
WOMEN
IN THE

CLASSICAL
WORLD

Image and  Text

Elaine Fantham
Helene Pee t Foley

Natalie Boyme l Kampen
Sarah B . Pomeroy

H. A . Shapiro

New Yor k Oxfor d
OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRES S

1994



We dedicate our  book  to  those scholars who have
played an  important  role  in our lives and careers

and offer  them  our thanks. Elaine Fantham's
dedication i s to Lily Ross  Taylor,  Helene  Foley' s

to Helen Bacon,  Natalie  Kampen's to  the memory of
Raissa Calza,  Sarah Pomeroy's to Barbara M
Levick and  Alan Shapiro's to  Erika Simon.

Oxford Universit y Pres s

Oxford Ne w York
Athens Aucklan d Bangko k Bomba y

Calcutta Cap e Town Dare s Salaam Delh i
Florence Hon g Kong Istanbu l Karach i

Kuala Lumpur Madra s Madri d Melbourn e
Mexico City Nairob i Pari s Singapor e

Taipei Toky o Toront o

and associated companies i n
Berlin Ibada n

Copyright © 1994 b y Elaine Fantham, Helene Peet Foley ,
Natalie Boyme l Kampen , Sarah B. Pomeroy, and H.A . Shapiro

First published in 199 4 by Oxford Universit y Press, Inc.
198 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10016-4314

First issued as an Oxford Universit y Press paperback, 199 5

Oxford i s a registered trademar k of Oxford University Press
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced ,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, i n any form or by any means ,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying , recording , o r otherwise ,

without the prior permission o f Oxford University Press.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Women in the classical world : image and text /

Elaine Fantham... et al.
p. cm .

Includes bibliographical reference s and index.
ISBN 978-0-19-506727-9; 978-0-19-509862-4 (pbk.)

1. Women—History—T o 500—Sources.
2. Women—Greece—History—Sources .
3. Women—Rome—History—Sources .

I. Fantham , Elaine.
HQ1127.W652 199 4 305.4'09—dc2 0 92-4728 4

15 1 6 1 7 1 8 1 9 20
Printed in the United States of America



4
EXCURSUS
AMAZONS:

WOMEN IN CONTROL

In ancien t time s ther e wer e Amazons , daughters of Ares , dwelling besid e th e
river Thermodon ; they alon e of the peopl e aroun d them were arme d with iro n
and the y were the first of all to mount horses, wit h which, due to the inexperi -
ence of their foes , the y surprised them and eithe r caught those wh o fled or out-
stripped thos e wh o pursued . They wer e considered me n fo r their hig h courage ,
rather tha n wome n fo r their sex ; fo r they seeme d t o outd o me n i n thei r spiri t
more tha n t o b e a t a  disadvantag e i n thei r form . Rulin g ove r man y nations ,
they enslave d thos e around them ; yet hearin g by report o f the grea t renow n o f
our country , the y mustere d the mos t warlike of the nation s an d marche d them
against thi s cit y fo r th e sak e o f grea t glor y an d throug h hig h ambition . Bu t
having met with valian t men they cam e to possess spirits suitable to thei r own
nature; th e reputatio n the y wo n wa s th e revers e of their previou s one, an d by
their disasters rather than by their bodies they were deemed to be women. The y
alone faile d t o learn fro m thei r mistakes , an d thus to be better advise d in thei r
future actions . The y di d not retur n hom e an d repor t thei r ow n misfortun e and
our ancestors ' courage ; fo r the y die d o n th e spo t an d wer e punishe d fo r thei r
folly, thu s makin g our city' s memor y imperishable for it s valor , whil e du e t o
their disaster in this region they made their own country nameless. And so those
women, b y their unjus t gree d for others' land , justly lost thei r own .

(Lysias 2.4-6, Funeral  Oration  [early fourth centur y B.C.E.] ;
Lamb 196 0 modified)

The mythical defea t o f the Amazon s became in the rhetori c of Classical
Athenian funera l oration s on e o f th e grea t achievement s o f th e Atti c
past, whic h symbolize d th e rescu e o f th e Greek s fro m slaver y a t th e
hands o f foreig n conquerors . I n thes e funera l speeche s Amazon s wer e
imagined, throug h thei r gree d fo r fame an d empire , t o hav e fallen : th e
very kind of enterprise in which Athens itself engaged in the second half
of the fifth century . Amazon s played a  central rol e in th e ar t an d ideol -
ogy of Archaic an d Classica l Athens , bu t the y were continually reimag-
ined to serve a changing culture and politics. Amazon myths of a society
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rilled by  women are  a case study in understanding ways in which gender
was use d t o conceptualiz e centra l cultura l issue s an d problem s i n th e
Classical period (fo r further discussion an d interpretation, se e Boardman
1982, d u Boi s 1982 , von Bothme r 1957 , Carlier-Detienne 1980-81 , Hard-
wick 1990 , Just 1989 , Lefkowitz 1986 , Merck 1978, Shapiro 1983, and Tyr -
rell 1984) .

Our earliest representations o f Amazons appear in Archaic epic an d
Attic vas e paintings o f th e sixt h centur y B.C . Epi c view s Amazon s as a
band of great female warriors. Th e tomb of the Amazo n queen Myrrhina
is a landmark (lik e the tomb s of other heroes who died young and glori-
ous) a t Tro y (Iliad  2.814) . At Iliad 3.184-89ff . Kin g Priam describes ho w
he battled Amazon s in hi s youth. Some of those Amazons came to fight
on the Trojan side in the war a t Troy, an d their queen, Penthesilea , me t
her death a t th e hand s of the grea t Gree k warrior Achilles, wh o fel l i n
love with hi s victim a s he killed her . Battle s against th e Amazon s were
an important labo r for the heroes Bellerophon and Heracles. I n his ninth
labor, Heracle s captured th e girdl e of the Amazo n queen an d brough t i t
back t o Greec e fo r th e daughte r o f Eurystheus . Beginnin g at abou t 575
B.C.E. Heracles ' battle s wit h th e Amazons , sometimes i n singl e combat ,
became a  popula r subject i n Atti c black-figur e vas e painting. A n Atti c
black-figure hydria , fo r example , show s Heracle s an d Telamo n fightin g
Amazons dresse d a s hoplite s (Fig . 4.1), warriors i n heav y armor , an d
differentiated b y their whit e flesh. Visually these Amazons do not diffe r
from Gree k heroes ; the y wea r Gree k armor , carr y Gree k weapons, an d
engage in pursuit s typical of male warriors. Althoug h their femininity is
not stressed , th e artis t ma y dwel l on the momen t of defeat, a s the Ama-
zons fal l t o the ground in submission, thei r head s bent back .

Yet Amazon s were soo n t o los e thei r statu s a s great , i f somewha t
exotic, warriors , a match for all bu t th e greates t of Greek heroes. Athens
repeatedly use d Amazon s to serve it s own ideology . Firs t the Atti c hero
Theseus appropriate d some of the deed s of Heracles. At abou t 49 0 B.C.E.
on th e metope s o f th e Athenia n treasury a t Delphi , bot h Theseus  an d
Heracles ar e show n involve d i n a n expeditio n t o Amazo n country . I n
later Atti c version s o f th e stor y Theseus , hi s frien d Pirithous , an d hi s
charioteer Phorba s abduct an Amazo n by trickery (Fig . 4.2, Theseus and
the Amazo n Antiope) . Th e Amazon s retaliat e b y invadin g Attica .
Tamed by her love for Theseus, th e Amazo n intercedes in the battl e an d
arranges a  treat y (Plutarch , Theseus 26-28) . Late r th e Amazon , aban-
doned b y Theseus , wa s sai d t o hav e interrupte d hi s marriage with th e
Cretan Phaedr a and to have been kille d by Heracles, who was one of the
guests. Ye t the stor y o f Theseus's engagemen t with the Amazons , which
seems to have been promoted b y the Pisistratid tyrants who ruled Athens
for muc h o f the sixt h century , pu t th e her o awkwardl y a t faul t a s th e
abductor o f an innocen t Amazon . As we sa w i n Lysias' s oration a t th e
beginning of  thi s excursus , however , the  ambitiou s Amazon s soo n be-
came responsible fo r their ow n fall .

Shortly afte r th e tw o Persian s wars between th e Greek s and th e Per-



Figure 4.1 . Vas e (ca , 520-500 B.C.E. ) i n th e black-figur e techniqu e wit h th e heroe s Heracle s an d
Telamon fightin g Amazons .

Figure 4.2 . Outsid e o f a  cu p (ca . 510 B.C.E.) , o n whic h Theseu s abduct s the Amazo n Antiope, - sh e
wears the exoti c garments of an easter n warrior to mark her differenc e fro m Qree k women .

130
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sians fro m 49 0 t o 48 0 B.C.E. , Athenia n ar t mad e a  poin t o f suggestin g
analogies between th e easter n Amazon s and th e defeate d Persians. 1 Am-
azons, dresse d i n Easter n gar b an d carryin g bow s an d arrows , b y thei r
defeat hinte d a t th e feminize d nature an d the incapacit y fo r self-control
of the Greeks ' barbaria n opponents. A  red-figure amphora , fo r example ,
shows a  Gree k warrio r betwee n tw o Amazon s dresse d i n Persia n styl e
(Fig. 4.3) . Paintings made in th e 460 s B.C.E . in the Sto a Poikil e at Athens
showed Amazon s before th e Acropolis , th e Greek s and Persian s at Mara -
thon, th e Gree k captur e o f Troy , an d Athen s fightin g th e Spartan s a t
Oinoe. Late r artisti c program s suc h a s th e metope s o f th e Partheno n
linked th e battl e agains t th e Amazon s with battle s betwee n Greek s and
centaurs, Greek s and Trojans (no w viewed a s eastern an d barbarian) , o r
Gods an d Giants . Centaur s were mythica l horsemen . Unabl e to contro l
the violence an d sexuality inheren t i n thei r half-bestia l nature , the y in -
vaded th e weddin g o f th e Lapith s and wer e prevente d fro m rapin g th e
Lapith wome n b y the interventio n o f Heracles. Jus t a s centaurs embod -
ied masculinit y ou t o f control , i n thes e artisti c program s th e violent ,
promiscuous, an d war-lovin g Amazon s becam e a n analogou s femal e
challenge to the orde r of civilization. The centrality o f the defea t of th e
Amazons in Athenian propaganda i s confirmed by the fac t tha t th e bat -
tle agains t th e Amazon s appeare d o n th e outsid e o f the shiel d hel d b y
the statue o f the city' s divin e protectress, Athen a Parthenos , i n her tem-
ple o n th e Acropoli s (Fig . 4.4 show s a  reconstructio n o f th e shiel d b y
E. B . Harrison).

In particular , Amazons were viewed as hostile to men and marriage.
The fifth-century historian Hellanicus , i n a  description tha t typifie d th e
views o f hi s contemporaries , calle d th e Amazon s " a golden-shielded ,
silver-axed, male-infant-killin g host." Th e unfeminin e Amazon s wer e
said t o cauterize thei r righ t breasts (th e word a-mazon  mean s "without
breast") i n orde r to remov e any impedimen t to effective fightin g (Frags .
16, 17 ; F. Jacoby Di e Fragmente  der  griechischen  Historiker  3 B 45-46);
or they allegedl y fed their femal e infant s o n horse' s mil k to preven t th e
enlargement of their breasts (Philostratus , Heroikos 330). Hence they de-
nied th e socia l functio n o f Atti c wome n a s nurturer s o f thei r children .
The tragi c poe t Aeschylu s imagine d th e Amazons ' defea t t o hav e oc -
curred a t th e Areopagus , the sit e o f the firs t tria l b y jury for murder in
Athens. I n hi s play th e Eumenides,  th e her o Oreste s i s exonerated fro m
killing his mother Clytemnestra ( a rebel against marriage who killed her
husband Agamemno n and turne d agains t he r own son) , an d he r female
advocates, th e Furie s o r Erinyes , divin e spirit s o f familia l vengeance ,
meet thei r defeat . Orestes ' victor y i s linked wit h th e earlie r Gree k vic-
tory ove r th e Amazons . The go d Apollo argue s in Orestes ' defens e tha t
Clytemnestra's crime against marriage is more serious tha n Orestes ' kill -
ing of a woman wh o i s not a  true relative , since women simpl y serve t o
nurture th e see d o f their men . I n Atti c ar t an d literatur e th e tamin g of
the Amazons by war or love, which returned thes e wome n t o their "nat-
ural" state (se e Lysias above), came to represent a  renewal o f the proper
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Figure 4.3. Attic vase (ca. 440-430
B.C.E.), with a  Qreek warrior between
two Amazons, - thei r Persian garment s
provided the Qreek viewer during an d
after th e Persia n Wars with an imag e
of th e non-Qreek that conflated foreign -
ness, femininity , an d mora l laxit y with
defeat.

order of patriarchal civilization, in which women were subordinated t o
marriage to produce offsprin g wh o were certainl y legitimate . I n this re-
spect the story of the Amazons ' fal l an d ultimate extermination throug h
their own error s was a  "myth o f matriarchy" tha t serve d to explain , b y
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Figure 4.4 . Th e shiel d o f Athena Par-
thenos fro m th e gol d and ivor y statue
(mid-fifth centur y B.C.E. ) i n th e Par-
thenon i n Athens/ i n thi s reconstruc -
tion drawing , th e inevitabl e defea t o f
the Amazons i s made clear by thei r
falling an d dea d figures.

positing an earlier era in which women coul d dominate or exclude men ,
the inevitabilit y and desirability of the civilize d status quo.

Fifth-century an d late r Gree k writers develope d a n entir e ethnogra-
phy fo r Amazons . Thes e ethnographie s sometime s represente d Amazon
"culture" as systematically invertin g that of the Greeks , sometimes a s a
complex alternativ e t o it . I n the fifth-centur y historian Herodotus' s ac-
count o f a n encounte r betwee n Scythian s an d Amazons , th e Sycthia n
young men become enamored of the beautifu l warrior s with whom the y
engage i n battle . Whe n the y wis h t o marr y thei r sexua l partners , wit h
whom they hav e (typicall y of Amazons) mated a t rando m outdoors, th e
Amazons refuse t o become conventiona l wives : "We could no t live with
your women—ou r custom s ar e quit e differen t fro m theirs . T o draw th e
bow, t o hur l the javelin, t o ride a horse , thes e are our arts . O f women's
work we know nothing. You r women, o n the contrary , do none of these
things, bu t sta y a t hom e in thei r wagons , an d neve r go out t o hunt , o r
to d o anything . W e shoul d neve r ge t alon g together . Bu t i f you trul y
wish t o hav e u s a s your wive s an d wil l conduc t yourselves with stric t
justice toward s us , go home to your parents , as k them t o give you you r
inheritance, an d the n com e bac k to us , an d le t u s live together b y our-
selves." (Histories  4.114 , Rawlinso n 1942, modified) Invertin g the usua l
practice of Greek marriage, the Scythian husbands bring their goods with
them (th e equivalen t of a  woman' s dowry) an d mov e to a  plac e where
the Amazons can continue t o exercise thei r military ways. The Amazons
are th e dominan t partner s i n thes e marriages , although the y los e thei r
language becaus e the y ar e quicke r to lear n thei r partners ' tongu e tha n
the reverse . I n som e version s o f Amazo n ethnography , Amazon s live
without men , excep t fo r periodi c promiscuou s foray s t o becom e preg -
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nant. The y kee p thei r gir l children, an d kill , emasculate , o r send awa y
for adoptio n thei r mal e children . I n Diodorus' s first-centur y B.C.E . ac -
count, o n th e othe r hand , Amazo n men in Liby a liv e the live s of Greek
women—they stay a t home , weave , an d ten d th e children , deprive d o f
the righ t to govern—whil e the wome n figh t and demonstrate a  remark-
able capacity fo r just an d orderly rule .

Amazons are often envisioned a s less civilized than the Greeks. They
practice a n orgiasti c religion , worshipin g Ares , th e Phrygia n Magn a
Mater, Cybele , an d the virginity-loving Artemis in a  fashion that recall s
the dangerou s attraction o f Greek women t o th e worshi p o f Dionysus .
Although Strabo (Geography  11.5.1 ) ha s Amazons engage in agriculture ,
Diodorus makes them less civilized eaters of meat alone, an d Herodotus' s
Amazons have no t yet learne d how t o navigat e ships. Amazons ' weap -
ons, th e bow , th e ax , an d sometimes th e javelin and the spear , ten d t o
associate the m wit h light-arme d soldiers o r wit h those , lik e bowmen ,
who had les s military prestige than th e heavy-armore d hoplite. Amazo n
communities ar e typicall y locate d a t th e border s of the know n world —
for example , i n the Nort h East on the souther n shore of the Blac k Sea on
the Thermodo n Rive r o r i n th e Sout h Wes t i n Libya . Geographers an d
medical writers tried to explain the Amazon phenomenon by the inferior
climate fro m whic h the y come : fo r example, saying that th e colde r cli -
mates of the Nort h West produced mor e virile women.

Insofar a s Amazon s ar e untamed , virginal , an d aggressive , the y
could serv e t o represen t a  phase of life fo r both young me n an d women:
the androgynou s state of life between childhoo d an d adulthood. Ye t Am-
azons serve as important paradigm s precisely becaus e the y generall y fai l
to mak e th e transitio n t o "maturity. " Bot h erotic an d virginal , heroi c
on the Greek model and yet les s civilized than their opponents, Amazon s
were a parodoxical mixtur e of youthful attractivenes s and a  danger that
must be surpressed.

Although man y late r Gree k writer s scoffe d a t th e unlikelihoo d o f
Amazon myth s (fo r example, Strabo , 11.5.3) , th e storie s o f Amazon s
were remarkably persistent. Alexande r the Grea t was said t o hav e been
chosen a s a mate by the Amazo n Queen Thalestris , who approache d hi s
camp with the hope of conceiving an heroic child. Amazon myths, whil e
largely imaginary , ma y hav e originate d i n Gree k encounters wit h th e
nomadic Scythian s i n th e are a nort h o f th e Blac k Sea . Archaeologica l
remains confirm that som e Scythian aristocrati c women , wh o were bur-
ied wit h hors e trapping s an d weapons , rod e horse s an d fough t i n war .
Indeed, Plat o use s th e exampl e o f thes e Scythia n wome n i n th e Law s
(805A an d 806B) , whe n h e wants t o give proof that women ar e capabl e
of fighting fo r their country .

N O T E S

1. Amazon s ha d als o bee n depicte d i n easter n dres s on black-figur e vases (se e Sha-
piro 1983) . Boardma n 198 2 suggests tha t th e equatio n betwee n Persian s an d Amazon s
began afte r th e Ionia n revol t i n th e earl y fifth century B.C.E .
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THE WOMEN OF POMPEII

In a  grand house on the Ba y of Naples, with servants tumbling over one
another, luxur y dripping from ever y wall, table , an d couch , a  banque t
is being conducted amon g the extremel y nouveaux  riches.  The lad y of
the house , Fortunata , th e wif e o f th e free d slav e Trimalchio , i s no t
eating: "no t eve n a  dro p of  wate r doe s she  put  int o her  mout h unti l
she's arrange d th e silve r an d divide d th e left-over s among th e slaves "
(Petronius, Satiricon  67.2 ; Arrowsmith 1959 ) Despit e he r domesticity ,
she draws less tha n universa l admiration to herself ; as someone a t th e
banquet tell s his neighbor:

. .  .  that's Fortunata , Trimalchio's wife . An d the name couldn't sui t he r better.
She counts he r cash b y the cartload . An d you kno w wha t sh e used t o be? Well,
begging your honor' s pardon , but you wouldn't hav e taken bread from he r hand.
Now go d knows ho w or why , she' s sittin g pretty : ha s Trimalchio eatin g out of
her hand. I f she told hi m a t noo n i t was night , he' d craw l into bed. A s for him,
he's s o loaded h e doesn't kno w ho w much he has. Bu t that bitch ha s her finger
in everything—wher e you' d leas t expec t i t too . A  regula r tightwad , neve r
drinks, an d shar p a s they come . Bu t she's go t a  nasty tongue ; ge t he r gossipin g
on a couch an d she'll chatter lik e a parrot."

(Satiricon 37.2-7; Arrowsmith 1959 )

Rich, vulgar , yet practical , Fortunata comes into focus both throug h
Petronius's words , writte n abou t th e tim e o f Ner o (ca . 6 5 C.E. ) and
through th e preserve d marvels of Pompeii, Herculaneum, and th e othe r
towns of the Ba y of Naples that wer e suffocated b y ash an d lav a i n th e
great eruption o f Mount Vesuvius in 7 9 C.E. (Fig . 12.1).

The excavation of these towns since the eighteenth century has per-
mitted a  clearer view of the live s of Roman women of every social stra -
tum. Rathe r than dealin g primarily with th e text s o f great authors , a
discussion o f wome n a t Pompei i draw s o n inscriptions , architecture ,
painting, an d th e bit s and piece s of daily life . A t Pompei i and Hercula-
neum, no t only can one see the foo d i n bowls still on the table , find the
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Figure 12.1. Qenera l view o f the cit y of Pompeii.

jewelry wome n wore , stud y th e decoration s fo r thei r houses ; on e ca n
even hea r some of their stories .

Women o f Propert y

At th e opposit e en d o f th e socia l ladde r fro m Fortunat a wer e suc h
wealthy an d aristocrati c wome n a s Nero' s wife , Poppae a Sabina , wh o
had inherite d propert y a t Pompeii ; like othe r aristocrati c wome n wit h
great villa s aroun d th e Ba y of Naples , sh e owne d thi s propert y i n he r
own right . Inscription s on lea d plumbin g pipes lik e those foun d i n th e
sea of f nearby Puteoli testify t o th e ownershi p o f villas by rich women ;
the sister s Marci a and Rufin a Metili a (Corpus  Inscriptio n urn Latinarum
X.1905) ar e a case in point . Thei r villas, like the well-preserved one tha t
may hav e belonged t o th e empres s Poppaea a t Oplontis , jus t outsid e of
Pompeii, ha d grea t gardens, extensive an d richl y decorated room s of al l
sizes, eve n pool s (Fig . 12.2) . Althoug h no evidence remain s to indicat e
the empress' s personal involvement in th e arrangement s and furnishing s
of th e villa , Oplonti s give s a  splendi d indication o f th e styl e t o whic h
people suc h a s sh e wer e accustome d (D e Francisci s 1975) . Thei r villas
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Figure 12.2 . Vie w o f the vill a (possibl y belonging to Poppaea , wif e o f Nero) a t Oplontis , outsid e of
Pompeii. Datin g t o th e middl e of the firs t centur y C.E. , th e luxuriou s vill a ha d lon g colonnade s tha t
gave onto gardens , as well a s large numbers of richly painted interior spaces.

and houses , wit h wal l paintings , mosai c floors , statuary an d bibelots ,
resemble thos e o f th e ric h hellenisti c merchant s of Delo s (se e earlier )
more than the modest houses of Classical Athens; the parallel to the way
the femal e owners themselve s differe d fro m Athenia n women , perhap s
now comparable t o Hellenistic queens , i s striking.

In the upper stratum of local Pompeian society, perhap s a step below
that o f the grea t ladies of the aristocracy , were other wome n who chos e
to use their wealt h fo r the publi c good as well a s for their own purposes .
One o f the mos t famou s of these i s Eumachia who , i n th e year s befor e
the earthquak e o f 6 4 C.E. , pai d fo r th e constructio n o f a  hug e publi c
building i n th e mos t importan t spot i n Pompeii , the Foru m (Fig . 12.3).
Around i t wer e th e markets , la w courts , an d temple s o f the town , an d
there th e gathere d populac e migh t read on the buildin g the inscription :
"Eumachia, th e publi c priestess (o f Venus), daughte r o f Lucius, had th e
vestibule, th e covere d galler y an d th e porticoe s mad e wit h he r ow n
money an d dedicated i n he r own nam e and i n the nam e of her son Mar-
cus Numistrius Pronto, i n honor o f the goddesse s Concord an d Augusta n



Figure 12.3 . Vie w throug h th e mai n entranc e int o the building underwritten b y the Pompeia n priest -
ess, Eumachia , i n th e middl e of the firs t century C.E., in the Foru m of the city . The entranc e i s marked
by a  delicately carve d acanthu s scrol l i n marbl e against the bric k of the facade.
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Piety" (Corpu s Inscriptionu m Latinaru m X.810 , mi d firs t centur y C.E. ;
trans. Natali e Kampen) . A  statu e showin g he r i n th e usua l pos e an d
costume o f a  respectabl e matro n (Fig . 12.4) stood i n th e buildin g a s a
result o f the generou s gratitud e of the cloth-cleaners ; thei r inscriptio n
reads, 'To Eumachia, the daughte r of Lucius, th e publi c priestess, fro m
the fullers " (Corpu s Inscriptionum  Latinarum  X.811 ; trans . Natali e
Kampen). Argument continues about the uses to which the building was
put, textil e warehouse , auctio n house , cloth-merchants ' guildhouse , o r
even public meetinghouse; only Eumachia's role as sole patron is beyond
dispute, a s the inscriptio n indicate s (Moelle r 1972: 323-27).

Eumachia wa s no t onl y a  ric h woman , a  holde r o f a n extremel y
important publi c priesthood , sh e wa s als o politicall y involved . Th e
building's commission seems to have come at just the moment when her
son wa s runnin g for publi c office , an d hi s mother' s generosit y woul d
have serve d hi m well . Sh e commande d fa r greate r powe r an d wealt h
than man y othe r wome n i n Pompeii , but tha t di d not preven t som e of
the others fro m involvin g themselves in financia l an d political affairs . A
large propert y wit h a  colonnade d garde n belonged t o Julia Felix , wh o
rented i t out . A  graffit o date d betwee n 6 4 and 7 9 C.E . (Corpu s Inscrip-
tionum Latinarum  IV . 1136; trans. Natalie Kampen), tell s u s that

On the estat e of Julia Felix , th e daughte r o f
Spurius Felix , the followin g ar e for rent: an
elegant bath suitable for the bes t people, shops,
rooms above them, an d second story apartments ,
from th e Ide s of August unti l the Ide s of Augus t
five years hence, afte r which the leas e ma y
be renewed by simple agreement.

Women and Wor k

Julia Feli x wa s hardl y alon e i n involvin g hersel f i n financia l affairs ,
since at every social level below the aristocracy , women in Pompeii seem
to hav e handle d money . Wome n are  know n fro m the  woo d and  wax
tablets tha t recor d money paid to sellers of goods by buyers through th e
agency o f th e banke r Jucundus (Andrea u 1974) . Fourtee n wome n ar e
scattered throug h the more than 15 0 documents; they normally represen t
themselves in these transactions althoug h they seem never to have acte d
as witnesses fo r the transaction s o f other people . I n November and De-
cember o f the yea r 5 6 C.E., Umbrici a Januaria and Umbrici a Antiochis,
who ma y hav e been free d slave s of the fish-sauc e merchan t Umbriciu s
Scaurus, receive d mone y fo r sales the y ha d made . Umbrici a Januaria's
document tell s us that:
Umbricia Januari a hereb y attest s that sh e received fro m L . Caecilius Jucundus
11,039 sestertii , les s a  percentag e [1- 2 percent ] as his commission, fo r the auc -



Figure 12.4. The statue of Eumachia,
patron of the building in Figure 12.3 .
The statue was found in the building,
having been given in hono r o f Eu-
machia by the corporation of fullers.
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tion o f goods on he r behalf . Thi s actio n too k place a t Pompei i o n Decembe r 1 2
[56 C.E.], L . Duvius Clodius bein g the consu l a t th e time .

(Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum  IV , supplement 1 , pp. 308-10;
trans. Natali e Kampen )

A few years later , i n a  tavern in Pompeii , one perhaps similar to th e
setting fo r the fou r smal l paintings of gamblers and drinker s with thei r
waitress a t a n in n (Fig . 12.5), a  graffit o o n th e wal l says , "O n th e fift h
of February , Vetti a accepte d fro m Faustill a fiftee n denari i wit h eigh t
asses (th e a s wa s a  smal l denomination ) i n interest " (Corpu s Inscrip-
tionum Latinarum  IV.8203 , probabl y afte r 6 4 C.E. ; trans . Natali e Kam-
pen), an d Faustill a reappears , again lending money a t interest , o n th e
wall of the hous e of Granius Romanus (Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum
IV.8204). That wome n lent a s well a s borrowed and engaged in busines s
as wel l a s philanthropy suggest s their relativ e autonomy a t certai n so -
cial levels.

The worl d o f tavern s an d chea p foo d shop s sa w othe r wome n a t
work a s well . Asellin a may hav e owned thi s taver n afte r 6 4 C.E . whe n

Figure 12.5 . A  waitres s serves customer s i n a  taver n at Pompei i i n th e mid-firs t centur y C.E. This i s
part o f a se t of wall paintings that include men playin g dice and, perhaps as a consequence of the wine
and th e dice , gettin g int o a fight.
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earthquake damage necessitated so many repairs to buildings (Fig . 12.6),
and it s wall s repea t he r nam e a s wel l a s those o f Zmyrina, Maria, and
Aegle, wh o may have been waitresses ; thei r singl e and somewhat exoti c
names as well a s the conten t o f the graffit i sugges t that the y were slaves,
but the y nonetheles s engaged in the publi c world of politics as well a s of
work (Corpus  Inscriptionum  Latinarum  IV.7862-64, 7866, and 7873) . The
graffiti al l us e th e wor d rogat  an d tel l u s tha t a  candidat e fo r offic e i s
being proposed fo r the consideratio n o f the passerby . Me n and wome n of
the lowe r classe s see m t o hav e favore d thes e publi c declaration s a s did
respectable matron s suc h a s Taedia Secunda , th e grandmothe r o f a can-
didate o f th e mid-firs t centur y C.E . (Corpus Inscriptionum  Latinarum
IV.7469), eve n thoug h i t i s clear that neithe r women no r slaves of eithe r
sex could vot e (Frankli n 1980; Bernstein 1988) . At Asellina's tavern, on e
of th e waitresse s speak s t o he r customer s i n he r ow n voic e i n a  highl y
idiomatic Latin : "The lovel y Idon e greets those who will read this. Idon e
says tha t her e you ma y drink for nine dupondii,"  an d she tell s u s price s
for bette r wine s a s well (Corpus  Inscriptionum  Latinarum  IV . 1679; trans.
Natalie Kampen) .

Figure 12.6 . Vie w o f th e interio r o f th e taver n o f Asellina , a  Pompeia n woma n know n t o hav e
employed severa l othe r women a s waitresses.
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Love and Money

The graffit i o n Pompeia n walls (the y date mostly fro m th e mid-firs t cen -
tury C.E. ) spea k o f waitresses an d othe r workin g people a s well . I n on e
(Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum  IV.8259 ; trans. Natalie Kampen), Sev-
erus th e weave r write s tha t hi s coworke r Successu s "love s th e taver n
maid whose nam e is Iris, bu t she really doesn't care about him ; even so,
he begs and trie s t o get her to pity him . His rival writes this . Farewell/ '
The badl y damage d frescoes fro m th e worksho p of the dye r Verecundu s
showing a  woman selling articles a t a  table an d the dyers at work le t us
know tha t me n an d women slaves and perhaps free worker s might ofte n
have labored togethe r an d developed thei r friendships a t work .

Words of love and admiration slid easily int o obscenity wit h th e ai d
of wine a s some of the taver n walls tell us : "I fucke d th e ba r girl" (Cor-
pus Inscriptionum Latinarum  IV.8442 ; trans . Natali e Kampen) or "Here
Euplia lai d stron g me n an d lai d 'e m out " (Corpus Inscriptionum  Lat-
inarum IV.2310b ; trans. Natalie Kampen). A similar story appear s on th e
walls o f brothels i n Pompeii , althoug h th e picture s us e a  romanticize d
language unlik e thes e ra w words . Abov e th e cubicle s (Fig . 12.7) i n
which undernourishe d an d unglamorou s slav e prostitute s worke d fo r
equally unglamorou s men , beautiful boy s an d girl s frolicke d i n wal l
paintings. The pictures show clea n an d lovel y young people i n comfort -
able settings wit h be d linen and pictures on the walls ; their varie d pose s
as wel l a s th e idealizatio n o f th e imager y tell s th e customer s th e lie s
they wan t t o hea r a s they contemplat e a  fe w minutes escap e (Brende l
1970:61-66).

Occupying Publi c Space: Aliv e or Dead

Whether prostitutes or saleswomen, shoppers in the marketplace or high-
ranking priestesses, Pompeia n women moved freely throug h th e town . I n
its publi c space s the y sa w building s constructed wit h women' s money ,
statues t o women, wome n a t work , an d women commemorated eve n i n
death. Th e publicl y displaye d tomb s an d tombstone s s o typica l o f th e
outskirts o f Roma n town s an d citie s al l ove r th e empir e brin g u s stil l
more evidenc e o f women . Her e wer e funerar y monument s se t u p b y
women fo r their husband s (Fig . 12.8): on the grav e monument (firs t cen -
tury C.E.) , o f C . Munatiu s Faustus erected i n hi s memor y b y hi s wif e
Naevoleia Tyche, wer e a  portrait o f Tyche an d a  relief of a funeral cere -
mony (Corpu s Inscriptionu m Latinarum  X.1030 ; trans . Natali e Kam -
pen) . On the facade the inscription reads ,
Naevoleia Tyche , freedwoma n o f Lucius , fo r hersel f an d Caiu s Munatiu s Fau-
stus, membe r o f the Augusta l priesthood an d country-man to whom th e decuri -
ons, wit h the consen t o f the people , grante d a  bisellium  (a n honorifi c seat ) fo r
his merits. Whe n she was alive, Naevoleia Tyche ha d this monument buil t als o
for he r freedmen and those of Caius Munatius Faustus .
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Figure 12.7. Interio r of one o f the severa l brothel s i n Pompeii / date d t o the las t years o f the city , th e
brothel ha d smal l frescoe s o f heterosexua l love-makin g painte d abov e th e entrance s t o th e cubicle s
where the prostitute s worked . Whethe r these picture s tell u s anything abou t actua l sexual practices or
are instead a s "optimistic" as any advertising i s unclear .

A travertin e altar-shape d tom b (ca . 2 0 C.E. ) erecte d b y th e Cere s
priestess Allei a Decimill a commemorate d he r husban d an d son , bot h
community officeholders (Corpus  Inscriptionum  Latinarum  X.1036), an d
a larg e tomb for  Agrestinus Equitiu s Pulcher in the  Port a Nocer a ceme -
tery wa s pai d fo r b y hi s wif e Vei a Barchill a (D'Avin o 1967 : 108) . Eu -
machia's tom b stands nearb y a s does th e tom b of M. Octavius an d hi s
freedwoman wif e Verti a Philumen e (Etienn e 1977 : 333) . Upper - an d
middle-class tombs thus testify bot h t o Pompeian women's use and eve n
control o f money an d t o th e famil y relationship s thei r socia l standin g
permitted them . Bein g honored b y a funeral pai d for with publi c money ,
as were the priestess Mamia and others, was the final testimony t o thei r
importance in the community .

Upper-class wome n live d wit h husbands , children , slaves , free d
slaves, an d assorte d kin , in grand houses. Ho w they use d the space i s by
no means clear, however ; nothing in the spatial arrangements or decora-
tions reveal s especiall y gendere d place s i n th e house . A  few things ar e
clear though : becaus e ladie s ha d slave s t o d o th e domesti c work , th e
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Figure 12.8. Th e first-century C.E., tom b monument of C. Munatiu s Faustus and Naevolei a Tych e i n
the cemeter y o f Port o Ercolan o a t Pompeii . Th e for m recall s a n altar , an d man y o f th e tomb s a t
Pompeii incorporat e reliefs with portrait s or scenes of the occupation s of the deceased .

kitchen wa s not th e feminin e preserv e it became in modern times . Nei-
ther is there evidence for women's use of separate sitting rooms or dining
rooms. Onl y whe n a n are a wa s give n ove r t o productio n wor k i s
women's presence atteste d to ; thu s th e hous e o f M. Terentius Eudoxu s
had a  peristyl e tha t wa s use d a s a  weavin g workshop. Graffit i i n th e
porticus name men and women as textores (weavers ) and netrices (net -
makers) (Corpu s Inscriptionum Latinarum  IV . 1507). Suc h us e o f spac e
in a  privat e hous e fo r productio n probabl y involve d househol d slaves ,
and th e finds of loom-weights in garden s and peristyle s i n othe r house s
in Pompei i sugges t tha t me n an d wome n slave s worked generatin g in -
come for families all over town.

Houses fo r familie s o f modes t mean s wer e mor e th e rul e i n som e
districts i n Pompei i than th e grea t mansions ; with thei r smalle r room s
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and mor e limite d spaces , thes e two-stor y house s dominate d residentia l
areas such a s the Vi a deirAbbondanza. The main streets o f these neigh -
borhoods ha d shop s t o whic h wome n an d thei r slave s could walk , an d
they coul d easil y hav e walked to publi c baths like the Stabia n and Fo-
rum Bath s tha t ha d section s for women fro m th e secon d century , B.C.E .
on. Th e women' s bath s ar e discreetl y tucke d awa y i n corner s o f th e
much larger men's bathing and exercise areas , an arrangement compara-
ble to wha t on e can stil l se e today i n old towns i n th e Middl e East . In
some middle - and lower-clas s district s o f th e firs t centur y C.E. , house s
contained smal l workshops for production by families, and one can eve n
find one-room shops with wha t seem to be living quarters in small mez-
zanines that spea k of meager earnings. Relativel y few domestic article s
remained for archaeologists i n these modest houses , bu t beds , marble ta-
bles, an d bronz e lamps can b e seen alon g with pottery for daily use and
storage. A s is th e cas e i n th e house s o f the rich , spac e us e an d us e of
many object s ar e no t clearl y gendered , no r ca n on e tel l fro m th e wa y
things look whether women or men had a  greater role in decorating and
furnishing th e house .

Women did decorate themselve s a t Pompei i as elsewhere i n th e Ro-
man world ; bot h sculptur e an d painting s reveal norms for women's ap -
pearance, an d cosmetic jars and jewelry, earrings, pins, and golden hair-
nets, provid e specific evidence . A  painting of a young couple , sh e wit h
gold jewelry an d holdin g a  stylu s an d tablet , present s thre e importan t
ideas: th e representatio n o f the couple , a  woman' s attractiveness , an d
female literac y (Fig . 12.9) . Suc h a n imag e locates a  woman in a  world
that combine s th e ver y ol d traditions—marriag e an d femal e beaut y a s
natural an d necessary—wit h th e notio n o f female competence ; thi s last
is hardly surprising as a motif in the Pompei i we have been exploring, a
place wher e wome n ow n property , d o business , pa y fo r construction ,
hold honorifi c an d cultic office , an d go about in public.

The Limit s of Archaeology

Images unfortunatel y cannot answe r al l th e importan t question s abou t
women i n Pompeii ; archaeologica l evidenc e fail s t o tel l u s jus t ho w
much wome n coul d an d di d ente r int o publi c lif e an d t o wha t exten t
their physical mobilit y was limited by their sense o f propriety an d dut y
or by the interventio n o f fathers an d husbands . Surely many of the aris -
tocratic wome n o f Rome felt littl e nee d t o as k permission t o mov e a s
they pleased o r to ente r int o politica l negotiatio n an d intrigue, bu t th e
same situatio n i s harde r t o imagin e fo r th e wealth y an d middle-clas s
local familie s o f Pompeii . Littl e informatio n remain s eve n t o tel l u s
about th e involvemen t o f suc h wome n i n religiou s cult , althoug h
Mamia, a  public priestess wh o erected a  temple (earl y first century C.E. )
"to the spiri t o f Augustus by herself an d with he r own money" (Corpus
Inscriptionum Latinarum  X.816; trans. Natalie Kampen), and Eumachia,
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Figure 12.9. Wal l paintin g o f a couple fro m a  hous e i n first-century c.E. Pompeii / sh e holds a writing
implement an d tablet s an d h e a scrol l t o testif y t o thei r learning an d thu s thei r status .

priestess of Ceres, indicate th e importance of wealthy women as benefac-
tors. Painting s in temples and houses document th e presence o f religiou s
groups, suc h a s that o f Isis, tha t wer e especiall y popula r amon g women
(Fig. 12.10) . A  number of images of the Egyptia n goddess and he r ritual s
appear (se e ch . 6  above), fo r example, a t th e estat e o f Julia Felix , bu t
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Figure 12.10. Wal l painting from first-century c.E. Pompeii, - i t depicts a ritua l at th e temple of Isi s an d
includes th e white-cla d priests , priestesses , an d follower s o f thi s Egyptia n goddes s whos e cul t ha d
attracted women sinc e the Hellenisti c period .

there i s no way t o know i f the owne r had a  special interes t i n Isis . And
finally, th e evidenc e fail s t o tel l u s enoug h abou t relationship s amon g
women, betwee n worker s lik e th e waitresse s wh o cal l o n u s to vot e for
their favorit e candidate, betwee n fre e wome n an d thei r slaves , betwee n
businesswomen lik e th e moneylende r Faustill a and th e wome n i n deb t
to her .

The eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 C.E. covered th e town s of Pom-
peii an d Herculaneu m an d th e villa s an d farm s aroun d them . I n on e
sense th e eruptio n wa s on e o f the greates t tragedie s of al l time ; i n an -
other sense , i t did a great favor t o archaeology in preserving, as nowhere
else, trace s o f dail y lif e fo r wome n an d me n i n ever y socia l stratum .
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Although the difficultie s o f interpreting this material are enormous, th e
reader of Chapter 1 3 will be keenly aware of the exten t to which othe r
periods in Roma n history lac k comparable minutiae abou t ho w peopl e
lived, ate, dressed, worked, and played.
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