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Helen, the SPartan queen whose abduction bg Paris the Prince of Troy ignitec{ the ten—gcar—long Trojan War, may
be rcgarclecl as the femme fatale par excellence. The Prominencc of Helen's images in the Greek tradition is as
notable as their complcxitg and ambiguitg. A]ongsicle commonPlacc condemnations of Helen as the cause of a
clcvastating war, there are also cncluring efforts to exonerate, to rcclccm, and even to exalt her act. Ancient China
had its own lore of femmes fatales. The fall of each of the three earliest Chinese clgnastics is blamed on a woman,
the evil consort of the last monarch. Thejuclgmcnt Passed on the three women in the sources is invariab]9 negative,
and their stories are routinclg invoked as cautionary lessons for later rulers and noble houses about the Potential
clangcrs of female beautg. Whereas the inc]ctcrminacg of Helen’s images Pcr[:)ctuatccl over time and became ever
more elusive with the Prolhccration of rePrcscntations, the Portragals of the three classical Chinese femmes fatales
conformed to one broad pattern that was onlg clarified and reinforced with the multil:)lication of texts. In this talk, |
shall illustrate the contrastjust laid out and attempt to cxPiain how it came into being, tl’wcrcbg illuminating some
imPortant differences between the conce[:)tions of bcaut9 and the contexts and functions of ]iterarg and historical

writings in the two ancient societies.

Yiqun Zhou is Associate Professor in the Dcpartment of East Asian Languages and Cultures (and, bg courtesy, of
Classics) at Stanford University. Her research interests include comParativc studies of China and Greece as well as
Chinese and comParativc women’s historg, carig Chinese literature and historg, and Chinese and English fiction
(1600-1900). Her recent Publica’cions include is Festivals, Feasts, and Gender Relations in Ancient China and
Greece. (New York: Cambridgc Univcrsitg Press, 2010) and “SPa’cial Mctal:)hors and Women’s Rcligious Activities in
Ancient China and Greece,” in Shubha Pathak, ed., F guring Rcllglbns: Comloaring Ideas, Images, and Activties.
(A”Jangz SUNY Press, 201%).
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