The Warren Cup: Fantasies of a Roman noble, or representations of reality?

There are many examples of literature and iconography that cover male sexuality and homoerotic scenes in the ancient world but one eye-catching and astounding piece is the Warren Cup (Williams, 2006). This essay will give a brief overview of the object and its background, focusing on how it relates to the study of gender issues as pertaining to the ancient world. Following this, the essay will examine how useful the piece is as a source of knowledge of gender. By looking at how academia has used this source, the essay concludes by explaining what the Warren Cup tells us about homoerotic life in the ancient world as well as how masculinity and gender was portrayed.
The cup, named after its first modern owner Edward Perry Warren, has been dated as from 5-15 AD and is of Roman origin, though the scenes it depicts are suggested to be from Greek culture. (Skinner, 2013). The luxuriously crafted cup was made from silver and designed for drinking at Roman dinner parties by the social elite. These parties may have involved lewdness between guests and would potentially have been a private affair not to be discussed outside of the group.
Though the cup was used for drinking wine, it was mostly intended to be admired. The construction of the cup was intricate and required expert handling to create. The silver would have been beaten into shape from the inside of the cup with the use of tools such as chisels and hammers and was made from five pieces in total (Williams, 2006). The main bowl would have been made first and then finished on the exterior with the figures in relief. A secondary plain inner bowl of silver designed to be easy to clean after use came next. The base, a foot and two handles were added to finish the piece though sadly the handles have been lost. (British Museum, 2014).
[image: ]A masterpiece of art, The Warren Cup is best known for the two scenes it depicts, one for each side of the cup. On side A (fig.1), an older bearded man (an erastes) lays down on a comfortable couch as a younger smooth faced boy (an eromenos) lowers himself down onto his lap to engage in anal sex. Another young boy, likely a slave, peeks voyeuristically at the couple from a partially opened door. Fig.1 Side A of the Warren Cup (Photo: Nguyen M, 2011)

The erastes is denoted as such by both the beard and the wearing of a wreath, symbolising his status as the active partner. Some argue that the myrtle wreath, a sign of victory in battle, was used as a visual pun to suggest that penetrating a boy was an “easy victory”. The boy here uses a sash or rope of sorts to help lower himself on to the penis of the bearded male, avoiding putting too much weight on his lover (Clarke, 1993). 
It is worth noting at this point that sex between two males was acceptable in both Roman and Greek cultures, though viewed differently (Hubbard, 2003). In Greece, the erastes, an older man, would find a young adolescent boy to be his “apprentice” and raise him socially as well as educationally and sexually, a tradition known as pederasty. Once the eromenos came of age, they too would find a boy of their own to mentor. In Rome, there was no formal arrangement for this. Instead, the dominant male was free to choose partners of either gender, the focus being on the sexual role. It was deemed acceptable for a man to engage in sex with other men or boys, so long as the dominant male was the penetrating partner. To be submissive, orally or anally, was seen as feminine and would be shameful. As such, most boys who were sexually submissive to men were slaves or prostitutes. 
[image: ]Comparing this to Greece where pederasty was for the freeborn and men of good standing in the community, it makes the Greek scenes on the Roman cup all the more intriguing (Dover, 1989). This leads on to side B of the cup (fig.2). Another scene of male lovemaking is displayed, only this time the males are very different ages with the submissive boy seeming to be adolescent and resembling a puer delicatus, an exquisite or small and dainty young boy, chosen by their master for their sweetness and beauty (Pollini, 1999).  Neither male sports a beard, though the active partner is displaying a myrtle wreath in his hair like the male on side A to show he is the erastes and the “conqueror”. In this scene, the young eromenos is sprawled on his side on the luxurious sheets with his lover behind him who is lifting the younger boy’s thigh with a hand to help facilitate anal penetration, as can be seen by the position of the active partners testicles right behind the boys. The scene seems one of mutual desire and suggests this relationship to be loving rather than that of a master/slave, though some argue otherwise due to the erastes looking away from the boy rather than gazing toward him (Clarke, 1993).Fig.2 Side B of the Warren Cup (Photo: Nguyen, M, 2011)
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There has been a lack of academic interest in the piece for many years and only relatively recently have academics begun to study the cup as historical art. This is likely down to the content being homoerotic and social issues of the time finding such homosexual imagery obscene. In fact, many museums declined to buy the piece due to the erotic nature of the cup and in 1953, the cup was refused entry to the United States due to this “obscenity” (Kennedy, 2006). It was purchased in 1999 by the British Museum where it is still on display today and the centrepiece of silver in their Greco-Roman displays (British Museum, 2014).
The first thorough analysis of the cup was written in 1993 by John Clarke who examined the Warren Cup from an artistic viewpoint. Describing the scenes depicted on the cup with specific focus on the surroundings, such as the draperies, the musical instruments and such, Clarke finds it indicative of an elite private party. Clarke was interested in context, claiming that “Nowhere does one find satisfactory discussion of the broad contexts surrounding images of male-to-male lovemaking…and the persons who would have paid for them and enjoyed looking at them (Clarke, 1993)”
Clarke puts into context the entire scene displayed on the cup and how it relates to the time it was made. For example, the cup is from the Augustan era and it is known that in Rome at this time, the traditional hairstyle for men was short and cropped, as seen on both males on Side A. This, Clarke suggests, shows that these Augustan styled men were men of good standing and the young adolescent boy on Side B with his long flowing curls was a foreigner, likely a slave (Clarke, 1993). 
The unusual part of side A, as Clarke agrees, is that both men seem of similar age and in fact the passive partner is of such a similar “masculine” size and shape like his lover, that he needs the use of the strap to help lower himself onto the penis of his erastes so as not to crush him. In Rome, being the passive partner was shameful, but this scene seems mutually satisfying for both parties and potentially romantic (Clarke, 1993).
Interestingly, Clarke’s views are not shared by everyone. In fact, during a recent BBC radio show: “A History of the World in 100 Objects”, the director of the British Museum, Neil MacGregor, discussed the cup and refuted the contextual claims Clarke makes. According to MacGregor, the setting is “clearly” classical Greece and the males on side B were both young boys, claiming their long hair to be sign of their youth, as was the style for free-born boys in Greece at that time (They would have their hair cut between the age of 16-18 and offered to the gods as a sign of their entry to manhood) (BBC, 2010).
During the same radio production, historian Bettany Hughes says that in Rome, it was seen that you should seek a good wife so that there was less need for male sex and that we know from romantic poetry and art that homoerotic sex happened, especially among the aristocratic circles and that the cup is hard evidence on the use of male-to-male lovemaking in the elite of ancient Rome (BBC, 2010).
Another scholar named Pollini directly responds to Clarke’s paper agreeing with it in part but also giving his own unique interpretation of the scenes on the cup, most notably drawing on experience of other such drinking vessels, such as the Menander treasure from Pompeii (Painter, 2001). He states that it is likely the Warren Cup was part of a set and that we miss context from its absent partner/s (Pollini, 1999). 
Pollini argues that the scenes on the cup represent the pederastic erastes-eromenos relationship that was founded in Greece but goes on to suggest this had been emulated in private, by the elite of Rome and it had become chic and fashionable to have a young male partner for sex and company. Pollini acknowledges that the passive partner on side A of the cup is fully grown but believes him to still be a teenager, possibly 17-18 years old and so at the very end of his “youth”. 
[image: ]Interestingly, Pollini ponders whether the erastes on side A represents Zeus and his love for Ganymede as the style of beard and look of the older male is consistent with images of Zeus from that time (Pollini, 1999). 
This ties in with philosopher Stratos’s words about the ripe age of a slave for anal sex. He said: “I delight in the prime of a twelve-year-old boy, but much more desirable is one of thirteen. One of fourteen is a sweeter flower of love, but one beginning his fifteenth year is more of a pleasure. The sixteenth year is that of the gods. Yet the seventeenth is not mine but for Zeus to seek. If, however, one has a passion for those still older, he no longer "plays," but forthwith "receives his reply” (Hine, 2001). Pollini guesses the boy to be around twelve years old and the older man to be around seventeen, representing both ends of Stratos’s age limit (Pollini, 1999).Fig.3. Tibiae, a musical instrument banned for free boys (Photo: Van Haeften, A)

On side B, the presence of the musical instrument (a tibiae (Fig.3)) near the adolescent boy is a clear sign, says Pollini, that the boy was a slave as free born males were banned from playing the instrument. Hairstyle is once again mentioned, as slave boys had their hair styled after female members of the Imperial family to feminise them and distinguish them from freed boys and to feed the desire Roman men had for androgyny (Seneca, 1925). 
Another academic, Vermeule, had originally claimed the passive boys were two Julio-Claudian princes, the sons of the Emperor himself, but Clarke argues that because of the ages and hairstyles this is untrue and that Vermeule perhaps is being satirical (Vermeule, 1963) but Pollini refutes this, saying that though satire was not uncommon, the likelihood of a satirical scene on such an expensive piece was unlikely and echoed Clarke’s comments about the incorrect hairstyles of those portrayed (Pollini, 1999).
[image: ]The Warren Cup and the academics who write about it tell us a lot about how gender and masculinity in particular were perceived in ancient Rome. Plato once said that males who preferred other males “delight to lie with them and to be clasped in men’s embraces…are the finest boys and young men, for they have the most manly nature…Their behaviour is due to daring, manliness and virility, since they are quick to welcome their like” (Burg, 2002). Plato’s quote tells us that some thought of homosexual relations to be more masculine than heterosexual ones, because loving other men made you brave, virile and manly. Fig.4. The Teratogenic Grid by Holt Parker


The images on the Warren Cup reinforce the understanding that masculinity was not about whether you had a penis or a certain chromosome but that it was how a male presented himself in life. This can best be represented by Parker’s “Teratogenic Grid” seen in Fig.4 (Parker, 1997). 
Parker shows the many terms and roles a person, regardless of gender, can assume. As the grid shows, this comes down to who is the partner penetrating during sex. By this definition, a man can be penetrated in the anus or mouth by a pedicator/irrumator but if this man is of good free standing, the act would be shameful as it is not the masculine way. He would be deemed to be muliebral pati which in English means he would “suffer a woman’s part” thus he would be like a woman (Pollini, 1999).
In the context of the Warren Cup, neither passive partner is made to look weak or ugly, like in other pieces of art but instead made them beautiful like the masculine partner and in fact, on side A, the passive partner is actively encouraging the sex, his hand on the arm of the erastes, pulling him closer. This suggests that the “correct” way for a man to act may have been just one school of thought and that some men bucked the trend, enjoying male love regardless of stigma and law (Pollini, 1999) (Hubbard, 2003).

As can be seen from the evidence provided, there are key differences of opinion but also common threads across all of academia. It can be safely seen that the Warren Cup depicts acts of male lovemaking and that the purpose of the cup was to show off the exotic nature of this homoerotic love in private to show wealth, status and the exotic lustful interests of the owner.
Can the cup be used as a piece of evidence to tell how Roman society acted in regard to same sex coupling though? As Hughes said, the existence of the cup itself is hard evidence of the fact that homoerotic acts among the elite happened and even if this was in secret at private parties, it’s a good argument to suggest that sexuality was indeed rather fluid among the elite (BBC, 2010). Pollini mentions in his article that some people think the scene on the cup is set in a brothel but how he believes it to be more a private party which matches the theories of Clarke, Hughes and MacGregor, giving this theory more consistency and credence.
However, there is also much disagreement, for example the ages of each male, the relationships they have, as well as their backgrounds and origins. This lack of clarity can lead to a weakening of the source as it does not clearly tell the whole story (Clarke, 1993). What it does tell us is striking and it is a beautiful rare object, being the only known precious metal cup to show homoerotic penetration from the ancient world. Even if the artwork does represent fantasy, it can be assumed that fantasy has a grounding in reality and that parties with music, drinking and sex with other men and boys did indeed happen in the rich aristocratic societies of Rome.
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