The Perigune Episode in Plutarch’s Theseus

Theseus is well-known for his sexual encounters with notable women such as Ariadne, Hippolyta/Antiope, Helen, and even Persephone, but in Plutarch’s Theseus we meet another victim of Theseus to whom little attention has been paid.

Plutarch is our only source for the character of Perigune, Sinis’ daughter, about whom he writes only briefly.  During his journey from Troezen to Athens, Theseus kills Perigune’s father at the Corinthian Isthmus.  Perigune then retreats to a thicket of thorny Asparagus where she begs the plants to save her.  Theseus has his first sexual encounter, and with it Plutarch sets the tone of subsequent encounters with females (Larmour, 1988).  Other details of the passage, however, do not easily serve this purpose.  Like Perigune herself, the consequences of their meeting are, at least for us, mysterious.  For example, Plutarch mentions Ioxos, son of Melanippos and grandchild of Theseus and Perigune, only in connection with his establishment of the custom of worshipping asparagus in a nameless Carian apoikia.  This reiterates the circumstances of Perigune’s fleeing Theseus and swearing an oath to these plants, that they would be honored if they saved her (Plutarch. Theseus. 8.3-6). Furthermore, this etiology of asparagus-worship calls to mind Apollo’s chasing Daphne in Ovid’s Metamorphoses - an etiology of the holiness of the laurel.
In another passage, from Coniugalia Praecepta, Plutarch writes of a Boiotian custom where the bride is crowned with asparagus.  The asparagus is a symbol of the paradoxical nature of marriage itself; it bears the sweetest fruit from the roughest thorn.  He goes on to say that those brides who do not endure the first moments with their new husband are like those who endure the sting of the bee without gaining the honey (Plutarch. Coniugalia Praecepta. 138D). Perigune, while hiding in the thicket, finds herself in a bittersweet situation similar to that of the Boiotian bride.  The Carian custom which results resonates with the newlywed’s paradox found in Coniugalia Praecepta.  Despite the fact that the plants did not save her, Plutarch emphasizes that they are nonetheless worshipped on the other side of the Aegean.  We are left to wonder why Plutarch chose to elaborate on specific details of the encounter while leaving others – such as the name of the colony - in obscurity.  These connections suggest that the Perigune episode may serve a more unique purpose than previously thought.
 In this paper, I argue the following: 1) Plutarch undoubtedly had access to an account of this episode more robust in detail than the one in his Theseus.  One tempting suggestion is the possibility of Attic Comic Fragments, such as Cratinus’ Runaway Women, serving as a source.  2) Plutarch treated this source selectively, emphasizing some elements, while omitting others; and, finally, 3) Although the Perigune episode in Plutarch’s Theseus is redacted, in some respects, to fit the comparative methodology of the Parellel Lives, all the details of their encounter cannot be said to support the agenda of the overall synkrisis of Theseus-Romulus.  These claims shall be supported by suggested interpretations of the passage, with a particular focus on the asparagus-worship and the unknown Carian colony.  On account of all its peculiarities, the Perigune episode takes on a parallel reality of its own, making a unique contribution to Theseus’ heroic cycle that has yet to be fully understood.
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