

 

Pherekrates opposed thus the non-existent woman butcher to the equally gender defying man who is selling 

perfume. It seems that professional occupations were also determined on the basis of gender and while it was 

possible yet unusual for a man to be “selling perfume, establishing a meeting place for young men to chatter”
14

, 

the existence of the contrary, i.e. a woman butcher, was impossible. I thus agree with John Wilkins, who 

considers that there was “a gender differential in that no female protagonist prepares food with her own hands in 

Old Comedy”.
15

 This might have been, he adds, because the mageiros had a quasi-sacred role based on sacrifice, 

or because the protagonist, albeit a woman, was too high in the social order to perform “menial” task. Yet, I 

would argue that the opposition between the man selling perfume and the woman butcher clearly suggests that 

this had more to do with gender identity than with social status. Thus, based on what we know of the ancient 

Greek attitude towards women, food and all sorts of female appetites, it may simply be that the kitchen and the 

manipulation of food would not have been the place or the activity for a woman, at least not in their public 

dimension.  

We also must observe the evolution of the character of the mageiros on the Attic scene: from the 

mageiros who was essential to the ritual sacrifice, he became an alazon, a boaster convinced of his own 

importance and mocked by other characters. And while his boasting was a source of comedy itself, it is also a 

clue of why cooking was so important to the Greek and why anyone could not become a cook. Cooking gave 

                                                           
7Semonides, Women, 47-48. Translation and notes copyright 1995 Diane Arnson Svarlien, 
http://www.stoa.org/diotima/anthology/sem_7.shtml. 
8  Idem, 101-104. 
9 Garnsey, Op.cit., p. 110. 
10 Robin Osborne, “Women and sacrifice in Classical Greece”, p. 392-405. 
11 Joan Burton, “Women’s commensality in Ancient Greek World”, p. 143-163. 
12 J. Auberger, Op. cit., p. 186. 
13 Pherekrates, The Kitchen of the All-night Festival, fr. 70, in Ian C. Storey,  Fragments of Old Comedy, Volume II: Diopeithes to 

Pherecrates, p. 450-451. 
14 Ibidem. 
15 Wilkins, Op. cit., p. 377. 
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power, and Aristophanes shows in several of his comedies how important were the stakes of this activity. For 

example, in the Knights, the Sausage Seller boils up Demos and rejuvenates him: 

Ἀλλαντοπώλης 
εὐφημεῖν χρὴ καὶ στόμα κλῄειν καὶ μαρτυριῶν ἀπέχεσθαι,  

καὶ τὰ δικαστήρια συγκλῄειν οἷς ἡ πόλις ἥδε γέγηθεν,  

ἐπὶ καιναῖσιν δ᾽ εὐτυχίαισιν παιωνίζειν τὸ θέατρον. 

Χορός 
ὦ ταῖς ἱεραῖς φέγγος Ἀθήναις καὶ ταῖς νήσοις ἐπίκουρε,  

1320τίν᾽ ἔχων φήμην ἀγαθὴν ἥκεις, ἐφ᾽ ὅτῳ κνισῶμεν ἀγυιάς; 

Ἀλλαντοπώλης 
τὸν Δῆμον ἀφεψήσας ὑμῖν καλὸν ἐξ αἰσχροῦ πεποίηκα. 

Sausage-Seller 
Solemnly 

Maintain a holy silence! Keep your mouths from utterance! call no more witnesses; close these 

tribunals, which are the delight of this city, and gather at the theatre to chant the Paean of 

thanksgiving to the gods for a fresh favour. 

Leader of the Chorus 
Oh! torch of sacred Athens, saviour of the Islands, what good tidings are we to celebrate by letting 

the blood of the victims flow in our market-places? 

Sausage-Seller 
I have freshened Demos up somewhat on the stove and have turned his ugliness into beauty.

16
 

    

In this satire of the Athenian political life, the sausage-seller Agoracritus competes with Cleon, a 

demagogic character inspired by the real politician Cleon, in order to gain the confidence of the old Demos, a 

character that represents the Athenian people. By rejuvenating Demos, the sausage-seller proves to be a better 

protector of the polis than the corrupt Cleon. At the end of the play, Agoracritus and Cleon exchange their 

fonctions, with Cleon condemned to sell sausages at the gates of the city. Thus, the mastery of cookery can 

allow a man of low status to access a better social and political position. In the Acharnians and in Peace as well, 

sexual intercourse is presented in terms which merge sexual submission of women into sacrificial cooking, from 

which the protagonist emerges rejuvenated.
17

 So, it’s no longer about just feeding and filling hungry and empty 

stomachs, but cooking reveals its full importance with its fantastic results: the rejuvenation of the protagonist. 

This gives the boastful cook a new aura of magic and proves him to be essential to the story. Extensive power 

and almost an allure of divinity came upon the cook who succeeds and manages to prove the restorative function 

of food, like the cook in Philemon’s Soldier who boasts about the dish he made : “I have discovered 

immortality: those who are already dead, when they so much as sniff it I make them live again”.
18

 

 

3. Medea’s magic cooking  

 

 And yet, the archetype of the powerful, skilled and magician cook is a woman, and not even a Greek 

one. The myth of Medea’s kill of Pelias and the rejuvenation of Aeson may have constituted the inspiration for 

Aristophanes’ boiling of Demos and other episodes where the hero is rejuvenated through the food he eats. 

There are several versions of the myth, the most ancient being the Nostoi, a lost epic cycle of which we conserve 

some fragments: “she transformed Aeson into a beautiful young man, after she erased his old age, thanks to her 

scientific knowledge, by cooking in the gold lebes a certain amount of drugs”.
19

 This 7
th

 century BC version of 

the myth was revisited by Ovid in his Metamorphosis. In both cases, Medea’s cauldron serves as a mere utensil 

in which the sorceress prepares her magic philtre. The roman author describes the magic ingredients: 

 

 “Meanwhile a potent mixture is heating in a bronze cauldron set on the flames, bubbling, and 

seething, white with turbulent froth. She boils there, roots dug from a Thessalian valley, seeds, 

                                                           
16 Aristophanes, Knights, 1316-21. 
17 J. Wilkins, Op. cit., p. 388. 
18 Philemon, The Soldier, fr. 82., cf. Alan H. Sommerstein, Greek Drama and Dramatists, p. 182. 
19 Nostoi, fr. 6, Kinkel/Davies. 
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flowerheads, and dark juices. She throws in precious stones searched for in the distant east, and 

sands that the ebbing tide of ocean washes. She adds hoar-frost collected by night under the moon, 

the wings and flesh of a vile screech-owl, and the slavering foam of a sacrificed were-wolf, that 

can change its savage features to those of a man. She does not forget the scaly skin of a 

thin Cinyphian water-snake, the liver of a long-lived stag, the eggs and the head of a crow that has 

lived for nine human life-times.”
20

 

 

After sacrificing a black-fleeced sheep and making libations of wine and milk, Medea starts preparing 

her philtre. The entire scene is extra-ordinary for, not only the preparation of the drugs resembles cooking and 

resorts to using kitchen instruments, but Medea acts herself as the mageiros when she sacrifices the sheep, like 

no Greek woman would. Thus, while this magic ritual is similar to cooking, being preceded by a sacrifice and 

requiring the use of a cauldron, its deployment is built as an unfolding of exceptional characters: the mageiros 

who sacrifices is Medea, a Barbarian woman; the ingredients of the mixture boiling in the cauldron are not 

necessarily edible: roots, seeds, flower heads, dark juices, stones, sands, hoarfrost, owl flesh, wear-wolf, snake 

skin, stag liver, crow eggs and head. Medea’s concoction is supposed to ensure immortality, but in order to 

reach its purpose, she has to deflect the normative usages and functions, even though her gestures - sacrificing, 

cooking - appear as common. Finally, the use of the mixture is extra-ordinary by itself: Aeson does not drink it, 

nor does he use it to anoint himself. Even if he would, he cannot, as he is profoundly asleep during the whole 

ritual. It is Medea who gives him the potion, by slitting his throat open and pouring it inside in order to replace 

his blood.
21

 This particular way of administrating the drug furthers it from food. Thus, the product made in the 

cauldron does not revive the dead through its odour, like the delicious fish did in Philemon’s Soldier, nor 

through its taste. Whereas, like food, this concoction is absorbed and nourishes the body from the inside, its 

administration, ensuring a direct contact with the flesh itself, demonstrates how the process of cooking and 

nourishing is corrupted by Medea.  

Other versions of this myth cite the rejuvenation of Jason who was, himself, cooked by Medea, as the 

argument to Euripides’ Medea affirms it: “Pherecydes and Simonides say in which manner Medea rejuvenated 

Jason, after she boiled him”
22

. But Euripides introduces a new variant of the myth in his Peliads play (455 BC), 

with Medea deceiving Pelias’ daughters that she will rejuvenate the king only to kill him. Although lost to us, a 

resume of this tragedy can be found in Moses of Choren’s third book of Progymnasmata: 

 

“She managed, through her perfidious advices, to persuade the king’s daughters, by emphasizing 

their father’s old age and lack of male heir who could succeed him and inherit the royal power. If 

you wish, I can show you your father rejuvenated. In saying so, she showed them how, as an 

example, this would happened. She took a ram, chopped it, put it in a cauldron and set the fire 

underneath it. Through the boiling that took place in the cauldron, she showed the ram agitate as 

though he was alive. Having thus deceived the king’s daughters, she chopped Pelias, put him in 

the cauldron, where he was left without anything happening.”
23

 

 

Again, Medea acts as a mageiros: she sacrifices the ram and uses its meat to cook it in her cauldron. In 

Ovid’s version of the myth, a lamb jumps out of the cauldron – and this version is clearly older, as it is already 

depicted on 5
th

 century ceramics – in Euripides’ version he only agitates as if he were alive. With regeneration, 

the myth implies also an inversion of the cooking process: this time, the food that is cooked returns to its former 

state of living animal, so we can say that Medea strikingly corrupts the process in her extra-ordinary use of 

cooking. Again, she accomplishes the common gestures only to deviate a mechanism meant to ensure 

nourishment into an unhappy issue which prevents men from accessing food, in an inversion of gender based 

relations to food and diet. 

Finally, with Pelias’ treatment, Medea’s corruption of cooking reaches its apex. The exceptionality of 

her use of cooking and related utensil – the cauldron – becomes monstrous. The king himself is related to food, 

as he is subjected to the same operation as the old ram: he is chopped and thrown into the cauldron. The latter is, 

along with the sacrificial knife, no longer a utensil linked to kitchen and the culinary, but a weapon of murder. 

Furthermore, by choosing to throw Pelias’ remains into the cauldron, Medea not only deviates from the 

treatment of the dead, which supposes the exposure of the body until the funeral, but also invents a new sort of 

cooking, rejected by the Greek, which draws closer to cannibalism.  

Thus, in adopting one of men’s instruments, Medea intrudes a masculine sphere
24

 and transgresses 

gender based order. Her use of sacrifice, of cooking and of the cauldron constitutes a gradual rejection and 

                                                           
20 Ovid, Metamorphosis VII, 262-274.  
21 Idem, 287. 
22 Pherecydes, fr. 74. 
23 Moses of Cheron, Progymnasmata III. 
24 Michaël Martin, “ « Que la Cholchidienne fasse bouillir le chaudron d’airain » : Rôles et fonctions du chaudron de Médée”, p. 180. 
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deviation of the men’s cooking. From the use of inedible ingredients, to the regeneration of food to its former 

state of living animal and the quasi-cannibalistic cooking of Pelias, Medea shows how a woman, even if 

Barbarian, can corrupt the cooking process and turn it into a means of endangering nutrition of the city and a 

murder plan. 

 

4. The woman protagonist and food sharing 

 

We have seen that the mageiros is closely involved in organising the feast, meaning that not only he 

assumed the role of the cook, but he probably ensured the distribution of food. I cannot conclude this paper 

without briefly analysing an exceptional case where the protagonist of a comedy who is involved in the 

distribution of food through a public feast is an Athenian woman. The heroin in question is Praxagora who, in 

Aristophanes’ Ecclesiazusae, leads a women’s assembly and through the means of cross-dressing, manages to 

enter the real Athenian Assembly, give a speech, and determine the citizen to vote for the entrusting of political 

power to women. As an immediate consequence, the social order that the government of men ensured is 

profoundly modified. 

In order to convince men, Praxagora and her accomplices must resemble to and act like men. They have 

to integrate the masculine practices and reconstitute, through a process of learning, what is a man from a political 

point of view. But only Praxagora succeeds and is able to talk like a man. And when she does, she uses the 

opportunity to praise women’s exemplary conduit, offering a series of examples, among which their talent in the 

kitchen: “the women sit down to cook, just as they always did, […] they knead their cakes just as they always 

did.”
25

 Thus, it takes a woman, who pretends to be a man, for us to find out that women cooked in times of war, 

just as they always did. But, let us rest assured, it is not for their talent as cooks that women deserve to rule 

Athens, but because of their stability, as they still drink wine as they always did, and they still receive their 

lovers in the house, as they always did…  

However, if Praxagora succeeds and fools everyone, it is not because she has become a man. It is her 

ruse (metis), her art of imitation (mimetis) and her persuasion (peito), all feminine qualities, that make it possible 

for her to convince the citizen. Also, her own rhetorical qualities allow her to captivate and convince her 

audience
26

, be it feminine or masculine. Cross-dressing is just a way to conceal her feminine gender, but her 

actions and her success are based more on her feminine know-how than on the acquisition of a masculine 

behaviour, especially if we take into consideration that her talent consists of denaturing the political game.
27

 

Her decision is feared by Blepyros, Praxagora’s husband, who acknowledges women as the ones that 

control resources and who fears that men’s access to food will be conditioned by their accomplishment of their 

duty: to have sex with their wives.
28

 Again, food and sex are related, but this time it is no longer women how 

must be controlled, it is men who are controlled and must abide to women’s sexual desire. Yet, Praxagora’s plan 

is to equally share all resources among the members of the city through a system of making every property 

common to all.
29

 Among these resources, that everyone will have in the amount he or she needs, the protagonist 

names several foods: bread, salt-fish, cakes, chick-pease. The inversion of the decisional power relation in the 

polis results thus in an equitable distribution of food by comforting each individual’s needs.  

In Praxagora’s new world, food becomes a central point of coercion. While Blepyros fears that it might 

be conditioned by the accomplishment of sexual favours, his wife sets up a system of pittances, a daily portion of 

food, that might be reduced for those who do not respect the new order. Thus, punishment passes through the 

belly,
30

 as the heroin emphasizes it. Moreover, the city itself is converted into a huge household, where 

Praxagora acts as the protagonist who ensures everyone’s nutrition, if not by cooking, at least by organizing food 

distribution: “Athens will become nothing more than a single house, in which everything will belong to 

everyone; so that everybody will be able to go from one house to another at pleasure.”
31

 This also means that 

meals will be served in common, in the law-courts and the porticoes turned into dining-halls, as a way to make 

commensality available to everyone. Moreover, Praxagora acts as an impartial distributer, assuring Blepyros that 

no one will leave the feast until he has drank well, meaning that everyone should be satisfied.  

The feast itself is soon announced by the herald, a woman: 

 

“Let all citizens [835] come, let them hasten at our leader's bidding! It is the new law. The lot 

will teach each citizen where he is to dine; the tables are already laid and loaded with the most 

exquisite dishes; [840] the couches are covered with the softest of cushions; the wine and water are 

                                                           
25 Aristophanes, Ecclesiazusae, 220 and 223. 
26 K. S. Rothwell Jr., Politics and Persuasion in Aristophanes Ecclesiazusae, p. 47. 
27 S. Saïd, « L’Assemblée des Femmes : les femmes, l’économie et la politique », p. 41. 
28 Aristophanes, Ecclesiazusae, 465-470. 
29Idem, 596-600. 
30 Idem, 665. 
31 Idem, 674-675. 
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already being mixed in the ewers; the slaves are standing in a row and waiting to pour scent over 

the guests; the fish is being grilled, the hares are on the spit and the cakes are being kneaded, 

chaplets are being plaited and the fritters are frying; [845] the youngest women are watching the 

pea-soup in the saucepans, and in the midst of them all stands Smoeus, dressed as a knight, 

washing the crockery.”
32

 

 

Her speech is a judicious testimony to Praxagora’s ambition of equitable food distribution in the 

polis/household and the meeting of everyone’s personal nourishment needs. The feast is remarkable because of 

its luxury (the exquisite dishes, the soft cushions, the scent poured on guests) but also by the mention of young 

women surveying the pea-soup and of a man, Smoeus, who has been assigned the task of washing the dishes. 

Again, we face an inversion of roles in the kitchen: women cook, men assist them.  

Although the herald doesn’t make any mention of it, a man who is inventorying his belongings in order 

to offer them to the state believes that giving up his property is a pre-requisite to assisting to the feast. He thus 

tries to convince his unwilling neighbour that he must give up his belongings to the state. The neighbour 

however has already came with a way of trespassing the new order and says he will sneak into the feast or wait 

by the entrance and steal dishes as they are brought in. This shows that although Praxagora has hoped for an 

equitable system of food sharing, all the parameters of the system cannot be controlled and the system itself is 

vulnerable, as abolishing all property does not automatically abolish individuality and free will. Moreover, this 

demonstrates the irreducible characteristic of food as resource that one must work or fight for in order to obtain 

it, as the equitable distribution is disowned by one of its targets.  

Even if Praxagora’s plan meets with mesmerising success, we must not forget that the tone has been set 

from the beginning of the play on the extraordinary. It is not as an ordinary woman that the protagonist can 

access the assembly and determine the citizen to vote in favour of a shifting of decisional power towards women. 

It is neither as man, as we have seen that despite adopting a series of male identity markers (the cloak, the beard, 

the body hair, the male “speech”), her plan succeeds because of such qualities as mimesis, metis and persuasion 

that are mostly associated with women. So, it is as an extraordinary dictator and protagonist that she assumes the 

role of a mageiros, which consists this time not in sacrificing, but in organising the feast and ensuring the 

equitable distribution of food, in accordance to everyone’s needs. The inversion of gender roles is here evident, 

especially with the mention of Smoeus, dressed like a knight, who washes the dishes. Thus, Praxagora does not 

institute a new order, but only unfolds the ancient one, providing a frame where status and gender no longer 

constitute criteria in the distribution of food. But this is only possible through the abolishment of individual 

property and the redistribution of resources, which can be also acknowledged as an attack to individual identity 

and free will.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

While it may be likely that women were indeed involved in cooking and were not banned from 

kitchens, Greek classical literature has passed their activities under silence. Of course, we must question what 

part of the discourse that represents women as extra-ordinary mageiroi is linked to historic reality. Likewise, we 

must wonder whether women had so many food restrictions as depicted in the medical treaties or if their diet can 

be nuanced by its corroboration with social status and age. However, the exceptionality of women’s presence in 

the cooking and the distribution of food in Greek classical literature and beyond may suggest that indeed, food 

was far too important of a resource to be left under the control of women alone, at least in the case of social 

elites. The absence of women engaged in culinary activities in Greek ancient literature and their occasional 

portrayal in an association of cooking with magic or social disorder can be regarded as a sign of the need of male 

control over the sensitive and critical domain of the daily life which is food. In Greek literature, women appear 

as both nurturing and disturbing culinary agents. Medea can distort the use of ingredients, of utensils and of 

cooking itself to appear as a nurturing figure that rejuvenates and regenerates loved ones. But she can also twist 

the processes of cooking by integrating ingredients that no longer give food restorative properties, but associate 

it with cannibalism. This ambivalence between the nourishing and the disturbing sides also appears in the case of 

Praxagora. While she gives life to the metaphor of the household-polis and strives to ensure an equitable food 

distribution that ignores functional, gender or status criteria, she appears also as destructive, as she has to abolish 

individual property first in order to reorganise food and other resources distribution. By doing so, she appears 

also as a menace to individual free-will.  

The ambivalence of women, gracious and insatiable creatures at the same time, is a topos in Greek 

literature. It is thus no wonder that a domain that would be primarily associated to them is subjected to the same 

pattern. After all, the dominant speech was thus comforted in its primary assumption that women, as such, must 

always be subjected to male control. 

                                                           
32 Aristophanes, Ecclesiazusae, 835-846. 
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