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Introduction

For many years now the field of Classics has moved on from the study of artifacts and texts in a hermetically sealed time capsule to consider the material in its broader context. The resources for Ancient Greece and Rome date from the second millennium BCE until the dissolution of the Roman Empire in the fifth century CE, and while our interpretations are still in large measure informed by their historical context, we are now free to engage in an examination that is both diachronic and synchronic, incorporating cross-cultural evidence and noting common features in human behaviour and expression across a span in time and space. Not infrequently one of the consequences of this is the fresh insight we gain about our own social interactions. Nowhere is this clearer than with the study of texts and artifacts that tell us something about Greek and Roman gendered behaviour.

This makes the teaching of Women in Classical Antiquity a lively enterprise, and this book is intended to play a part in the unveiling of features of modern as well as ancient gender interaction. I have translated a variety of Latin and Greek texts that address the situation of women in ancient Rome from its legendary beginnings in the eighth century BCE until the fourth century CE. This is a compilation of historical, legendary, philosophical and inscriptional texts, as well as others drawn from a variety of literary genres. They are presented for the most part in chronological sequence, with a brief running commentary situating them in their context. I anticipate that fuller contextualization and interpretive guidance will be supplied by instructors, as there remains the challenge of finding an authentic portrait of the life of women in a patriarchal culture where most of the texts are composed by men. I assume also that in this study a fuller array of texts will be consulted as needed, taking advantage of such resources as Women’s Life in Greece and Rome: A Sourcebook (1982/1992/2005), Women in the Classical World (1994), Reading Roman Women (2001), Roman Women (2007), and others supplied by the general bibliography at the end of the book. More specialized bibliographies are found at the end of each chapter. It is most certainly the case that these bibliographies will quickly be out of date, but it is equally clear that students will have immediate access to new titles as soon as they appear.

The first part contains largely legendary material, covering the two and a half centuries during which tradition held that Rome was governed by kings (between the conventional dates of 753 BCE and 509 BCE). From the outset, several patterns are clear that can be traced throughout the history of Rome, such as the fact that women’s capacity to reproduce was closely guarded and often exploited by men. With the emergence of the Republic at the end of the 6th century BCE, the historical material can be read with a greater degree of confidence, but as with historical accounts of any age, readers must be prepared to recognize the ideological assumptions that frame them. Part 2 covers the Early and Middle phases of the Republic, exposing the ways in which gender and class intersected when the patrician and plebian orders were in conflict. Where possible, I have tried to include evidence for the activities of lower class and slave women, despite the fact that the historical record is preoccupied with the elites. The third part covers the turbulent century of civil wars in Rome that ended with the victory of Octavian/Augustus over Mark Antony in 31 BCE; this therefore includes excerpts detailing the effect of war on women’s lives. Part 4 contains material from the first six decades of the Empire launched by Augustus, with the effects on women (of all classes) of relative political stability and affluence for the privileged governing and elite groups. “The Later Empire” is the final part, presenting a broad selection of excerpts from various genres and contexts composed over roughly four centuries, ending with the effects of the clash between polytheistic religion and the monotheistic cult of Christianity that left female martyrs from both traditions.

This book would not have been possible without my being able to consider, and in many cases include, texts already selected by authors/editors of books in this field – most notably Women’s Life in Greece and Rome and Women in the Classical World, mentioned above. In addition, there are certain individuals whose help has been crucial to the project: Dwayne Meisner, a doctoral student in my home department, who provided a careful reading of my translations and verified the numerical references; Elaine Fantham, my former teacher and dear friend, who offered many important suggestions about the selection of texts and the historical commentary; Paul Potter and Beate Gundert, who provided helpful comments on the passages quoting ancient medical writers; my colleagues Beth Greene and Alex Meyer who assisted with interpreting material from Vindolanda and Pompeii and Kelly Olson, who supplied important contributions for the bibliographies. Particular thanks go to Nicholas Horsfall, who was always prepared with professional suggestions for my textual queries and to Carol Agocs, for her assistance with proof-reading. My thanks also go to Charlotte Loveridge, Kim Storry and Dhara Patel of Bloomsbury Press, for competent handling of the manuscript. Of course I hold none of these individuals responsible for errors that may be discovered.

The translations are all my own. Material in parentheses within the translations is explanatory; that in square brackets supplements the text. With the numerical references, which can vary considerably because of a range of established texts, I decided to follow those used by the Perseus Digital Library (frequently identical with the bilingual Loeb editions). This I did after a great deal of thought, because I realized that it would facilitate the work of students who wished to read larger selections of text through internet consultation.

Bonnie MacLachlan

University of Western Ontario

January 2013
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1

Women and the legendary past

CREUSA

The written record of Rome’s earliest historical period is a legendary one. While we cannot be sure of the degree to which these tales were based in historical reality we can be confident that in their retelling they shaped, reflected and reinforced the attitudes of the people telling and hearing them. The cultural patterns that were sustained in this way included those governing the interactions between women and men.

This story of the foundation of Rome reflected an attempt to link the Roman world to Greece’s heroic past. Vergil’s great Latin epic The Aeneid, disseminated at the end of the last century BCE and in the early decades of the first century CE, forged a mythical link between the Roman Empire and the Trojan War. Aeneas, a Trojan prince who escaped the destruction of his city, turned his back on this chapter of his life, driven by destiny to establish a new kingdom on the Italian peninsula. Vergil describes Aeneas’ development as a Romanized hero in two emotional vignettes in which he detaches himself from women with whom he has had an intimate relationship but who cannot be part of his Roman destiny.

The first is his Trojan wife Creusa. With the city conquered and in flames Aeneas cries out for her, running through the streets. Startled suddenly, he sees her ghost coming out of the shadows. She explains to him that the gods have decreed that his Roman destiny does not include her.


“What good is there in giving yourself over to such insane grief,

my dear husband? These things have not come to pass without the will of the gods.

Nor is it permitted for you to take your companion Creusa away from here;

not even the ruler of Olympus on high permits it.

There will be a long period of exile for you, and you must plow the vast expanse of sea

before you come to the Hesperian (Western) land, where the Lydian Tiber

flows through the fertile fields of men with a gentle swerve.

There good fortune and a kingdom and a royal wife

have been prepared for you. Banish your tears for your beloved Creusa.”

(2.777–84)



Creusa assured him that she would not be led away into slavery by the Greeks, for the gods had willed it that she not leave Trojan soil. After asking him to take care of their young son, she disappeared into the air. Three times Aeneas tried to clasp her, and three times her image disappeared, as Vergil says, like a fleeting dream. Aeneas departed with their son Ascanius, his aged father and a band of Trojan followers.

DIDO

En route to Italy, Aeneas was blown off-course by a storm and stopped at Carthage, a city on the north coast of Africa that had been founded by the Queen Dido of Sidon, who gave him unexpected and exceptional hospitality. The hero’s mother, the love-goddess Venus, had arranged a passionate encounter between the two, and the relationship continued for a year until Jupiter sent a divine emissary with the directive that Aeneas depart.

Dido, suspecting that Aeneas had departure in mind, was less compliant than Creusa when he tried to explain why he must leave. After raving in mad distraction she confronted the hero.


“Did you actually hope to keep it a secret, you faithless one –

that you could pull off something so great, so terribly impious, quietly slipping away from my land?

Did not our love hold you back, or the pledge that you once gave,

or Dido, who will die a cruel death?

Why indeed are you launching your fleet under a wintry star

and rushing to travel over the deep in the midst of northerly winds,

cruel one? What would happen if you were not seeking foreign soil

and an unfamiliar home, but ancient Troy still stood?

Would Troy be the destination of your ships over the billowy sea?

Is it from me that you are fleeing? Oh, by these tears and your pledge,

when in my distress I have left myself nothing else at all,

by our marriage, by our wedding rites initiated,

if I deserved anything good from you or if there was anything

endearing you got from me, take pity on my household in tatters, and I beg you – if there is any place for prayers to this point – cast off this intention of yours!”

(4.306–19)



Dido then appealed to Aeneas on the grounds that she needed his protection from local chiefs who wished to marry her. She considered theirs a marriage relationship, and lamented the fact that they had not at least produced a son (and male heir) whose face would keep alive his memory.


“If only before your flight there had been a child from you taken up into my arms, a tiny Aeneas to play in my hall,

such as to bring you back to me by his looks.

In that case I would not seem to be so entirely forsaken and deserted.”

(4.327–30)



Aeneas kept his mind focused on the dictates of the gods, but answered her appeal.


“Finally he answered her briefly. ‘I will never deny, Queen,

that you are deservedly right about the many things you listed as you spoke to me.

It will not displease me to recall Elissa (another name for Dido)

as long as my memory holds, as long as breath governs these limbs.

I will now speak briefly about the issue. I did not hope to cover up this flight from you in secret –

don’t imagine this – nor did I ever carry wedding torches

nor did I come to the point of taking this marriage vow.

If the fates had permitted me to live out my life under my own direction,

and to arrange my concerns in accordance with my own will,

I would be looking after the city of Troy first, and the cherished remains of my kin – if the lofty towers of King Priam had remained

and if I could have rebuilt Pergamon for her defeated people by my own hands.’”

(4.333–44)



Aeneas assured Dido that it was not of his own free will that he was now drawn to the shores of Italy, but because of the directives of the gods and the future that lay in store for his son. Like Dido, he was subject to Fate, and he asked her to calm down.


“Now even the interpreter of the gods, sent by Jupiter himself –

I swear this by your head and mine – has brought down his message through the swift air.

I saw the god himself entering the walls openly in broad daylight,

and I drank in his voice with my ears.

Leave off inflaming me and you both with your complaints;

it is not of my own free will that I go in search of Italy.”

(4.356–61)



But Dido answered with renewed fury, accusing him of being a savage brute and of ingratitude for the shelter she had provided the Trojans.


“Traitor, no goddess was your parent; no Dardanus was the forefather of your race, but the brutal Caucasus gave birth to you on its harsh peaks,

and Hyrcanian tigresses gave you suck at their teats.

Why should I feign it, or for what more critical moment am I keeping myself?

Did he feel sorrow in the face of my weeping? Did he soften his look?

Was he overcome and did he shed a tear? Did he feel pity for the one who loves him?

What could I anticipate from this? At this very moment neither great Juno nor the father,

the son of Saturn, looks upon this with eyes of equanimity.

Nowhere is trust safe. A castaway on the shore, in dire need,

I took him in, and – fool that I was – I gave him a place with a share in the kingdom.

His lost fleet and his companions I brought back from death’s door.

Oh, how I am set awhirl by fires of rage!”

(4.365–76)



Dido dismissed him with threats that when she died her ghost would torment him. Aeneas later encountered her ghost when he descended to the Underworld (while alive) to consult with his father, who had died before they could reach Italy. Dido had committed suicide when Aeneas left Carthage, and was wandering in the Fields of Mourning with others who had suffered from the cruel pangs of love.


“Among them through the deep forest wandered Phoenician Dido,

newly dead from her fatal wound. The Trojan hero,

as soon as he saw her, stood still and recognized her shadowy form

in the dark, just as one sees, or thinks he has seen,

the new moon appearing through the clouds at the beginning of the month.

He shed tears and spoke to her with tender love,

‘Unhappy Dido, the news that came to me then was true,

that the light of your life was extinguished and you pursued your own destruction with the blade.

Oh! was I the cause of your death? I swear by the stars,

by the gods above and by whatever pledge of truth there can be deep beneath the earth

that it was against my will, Queen, that I departed from your shore.

But the commands of the gods, which now compel me to go through this shadowy realm,

through places rough with neglect and through the depths of night –

they compelled me to carry out their orders. I could not believe

that you were carrying such great pain because of my departure.

Halt your steps and don’t pull yourself away from my sight.

From whom are you fleeing? This is the last word that I can address to you with fate’s consent.’

With these words Aeneas tried to soften the soul that was burning

and looking fiercely at him, and he shed tears.

But she was turning away, with her eyes fixed on the ground,

nor was her look changed when he had begun his speech, any more

than if she were hard flint or stood there as a rocky marble cliff on Paros.

At length she detached herself and fled, still hostile,

into the shadowy grove.”

(6.450–73)



When Aeneas finally landed on the Italian shore it was not long before war erupted with the local inhabitants. Eventually the Trojans were victorious, and a new alliance was forged with the local king Latinus, cemented by the marriage of Aeneas with Latinus’ daughter Lavinia. In Vergil’s version his Trojan son Ascanius was renamed “Iulus” (= “Julus”), and he became the founder of the Julian clan of Romans to which the poet’s patron Augustus belonged.

ILIA

Ennius, a poet who preceded Vergil by about 200 years and also composed an epic poem about the early history of Rome, referred to a daughter of Aeneas named Ilia. In a fragment of his poem preserved by Cicero, Ennius described Ilia’s being awakened by a disturbing dream in which an unknown man abducted her. Ilia cried aloud, which summoned her aged nurse, and the young woman recounted the dream to her sister (or half-sister). In the legendary history of Rome, the stranger is the god Mars, and his rape of Ilia (more frequently called Rhea Silvia) would result in the births of the twins Romulus and Remus.


“The old woman with feeble limbs brought the light in a hurry.

Then tearfully [Ilia] recounted the following, frightened out of her sleep: ‘Child of Eurydice, whom our father loved,

now strength and life have abandoned my whole body.

For a handsome man seemed to carry me off through a pleasant willow grove

by the banks of the river – places unfamiliar to me.

And so, after this, true sister of mine, I seemed to wander all alone,

to search after you with halting steps and ask for you,

but could not reach you with my heart.

No pathway steadied my feet.

Then my father seemed to call to me with his voice,

using these words: “Oh, child, first you must endure hardship,

but afterwards your fortune will rise again, out of the river.”

Once he said this, Sister, our father suddenly left.

He didn’t present himself to my sight, although wishing it in his heart,

even though again and again I held up my hands to the azure vault of the sky weeping, calling to him with the voice of persuasion.

But then sleep abandoned me, leaving my heart in turmoil.’”

(Ennius, Annals 1.29 Skutsch = Cicero, On Divination 1.40–1)



RHEA SILVIA

In the better known version of Rome’s early history a line of kings succeeded Ascanius/Iulus, who moved the settlement to the Alban hills. The best known of these early kings is Romulus. The story with its legendary frame is picked up by the Roman prose historian Livy, a contemporary of Vergil’s who compiled a history of Rome from its earliest foundation until the first century CE. The historian describes the foundation of the city of Rome as beginning with the rape of Rhea Silvia, daughter of King Numitor. The king’s brother had taken the throne by force, killing Numitor’s sons and making his daughter Rhea Silvia a Vestal Virgin, committing her to celibacy (see below) in order to secure his position. Raped by the war god Mars, however, Rhea Silvia gave birth to twin boys, Romulus and Remus.

“The Vestal was raped, and when she had given birth to twins – whether she believed it or felt she was made more respectable by a claim that a god was the cause of her sin – she declared that Mars was the father of her offspring in question. But neither gods or men freed her or her babies from the king’s cruelty. The priestess was bound and placed in custody; he ordered the boys to be thrown in a running river.” (1.4.1–3)

A familiar tale in the narrative of early Rome is that of the rescue of Romulus and Remus, and the suckling of the infants by a she-wolf. Romulus eventually became king, and established the city that took his name on a place situated on the River Tiber surrounded by hills. The traditional date for the foundation of Rome is 753 BCE.


2

Women and the early kings

THE SABINE WOMEN I

Romulus extended the population of his new city by inviting refugees from the surrounding population to settle in Rome. Soon, however, he realized that he was facing a shortage of women. Confronting difficulties when trying to arrange intermarriage with neighbouring communities, he came up with a strategem. He sent messengers throughout the region announcing a lavish celebration of the festival Consuelia, in honour of Neptune as patron of horses. Out of curiosity to see the new town, Livy tells us, crowds of men, women and children convened in Rome, including a large number of Sabines who were neighbours in Latium. The guests were offered generous hospitality while they admired the extensive fortifications and buildings. But when the formal part of the festival began, a signal was given and all the strong Roman men dashed about seizing the young Sabine women.


“When the show had turned to disarray because of the panic then the distraught parents of the young girls escaped, with accusations against the compact of hospitality that had been violated and calling upon the god to whose festival they had come, having been deceived in their religious duty and trust. The outrage of the seized women was not less than this, nor was their hope for their future any greater.

But Romulus himself went about and pointed out that this had been done because of the arrogance of their parents, who had refused intermarriage with their neighbours. Nonetheless, the girls were now married women sharing all the fortunes of Rome, all the privileges of the community. There would be children, too, than which nothing is dearer to human nature. Let them only relent in their wrath and to those whom chance had given their bodies let them give their hearts. Often (he said) out of a wrong there arises later a feeling of affection, and to that degree they would be treated by their husbands more kindly because each one would strive on his own behalf so that when his part of the obligation was discharged he would also compensate them for what they were missing from their parents and their homes. Added to this were the sweet words spoken by the husbands, that the action was done from a desire to make amends and out of love – words that are most effective as appeals to touch a woman’s heart.” (1.9.13–16)



The loyalty of the Sabine wives was divided as time passed, between their Roman husbands and families and the Sabine families they had lost. The latter did not weaken in their remorse and their resolve to take revenge for the abduction of their young women.

“The minds of the abducted women were completely softened. But the parents of the seized girls then stirred up the cities by wearing mourning vestments and pouring out their tears and lamentations. Not only was their indignation confined to their hometowns but they also assembled from all parts at the home of Titus Tatius, king of the Sabines. Delegations assembled there because Tatius was the greatest name in that part of the country.” (1.10.1)

Tatius and the Sabines were slower to act than other neighbouring people who went ahead and invaded Roman territory. Romulus and the Romans easily defeated these two incursions. While King Romulus vaunted in his success, his wife Hersilia appealed to him to offer a conciliatory gesture to the Sabines.

“While Romulus was exulting in his double victory, Hersilia his wife, harassed by the appeals of the abducted women, pleaded with him to pardon their relatives and invite them into the state. In this way the situation could be consolidated with a friendly alliance. Her appeal succeeded with ease.” (1.11.2–3)

(Livy, History of Rome)

TARPEIA

A certain amount of amicable trust was achieved in the region, with Roman settlers moving into neighbouring territory and a number of the relatives of the captured women moving to Rome. A significant body of the Sabines remained hostile, however, and under King Tatius they mounted a carefully planned attack on the city of Romulus. A Roman girl named Tarpeia, the daughter of the commander of the Roman garrison, was tricked by the Sabine king into opening the gates to the invaders.

“The last battle was instigated by the Sabines, and that was the greatest by far, for nothing was undertaken out of anger or greed, nor did they give notice of war before they launched it. Furthermore, treachery was added to their design. Spurius Tarpeius was in charge of the Roman citadel. Tatius bribed the virgin daughter of this man with gold, so that she would admit the armed men into the citadel. It happened at the time that she had gone outside the fortifications to seek water for sacrifices. Once they were inside they covered her with their weapons and killed her, either so that the citadel could seem to have been taken by force or so that, by making a public case of it there would never be any trust placed in a traitor. There is also the tale that the Sabines were widely known to wear heavy gold bracelets on their left arms and conspicuous jewelled rings, and that the girl had demanded what they held in their left hands. The outcome was that their shields were piled on her, standing in for gifts of gold. There are those who say that she, when the agreement was arranged to hand over what was in their left hands, demanded their shields, and when she was seen to be acting with treachery she herself was dispatched by means of the price she had set.” (1.11.5–11)

Today one can see the “Tarpeian Rock”, a cliff face of the Capitoline Hill from which traitors and criminals were thrown for many centuries.

THE SABINE WOMEN II

With the Sabines in possession of the fortified Capitol, a fierce battle was waged below in the area of what became the Roman Forum. Eventually the issue was decided by the very women who had been the reason for the fighting.


“At this moment the Sabine women, from whose unjust treatment the battle had begun, with loosened hair and torn vestments, their womanly fear overcome by the evils at hand, dared to thrust themselves into the midst of the flying weapons. Making it through the crossfire they parted the hostile ranks, dissolving the men’s fury, pleading on the one hand with their fathers, on the other with their husbands, not to spatter themselves with the accursed blood of their sons-in-law and fathers-in-law, lest they stain with parricide their offspring, who were grandsons of men on one side, free-born sons of men on the other side. ‘If there is a grievance over the relationship between you, if our intermarriage is provoking you, turn your anger against us. We are the cause of the war; we are the cause of the wounds and slaughter of our husbands and fathers. We would rather perish than live as widows or orphans, without either of you.’

Their appeal moved both the throng of men and their leaders. Suddenly there was silence and suddenly nothing stirred. Then the leaders came forward to conclude a treaty. And they produced not only peace but one state out of two. They shared the kingdom, conveying the entire rule to Rome.” (1.13.1–5)

(Livy, History of Rome)



EGERIA

The city prospered under Romulus. The next king, Numa Pompilius, was a Sabine. According to Livy, the military expansion that had established the city of Rome under his predecessor was replaced by Numa’s devotion to setting up a legal and religious framework that would ensure its stability. He put in place a lunar calendar and established priesthoods, which included the Vestal Virgins (pp. 39–40 below). Numa drew his inspiration from a divine figure, according to Livy, the wood-nymph Egeria.

“There was a grove in the midst of which was a spring that came out of a dark grotto and watered it all year long. Because Numa often took himself there on his own without witnesses, for ‘an encounter’ with the goddess, as it were, he declared this grove sacred to the Camenae (Nymphs of sacred springs who were identified with Muses), the place where they would hold conversations with his wife Egeria.” (1.21.3–4)

(Livy, History of Rome)

Later ancient sources are more skeptical about the role played by Egeria.

“And to be sure it is generally agreed that wondrous good fortune guided the long-lasting kingship of Numa. But that a certain Egeria, one of the wood-nymphs and a wise divinity, a sexual partner of the man, guided and shaped the constitution, is something of a fable.”

(Plutarch, Moralia 321B [first/second century CE])

Framed as a conversation between a certain Paris and Nepotianus, the following comments of Valerius Maximus (first century CE) are in the same vein, taken from his collection of anecdotes compiled for use in rhetorical schools. The spelling of the names varies slightly from other accounts.


(Paris) “Numa Pompilius, so that he might bind the Roman populace with rituals, wanted it to seem that there were nightly meetings with the goddess Egeria, and that with her counsel he instituted rituals that would be most acceptable to the immortal gods.”

(Nepotianus) “Numa Pompilius, when he noticed that the Romans had become fierce through continual warfare, taught them how to worship the gods. And to the same end, so that they might more easily be tamed, he concocted a story that he was accustomed to having the nymph Egeria as his advisor, so that he would have greater authority among his fierce subjects.”

(Valerius Maximus, Nine Books of Memorable Deeds and Sayings 1.2)



LAWS OF THE KINGS

Various ancient sources supply us with laws that were attributed to Romulus and Numa. Documentary accounts such as that of Dionysius of Halicarnassus (first century BCE) were composed as many as 900 years after the traditional dating of these kings, and may well represent a popular but inaccurate record of restrictive measures the kings put in place. From Dionysius we get the following report of regulations connected with marriage attributed to Romulus. The first presents some limitations placed upon women of a certain type of marriage.

“Romulus, by not giving to the husband the right to bring a charge against his wife for adultery or for leaving the house without justification, nor to the wife to bring a suit against her husband for wrong-doing or for leaving her without justification or for not making legal arrangements for the return or recovery of her dowry by the enactment of a single law – by not regulating any other of the affairs for these people – with a single law which held sway over all such cases, as the effects themselves have shown, he brought women to exercise moderation and self-control. This was the law: a woman who was married in a ‘sacred marriage’ joined with her husband and there was a common sharing of possessions and sacred rites.” (2.25.1–2)


The sacred marriage is commonly understood to refer to marriage with confarreatio, in a ritual marked by the sharing of bread before the chief priests and ten witnesses.

Joining with her husband in a “sacred marriage” placed the bride in manu, “in the hand” of her husband, giving him complete control over her. If she behaved well, however, according to Dionysius she would share the household management in equal measure with him and stood to inherit property. If she misbehaved, however, the penalty was severe.



“This law compelled the married women, inasmuch as they had no other place to turn, to live their life in accordance with the manner of the man they had married, and the men to rule over their wives as necessary and inalienable property. A wife who was prudent and obedient to her husband in all matters was mistress of the household in the same way her husband was its master. If her husband died she became heir to the property, as a daughter would become heir of her father’s estate. If he had no children and were to die without a will she was mistress of all that he had left, but if he had offspring she had a share equal to that of the children. If she had committed some wrongdoing she was subject to the injured party as judge and he was in charge of the severity of her punishment. But in the following cases her kinsmen passed judgement together with her husband. Among the offences was adultery and – something the Greeks would think of as ranking least of all faults – if a wife had been found drinking wine. For both these [crimes] Romulus allowed the death penalty, as being the most shameful offences committed by women. He thought of adultery as the first sign of a loss of judgement, and drunkenness as the first step to adultery.” (2.25.4–7)

(Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities)

An example of a husband killing his wife for drinking wine is also recorded by Valerius Maximus in the chapter on “Severity” found in his collection of deeds and sayings.

“Severity in these men was stirred to exacting punishment for a serious crime, but that action of Egnatius Mecennius for a much lesser cause. Because his wife had drunk wine he killed her by beating her with a cudgel. Not only did the deed fail to find a prosecutor but even a critic, and there was unanimous agreement that through an excellent example she had paid the penalty for violating the laws of sobriety. And clearly every female who seeks the use of wine beyond moderation closes the door to all virtues and opens it to vices.”

(Valerius Maximus, Nine Books of Memorable Deeds and Sayings 6.3.9)


Pliny, in his Natural History (14.89), mentions that this took place during the reign of Romulus and that Mecennius was tried and acquitted.

A further law attributed to Romulus by Dionysius awarded the father complete control over his son, to whip him, sell him, put him in prison or even kill him (2.26.4–27.1).

Plutarch, in his parallel biographies of ancient Greeks and Romans, describes a law of Romulus giving the terms for divorce.



“[Romulus] put in place some laws among which is a severe one. ‘A wife is not permitted to divorce her husband, but he is allowed to divorce his wife for poisoning children or for substituting the keys or for adultery. If a man should divorce his wife for another reason [the law] ordered that part of his estate should go to his wife and part be dedicated to Demeter (Ceres for the Romans). Anyone who sold his wife would be sacrificed to the Underworld gods.’” (FIRA, “Romulus” 9, cf Plutarch, “Romulus” 22.3)

Other laws were attributed to Numa, such as the following.

“From the laws of Numa who ruled after Romulus, in which this also was written: ‘if a father allows his son to take a wife there will be a common sharing in religious  rituals and property, in accordance with the laws. It is no longer permissible for a father to sell his son.’”

(Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 2.27.4 = FIRA “Numa” 3)

“A law of the kings forbids that a woman who has died while pregnant be buried before the fetus has been cut out. Whoever acts contrary to this is seen to have destroyed a living being together with the mother.”

(Marcellus 1.28 = FIRA “Numa” 12)

The following law attributed to Numa indicates that concubines were a feature of early Rome.

“Moreover, a woman was called a concubine and considered shameful who was habitually intimate with a man in whose control and possession was another woman in a state of matrimony. This is demonstrated by a very ancient law that we understand as originating with King Numa: ‘A concubine is not permitted to touch the altar of Juno. If she does touch it she must slaughter a female lamb to Juno with her hair loosened.’”

(Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 4.3.3 = FIRA “Numa” 13)

HORATIA

A warrior-king named Tullus Hostilius succeeded Numa and war was set to break out with the Albans, who inhabited territory that had been settled originally from the Trojan settlement at Lavinium. Instead of a full-scale battle, however, both sides agreed to abide by the outcome of a combat between two sets of triplets, one Alban (three Curiatii) and one Roman (three Horatii). After a deadly encounter, a single Roman remained alive, and he marched with the Roman army back to the city with the spoils of the three vanquished Albans. As Livy tells the story, the victory was not sweet for a young Roman woman, the sister of the victorious Horatius.

“His virgin sister met him outside the Capena gate, a young woman who had been betrothed to one of the Curiatii. She recognized on her brother’s shoulders the soldier’s cloak that she herself had made for her betrothed. She unbound her hair and in tears called out the name of her dead fiancé. The lamenting of his sister, in the midst of his victory and such great public celebration, shook the spirit of the fierce young man. Drawing his sword, therefore, he drew his weapon and plunged it into the girl, shouting at the same time ‘Get away from here and take your girl-love to your lover. You have forgotten your brothers, dead or alive, you have forgotten your fatherland. So may any Roman woman perish who grieves for an enemy!’” (1.26.2–5)  The spectators were horrified and Horatius was charged with treason. He was about to be hanged when King Tullus intervened. He had been stirred to do so by Horatius’ father, who argued that his daughter had deserved her death and that if it had been otherwise he would have exercised his paternal right to kill his son. He embraced the young man and reminded the men of Rome that his son had saved the city from falling under the sway of Alba. The younger Horatius was acquitted, but obliged to undertake ceremonies to expiate his crime. A stone tomb was built for his sister on the spot where she had been killed.
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The Tarquins

After a succession of various kings the throne passed to an Etruscan. The Etruscans (see below) were people who inhabited modern Tuscany, north of Rome, and maintained close contacts with the Greeks from about the eighth century BCE.

TANAQUIL AND TARQUINIUS PRISCUS

Livy describes a dramatic sequence of events that unfolded in the sixth century when Lucumo, the son of a Greek man who had moved to Etruscan Tarquinia, eventually took over the throne in Rome. Lucumo had married Tanaquil, an ambitious Etruscan woman who felt that Rome would offer them more opportunities for advancement than Tarquinia.

“Lucumo on the other hand, the sole heir of all his father’s property, married Tanaquil, who increased the self-confidence that his wealth had already produced. She was born in a position of privilege, and was not one to put up with circumstances in which she had married that were humbler than those into which she had been born. When the Etruscans showed contempt toward Lucumo for being born of an exile newcomer she could not bear the indignity, so ignoring any inborn affection for her homeland as long as she could see her husband respected, she seized upon a plan to move away from Tarquinia. Rome seemed to be the most suitable place for this purpose. Among a recently settled population, where all nobility might be achieved swiftly and be determined by native ability, there would be a place for a strong and vigorous man.” (1.34.2–6)

The pair left with their belongings and came to the Janiculum, one of the seven hills amidst which Rome had been built. At this point an eagle swooped down and removed the cap from Lucumo’s head. Shortly afterward it flew down again and replaced it as if, in Livy’s words, it had been sent by heaven. Tanaquil as an Etruscan was well versed in augury (the interpretation of the gods’ will through omens) and embracing her husband she foretold success in their venture.

“‘The bird came from that region of the sky and is a messenger from that god. It made the sign around a man’s head, the highest point. It removed the crown that had been placed on a human head and replaced it as a divine sign.’ The two entered the city carrying with them these hopes and reflections.” (1.34.9–10)

(Livy, History of Rome)


The couple settled in Rome, where Lucumo took a Roman name, Lucius Tarquinius Priscus “Tarquin the First”. Their wealth and hospitality facilitated their welcome, and this Tarquin quickly became an intimate of King Ancus, even being named in the king’s will as the guardian of his sons. At the death of the king an election for his successor was held, and Tarquin sent the king’s sons out of town on a hunting expedition, thereby easily winning the election. He proceeded to embark on some successful military campaigns against the Latins and Sabines, and undertook considerable public works projects in the city.

A Roman practice in later periods that tradition associated with Tarquin was the consultation of the Sibylline Books. In times of confusion or peril, this collection of oracular advice provided guidance akin to that given the Greeks by Apollo’s priestess at Delphi. Sibyls were consulted in various oracular places by the Greeks, and tradition located one in Cumae, a town near modern Naples that had been settled by Greeks. (It was this Sibyl who guided Aeneas to the Underworld in Vergil’s epic.) Dionysius of Halicarnassus preserves the story of the presentation of the Sibylline Books to Tarquin.




“It is said that some other truly wonderful piece of good fortune came to the city of the Romans during the reign of Tarquin, awarded through the favour of some god or a divinity. This was not a gift that lasted a short period, but oftentimes throughout the whole life of the state it has saved her from terrible disasters.

A certain woman, not a native of Rome, came to the king wanting to sell him nine books filled with Sibylline oracles. When the Tarquin didn’t think that the books were worth purchasing at the requested price she went away and burned three of them. After a short time, bringing the six remaining books she offered to sell them for the same price. Since she seemed crazy and was laughed at for asking the same price for the reduced number of books that she couldn’t get for the greater number, she went away again and burned half of those that were left. Bringing the remaining three she asked for the same amount of money. Tarquin, wondering what could be the intention of the woman, sent for the augurs and when he had described to them what had happened he asked them what he should do. These men, knowing from certain signs that he had turned away a blessing sent from the gods, and explaining that it was a huge misfortune that he had not purchased all the books, ordered him to calculate the money owed the woman, however much she asked, and to get hold of the oracles that remained. The woman then gave him the books and showed him how to take good care of them, and disappeared from the sight of the people. Tarquin selected two distinguished men from among the citizens and attached to them two public servants, and entrusted them with taking care of the books.”

(Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 4.62.1–4)



Tanaquil’s skills as king-maker were engaged again when a little boy in the palace was found sleeping with his head in flames. The queen stopped efforts to quench the fire, which went out when the boy awoke. Taking her husband aside she asserted that the boy would grow up to be their saviour. Livy gives us the story.

“‘Don’t you see this boy,’ she said, ‘whom we are raising in such mean circumstances? You should realize that one day this boy will be a beacon for us when our situation is precarious, and he will be a bulwark for our throne when it is in trouble. So let us rear him with all attention, as a source of great glory publicly and privately.’” (1.39.3–4)

This Servius, who may have been the child of a slave, was raised as a royal prince and given in marriage to the daughter of Tanaquil and Tarquin. Trouble began when the two sons of the former King Ancus, having decided that they had been wrongly deprived of the throne, laid plans to kill Tarquin. They chose two rough shepherds to do the deed, who managed an audience with the king and took the opportunity to split his skull with an axe. As Tarquin lay dying, Tanaquil closed the palace gates and then treated his wounds as if he were merely injured. She sent for Servius and made plans for the next stage.

“Holding his right hand she pleaded with him not to leave the death of his father-in-law unavenged, nor to allow his mother-in-law to be an object of ridicule in the eyes of their enemies. ‘The kingdom belongs to you, Servius, if you are a man,’ she said, ‘not to those who have carried out this most despicable crime, using the hands of outsiders. Stand up and follow the leadership of the gods who once foretold, by surrounding this head of yours with divine fire, that it would be famous. Now let that heavenly flame rouse you; now is really the time to bestir yourself. Even as foreigners we ruled. Think again about who you are, not about where you were born. If your plans are paralyzed by this shocking crisis just follow my plans.’” (1.41.2–3)

While they were thus conferring there was a great deal of commotion in the street, as crowds tried to learn what would be the outcome of the attack on Tarquin. Tanaquil bought some time. Livy describes her flinging open an upper window of the palace and addressing the people.


“She urged them to be calm. The king had been knocked out by a sudden blow. The weapon had not penetrated too deeply into his body. He was now returning  to his senses. The wound had been examined when the blood had been wiped off. All prospects for health were good. She was confident that they would see him for themselves shortly. In the meantime she urged the people to hearken to the words of Servius Tullius. He would restore justice and would attend to the other duties of the king.

Servius came out wearing the robe of state, preceded by the lictors (individuals bearing the signs of office). Sitting on the royal seat he made judgements in some cases, but in others he pretended that he would refer them to the king. In this way for several days when Tarquin had already died, by concealing his death and through the appearance of administering the affairs of another as a stand-in, Servius strengthened his own position.” (1.41.5–6)

(Livy, History of Rome)



Livy continues his account with reports of the ways in which Servius consolidated his leadership role in Rome, engaging in a number of military campaigns, undertaking a wide-sweeping socio-political reorganization of the populace and extending the boundaries of the city. But the drama inside the palace continued. The sons of King Ancus, who had arranged the murder of the Etruscan, had gone into voluntary exile, but the two sons (or possibly grandsons) of Tarquin and Tanaquil posed a new threat, questioning Servius’ legitimacy as king. Servius married them to his own two daughters, undertook some popular land distribution and then called for an official vote to give him title to the throne. He was successful, but one of the two young Tarquins, later to be known as Tarquinius Superbus “Tarquin the Arrogant” continued to foster distrust and intrigue. Livy likens it to the makings of a Greek tragedy.

TULLIA AND TARQUINIUS SUPERBUS

The two young Tarquins who were married to daughters of Servius Tullius (both called Tullia, following the Roman custom of taking their father’s clan or gens name) were opposite in disposition to each other and to their wives. The elder Tullia, who was married to the mild-mannered Arruns, was fiercely ambitious, but the younger Tullia who was married to the other (ambitious) Tarquin was not. Livy reads the next development as a consequence of the designs of the strong-minded Tullia.


“The headstrong Tullia was infuriated that there was nothing of substance in her husband, and no ambition or daring. She turned her attention completely to the other Tarquin, admiring him, calling him a true man and born to the throne by his bloodline. She despised her sister because having acquired a husband she was failing to support him with womanly courage. Likeness of character quickly drew them together, as usually happens. Evil is most suited to evil.

But the beginning of the upheaval sprung entirely from the female front. [The elder Tullia] in regular conversations with her sister’s husband withheld no words of abuse about her husband to his brother, or about her sister to her sister’s husband. And she pressed the point that it would have been more appropriate for her to have been single and he a bachelor than to have been joined in a bad match, to waste away because of someone else’s inaction. If the gods had given her as husband a man that she deserved she would soon have seen the royal rule in her house that she was looking at in her father’s.

Swiftly she filled the young man with her own recklessness. There were two funerals in quick succession (of Arruns Tarquinius and the younger Tullia). When the pair had made space in their homes for a fresh marriage they were joined in wedlock, with Servius rather not standing in the way than approving. On that day, to be sure, Servius now in his senior years was increasingly under threat, and his royal rule began to be more vulnerable. The wicked woman looked from one crime toward another. She didn’t allow her husband to relax by day or night, lest the earlier kin-murders had been for nothing. She wasn’t going to go without a man to whom she was said to be married, but not one whom she would serve in silence. She was missing one who thought he deserved the throne, one who recalled that he was the son of Tarquinius Priscus, who preferred to possess the kingship rather than hope for it. ‘If you are the one whom I reckon I married, I call you both husband and king, but if you are less than that, then the situation has now changed for the worse, because that crime of yours is bound up with cowardice. Why won’t you prepare yourself for action?’” (1.46.6–47.4)



Livy describes Tullia as goaded on by the thought of the successes of Tanaquil.

“By chiding the young man with these and other taunts she stirred him to action. She herself couldn’t rest while Tanaquil, a foreign woman, had been able to set her mind in gear such that she had conferred the royal rule on two men in succession, on her husband and then on her son-in-law, but while she herself, being of royal blood, was having no influence on bestowing or removing the crown.” (1.47.6)


Tarquin, stirred into action by his wife’s baiting, canvassed the populace, currying favour with the senatorial classes and bribing young men to gain their support, all the while vilifying Servius. At an opportune moment he forced his way into the Forum with an armed guard and sat on the king’s chair in front of the Senate House, sending heralds to summon the senators to appear before “King Tarquin”. When all were assembled he condemned Servius as a slave-usurper of the crown.

When Servius learned of this he rushed to the Forum. Tarquin seized the aged king and threw him down the steps of the Senate House into the street. As  he stumbled back to the palace, the king was killed by assassins. Livy returns once more to Tullia as the source of the crime.



“It is believed that the deed was done at the instigation of Tullia, because she was not averse to other crime. There is certainly general agreement that she entered the Forum in a carriage, undaunted by the gathering of men, and called her husband away from the Senate house, being the first to call him ‘King’. Ordered by him to leave because of such a great uproar, as she was heading home and had come to the top of Cyprus Street, where the shrine of Diana stood recently, her driver who was steering the team of horses turned the carriage to the right to climb up the Urban hill so that he could drive up the Esquiline. He stopped in terror and checked the reins, then showed to his mistress the body of Servius lying there mutilated. According to tradition, because of the abominable and inhuman crime the location is marked by a memorial; they call it the ‘Street of Crime’. This is the street where Tullia, driven crazy by the avenging spirits of her sister and her (first) husband, is said to have driven the carriage over the body of her father. Stained and spattered herself, she carried part of the blood and gore from her father on her bloodied carriage to the household gods of the house she shared with her husband. With their spirits outraged at the bad beginning of the reign, a similar end would soon follow.” (1.48.5–7)

(Livy, History of Rome)

Today one can walk in this place, known as the Vicus Sceleratus (the “Crime District”) leading to the University of Rome.

LUCRETIA

Despite expanding Roman territory by military means, and some considerable expansion of public building programmes, the reign of the younger Tarquin was marked by tyranny and brutality. Its end was, as the gods had predicted, marked by violence, and saw the conclusion not only of the Tarquins but of royal rule itself in Rome. The strength necessary to oust the king and his family was mustered by public outrage when a member of the royal family raped a respectable married woman.

A Roman garrison had been posted outside the neighbouring city of Ardea where it had mounted a siege. Among the troops were sons of the king and other Roman officers including a man named Collatinus. One evening they fell to discussing their wives, with rival claims made about the virtue of each man’s wife. Collatinus proposed that they make a surprise visit to their homes and ascertain just what their wives were doing during their absence. Livy picks up the story as they left for Rome.


“They were heated with wine. ‘Come on, let’s go!’ they all said. They flew off to Rome on their swift horses. They arrived there just as dusk was spreading, and then proceeded to Collatia, where Lucretia was engaged in ways quite unlike the wives of the royal family, whom they had seen spending their time partying with friends in luxurious surroundings. They found her on the other hand sitting in the middle of the house, given over to her wool-working late at night, together with her maid-servants working by lamplight. The prize for the contest of women was in Lucretia’s hands. When her husband and the Tarquins approached her they were welcomed hospitably. The victorious husband graciously invited the royal youth to come in. On that occasion an illicit desire to rape Lucretia seized Sextus Tarquinius; both her beauty and the chastity she had demonstrated inflamed him. Then, however, following their nocturnal youthful exercise, they returned to camp.

A few days later Sextus Tarquinius, without the knowledge of Collatinus, came to Collatia with one companion. There he was received kindly by those ignorant of his design, and after dinner was led to the guest quarters. Burning with desire, after all seemed safe enough around him and everyone seemed to be asleep, he drew his sword and came to the sleeping Lucretia. With his left hand he leaned on her breast and said, ‘Be quiet, Lucretia. I am Sextus Tarquinius. I have a weapon in my hand; if you make a sound you will die.’ When the terrified woman woke up and saw that there was no help at hand and death was imminent, then the Tarquin confessed his love, pleaded with her, mixed his prayers with threats, bent her womanly heart in every direction. When he saw that she was unyielding and that not even the fear of death would change her mind he added dishonour to her fear. He said that when she was dead he would cut the throat of a slave and place him beside her naked, so that it would be said that she had been killed like one caught in foul adultery. By means of this terror he vanquished her resolute chastity, just as lust (with force) wins out. Then brutal Tarquinius set out from there, once the woman’s honour had been completely compromised.

Lucretia, distraught at such a terrible calamity, sent a message to her father in Rome and the same one to her husband at Ardea, asking them to come with a single trustworthy friend. They needed to do this as quickly as possible: a terrible thing had happened. Spurius Lucretius came with Publius Valerius, the son of Volesus. Collatinus came with Lucius Junius Brutus, with whom he had happened to be returning to Rome when he was met by the messenger from his wife. They found Lucretia sitting in misery in her bedroom. With their arrival her tears erupted. When her husband asked, ‘Are you well?’ she answered ‘Hardly, for what is well with a woman when her chastity has been lost?’ There is the imprint of another man in your bed, Collatinus. But only my body has been violated; my heart is innocent. Death will be my witness. But give me your pledge and promise that there will be no amnesty for the adulterer. It was Sextus Tarquinius who came last night as an enemy in the guise of a guest, armed with force. He took from here his pleasure, a destructive one for me, and for him too if you are men.

They all gave her their pledge in turn. They offered consolation in her distress, by deflecting the fault from the one who had been forced to the perpetrator of the crime. It is the mind that sins, not the body, and where one’s intention is not present so is guilt absent. ‘You,’ she said, ‘will see to what must be done to him. Although I absolve myself of the crime I do not absolve myself from punishment. Let no unchaste woman live in time to come because of the example of Lucretia.’ The knife, which she had kept hidden under her robe she drove into her heart and she fell forward, dying from the wound.” (1.57.8–58.12)

(Livy, History of Rome)



Brutus, the companion who had hastened with Collatinus to Rome in response to Lucretia’s summons, vowed to avenge the rape – to pursue the king, his wife and children, and to eradicate royal rule from Rome. Lucretia’s body was carried into the Forum, and the people’s grief turned to anger at the Tarquinii and support for Brutus. A large armed force marched through the city behind Brutus. He delivered a speech in the Forum condemning the rape, the arrogant and tyrannical rule of the king, and the dreadful murder and mutilation of Servius by the Tarquins. When the king rushed from Ardea to Rome the city was closed against him. Tullia fled and their sons went into exile. The Roman Republic was born, and sole rule was replaced thereafter by a government led by two consuls elected by popular vote.


4

Etruscan Women

Livy’s account of the powerful women in the Etruscan dynasty at Rome is complemented by material evidence that has survived from Etruscan centres such as Caere or Tarquinia, including tomb frescoes where women are depicted quite differently from their Greek or Roman counterparts – in positions of prominence. In some of these paintings they are seated with men watching public spectacles; in others they are dining on couches with men who appear to be their husbands. Etruscan sarcophagi depict couples on a couch together, even embracing. Aristotle, in a discussion of Etruscan customs, felt this was worthy of note, according to the antiquarian Athenaeus (third century CE).

“Aristotle, in his Customs of the Tyrrhenoi (Etruscans) said ‘But the Etruscans dine with their wives, lying at table, reclining under the same cloak.’”

(Deipnosophistae, Banqueters 1.23d = Aristotle, fr. 565 Bekker)

Chariots have been found in the tombs of some Etruscan women along with items for personal adornment and wool-working. Some 3000 engraved mirrors have also been recovered from these tombs, many of which contain inscriptions – a sign of the literacy of the women who used them. Not infrequently the scenes depicted on the mirrors are erotically suggestive, and many of the bronze figurines from Etruria that have survived seem to reflect a way of life in which the erotically playful was enjoyed. This fuelled a Greek and Roman disdain for the “otherness” of the Etruscans, and led them to make assumptions about their sexual laxity and the freedom accorded their women, and to draw conclusions from this about their family life. The longest surviving testimony of this is that of the Greek historian Theopompus (fourth century BCE) preserved in Athenaeus, who includes a summary reference to a remark by Timaeus (a Sicilian historian, also fourth century BCE) about female slaves of the Etruscans.


“Timaeus tells us in his first book that among the Etruscans, who most outlandishly live in luxury, that the servant girls wait on men naked.

Theopompus, in the 43rd book of his Histories, says that it is also the custom among the Etruscans for women to be common property. These women take exceptional care of their bodies and exercise frequently, even with men, and  sometimes also with each other, for it is not shameful for them to be seen naked. They dine not with their own husbands, but with whoever happens to be present, and they propose toasts to whomever they wish. They are formidably skilled at drinking and extremely beautiful to look at. The Etruscans raise all the children born to them, not knowing from what father each one came. The male offspring live the same lifestyle as those who raised them, having frequent drinking parties and having sex with all the women. Nothing is regarded as disgraceful in the eyes of the Etruscans, not only when they are doing something out in public but also when having something done to them, for this is a local custom among them. They are so far from regarding it as shameful that they even say, whenever the master of the house is the recipient of the sexual act and someone comes looking for him, that he openly describes the affairs that he is engaged in as ‘this and that’, in disgraceful terms.

When they get together socially with their friends or relatives they behave like this: first, when they have stopped drinking and are about to go to sleep, while the lamps are still lit the servants bring in to them sometimes courtesans and sometimes boys, uncommonly handsome ones, sometimes even their wives. When they have had their enjoyment of these, the servants bring them youths in their prime, who take their turn having sex with them. They engage in sex and have intercourse while watching one another, but most of the time they put screens around their couches woven from branches, having thrown coverlets over top of them.

They really like to have sex with women, but far more do they enjoy being with boys and youths, for the young men among them are extremely handsome to see, inasmuch as they live in luxury and shave their bodies smooth. All the barbarians living in the West remove their hair with pitch and shave their bodies, and among the Etruscans are many shops equipped for this, and there are professionals in this trade just like our barbers.” (Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 12.517d = Timaeus, FGrH 566F1B; Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 12.517d–518a = Theopompus FGrH 115F204)
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The early laws and women: the Twelve Tables

The codification of laws for the new Roman Republic was the responsibility of “decemvirs” – ten men who, in 452 BCE according to Livy, were given plenipotentiary powers to govern Rome. This was during a period when there had been vigorous opposition to the consuls, particularly from the lower classes (the plebeians) who felt they had been unfairly treated by the upper classes (patricians) with their arbitrary application of informal laws. The new laws were produced after consulting those in Greece designed by the proto-democratic Athenian lawgiver Solon in the early 6th century BCE. The decemvirs had these laws inscribed on tablets and set up in the Forum. There were ten laws at first, which were supplemented by two more and referred to as the “XII Tables”. Livy claimed that these laid the foundations for Roman law for centuries (History of Rome 34.6–7). Articles from several of these laws were quoted by various ancient authors and by jurists like Gaius (second century CE). These writers make it clear that the jurisdiction of the XII Tables was both public and private. In family law the power of the male head of the household (the paterfamilias) was supreme, and women were to be under the guardianship (tutela) of their father, husband or nearest male relative. Although from this early period a woman could avoid being under the complete control of her husband (in manu), she would be subject to some guardianship by the nearest male relative in her birth family.

Tablet 4


1“A child showing signs of deformity is to be killed immediately, in keeping with the XII Tables.” (Cicero, Laws 3.19.13–15)

2a. “The law awards to the father the power of life or death over his son.” (FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 4.2a) 3

3“From the XII Tables [the husband divorcing] his wife orders her to keep her property with her; he takes the keys and expels her.” (Cicero, Philippics 2.69 = FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 4.3)

4“I learned that a woman with a good and upright character, whose chastity was not in question, had given birth in the 11th month after the death of her husband. Because of the calculation of time that had passed the inheritance arrangement was made as if her husband had died and she had conceived afterward, since the decemvirs had written that a legitimate child is produced in the tenth month but not in the eleventh.” (Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 3.16.12, cf. Ulpian, Digest 38.16.3.9 = FIRA “XII Tabulae” 4.4)



Tablet 5


1“The men of old, even if their wives were of the age of seniority, wanted them to be under guardianship because of the unpredictability of their mind … This was not the case for the Vestal Virgins, whom even the men of old wanted to be independent in the duty of priesthood. And so this was decreed even by the law of the XII Tables.” (Gaius, Institutiones 1.144–5 = FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 5.1)

2“The property of a woman who is under the guardianship of her male relatives cannot be seized by the right of appropriation, unless it has been handed over by her with the endorsement of her guardian. It was so decreed in the law of the XII Tables.” (Gaius, Institutiones 2.47 = FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 5.2)

4“If someone dies intestate (without a will) who has no heirs the nearest male heir will have the family property.” (FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 5.4)

5“If there is no male heir the males of the same clan will have the family property.” (FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 5.5)

6“For those to whom a guardian is not given by a will the male relatives are the guardians, according to the law of the XII Tables.” (Gaius, Institutiones 1.155 = FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 5.6)



Tablet


5“According to the law of the XII Tables it is decreed that if any woman does not wish to marry in this way – in manu with her husband – she should absent herself for three consecutive nights and in this way shall interrupt his legal control for each year.” (Gaius, Institutiones 1.111 = FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 6.5)



Tablet 10 4


4“Women are not to tear their cheeks nor wail in lament because of a funeral.” (Cicero, Laws 2.64.7–8 = FIRA, “XII Tabulae” 10.4)
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Courageous women of the Early Republic

CLOELIA

The expulsion of the Tarquins did not bring peace to Rome. Livy reports that the Tarquin sons who had taken refuge with Lars Porsena, king of the powerful Etruscan city of Clusium, had been urging the king to amass a large force and seek redress both for the dissolution of the monarchy in Rome and for the loss of Etruscan prestige that had come with the expulsion of the kings. Porsena quickly saw the advantage of this for himself and his people and mounted a siege of the city. An act of heroism by a Roman named Mucius Scaevola led to terms being negotiated for the lifting of the siege. These included the taking of hostages, among whom were a number of women. One of those kept in the Etruscan camp was Cloelia, who undertook a remarkable act of bravery. For this she was rewarded not only by the Romans but by Lars Porsena himself.


“In consequence of [Mucius’] courage being so honoured the women were also roused to earn public recognition. Cloelia, an unmarried girl, was also one of the hostages. Since the camp of the Etruscans was located not far from the bank of the Tiber, she eluded the guard and swam across the Tiber amid a shower of the enemies’ weapons as leader of a troop of girls, and restored them safe and sound to their families.

When this was reported to the king at first he was fired up with rage and sent emissaries to Rome to demand the hostage Cloelia. (He considered returning the others of no great consequence.) Then his mind gave way to admiration. He said that her deed exceeded those of [Horatius] Cocles and Mucius; on the other hand he made it clear that if the hostage were not returned the treaty would be considered broken, but if they surrendered her he would relinquish her and send her back untouched and unharmed to her friends. Both sides acted in good faith. The Romans restored the pledge of peace in accordance with the treaty and, as for the Etruscan king, her courage was not only protected but even honoured. He said that he was giving the girl he admired a number of the hostages; she could choose those whom she wished. When they were all led out she is said to have chosen the young boys; this was because of her maiden modesty and by the common consent of the hostages themselves that probably the age that was most at risk of harm by  the enemy was to be preferred for liberation from the enemy. With peace restored the Romans rewarded this act of courage – unprecedented in a woman – with a new type of honour, an equestrian statue. At the top of the Sacred Way a statue was placed of a young girl on horseback.”

(Livy, History of Rome 2.13.6–11)



Plutarch wrote an essay entitled “The Bravery of Women”, in which he gave a livelier and more embellished account of the escape of Cloelia and the other girls. In his account the hostages consisted of ten youths and ten girls, and he adds the detail that the Romans had an underlying admiration for Lars Porsena, seeing in him a person with a reputation for fairness.

“The girls went down to the river, a short distance from the camp, as if they were going to bathe. When one of them named Cloelia urged them on they fastened their tunics around their heads, dove into the swift current and the deep-whirling eddies and by swimming together they made it across, but not without having an enormous struggle. There are those who say that Cloelia found herself a horse and mounted it, steered it across gradually and acted as a guide for the others, encouraging the swimmers and coming to their rescue. What they use as evidence for this I will mention shortly.” (250C-D)

In Plutarch’s account the reaction of the Romans to the feat accomplished by the girls was surprisingly harsh. One of the Tarquins who had gone into exile with Porsena tried to foil the king’s attempt to be seen as acting in good faith. Another one of the girls taken as hostage demonstrated bravery.


“When the Romans saw that they were safe they admired their courage and bravery, but did not like their recovery nor were they content with proving themselves of less worth than that one man when it came to keeping faith. They ordered the girls to go back again, therefore, and sent men to lead them. When they had crossed the river a Tarquin set an ambush for them, and came close to getting the girls under his control. But the daughter of the consul Publicola, Valeria, escaped to the camp of Porsena with three of her servants. The son of Porsena, Arruns, quickly went to the aid of the others and rescued them from the enemy. When they were brought to him Porsena looked at them and ordered them to say which was the one who had instigated and launched the plan. The others out of fear kept quiet about Cloelia. But when Cloelia herself said it had been she, Porsena, in admiration of her, ordered a horse to be brought and outfitted with fine tackle. He gave it to Cloelia and sent them all back with kindness and benevolence.

Many see this as evidence that Cloelia rode across the river on a horse. Others deny this but say that he admired her strength and daring as being mightier than  that of a woman, and decided upon a gift that was appropriate for a male warrior. In any case the statue of a woman on horseback was set up on the so-called ‘Sacred Way’, a statue which some say is that of Cloelia and others of Valeria.” (250D-F)

(Plutarch, Moralia)



CORIOLANUS AND HIS MOTHER

Etruscan influence would be felt in Rome for some time during the early phase of the Republic. With the threat of war reduced on this front, however, and a treaty made with the Latin communities in the region, the Romans turned their attention to expanding the territory under their control. The Volsci, neighbours to the south of Latium, fought back. Marcius Coriolanus, a Roman general, had succeeded in mounting a successful attack against one of the principal Volscian cities, but in Rome he was losing support because of harsh measures he had proposed to curtail plebeian access to grain during a food shortage. Angry at his rejection by the Romans, he defected to the side of the Volsci to punish his countrymen.

Coriolanus led the Volsci on a campaign to liberate some of their towns that had come under Roman control, and then he turned to march on Rome. The plebeian faction there did not support a military clash and persuaded the Senate to send envoys to the defector Coriolanus. They were refused a hearing. Then, Livy tells us, the women took matters into their own hands.


“At this point the Roman matrons gathered as a group at the house of the mother of Coriolanus, Veturia, and his wife Volumnia. Whether this had been an official decision or was the result of womanly fear I can’t determine. They certainly succeeded to the point where both Veturia – a woman of senior years – and Volumnia, bringing with her the two young sons she had with Marcius [Coriolanus], went to the enemy camp. Since men were not able to defend the city with weapons, the women would defend it with prayers and tears. When they came to the camp it was reported to Coriolanus that a large contingent of women had arrived. At first, as expected of someone who would not be moved by the public magnificence of a state delegation or the enormity of religious awe spread before his eyes and spirit with the presence of priests, he was much more obstinate in the face of women’s tears.

Then one of his friends recognized Veturia standing between her daughter-inlaw and her two boys. She was conspicuous among the other women because of her distress. ‘Unless my eyes are deceiving me,’ he said [to Coriolanus], ‘your mother, your wife and your children are here.’ Coriolanus, startled and almost beside himself, rushed from his seat. When he went to embrace his mother the woman resorted to anger instead of pleading. ‘Permit me to know, before I accept  your embrace, whether I have come to an enemy or to a son, whether as your mother I am in your camp as a captive. Has my long life and my unhappy old age brought me to the point where I look upon you first as an exile then as an enemy? Have you been able to despoil this land that bore you and raised you? When you set foot upon its borders did your anger not fall aside, albeit that you had acquired a disposition that is both hostile and threatening? When you were within sight of Rome did this thought not occur to you: “Inside those fortifications are my home, my household gods, my mother, my wife and children?”

‘So then, if I had not given birth Rome would not be under attack. If I had no son I would die a free woman in a free country. But now I cannot endure anything more wretched to me, nor in any way more shameful to you – I as one who am the most unfortunate woman of all, but it will not be for long. When it comes to these others, if you keep on this path, you will see that either premature death or a long life of slavery awaits them.’

Then his wife and children embraced him; weeping broke out among the whole crowd of women, and the loud lamentation on behalf of themselves and their state at length broke the spirit of the man. He embraced his family and sent them home. He himself moved his troops back away from the city.”

(Livy, History of Rome 2.40.1–10)



Livy mentions that his best historical source indicated that Coriolanus remained an exile with the Volsci, experiencing increasing sadness in his old age (2.40.11). Both Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus (8.55.3–5) describe the Senate as wishing to give public recognition to the women for their efforts, although rejecting their proposal to erect at their own expense a temple to the divinity “Women’s Fortune” (Fortuna Muliebris). Instead, the women were permitted to pay for a statue that would be set up in the goddess’ temple, in addition to the one that was funded by the state. Dionysius of Halicarnassus describes the women’s statue as speaking aloud on the day that the temple was dedicated, commending the women’s gift as being legitimate. The words of the statue were interpreted as follows.

“Married women, you have made this dedication in keeping with the sacred law of the city.”

(Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 8.56.2–3)

Dionysius describes the women as well as the others present as finding it difficult to believe that the statue had actually spoken, but on a later religious occasion at the temple the statue repeated its words even more loudly, and the audience was convinced. A priestess of the cult advised the women that only those who had been married once (univirae) should be permitted to crown the statue with garlands or to touch it (8.56.4). Annual rituals for the goddess  were presided over by a woman elected by the matrons who had participated in the embassy to Coriolanus. Valeria, who had first proposed the embassy, was chosen as the first to officiate (8.55.4).

Valerius Maximus, describing acts “Of the Grateful”, in his Memorable Deeds and Sayings, includes this and other actions of the Senate in response to the women’s actions that led to Coriolanus’ change of heart.

“In their honour the Senate glorified the rank of matrons with the most beneficent of decrees. They ordained that men would give way to women on the street, admitting that there had been more saving of the state by matrons’ robes than by weapons. To the age-old decorations on women’s ears they added the new distinction of a chaplet for their heads. They also permitted them to wear purple clothing and gold trimming. Beyond this they saw to the construction of a temple and altar to Fortuna Muliebris on the spot where Coriolanus had been won over by their entreaty, with a carefully considered religious cult that demonstrated that their minds were mindful of the benefaction.”

(Valerius Maximus, Nine Books of Memorable Deeds and Sayings 5.2.1)
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The Punic Wars

For more than 120 years (264–146 BCE), during what is generally referred to as the Middle Republic, the Romans were at war with an enemy from beyond the Italian peninsula, the Carthaginians from the north coast of Africa who were competing with them for trade and influence in the western Mediterranean. The “Punic” Wars, so named because of the Phoenician origins of the Carthaginians, had three phases, with the second (218–201 BCE) the best known as it included the famous invasion of Italy by the Carthaginian general Hannibal. Anxiety over the war frequently coincided with the appearance of prodigies, which the Roman magistrates sought to expiate in the hope of getting divine support.

THE VESTALS FLORONIA AND OPIMIA

By the year 216 BCE the Romans found themselves suffering some serious defeats on Italian soil at the hands of Hannibal and his troops, including a particularly disastrous one at the town of Cannae. Prodigies appeared, and with fear mounting in Rome the people sought direction from the Sibylline Books (also referred to by Livy as the “Books of Fate”) as well as from Apollo’s oracle at Delphi. Attention turned to the Vestals, and extreme measures were taken.

“They were repeatedly terrified by events beyond these enormous disasters – by the appearance of other prodigies and because two Vestals, Opimia and Floronia, had been found to be guilty of unchastity that year. One had been killed by being buried alive near the Colline Gate, as is customary. The other made the decision to kill herself. Lucius Cantilius, the pontifical scribe, one of those who are now called minor pontifices, who had had sex with Floronia, was beaten with rods by the Pontifex Maximus in the Comitium to the point where he died from the blows.

Since this sacrilegious act took place as it did among so many others, the military disaster was read as a prodigy, and the decemvirs were instructed to consult the Sibylline Books. In addition, Quintus Fabius Pictor was sent to the Delphic oracle, to ascertain by which prayers and supplications they might please the gods, and what end there might be to such great calamities in the future.

In the meantime, several extraordinary sacrifices were carried out, as ordained by the Books of Fate. Among these a man and woman from Gaul and a man and woman from Greece were sent to their death underground in the Cattle Market, in a place enclosed by stone.”

(Livy, History of Rome 22.57.2–6)

COLLECTIVE OFFERINGS BY WOMEN TO JUNO AND FERONIA

Livy’s record of the Punic Wars includes the description of a particular concentration of prodigies occurring when Hannibal first invaded Italy in 218 BCE. To expiate these, in order to both placate the gods and assure the populace, married women were called upon to make offerings to the state. Livy’s report of a decision taken by the consuls after consultation with the decemvirs indicates that freed-women (liberated slaves) as well as citizen wives had a role to play in this.

“The matrons, having taken up a collection of money, should donate as much as each one could afford, and bring a gift to Juno Regina (Royal Juno) on the Aventine and a lectisternum should be held. (A lectisternum is a ritual in which couches, likely with statues, are set up for gods to have a communal meal.) Even the freedwomen themselves should contribute funds in keeping with their means, from which they would give a gift to Feronia.” (Feronia was a goddess particularly important to freed slaves.)

(Livy, History of Rome 22.1.17–18)

VIRGIN CHORUSES AND ANOTHER COLLECTIVE OFFERING FROM THE MATRONS

A decade later the war continued and prodigies abounded. According to Livy, after a rain of stones and the birth of an enormous hermaphroditic child the priests decreed that 27 virgins should form a procession through the city singing a hymn. While they were rehearsing yet another prodigy occurred, and the matrons were summoned once again to take up a collection for a gift for Juno.

“The pontiffs decreed that three times nine virgins should go through the city singing a hymn. When they were in the temple of Jupiter Stator, learning the song composed by the poet Livy, the temple of Juno Regina on the Aventine was struck by lightning. When the soothsayers had responded that this prodigy concerned the matrons and that the goddess should be appeased by a gift, the matrons whose houses were in the city of Rome or inside the tenth milestone of the city were summoned to the Capitol by an edict of the curule aediles. They themselves chose twenty-five from their number to whom they would bring a contribution from their dowries. From this a golden bowl was made as a gift and carried to the Aventine. A sacrifice was made, without defilement or blemish.” (27.37.7–10)

The decemvirs called for another procession and sacrifice to Juno Regina. Along with the sacrificial animals paraded through the city they carried cyprus-wood statues of the goddess. These were followed by the 27 virgins singing their hymn. Livy comments that the virgins’ contribution was central, although he is sceptical about the quality of their song.

“Then the twenty-seven virgins went in procession, wearing long robes and singing their hymn for Juno Regina, a song that might have been praiseworthy in the assessment of the listeners of that time, with their lack of refinement, but if repeated now it would be abhorrent and uncouth. Behind the column of virgins followed the decemvirs, crowned with laurel and wearing their purple-bordered togas. From the gate they came into the Forum along the Vicus Iugarius. The procession halted in the Forum and the virgins advanced, passing a cord hand-over-hand and beating time to the sound of their voices with a stamp of their feet.” (27.37.12–14)

(Livy, History of Rome)

CLAUDIA QUINTA

By the end of the third century the Roman people were hopeful that the battleground could be shifted to Africa, but their terror was aroused by several extraordinary prodigies that occurred in the year 204 BCE, according to Livy. Ambassadors, including one Marcus Valerius, were sent to Delphi to consult the oracle of Apollo about appropriate action to take.

The prodigies happened just as the Romans were complying with a prophecy that had recommended that they import a divinity from Mount Ida in Phrygia, the Great Mother Cybele. As Livy tells the story, a man named Publius Scipio was elected by the Senate as the best man to receive her when the Phrygian ship arrived at the mouth of the River Tiber. Scipio met the ship and received the goddess from her priests, but it was the Roman matrons who formed a line to pass her in succession on her way to Rome. Prominent among these was Claudia Quinta, who demonstrated her purity as well as her piety, a quality that had been in question.

“The situation had filled their minds with superstitions, and they were inclined to report and believe that portents had occurred. To that extent many were announced widely: two suns had been seen and had shone forth at intervals during the night; at Setia a comet had been seen shooting from east to west; at Tarracina the city gate and at Anagnia both the gate and the wall had been hit by lightning in many places; in the temple of Juno Sospita at Lanuvium a noise had erupted with a dreadful crash. To address these there had been public supplication for one day and, because there had been a shower of stones, a nine-day period of religious rites had been performed. Added to this there had been deliberation over the reception of the Idaean Mother whom Marcus Valerius, one of the ambassadors arriving beforehand, had announced would be arriving in Italy anytime soon. There had been a recent report that she was already at Tarracina.” (29.14.2–7)

“The foremost maidens of the state, among whom the name of Claudia Quinta was prominent, received her. As someone whose reputation was in question before – as tradition has it – by such a religious service she made her chastity the more distinct for posterity. The matrons passed the goddess hand over hand to one another, while the whole city poured out to meet her. Censers had been placed in front of the doors where she was being carried. By lighting incense, and with prayers that she might enter Rome willingly and with kind intention, they carried the goddess to the sanctuary of Victory that is on the Palatine. This was on the day before the Ides of April, a festal day. People thronged to the Palatine, bearing gifts for the goddess. There was a banquet of the gods and games were held, called the Megalensia.” (29.14.12–14)

(Livy, History of Rome)

Ovid, in his Fasti, where he cites stories associated with Roman religious festivals, offers more details about the actions of Claudia Quinta. Her singular success silenced rumours that had been circulating about her lack of purity, for in his account she resolves the crisis when the ship bearing the goddess up the Tiber went aground in the shallows and the men of Rome failed to free it.


“Every man who participated in the effort put in more than his share of the labour

and offered encouragement to strong hands with the sound of his voice.

But the ship stayed unmoving, like an island in the middle of the sea.

Astonished at the portent, the men stood and trembled.

Claudia Quinta went back in her family lineage to Clausus of long ago

and her beauty was in no way inferior to her nobility.

A chaste woman she was, to be sure, but she was not believed to be. An unfair rumour

had caused her pain, and she was being accused by a false charge.

It was wrongly alleged that she had gone forth decked out, with her hair finely arranged,

that her tongue was swift in insulting the stern old men.

Her mind was aware of her innocence; she laughed at the untruths of the report

but we of the mob are ready to believe in people’s faults.

When she stepped out from the line of the chaste matrons,

she drew up the pure water of the river in her hands,

sprinkled her head three times and three times raised her palms to the sky.

(Whoever watched her thought she had lost her mind.)

With knee bent she fixed her gaze on the image of the goddess,

and with her hair unbound she uttered these words:

‘Propitious one, fruitful Mother of the Gods, accept the prayers of your suppliant on one condition:

I am said to be unchaste; if you condemn me I will confess that I have deserved this,

and as one convicted by divine judgement I will pay the penalty by my death;

but if there is not a guilty verdict do you give by some act a pledge of my right to live,

and, chaste as you are, follow my chaste hands.’

She spoke, and drew the rope with slight effort.

(I may be saying something strange, but it is also attested on stage.)

The goddess was moved and followed this leader, and by following demonstrated her praise.

A sound, an indication of joy, was carried to the stars.”

(Ovid, Fasti 4.301–28)



The reference to an enactment on stage is evidence that the event became part of a dramatic performance during the festival of the Great Mother, the Megalensia.

THE OPPIAN LAW

In 215 BCE, following the disastrous defeat at Cannae and several losses at sea against the Carthaginians, the Romans were desperately short of resources to rebuild their military. The Senate passed the Oppian Law, by which the male citizens were obliged to contribute gold and silver to the treasury. This would be drawn from their wives’ jewellery, household items, their decorative horse trappings and their bronze coins. Severe restrictions were now placed on the amount of gold a woman could own, and any display of opulence on their part was forbidden. Twenty years later, in 195 BCE, the critical phase of the war had passed, and the women engaged in a massive public protest to repeal the law. Livy offers his own version of a vehement speech given by the stern consul Marcus Porcius Cato and the reply to this given by the tribune. (Cato’s account may be significantly influenced by views about women and wealth that were circulating in Livy’s own day.)

“Amid the anxiety over the enormous battles that were barely completed or soon to come there intervened something that is trifling to relate but which, because of the zealous passions aroused, boiled over into a major conflict. Marcus Fundanius and Lucius Valerius, tribunes of the plebs, brought forward to the Plebeian Assembly a motion to repeal the Oppian Law. Gaius Oppius, tribune of the plebs, had carried the law during the consulship of Quintus Fabius and Tiberius Sempronius in the heat of the Punic War. The law specified that no woman could possess more than half an ounce of gold, nor wear multi-coloured garments, nor ride in a carriage through the city or in a town closer than a mile from Rome, unless she was riding because of a public festival. The tribunes of the plebs, Marcus and Publius Iunius Brutus, supported the Oppian Law and said that they would not pass its repeal.

Many men of the noble class came forward, attempting to persuade or dissuade them. A crowd of men, supporters and opponents of the law, filled the Capitoline Hill. Matrons, who could not be kept inside, either by official authority or shame, or by order of their husbands, blocked all the streets of the city and the entrance to the Forum. As the men came down to the Forum they stood in their way, pleading that the luxuries women had enjoyed before be permitted to be restored to them, given that the state was prospering and the private fortunes of everyone were increasing daily. The crowd of women increased with each passing day, for now they were even assembling from the towns and market districts. Soon they even dared to go up and appeal to the consuls, the praetors and the other magistrates.

They found one of the consuls, Marcus Porcius Cato, impossible to move or convince. He held forth with these words about the law that was up for repeal. ‘If each of us, Citizens, had resolved to uphold the rights and dignity that belong to a husband with respect to his own wife we would be having less trouble with women in general. Now our liberty at home has been overcome by the ungovernable nature of women. Here too, in the Forum, it is being crushed and trampled underfoot, and because we could not keep them under control individually we live in fear of all of them.’” (34.1.1–2.2)

Cato cites as a mythical precedent the case of the women of Lemnos who killed their husbands, then continues his diatribe.

“‘From every group is there not the greatest danger if you permit there to be gatherings and meetings and secret consultations? I can scarcely decide in my own mind if this affair itself is worse than the precedent it sets. The situation concerns us consuls and the rest of the magistrates; the precedent concerns you more, Citizens. Whether it is in the interest of the state or not, what is being brought before you is your decision, you who are about to take a vote. This disturbance by the women, whether it arose from their own volition or your instigation, Marcus Fundanus and Lucius Valerius, the fact is that without a doubt it reflects badly on the magistracy. I don’t know, tribunes, whether it is more disgraceful for you or the consuls – for you, if you have brought these women here to stir up sedition by the tribunes, and for us if laws are to be accepted now through a secession of the women, as once happened with the plebs.

Indeed, I was embarrassed when a short while ago I came into the Forum right through a column of women. If respect for the dignity and modesty of some individuals restrained me more than my feelings about them all – so they would not be seen to be rebuked by a consul – I would have said, “What is this practice of running around in public, blocking the streets and calling out to the husbands of other women? Could you not each have asked this of your own husbands at home? Are you more winsome in public than in private, and with the husbands of others rather than your own? Although not even at home, if modesty were to restrain married women within the confines of their own rights, does it become you to concern yourselves with laws that are passed or repealed here?” Our forefathers did not want women to conduct any affair, not even a personal one, without the authority of a guardian. They wanted them to be under the control of their parents, their brothers, their husbands. We – gods help us! – now allow them even to lay their hands on the affairs of state, to meddle with our meetings and assemblies in the Forum! What else are they doing now on the streets and at the crossroads, other than pushing the proposal of the tribunes, the law that they think ought to be repealed? Give reins to their uncontrollable nature, to this untamed creature, and expect that they will themselves set limits on their licence? If you don’t do something, this is the least of the things imposed upon a woman by custom or by the law to which they will submit with a sense of injustice. They want liberty – actually licence – in everything, if we want to speak truthfully.

If they win now with their assault what won’t they attempt? Think back on all the laws pertaining to women with which your forefathers reined in their licence and made them subject to their husbands; even with all these restraints you can hardly control them. What then? If you put up with them grabbing these controls one by one and wrenching themselves clear and in the end placing themselves on the same level as their husbands, do you think you will find them bearable? As soon as they begin to be your equals they will be your superiors. By Hercules, they object when any new law is passed against them; they complain not of the law but, on the contrary, of the way it has wronged them. A law that you have passed and ratified with your votes, which in its trial and application over so many years you have accepted – this they are demanding that you repeal. By getting rid of one law you weaken the others. No law is convenient enough for everyone. It only need be asked whether it is, on the whole, beneficial to the majority. If a law is detrimental to each one personally, that law is repealed and abolished. What will be the consequence of introducing laws for everyone that are immediately annulled for those to whom they apply? I want to hear, nonetheless, what it is on account of which the matrons have rushed into the public space in a state of alarm, and barely keep themselves from the Forum and meeting of the Assembly!’” (34.2.4–3.6)

(On several occasions during the early phase of the Republic, the common people had felt they were being badly treated by the patricians, and “seceded”. This amounted to a general strike, and because these people were the producers of food and other goods for the Romans, their complaints were heard. The institution of a “tribune of the plebs” gave them a voice in state decision-making.)

Livy continues his version of Cato’s objections by having him compare the women’s actions unfavorably with their helpful public display of concern when the situation with Hannibal had been dire – when they appealed to the officials to ransom their fathers, husbands and brothers who were captives of the Carthaginians, or when they came out to receive the Magna Mater from Phrygia. Instead of these noble causes, he says, their current pretext was to preserve their ability to flaunt their luxury.

“What excuse is being put forward, honorable at least to speak about, for this insurrection of women? ‘So that we might be conspicuous in our gold and purple,’ one says, ‘and so that we ride in our carriages through the city on festal and working days as though triumphant over the law that was defeated and repealed, and over your votes that we have seized and snatched from you. All this, so that there would be no limit to our expenses or our luxury.’” (34.3.8–9)

Cato then was said by Livy to have held forth on the ways in which greed, wealth and excess luxury had had a detrimental effect on Romans, and how men and women of the earlier period of the Republic had been content with simplicity. At that time there was no need for an Oppian Law to curb women’s extravagance. With an influx of wealth had come a division between rich and poor women, and the motivation for competing with one another for conspicuous display. He concluded his speech with a vehement appeal to retain the law.

Tribunes who opposed the repeal endorsed the speech but Lucius Valerius, the tribune who had introduced the motion to repeal the law, spoke in the women’s defence as follows, in Livy’s record.

“Cato, however, used up more words in chastising the matrons than in dissuading us from our proposal, and in fact he left in some doubt whether what he was reproving in the matrons was inspired by their own free will or by our instigation. I will defend the proposal rather than ourselves, against whom this consul has levelled his accusations, which were more for the sake of airing his words than for addressing the issue. He called the gathering of the women ‘an act of sedition’ and at times ‘secession’, because the matrons had asked you in public that you revoke a law when the state is at peace and prosperous and happy, a law that was passed against them during the harsh conditions of war.” (34.5.3–5)

Lucius Valerius continued by pointing out the power of Cato’s oratory to sway his listeners, but also his personality that could be severe. As precedents where women had benefited the state by their public actions he cited the actions of the Sabine women who had stopped the war between their Sabine fathers and brothers and their Roman husbands, and the initiative of Coriolanus’ mother and wife in preventing the general from leading the Volsci against Rome. When the Gauls took over Rome in 399 BCE and demanded a specified sum before they would release control of the city, the women agreed by unanimous consent to contribute their gold. During the war with Hannibal the women had once again contributed their wealth, and at the height of the terrors associated with this phase of the war it was the matrons who went down to the mouth of the Tiber to receive the Great Mother.

Valerius continued by making a clear distinction between laws that had been passed with the understanding that they would be fundamental to the ongoing health of the state, and those that were temporary – emergency measures passed to deal with a specific situation. The former were rarely, if ever, repealed; the latter were invoked and repealed as circumstances demanded. The Oppian Law had been passed when Hannibal held much of the surrounding area and was poised to march on Rome. Soldiers and supplies had been diminishing, and senators and commoners alike, men and women, contributed to the state treasury. The law was not passed in order to restrain women’s greed for luxury. In peacetime men and boys were permitted to wear purple; why not women? Gold jewellery was a way of safeguarding wealth. Women among the Latin allies were permitted to wear purple and gold and to ride, not walk, through the city; how would Roman men feel if they were prohibited the privileges enjoyed by their Latin counterparts? Valerius used this and other arguments in his defence of women’s right to these luxuries.

“‘What do you make of mere women, whom even trifling things affect? No magistracies, nor priesthoods nor triumphs nor marks of distinction, no gifts or spoils of war can be extended to them. Finery, adornments and elegant attire, these are the badges of honour for women; in these they take delight and pride. Our forefathers called them the ‘women’s world’. What else do they put aside in times of mourning, apart from purple and gold? What do they put on when they go public again? What do they add except their finer ornaments in times of public thanksgiving and supplications?

Of course, if you repeal the Oppian Law, it will not be in your power if you want to ban anything that the law forbids at the moment. Daughters, wives, even sisters of some will be less under control. Never, while their men are in good health, is the slavery of women cast off. But even they detest the freedom which widowhood and the loss of fathers affords. They prefer that their finery be under your control than subject to the laws. You too ought to keep them in control and under guardianship, not in slavery, and prefer to be called fathers or husbands rather than masters. The consul just now used hostile language in calling this the ‘sedition’ or ‘secession’ of women. For the danger is, he implies, that they will seize the Sacred Hill, just as the angered plebs did at one time, or the Aventine Hill. Their frail nature must put up with whatever you decree. The more you have power the more moderately must you exercise your authority.’

After these things had been spoken in opposition to and in favour of the law a substantially greater crowd of women poured into the public space the next day. As a single group they all blockaded the doors of the Brutuses, who were opposing the proposal of their colleagues. They did not relent until the veto was rescinded by the tribunes. Then there was no doubt but that all the tribes would repeal the law. Twenty years after it was passed the law was repealed.” (34.7.7–8.3)

(Livy, The History of Rome)
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Women of the upper and lower classes

CORNELIA GRACCHUS: THE IDEAL MATRONA

Scipio Africanus had betrothed one of his daughters, Cornelia, to Tiberius Gracchus. As the mother of 12 children, three of whom survived, she became a symbol of the virtuous Roman wife and mother. When her husband died she remained loyal to his memory, refusing subsequent marriage proposals, including one from Egypt’s Ptolemy VIII. This earned her the title univira (“with one husband”), an attribute that would be cited as an admirable ideal but in conflict with efforts to encourage widows to remarry and produce more children. It also deprived widows of protection by a husband. Cornelia was well educated, familiar with Greek and Latin texts, and facilitated the bringing of Greek scholars to Rome.

Although a patrician herself, she supported the political efforts of her two sons, Tiberius and Gaius, to strengthen the plebeian cause. Her pride in her children is reflected in this story found in Valerius Maximus.

“Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi, when a Campanian woman – a guest in her house – held up her jewellery as the most beautiful of the century, drew her out in conversation until her children came back from school. ‘These,’ she said, ‘are my jewels.’”

(Valerius Maximus, Nine Books of Memorable Deeds and Sayings 4.4 praef.)

Quintilian taught and wrote about rhetoric in Rome in the first century CE. His Institutio Oratoria, a treatise on oratory, begins with a discussion of the important elements in education, and he pays special tribute to the instruction given to her sons by Cornelia.

“In the case of parents, in truth I would like to see them as highly educated as possible, and I am not speaking only about fathers. For we have learned that their mother Cornelia contributed greatly to the eloquence of the Gracchi. She was a woman whose very learned manner of speaking has been handed down to posterity as well through her letters.”

(Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria 1.1.6)

The following is drawn from a letter apparently composed by Cornelia to her son Gaius when he was canvassing for the office of tribune of the plebs. This was occurring at a particularly turbulent time during the clash between patricians and plebeians in the mid-Republic, one heightened by the actions of Gaius’ brother Tiberius, who was eventually murdered in 133 BCE after engineering the passage of a land reform bill that angered members of the Senate. When Gaius sought the tribunate two years later, Cornelia urged him to reconsider. The text is found as a fragment of Cornelius Nepos, a historian and biographer of the first century BCE.

“You will say that it is a fine thing to take revenge on one’s enemies. To no one does this seem a greater or finer thing than it does to me, but on condition that one pursues this path while keeping the state secure. But, inasmuch as that cannot happen, our enemies will not perish for a long time and only after much factional fighting, and they will be as they are now rather than having the state brought to ruin and perish.

… I would dare to take an oath, with words carefully considered, that with the exception of those who killed Tiberius Gracchus, no foe has given me so much trouble and so much distress as you have because of these activities. [You], the one who – of all those children whom I have had up to now – ought to have been supportive and concerned on their behalf in seeing that I had the least amount of anxiety in my old age. In whatever you undertake you ought to want to give me as much pleasure as possible, and you should consider it wrong to do anything with a serious impact that opposes my point of view, particularly in my case since there remains a small portion of life left to me.

Is it not even possible to be supportive for a brief period, rather than both to oppose me and to bring ruin upon the state? In short, what end will there be to this? When ever will our family leave off its insanity? When ever can a limit be placed on that business? When ever will we cease both nursing and serving out grievances? When ever will one be ashamed to meddle in and muddle up the affairs of state?

But if all this cannot come about, seek the tribunate when I am dead. Do what you want when I won’t be aware of it. When I am dead you will offer me parental sacrifices and invoke the god of your parent. At that time will you not be ashamed to request petitions from those gods whom you abandoned and deserted when they were present and alive? May that god Jupiter not allow you to persist in these matters, nor let such great lunacy enter your mind! Even if you do persist, I fear lest you will take on so much trouble throughout your whole life, through your own fault, that you will never be able to find pleasure while free from danger.”

(Cornelius Nepos, Fragment 59 Marshall)

(The phrase “god of your parent” reflects a Roman tradition of awarding divine honours to one’s ancestors after their death.)

Gaius Gracchus was murdered 12 years after his brother and a year after he was elected tribune in 122 BCE. According to one ancient source (Appian, in Civil War, 1.20) Cornelia, with her daughter Sempronia, engineered the death of Scipio Aemilianus, Sempronia’s husband, who had opposed the populist activities of Tiberius and was implicated in his death.

THE HOUSEKEEPER OF THE VILLA

In antiquity, Cato’s reputation for sternness was compensated somewhat by broad admiration for his encyclopedic learning, reflected in his speeches (written out and published by himself) and his writings on philosophy, history, jurisprudence and agriculture. In his treatise On Agriculture he presented a handbook for Romans who could afford a country estate (villa). His views above about the need to keep women confined for the most part to the house are also found in his advice about how the owner should deal with the housekeeper (vilica) of the country estate, although he recommends that her husband (the vilicus) also be instructed to be hard-working and not socialize away from the farm. In what follows he addresses the vilicus.

“See that the duties of the vilica are taken seriously. If the master has given her to you as wife, see that you remain satisfied with her alone. Make sure that she is intimidated by you. Let her not indulge in too much luxury. Let her keep to a minimum her visits to neighbouring and other women, and not receive them in the house or in her quarters. She must not go out for dinner or circulate socially. She must not perform religious rituals or arrange for them to be done on her behalf without the orders of the master or his wife. Let her know that the master conducts religious rites for the whole household.

See that she is tidy, that she keeps the estate swept and tidy. She should keep the hearth clean and swept every day before she goes to bed. On the Kalends, Ides and Nones when there is a festival day let her place a wreath on the hearth, and on those same days let her petition the household gods for a good supply of produce. She should see that there is cooked food for you and for the household. She should see that there are many hens and eggs available for use. She should have dried pears, sorb-apples, figs, pressed grapes, sorb-apples in wine-must and pears and grapes preserved in jars and sparrow-apples, grapes preserved in grape-pulp and crushed in jars in the ground, along with fresh Praenestine nuts in a jar buried in the ground. Scantian apples in jars and other fruits that are usually stored along with wild fruits – see that she stores all these away carefully each year for use. She should also know how to make good flour and spelt ground fine.”

(Cato, On Agriculture 143)

(The Kalends occurred on the first day of the month; the Ides occurred on the 13th or 15th, the latter in March, May, July, October; the Nones occurred on the 9th day before the Ides, i.e. the 5th or 7th day of the month, reckoning inclusively.)

WOMEN IN THE INSCRIPTIONAL RECORD

Another source of evidence about the lives of Roman women during the mid-Republic appears in inscriptions. Although the following are undated, the form of some of the Latin words suggests that the text was probably inscribed sometime during the second century BCE.

This one accompanied a dedication to the goddess Diana in her sanctuary at Nemi, south of Rome.

“Poublilia Turpilia wife of Gnaeus gave this statue as a gift to Diana in honour of her son Gnaeus.” (ILLRP 1.82)

Despite the fact that literary evidence suggests that women’s participation in the cult of Hercules was restricted, inscriptions attest to the fact that some women were active benefactors for the cult. The following records a substantial dedication made to this god in Rome, one that included a temple that may have replaced an open-air sanctuary.

“Publicia, daughter of Lucius, wife of Gnaeus Cornelius son of Aulus, arranged for the construction of the temple and its doors for Hercules, and saw to the finishing touches of these, and restored the altar sacred to Hercules. All this she did on her own behalf and that of her husband; she took care that it should be done.” (ILLRP 1.126)

On the face of a large Roman tomb monument in the shape of a bread oven was found an inscription for a baker named Marcus Vergilius Eurysaces. Nearby was a chest-shaped breadbox, the monument for his wife who predeceased him, with the following text.

“Atistia was my wife. She was an excellent wife while she lived. The remains of her body that are left are in this breadbox.” (ILLRP 2.805a)

(The breadbox coffin is now in the National Museum in Rome.)

In Capua, just north of Naples, was found an upright tombstone depicting a couple holding hands, and containing the following words.

“Dexsonia Solemio, for himself and for his Philema – a woman most beloved.” (ILLRP 2.920)

In northern Italy, near the cathedral in Cremona, was found a limestone base likely for an altar (now missing) inscribed with the following poignant text.

“His mother had this monument made, grieving for her son, from whom there was never any grief, except when he was no longer alive.” (ILLRP 2.966)

Another tomb inscription survives as testimony of a mother’s feelings of loss, in this case of a daughter.

“POSILLA SENENIA DAUGHTER OF QUARTUS, QUARTA SENENIA FREEDWOMAN OF GAIUS

Visitor, stop and read this too, what is written.

It was not permitted for her mother to enjoy her only daughter

whom I think some god or other was loath to let live.

Since it was not allowed that she be dressed up [as a bride] by her mother while she lived

after her death her mother had this made as a substitution.

In her final hour she adorned her with a monument, the girl whom she adored.”

(ILLRP 2.971)

In this succinct tomb inscription a widower invites the passer-by to reflect upon the virtues of his deceased wife. The epitaph (now lost) had been dated to the time of the Gracchi (RTLA pp. 77–8).

“Stranger, what I say is modest: stand here and read it through.

Here is the scarcely beautiful burial place of a beautiful woman.

Her parents gave her the name ‘Claudia’.

She loved her husband with her heart.

She produced two children. Of these one she left behind

on the earth; the other has been placed under the earth.

She was eloquent of speech, moreover proper in her deportment too.

She looked after the home, she worked the wool. I have spoken. Be on your way.”

(ILLRP 2.973)

This brief tribute to a young woman, a former slave, was found in Rome.

“Carfinia, freedwoman of Marcus M … (the stone is fragmented), lived for 20 years.

She was agreeable to her kinfolk, very pleasant to her friends, dutiful to everyone.” (ILLRP 2.980)

An inscription found in Cartagena (i.e. New Carthage, a Roman settlement in Spain) addresses passers-by and honours a maidservant (probably a slave) who was buried with her mistress, a freedwoman. The tribute was composed in iambic verse.

“PLOTIA FREEDWOMAN OF LUCIUS AND FUFIA

This maidservant was called Phryne and lies here.

What kind of person she was toward her patron, her patron’s wife, her parent, her husband,

the tomb monument makes clear. Farewell, be well.” (ILLRP 2.981)

The following “curse tablet” was inscribed on lead and buried outside one of the gates of Rome’s city walls. It reflects a less amicable relationship between mistress and servant-woman than the above. The former first addresses an underworld power in the hopes of punishing the latter, then explains to her intended victim the reason.

“This new maidservant of Capito, Danae. May you take and accept this as an offering,

and may you destroy Danae. You have cursed Eutychia, the wife of Soterichus.” (ILLRP 2.1145)

The following is a verse inscription for a freedwoman who had done well for herself, entitling her to have a number of clients.

“[She has died] MANLIA GNOME FREEDWOMAN OF TITUS

This is a woman who always lived with an excellent disposition.

I had many clients. I obtained this one place for myself,

And so in this spot I wanted to live out my life.

I never was in debt to anyone. I lived in good faith.

I gave my bones to the earth, I gave my body to the fires of Vulcan,

so it was I who carried out the last injunction, that of death.” (ILLRP 2.982)

This verse inscription in the voice of Helvia Prima addresses a spectator, lamenting that she left behind a harmonious marriage.

“You, traveller, who walk about with an untroubled mind,

and direct your gaze at my Underworld shade:

if you are asking who I am, well I am ashes and burnt embers;

before my unhappy death I was Helvia Prima.

I took delight in my husband Cadmus Scrateius,

and we lived in harmony, being of one mind.

Now I have been given to the Underworld god, to stay for a long time,

a bridal procession with the fires of death and the waters of the Styx.”

(ILLRP 2.985)


PART 3

THE LATE REPUBLIC


With the close of the second century BCE, new tensions in Rome were surfacing that affected the lives of everyone. Now it was not external but civil wars that erupted, as strong men with military experience and backing jostled for power in a city that was building an enormous empire. The internal violence that eventually led to the deaths of leading figures like Pompey, Julius Caesar and Cicero would only end with the defeat of Mark Antony and Cleopatra after the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE. The victor was Octavian, the great-nephew and adopted son of Julius Caesar, who took the name Augustus and launched what is now referred to as the “Principate”.
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Women and powerful men

A discussion of the women of the turbulent period that immediately preceded the Principate cannot be detached from the portraits of the strong men in whose hands the fate of Rome rested. The pattern of marrying and divorcing daughters and wives for political advantage or revenge became a strategic move.

WOMEN AND SULLA

In the first two decades of the first century BCE two individuals, Gaius Marius and Lucius Cornelius Sulla, backed by private armies, fought for control of Rome amid much bloodshed. Finally, in 82 BCE, Sulla, after the massacre of thousands of his opponents, took control of the city and had himself declared dictator. Plutarch describes his confiscating estates on a whim, and bestowing on his favourites women who were already married or obliging men to divorce their wives in order to marry a woman of Sulla’s choice. Aemilia, the daughter of his fourth wife Metella he gave to Pompey, wanting to secure a useful political bond with him. This obliged Pompey to divorce his own wife. (Plutarch, “Sulla” 6.11, 33.2–3)

As Sulla celebrated his dictatorship with lavish feasting and drinking, his own wife Metella lay dying. Sulla’s callous disregard for the marriage-bond was evident in Plutarch’s record of the dictator’s life.

“Through the midst of the feasting that carried on for many days Metella was dying from a sickness. When the priests did not allow Sulla to come near her, or to have the house polluted by funeral rites, Sulla composed a writ of divorce and ordered her to be carried while still alive to another house.” (35.2)

Despite this dismissal of her, Sulla held a grand funeral for Metella when she died. Plutarch tells us that it was only a few months later that his fancy turned to another woman named Valeria, who had been recently divorced.

“After a few months had passed there was a gladiatorial spectacle, not yet of the sort where people’s seats were separated, but the theatre still had mixed seating for men and women. A woman happened to be sitting near Sulla, of remarkable beauty and distinguished lineage. She was the daughter of Messalla, and sister of the orator Hortensius – Valeria by name. It happened that she had recently been divorced from her husband. As she walked along behind Sulla she rested her hand on him and pulling off some wool from his cloak, she passed by him to her own seat. When Sulla looked at her in surprise she said, ‘It’s nothing of consequence, Dictator, but I too want to take a little sample of your good fortune.’ Sulla did not hear this with displeasure, but it was immediately clear that his interest was aroused. Sending her a secret message he asked her name and learned of her family background and life. As a result of this glances were cast from their eyes at one another, and there was a constant turning of their faces and exchanges of smiles. Finally agreements were made and a marriage compact.” (35.3–5) (Plutarch, “Sulla”)

It seems that this woman did not satisfy the desires of the dictator, for Plutarch continues with the report that Sulla spent the days drinking with actresses, musicians and actors (36.1).

WOMEN AND CATILINE

Twenty years later, in 62 BCE, another Roman surrounded himself with a bodyguard of reprobates and sought by various means to overthrow the government and become consul. A colourful report of the maneuvering of Catiline is provided by Gaius Sallustius Crispus (better known as “Sallust”), who was a provincial governor under Julius Caesar but retired to write history after the assassination of Caesar. His portrait of Catiline is of a reckless and unprincipled individual who as a young man preferred sex with virgins, including a Vestal. He married several women, and when the beautiful Aurelia Orestilla refused him because she feared his stepson from a former marriage he had the young man killed (15.1–3). Sallust reports that Catiline gathered a large number of the dispossessed around him to whom he promised the benefits derived from his proscription (i.e., condemnation with confiscation of the property) of the wealthy, adding to this official offices and priesthoods and general plunder. Catiline lost the consulship in 62 BCE, however, in part because of the betrayal of his designs by a lover of one of his supporters, a Roman woman of the noble class and one with a fearless disposition (21.2, 23.3). The woman’s disclosure earned him the abiding hatred of Cicero, who obtained the consulship in his stead. Catiline continued to amass supporters, among whom, in Sallust’s colourful account, were women of questionable repute.

“At that time he is said to have admitted to his side all sorts of men of various types, even some women. These had at first covered their enormous expenses by prostitution. Later, when age placed a considerable limit on their means of earning but no limit to their extravagance, they contracted debts on an enormous scale. Through these women Catiline believed he could rouse the support of the urban slaves, set fire to the city and either add their husbands to his ranks or kill them.” (24.3–4)

From the foregoing it is clear that some women found the means to become politically involved at this time. Sallust’s portrait of Sempronia, in which he balances praise for her education and talent with criticism for her want of moral scruples, is doubtless influenced by her entanglement with Catiline.

“But among these women was Sempronia, who had often committed many crimes of masculine daring. This woman was well blessed in her birth and beauty, and particularly in her husband and children. She was well-schooled in Greek and Latin literature; she played the lyre and danced more gracefully than was necessary for a woman of upright character, and skilled in many other means of serving an excessive way of life. But to her everything was more precious than dignity and chastity. You could hardly discern whether she was less sparing of her money or her reputation. Her lust was so inflamed that she more often sought out men than was sought out by them. Before [her involvement with Catiline] she had often gone back on her word, disowned her debts, been party to murder. Her wantonness and her lack of funds had driven her headlong. To be sure, her talent was far from inconsequential. She could compose verses, tell jokes, use language that was discreet, genteel or wanton. In plain terms she possessed a great deal of wit and charm.” (25.1–5)

(Sallust, The War with Catiline)

WOMEN AND POMPEY

A near-contemporary of Catiline was the brilliant Roman general Pompey. With him as well as with other powerful figures like Sulla, and later Caesar and Octavian/Augustus, marriage was an important tool in sealing political alliances. As mentioned above (p. 83), Pompey’s first marriage was to Antistia. Plutarch tells us that this marriage had come about because her father, in the course of serving as judge in a case where Pompey was defending himself against a charge of theft, admired the young man’s acumen, acquitted him and offered him his daughter (“Pompey” 5.1). When Sulla had decided to procure the loyalty of Pompey by awarding him his stepdaughter Aemilia as wife, Pompey was obliged to divorce Antistia and, from Plutarch’s account, the consequences for both women were serious.

“Admiring Pompey because of his prowess and thinking he was a strong support for his undertakings he was eager in some way to connect with him through some sort of family bond. His wife Metella agreed with him, and they persuaded Pompey to divorce Antistia and take as wife Aemilia, the stepdaughter of Sulla, born from Metella and Scaurus. But she was already living with a husband and was pregnant at the time.

The arrangement for the marriage was a product of tyranny and suited the opportunism of Sulla rather than the disposition of Pompey, considering that Aemilia was given to him in marriage when she was pregnant by another man, and Antistia was driven out in a dishonorable and pitiable manner, in that she had been recently deprived of a father because of her husband. For Antistius had been killed in the Senate-house for appearing to be a sympathizer of Sulla because of his connection to Pompey. And her mother, conscious of this, had taken her own life voluntarily, by suicide. The result was that this misfortune was also added to the tragic situation of that new marriage, and – what’s more – there was the fact that Aemilia died in childbirth soon after moving in with Pompey.” (9.1–3)

After Sulla’s death in 78 BCE, the jostling for power continued among Romans who were in possession of armies with which they were directing Rome’s expansion through the north of Italy into Gaul, in the East and westward to Spain. Pompey prevailed over the ambitions of two of these men, Brutus and Lepidus. When the latter lost his bid to become consul in Rome for a second term, he fled to Sardinia. (Plutarch reports that he died there of a broken heart, not because of his political defeat but because he had discovered some correspondence alleging that his wife was committing adultery [16.6].)

The year 60 BCE saw Pompey joining forces with two other powerful Romans, Julius Caesar and the wealthy Crassus. Caesar became consul in that year, and the political traffic in women continued. Caesar had married Cornelia, the daughter of Cinna who was a close friend of Crassus, and he strengthened his connection with Pompey by presenting him with his daughter Julia. Plutarch describes the marital configuration thus.

“Pompey married Julia, the daughter of Caesar, something that no one expected. She was engaged to Caepio and about to be married in a few days. As appeasement for the anger of Caepio Pompey promised him his own daughter, although she had earlier been betrothed to Faustus, the son of Sulla.” (47.6)

Shifting political alliances doubtless influenced the rhetoric that informed later historical accounts such as that of Plutarch. When he reports that the young Julia enjoyed the affection of Pompey he describes this as a distraction with negative consequences for Rome. While Pompey dallied with her, he says, another ambitious Roman named Clodius took advantage of the situation.

“Soon Pompey was yielding to his passion for the young girl and devoted himself for the most part to her and spent his days in the country and in the gardens and neglected the activities in the Forum, with the result that Clodius, a tribune of the people at the time, despised him and touched upon some daring measures.” (48.5)

These “daring measures” included the exile of Cicero. The enmity between Cicero and Clodius would figure in a forensic speech of the former (p. 97 below) in which Cicero attacked the tribune’s sister. Pompey’s devotion to Julia continued, despite public pressure to divorce her in order to distance himself from Caesar, for whom hostility was increasing in Rome. Delegating his military responsibilities to trusted subordinates, Pompey continued to enjoy his private life.

“… [H]e handed over his armies and his provinces to his trusted senior men, taking himself to the pleasure-spots around Italy, going from one to another while spending the time with his wife, either because he loved her or because he could not endure the thought of leaving her because she loved him. For this too is what is reported. The love of the young girl for her husband was much talked about, with her desire for Pompey not in keeping with his age, but the fidelity of the man seems to have been the reason, since he confined himself sexually to his wife alone. His seriousness was not severe, but full of charm when it came to relating to others, and he was particularly attractive to women. If it were called for, not even Flora the courtesan would testify to the contrary. During an election of officials, when some people came to blows and a number of them were killed near him he was covered in blood and changed his clothes. Amid the turbulence and running around that was happening the servants carried the garments to his house. His young wife, who happened to be pregnant, seeing the bloodstained toga, fainted and only with difficulty was revived. As a result of the shock and her distress she miscarried. From this point not even those who were most critical of Pompey for his friendship with Caesar blamed him for his love for his wife. She conceived again, nonetheless, and in giving birth to a daughter she died during labour, and the child did not survive for many days.” (53.1–4)

(Plutarch, “Pompey”)

The informal political alliance of Julius Caesar, Pompey and the wealthy Crassus came to be known as the “First Triumvirate” (a coalition of three men), an arrangement that helped them achieve their private aspirations when these were being curbed by the Senate. Their agendas were advanced by the election of Caesar as consul in 59 BCE. Their pact had been fortified by their marriages, however, and it began to unravel with the deaths of both Julia and Crassus, and the break between Caesar and Pompey became inevitable.

Pompey was elected sole consul in 53 BCE (an extraordinary move, since by law there were normally two) and he married once again, this time to Cornelia, the daughter of a conservative aristocrat whom he chose to take as his colleague in the consulship.

In an account of the Roman civil war by Lucan (a poet of the Neronian period, who composed what remains of his work between 61 and 65 CE) Pompey’s deceased wife Julia visits him in a dream, warning him of the dire consequences of the shifting allegiance marked by this new bride.

“Thereupon a shade full of fearful dread

seemed to raise her gloomy head above the gaping earth

and to stand Fury-like at her flaming tomb.

‘Driven out from the Elysian Fields and the plain of the Blessed Ones

I am dragged to the Stygian shadows and among the guilty shades

in the wake of the civil war. I myself saw the Eumenides

grasping torches to shake in keeping with your fighting forces.

The ferryman of scorched Acheron is readying countless boats;

Tartarus is expanding for the punishment of many.

All the Sisters, although their hands are nimble, are scarcely enough for the task; the Fates are weary from breaking off the threads.

While I was your wife, Great Pompey, you conducted joyful triumphs.

Fortune has changed with the shift in your marriage-bed;

condemned by Fate always to drag down powerful husbands into disaster

Cornelia, bed-partner, married you while my tomb was still warm.’ ”

(Lucan, Civil War 3.9–23)

Like Sempronia (p. 85 above), Cornelia was a woman of culture and education. As in Pompey’s earlier marriage there was an age disparity and it was another relationship that Plutarch describes as diverting Pompey from the affairs of state.

“Pompey entered the city and married Cornelia, the daughter of Metellus Scipio. She was not a virgin but had been recently left a widow with the death of Publius, the son of Crassus with whom she had lived as a virgin bride before his death in Parthia. In the young girl there were many alluring qualities apart from her youthful beauty. For she was superbly accomplished in literature, in playing the lyre and in geometry, and had accustomed herself to listen to philosophic discourse, to her advantage. In addition to this she had a disposition that was free from unpleasantness and officiousness that such a degree of learning imparts to young women. Her father was beyond reproach, owing to his family lineage and reputation. Nevertheless to some it was not acceptable because of the age difference, for Cornelia was of an age more suited to marry his son. Those who were more scrupulous considered that Pompey had been overlooking the needs of the city, which was in difficult straits because of which it had chosen him as healer and entrusted itself to his care alone. He, on the other hand, had been wearing garlands and celebrating his marriage when he ought to have thought of his sole consulship as ill-fated, since it would not have been given to him in such an illegal manner if the city had been enjoying good fortune.” (55.1–3)

Nonetheless, Pompey presided successfully over the courts according to Plutarch, but interfered in the trial of Cornelia’s father, earning him more opprobrium. When serious skirmishes broke out between Pompey’s forces and those of Caesar he sent Cornelia to Lesbos for her safekeeping (66.3). After a decisive rout by Caesar’s forces at Pharsalus in northern Greece in 48 BCE, Pompey found a merchant sailor willing to transport him to Lesbos (73.3–4). When he arrived he sent ahead a messenger to his wife, informing her of his arrival but also of his defeat. Plutarch describes her as overcome with emotion as she rushed to meet him at the ship, where she insisted on bearing the blame for his fall.

“When Pompey met her he took her in his arms as she stumbled and fell. ‘I see you’ she said, ‘a husband not the result of your own fortune but mine, thrown into one small boat, you who before your marriage to Cornelia sailed around in this sea with five hundred ships. Why did you come to see me and not abandon me to my heavy fate, the one who has also infected you with such bad luck? How fortunate a wife I would have been had I died before hearing of Publius’ lying dead among the Parthians, I his virgin bride! And how prudent I would have been even after his dying, if I had cut short my own life as I was hastening to do! But I was saved and, as you see, only ruin befell Pompey the Great.” (74.3)

Pompey tried to reconcile Cornelia to her fate in the hope that his fortunes would rise again, and taking her on board along with their son they made their way to Egypt. There he hoped for support from the young Ptolemy Dionysius, who at 15 was married to and shared the rule with his sister Cleopatra VII. Hostilities had erupted between brother and sister, and because of Ptolemy’s youth the decision whether or not to accept Pompey rested with an Egyptian council. Fearful of antagonizing Caesar, who now had the upper hand in Rome, the council voted to kill Pompey. When Caesar arrived in Egypt after the murder he was filled with emotion on learning what had happened, and killed the assassins. Pompey’s remains were lifted from the funeral pyre and given to Cornelia to bury at his villa near Rome (75–80).

(Plutarch, “Pompey”)

WOMEN AND JULIUS CAESAR

Caesar had married a woman also named Cornelia (daughter of the consul Cinna) in 83 BCE when he was 17, divorcing a girl to whom he had been betrothed as a boy. At this time, Sulla was still exerting power in Rome and creating difficulties for Caesar who had displayed sympathies for the Marian faction (his aunt had married Marius). Upon Sulla’s death in 78 BCE, Caesar began his upward trajectory in Rome. Having trained in oratory in Rhodes he delivered a funeral oration from the rostra (the speakers’ podium) in the Forum when his aunt Julia died in 69 BCE – one of the earliest public funeral eulogies delivered for a woman. Plutarch reports that Caesar’s brilliant speech was accompanied by a display of images of the ancestors of Marius, inflaming both the Marian and Sullan factions (“Caesar” 5.2–3). The biographer Suetonius (late first century CE), in his The Lives of the Caesars, reports that Caesar took the opportunity to praise his aunt’s lineage, all the while presenting himself in reflected glory.

“In the eulogy for his aunt he spoke thus both about her own lineage and that of his father. ‘The maternal family of my aunt Julia takes its origin from kings; on her father’s side it is linked to the immortal gods. For from Ancus Marcius came the Marcii Reges (“Marcian Kings”), her mother’s family name. The Julii, whose paternal name is that of our family, comes from Venus. So in our family line are both the sanctity of kings, which exerts the greatest power among men, and the divine majesty of the gods, to whom kings themselves are subject.’”

(Suetonius, “The Deified Julius” 6.1)

At almost the same time, Caesar’s young wife Cornelia died in childbirth and he set another precedent, according to Plutarch, in delivering a public eulogy for a young woman. The reality that women were acquiring a public presence is reflected by the fact that there was a sympathetic response to his words, earning Caesar some new allies.

“The practice of delivering a funeral oration for older women was traditional for the Romans, but was not the custom for young women. Caesar was the first to deliver this kind of speech, giving a eulogy for his own wife when she died. This too brought him a certain amount of goodwill, and together with his grief it persuaded the ordinary people to attach themselves to him as a man of tenderness and one full of sensitivity.”

(Plutarch, “Caesar” 5.2)

Shortly afterwards Caesar took another wife, Pompeia, granddaughter of Sulla. The marriage was short-lived, for soon Pompeia was implicated in a scandal involving Publius Clodius. Clodius’ intrusion into the (all-female) rites of the Bona Dea, which were held in Caesar’s house in 62 BCE, led to a Senate investigation and to Caesar’s divorcing Pompeia. A lively account of this is given by Plutarch. It is worth noting in this passage that Caesar’s mother Aurelia clearly held a position of seniority and authority in the household and the festival it was hosting.

“Publius Clodius was a man of noble birth, brilliant in wealth and eloquence, but for arrogance and recklessness was second to none of those who were notorious for their depravity. This man was in love with Pompeia the wife of Caesar, and she herself was not unresponsive. But the women’s quarters were closely guarded, and Caesar’s mother Aurelia, a prudent woman, was keeping a constant eye upon his bride, making a meeting between the two a hazardous undertaking.

The Romans have a goddess called the Bona Dea ‘Good Goddess’. She is like the Greeks’ ‘Women’s Goddess’, and the Phrygians, who claim her as their own, allege that she was the mother of King Midas. The Romans believe she was a dryad, bride of Faunus, while the Greeks think that she was one of the mothers of Dionysus, one who cannot be named. That is why the women holding her festival cover their tents with vine branches, and a sacred snake is seated beside the goddess, as myth has it. It is not right for a man to attend, nor even to be in the house while the rites are being celebrated. The women are on their own, and it is said that they carry out many sacred rituals similar to Orphic ones. So when the time for the festival arrives the master of the house – a consul or praetor – leaves along with all other males; his wife takes over the house and arranges everything. The most important rituals happen after dark, with revelry mixed into the nocturnal celebrations, to the accompaniment of much musical entertainment.

Pompeia was presiding over the festival this time. Clodius was still beardless, and on this account thinking he might not be noticed he came dressed up in the clothing and equipment of a harpist, looking just like a young girl. Finding the doors open he was led in fearlessly by a servant-girl who was aware of the plan and who ran ahead to alert Pompeia. Some time passed, and Clodius, not having the patience to stay where he had been left, was wandering around the big house, trying to stay out of the light. An attendant of Aurelia’s came across him and invited him, as woman to woman, to come join the fun. When he refused she dragged him into the middle of the room and asked him who he was and where he had come from. When Clodius said that he was waiting for the favourite [‘habra’] servant-girl of Pompeia (for she was called ‘Habra’) he was betrayed by his voice. The maid immediately ran off with a shout into the light and the crowd, crying out that she had detected a man. The women were struck with panic. Aurelia put a stop to the ceremonies for the goddess and covered up the sacred objects. She ordered the doors to be shut and went through the house with torches, looking for Clodius. He was found hiding in the quarters of the young servant-girl through whom he had been let in and was taking shelter. When he had been recognized by the women he was driven out through the doors. That very night the women went home and told their husbands of the affair. The next morning the story spread through the city, how Clodius had committed a sacrilege and not only owed compensation to those he had outraged but also to the city and to the gods.

As a result, one of the tribunes indicted Clodius for impiety, and the most powerful men in the Senate gave the tribune their backing. They provided evidence of other egregiously wanton behaviour of his, even incest with his sister, whose husband was Lucullus. But in the face of these efforts the people registered their opposition and defended Clodius. This helped him greatly with the jurors, who were terrified and frightened by the mob.

Caesar immediately divorced Pompeia, but when called into court as a witness he claimed that he knew nothing of the allegations against Clodius. Since this statement seemed strange, the accuser asked ‘Why did you divorce your wife?’ ‘Because,’ he said, ‘I thought my wife should be above suspicion.’” (9.1–10.6)

Plutarch concludes this episode with the report that while some people thought Caesar was being sincere, others felt he was playing to the mob in their eagerness to see Clodius acquitted. Most of the jurors spoiled their votes.

Plutarch follows this with mention of Caesar’s attempt to cement an alliance with Pompey by betrothing to him Julia, his daughter by Cornelia (p. 86 above). As co-consul in 59 BCE, Caesar himself married once again, this time to Calpurnia, the daughter of Calpurnius Piso. He repaid Piso by designating him consul for the ensuing year (14.7–8). Plutarch quotes Cato the Younger on this marriage-brokering.

“At this point Cato protested vehemently, and shouted that it was unbearable, that the leadership of the state had been bargained away through marriages, and that through women they were distributing to each other provinces, armies and powers.” (14.5)

Cato himself was not above trafficking in wives for personal gain, however. In Plutarch’s biography of Cato the Younger we read of a remarkable trading off of women. His wife Marcia enjoyed a reputation for beauty and respectability and had given him a daughter, Porcia. In 56 BCE the renowned orator Hortensius at the age of 60 requested Porcia as his bride, despite the fact that she was already married to Bibulus (co-consul with Caesar in 59 BCE), who was very attached to her. Porcia was pregnant at the time, and her fertility was one of her attractive features, along with the advantage of cementing a connection with Cato.

“Desiring to be not only a close friend and companion of Cato, but to unite in some way or other their complete households and bloodlines, he set himself to convince him that he should hand over his daughter Porcia as fertile ground in which to sow a new crop of children. (She was living with Bibulus and had produced two children for him.)

‘Such a thing might seem strange to men, but it is by nature an honorable and politically advantageous thing for a woman in the prime of her youth and at the peak of her fertility not to lie fallow, extinguishing her fruitfulness, and there is no need for her to burden and impoverish a home by bearing more children than needed. Successive sharing among worthy men makes for an increase in valour and increases through posterity, and the city itself will have been refreshed in its polity through the marriage alliances.’”

After this rhetorical appeal to Cato, Hortensius conceded that Bibulus might not agree to divorce his wife, and if so he would return her as soon as she had given him a child. Cato answered that, while he was fond of Hortensius and approved of uniting their households, he thought it strange for him to take Porcia when she was already married to someone else. Hortensius did not abandon his petition but changed direction slightly, asking instead for Cato’s wife Marcia. Marcia was pregnant and had already produced two children, hence Cato did not need any more. Cato recognized his earnest determination, and agreed to the proposition if Marcia’s father concurred. The couple were divorced and Marcia married Hortensius, giving him an heir before he died five years later. Two years after his death, Marcia rejoined Cato’s household.

Caesar’s military and political successes continued after his acquisition of the consulship in 59 BCE. However, for the next 15 years he was never free of the suspicion of having autocratic ambitions. With the death of his daughter Julia in childbirth the bond with Pompey had been weakened, and in time they became arch-rivals for control of Rome. In 48 BCE both generals were commanding expeditionary forces of Roman citizen allies in Greece, and there was a military showdown at Pharsalus. Pompey was defeated and escaped to Alexandria, only to be killed by the Egyptians (p. 89 above). Caesar rushed to Alexandria in pursuit of Pompey, but was presented with Pompey’s head.

When hostilities broke out between Ptolemy XIII and his sister Cleopatra, the queen had been driven into exile in Syria. While in Egypt, Caesar planned to broker a resolution of this dispute, and sent for Cleopatra to come in secret. Plutarch comments that Cleopatra’s scheme to leave Syria and arrive in Alexandria secretly, wrapped up in a sack of bedding, was what first captivated Caesar (49.1–2).

The co-regency arranged by Caesar was short-lived, and battle ensued. Ptolemy XIII was defeated, escaped and disappeared. Plutarch concludes this with the report of Caesar’s leaving Cleopatra on the throne and her giving birth to his son Caesarion (“Caesar” 49.1–10).

Suetonius adds some further details, claiming that Caesar’s conquests led him to have love affairs with other queens as well. With Cleopatra, however, he continued to enjoy all-night revelling, and his desire to stay and travel throughout Egypt with her, Suetonius comments, was foiled only by the refusal of his troops to follow him (“The Deified Julius” 52.1).

Back in Rome in 47 BCE, Caesar was granted the honour of celebrating four triumphs and enjoying the title of dictator. Suspicions increased that he was seeking permanent sole rule, even kingship, and these fears would have been increased by the presence of Cleopatra, whom he had installed with her son in a villa just outside the city walls. On the 15th (Ides) of March he was assassinated as he entered the Senate House. There had been unfavourable omens and prodigies in the days prior, and both Plutarch and Suetonius refer to signs that appeared during the night before his murder, when he lay beside Calpurnia in bed. Here is Suetonius’ account.

“In fact, on that very night out of which arose the day of the murder he saw himself in a dream flying above the clouds, and in other visions clasping the right hand of Jupiter. His wife Calpurnia dreamed that the pediment of their house collapsed and that her husband was stabbed in her arms. Suddenly the doors of the bedroom flew open of their own accord.”

(Suetonius, “The Deified Julius” 81.3)

WOMEN AND CICERO

An important figure whose life intersected with all major figures of the Late Republic was Marcus Tullius Cicero. He held virtually all major political offices and was deeply affected by the civil wars in Rome. He spoke and acted consistently on behalf of the preservation of Republican values, and for this he suffered exile and was ultimately beheaded under the Second Triumvirate. He left a rich collection of writings, including forensic speeches, philosophy, studies in oratory and letters to his friends. From his speeches and writings we can get a glimpse of his views on some Roman women, including his wife and daughter.

About his wife Terentia we get a negative picture from some of his letters and from the account of Plutarch, who describes her as someone who benefited from his frequent absence to get her hands on his money. The strain on the marriage produced by his frequent absence from Rome eventually led to their divorce after more than 30 years of marriage, and Cicero’s disaffected correspondence from this period likely accounts for the hostile tone of most accounts of Terentia, ancient and modern.

This was an elite marriage, one in which Terentia as well as her husband had complex financial accounts. For most of their married life Cicero entrusted to her, together with their freedman steward, the management of their properties and financial resources. Cicero also frequently counted on her to intervene with friends on behalf of his political advancement and safety. In the early years of their marriage this security was not threatened, and from letters such as the following, to his friend and regular correspondent Atticus, we get the picture of a man who, when confidantes like Atticus or his brother were not at hand, consoled himself with the deep attachment he felt to his wife, his daughter and his son.

“… what relaxation I get is the time spent with my wife, my little daughter and my darling son Cicero. My opportunistic and counterfeit friendships make for a fine display in the Forum, but at home they are fruitless. And so when my house is well filled in the morning, when I go down to the Forum with a crowded retinue of friends, I cannot discover a soul out of that huge crowd with whom I can joke freely or breathe a sigh on intimate terms.”

(Cicero, Letters to Atticus 1.18.1)

By the year 58 BCE, Clodius (the intruder in the Bona Dea ritual, pp. 90–2 above) had become tribune, and to seek revenge for Cicero’s ongoing hostility toward him he introduced a law that summarily caused Cicero’s exile. (This was based upon the charge that Cicero had violated the constitution in ordering the death of the conspirators with Catiline when he was consul.) As Cicero was leaving Italy for exile he was despondent, knowing this could mean the end of his political life, but a letter to Terentia indicates that what grieved him most was the fracturing of his family life and the fact that his own political choices had led to this.

“From the letters of many people and from everyone’s reports I am made aware of your incredible courage and strength, and that you are never worn down by your efforts of mind and body. How miserable I am, with the thought that you, with that courage of yours, your loyalty, your integrity, your generosity, have fallen into such hardship because of me! And that our dear little Tullie, in whom her father took such great delight, now feels such grief because of him.”

(Cicero, Letters to His Friends [here, to Terentia and his family] 14.1.1)

Terentia, along with their daughter Tullia and Cicero’s brother Quintus, worked tirelessly for his reinstatement, and he returned to Rome in a little over a year. While Cicero remained close to his brother for most of his life (until contrary political alliances drove them apart), Quintus’ wife Pomponia (the sister of Cicero’s friend Atticus) appears to have been a source of tension for all of them. There were strains in the marriage from the beginning, and Pomponia seems to have been reluctant to extend the usual courtesies expected of a Roman matron, as Cicero complains in a letter to Atticus in describing a visit to a farm belonging to Quintus.

“When we arrived there Quintus said in a very kindly way, ‘Pomponia, you invite the women in and I will fetch the boys.’ Nothing could have been gentler, at least as it seemed to me, than the words with which he spoke, together with his disposition and expression. But she, within our hearing, said, ‘I myself am a guest in this place.’ That was a consequence, I think, of the fact that Statius (Quintus’ freedman) had gone ahead to see about the lunch for us. Then Quintus said, ‘So you see,’ he said to me, ‘this is what I put up with every day.’”

(Cicero, Letters to Atticus 5.1.3)

The letter continues with the report that Pomponia left the dinner party and rejected the food that Quintus arranged to have sent to her. She refused to sleep with him that night, although it was the eve of his departure with Cicero for Cilicia, where the two men would spend the next year and a half as proconsul and general respectively.

Cicero was deeply devoted to his daughter Tullia, to whom he affectionately referred as “Tullie” (Tulliola). From exile in Thessalonica he wrote to his brother saying that just as he missed him so he missed his daughter deeply, for to her father she was a kindred spirit.

“What of the fact that at the same time I miss my daughter? Such faithfulness, such unassuming conduct, such intelligence! The very likeness of me in her face, in her speech, in her mind!”

(Cicero, Letters to his Brother Quintus 1.3.3)

Widowed once and divorced twice, Tullia felt a bond with her father that was stonger than with any other man. Her father was devastated when she died from complications after childbirth at the age of 34. Answering a letter of consolation from his friend Sulpicius, he wrote that even his achievements in public life did not offer the compensation of distraction.

“But for me, however, once those distinctions were lost of which you yourself are reminding me, and which I had acquired by the most extreme efforts, there remained one comfort – which has now been snatched from me. My brooding over this was not checked by the affairs of my friends, nor by responsibilities of state. I took no pleasure in activities in the Forum; I couldn’t bear to look at the Senate House. I thought to myself, as was the case, that I had lost all the fruits of my hard work and my success. But when I reflected that these losses were shared with you and certain others and when I tried to break through these thoughts and to force myself to bear this patiently, I had a place of refuge where I could take comfort, someone with whose conversation and sweet disposition I could lay aside all my worries and sorrows. Now, however, with this deep wound even those wounds that seemed to have healed are opening up afresh.”

(Cicero, Letters to his Friends 4.6.2)

Tullia died in 45 BCE, and Cicero was killed two years later.

Cicero had words of praise for other women, including the daughter of Gaius Laelius and her own daughters and granddaughters, all of whom seemed to have inherited the oratorical skills that ran in the family.

“Speeches of Laelia, the daughter of Gaius, often reached my ears. I saw that her speaking was coloured with the polished manner of her father’s. This was true also of both of her daughters, the Muciae, whose discourse was well-known to me, and indeed that of her granddaughters the Liciniae.”

(Cicero, Brutus 58.211)

Not all women received kindly treatment by Cicero. One who became the target of Cicero’s formidable power as an advocate was Clodia, the sister of Clodius, the man responsible for his exile. Well educated in Greek and philosophy, with a reputation as a competent poet, Clodia also led a life of some notoriety. Her marriage to her first cousin was not a happy one, and she seems to have enjoyed liaisons with a number of men, including one Marcus Caelius Rufus. When the relationship ended in 56 BCE, she accused Caelius of attempting to poison her. That year Caelius was indicted on several serious charges involving disturbances in Rome and even murder. Clodia, his ex-lover, supplied evidence to support the prosecution. Cicero took part in Caelius’ defence, discrediting her testimony with an attack on Clodia that was filled with some none-too-subtle innuendo. The speech accused her of living the life of a prostitute and of profligacy that included incest with her brother, the real target of Cicero’s vehement attack on his sister.

“But if that woman were removed from the case there would remain neither a case against Marcus Caelius nor the means available to his opponents to attack him. What else should we do as his defence counsel except to refute those who are accusing him? That I would certainly do more vigorously if the hostility between me and this woman’s husband – I mean brother – were not interfering. (I always make this mistake.) Now I will conduct my case with moderation and not go further than my responsibility to my client and the case itself obliges me. For I never thought I would have to undertake disputes with women, especially with a woman whom everyone has always considered was everybody’s girl-friend rather than anyone’s enemy.”

(Cicero, Pro Caelio 13.32)

Clodia may well be the woman called “Lesbia” by the Roman poet Catullus. He composed several poems chronicling a love affair marked by equal intensity in the rapture of its beginning and the bitterness of its end. Lesbia received this pseudonym because of Catullus’ high regard for the quality of her poetry, equal in his estimation to that of the famous Greek poet from the island of Lesbos, Sappho.

“Let us live, my Lesbia, and let us love,

and all the gossip of old men, who are too mean-minded,

let us consider hardly worth a penny.

Suns may set and rise again;

for us, when once the brief light of day is over

there is one night for sleeping, without end.

Give me a thousand kisses, then a hundred!

Then another thousand, then a second hundred,

then as many as another thousand, then a hundred!

Then, when we have made up many thousands

we will mix up the record, so we won’t know,

and no one with evil intent can cast an evil eye

when he knows how many kisses there are.”

(Catullus, Poem 5)

In the following poem, Lesbia has apparently lost interest in Catullus, who confides in his friend Caelius (perhaps the Caelius of Cicero’s speech). With a certain amount of playful exaggeration, Catullus dismisses her in mock-epic terms as a woman of the streets.

“Oh Caelius, my Lesbia,

that Lesbia, that Lesbia, the one woman whom Catullus loved

more than himself and all his close friends,

now she strips the descendants of lordly Remus

in the crossroads and alley-ways.”

(Catullus, Poem 58)

CHELIDON AND VERRES

Prostitution was a useful rhetorical tool in targeting enemies. In 70 BCE Cicero took on the prosecution of Verres, who had been a particularly rapacious governor of Sicily. The speeches, later published as the “Verrine Orations”, succeeded in bringing about Verres’ banishment. Cicero highlighted the man’s association with prostitutes, and targeted one by the name of Chelidon (“Swallow”), whom he accuses of influence-peddling with the governor, controlling issues of civil law and private disputes that should have been heard publicly.

“They went, as I said, to Chelidon. Her house was full – judicial decisions, decrees, sentences, were being petitioned, and none of them publicly known: ‘See that he gives me possession’; ‘See that he doesn’t take it away from me’; ‘See that he doesn’t pronounce judgement against me’; ‘See that he awards me the property’. Some were paying her cash, tablets of pledges were sealed. The house was crammed full, not with a courtesan’s patrons but with a crowd that attends a praetor’s court.”

(Cicero, Verrine Orations 2.1.52)

VESTALS: CRASSUS AND CLODIUS

The Vestal Licinia had the good and bad fortune to own a villa on the outskirts of Rome. In Plutarch’s account of Crassus we read that this powerful man, a member of the First Triumvirate with Caesar and Pompey (p. 87 above), wished to purchase the villa, and his attention to her attracted prosecution for sexual misconduct on her part.

“When he was more advanced in years he was charged with having sex with Licinia, one of the Vestal Virgins. Licinia escaped punishment, being accused by a certain prosecutor named Plotius. She had a lovely house in the suburbs that Crassus wanted to obtain for a low price, and because of this he was always at the woman’s side and paying attention to her, until he fell under suspicion for that offence. He was let off the charge of corrupting her because of his general disposition toward avarice, and was acquitted by the jurors. But he did not let Licinia out of his clutches until he had gained control of her property.”

(Plutarch, “Crassus” 1.2)

Another Vestal who was accused of consorting with a powerful man of the Late Republic was Fabia, the half-sister of Cicero’s wife Terentia. Fabia was accused by the infamous Clodius of having been corrupted by Catiline, but the upright and conscientious senator Cato the Younger exposed the ruse, and Clodius was driven out of town (Plutarch, “Cato the Younger” 19.3).

WOMEN AND MARK ANTONY

In Plutarch’s biography of Antony we get the picture of a Roman who was at once a strong military leader and a weak man given to overindulging in the softer pleasures. He seems to have earned a reputation for womanizing from a young age. After Julius Caesar had taken control of the city as dictator, Antony was enjoying particular favour because of the military skill that he had demonstrated in supporting Caesar in the defeat of Pompey at Pharsalus in 48 BCE. Plutarch comments, however, that Mark Antony was incurring the hostility of many Roman men for having affairs with their wives (6.6). His first wife, Antonia, a cousin, he divorced because he suspected her of having sex with a popular tribune, Dolabella. He then gave himself over to drinking and debauchery, travelling to other cities with the popular mime actress Cytheris (9.2–7).

Cicero referred to Cytheris in a letter to his philosopher-friend Paetus as a symposiastic courtesan and mistress of one Volumnius Eutrapelus (Letters to his Friends 9.26). In one of his Philippics (public orations aimed at discrediting Antony) Cicero described a procession in which Antony appeared as tribune together with Cytheris who seemed to be enjoying the status of his wife, a role Cicero likened to her relationship with her earlier lover Volumnius.

“As tribune of the plebs he was being driven in a war-chariot; lictors with laurel-crowns preceded him, among whom a female mime was being carried in an open litter. She was a woman whom respectable men from the towns, coming out expressly to meet her, greeted not by that well-known professional name of hers but as Volumnia. There followed a travelling-carriage with pimps, nefarious companions. His mother in the rear attended the girl-friend of her vile son as if she were a daughter-in-law.”

(Cicero, Philippics 2.24.58)

When Caesar returned to the city from campaigning in Africa and elsewhere, he began to curb Antony’s excesses. A sign of this new restraint was Antony’s marriage to Fulvia, the figure before whom Hortensia would plead the cause of the proscribed (p. 107 below). Fulvia’s first husband had died – Clodius, the Roman who achieved notoriety for breaking into the Bona Dea celebrations. Plutarch speculates that Antony’s having to reckon with Fulvia was training for the challenges he would later face with another woman who wouldn’t submit to control by men.

“Putting aside that way of life he turned his attention to marriage, and wedded Fulvia who had been married to Clodius the demagogue. She was a woman who paid no attention to spinning or housekeeping, nor thought it a good idea to rule over a common man, but wished to rule a ruler and command a commander. As a result, Cleopatra was indebted to Fulvia for the training of Antony in being controlled by women, since she took him over completely subdued and schooled from the beginning to listen to women.” (10.3)

When Octavian, Mark Antony and Lepidus sealed over their differences and formed the Second Triumvirate in 43 BCE, they followed the practice of cementing political alliance with marriage. Octavian married Clodia, the daughter of Fulvia and Clodius. An intense and violent series of proscriptions ensued (p. 107 below), including the beheading of Cicero. The brother of Antony’s mother, Lucius Caesar, was in line for the same treatment, and fled to the house of his sister. Plutarch describes Antony’s mother as a woman who would not back down easily, and who had no difficulty in holding the triumvirs at bay.

“She, when the executioners were standing in front of her and forcing their way into her chamber, stood in the doorway and spread out her arms and shouted over and over, ‘Do not kill Lucius Caesar, unless you first kill me, the one who gave birth to your imperator.’ Being such a woman, then, she got her brother out of their hands and saved his life.” (20.3)

Antony then headed to the eastern provinces to raise funds for rewarding Roman soldiers. In 41 BCE he crossed from Greece to Asia, where we are told by Plutarch that he reverted to his earlier mode of living, as kings presented him with gifts and their wives with their virtue (24.1). In Cilicia he first encountered Cleopatra who readied herself for the conquest of a man she in fact regarded as beneath her.

“She received many letters from him and from his friends that were summoning her, but she held the man in such low esteem and mocked him to such a degree that she sailed up the Cydnus river on a barge with a gilded stern, purple sails unfurled and its rowers gliding it forward with silver-handled oars to the sound of the aulos blending with that of the syrinx and lyres. She herself reclined under a canopy woven with golden threads, adorned like painters depict Aphrodite. Children resembling paintings of Erotes stood on either side, fanning her. Similarly, servant-girls – the most beautiful ones – dressed like Nereids and Graces, were positioned, some at the tillers and others at the ropes. Marvelous scents from the many incense-burners wafted over the riverbanks.” (26.1–2)

Plutarch’s description continues with the report that Antony, who had been stationed at the tribunal in the agora (the public place of assembly), was abandoned by the inhabitants who rushed to the shore to watch. Cleopatra invited him to dinner, where he was overcome with the display of lights that accompanied a sumptuous feast. The following night he entertained her in much simpler style, and the disparity was not lost on either. The queen displayed her charm and brilliance, not least reflected in her command of many languages and dialects. While his wife Fulvia attempted to negotiate tensions with Octavian back in Rome, and while his military responsibilities should have kept him quelling hostilities between the Parthians and Syria, Antony headed for Alexandria with Cleopatra. There they spent their time in luxurious pursuits, feasting, drinking, gaming and hunting. Plutarch received some of this information from his grandfather: the man had heard tales of the extravagant dinners from a friend who had been in Alexandria attending Antony’s son by Fulvia, who was accompanying his father (26.3–28.4).

According to Plutarch, word was then brought to Antony that in Rome his brother and Fulvia were waging war against Octavian, and in the East the Parthians were engaging in major expansion along the Ionian coast. He left Alexandria, intending to combat the Parthians, when he received a letter of distress from Fulvia and redirected his course toward Italy. During the voyage he met some friends from Rome who claimed that it was his wife who had initiated the attacks on Octavian, hoping to lure her husband away from Cleopatra and back to Italy. While sailing to meet Antony, Fulvia fell ill and died. Antony sailed on to Rome and reconciled with Octavian, both of them laying the blame for the aggression on Fulvia. They sealed this renewed alliance, in which they divided up spheres of influence, by another marriage. Antony was given Octavian’s sister Octavia, who had been recently left a widow. This marriage buoyed up hopes for peace in the city, although Antony’s continuing passion for Cleopatra was no secret (30.1–4, 31.1–2).

“Everyone advocated for the marriage, hoping that Octavia, possessing in addition to her considerable beauty nobility and intelligence, once joined in marriage to Antony and loved by him – as is inevitable for such a woman – would be the saviour of the whole situation and assure harmony between the two men.” (31.2)

Octavia produced two daughters with Antony and when pregnant with her third child was called upon to intervene between her husband and brother when hostilities once again threatened to erupt. She met Octavian in the south of Italy, while Antony waited offshore with the 300 ships that he had intended to use to threaten his brother-in-law (35.1). She pleaded with her husband on her own behalf.

“In her meeting with him she implored him with desperation and begged him insistently not to let her become – she who had been the most fortunate – the most wretched of women. For now, she said, the eyes of all men were focused on her in relation to two imperators, as the wife of one and the sister of the other. ‘If the worse should prevail,’ she said, ‘and war should erupt, it is unclear which one of you is fated to win and which to lose, but in my case it is disastrous either way.’” (35.2–3)

The two men reconciled once again, exchanging military resources for each other’s advantage, and Antony sailed east to Asia with Octavia and the children (both theirs and the others who had been born earlier to Fulvia and Antony). Cleopatra surfaced once again when Antony summoned her to Syria, and when they met he conferred upon her the control of a number of eastern kingdoms that had been conquered by Rome, heightening resentment against him from his countrymen. He also acknowledged as his the two children who had been born to the queen (36). When she returned to Egypt, Antony resumed military activity against the Parthians and assembled a large force as he moved further east into Asia. His infatuation with the queen led him to make some precipitous decisions, however, in the interest of returning to Egypt. This led to a major defeat and loss of life at the hands of the Parthians (37.4–50). At his lowest ebb he sent for Cleopatra, who sent clothing and money for his soldiers (51.2).

Octavia, meanwhile, had gone back to Rome. She appealed to her brother to permit her to join Antony and Octavian conceded, in Plutarch’s view, not out of personal concern for her but to quell popular resentment for the scornful treatment she was receiving from her husband, which was generating pressure for him to revive plans to make war on Antony (53.1). In 35 BCE, Octavia left for Athens, and the correspondence between husband and wife reflected the pathos of her situation.

“When she came to Athens she received letters from Antony bidding her to wait there and describing what was happening with his expedition. She, although upset and recognizing this as a ploy, nonetheless wrote him asking where he wanted sent the things she was bringing to him. She was conveying a great quantity of military clothing, a large number of pack animals, money and gifts for his officers and friends. Besides these there were two thousand elite soldiers equipped to serve as praetorian cohorts outfitted with splendid armour. A friend of Antony’s named Niger was sent by her and announced this, and added words of praise as were fitting and merited.” (53.1–2)

Plutarch’s sources, playing up the drama of the situation, led him to report this as a showdown looming between the two women that was obliging Antony to make a choice. Octavia returned to Rome, living in Antony’s house and caring for his children, urging her brother to ignore her ill-treatment by her husband in the interest of avoiding civil war. She intervened with Octavian to meet the needs of Antony’s supporters when they came to Rome. This, writes Plutarch, damaged Antony’s reputation even more seriously, as Romans perceived the unwarranted neglect by her husband. Hatred for Antony increased with his actions in Egypt when he made public his gifts of several kingdoms to the queen and established Caesarion, the son of Cleopatra and Julius Caesar, as her co-regent. To the sons that Cleopatra had borne to Antony he awarded other kingdoms (54.1–5).

Antony made unequivocal his preference for Cleopatra by ejecting Octavia (with the children) from his house in Rome, and tensions mounted between the two leaders. Over the next year, military preparations increased on both sides and in 32 BCE the Senate voted to declare war on Antony (58.1–60.1). A sea battle was fought off the coast of Actium, a promontory on the west coast of Greece. Antony’s fleet was inferior to Octavian’s but Cleopatra supplied 200 vessels and to please her, according to Plutarch, Antony agreed to a naval battle although his land forces were superior (56.1, 62.1). Cleopatra, however, stationed herself and her ships in such a position as to make a ready escape if needed (63.5). When she saw that they were being outmanoeuvred by Octavian, Cleopatra fled, followed by Antony in a small boat pursuing her and abandoning his forces (66.8).

(Plutarch, “Antony”)

In the Aeneid, the great epic poem composed by Vergil between 29 and 19 BCE that celebrated the achievements of Octavian/Augustus, the poet describes the defeat of the pair and Cleopatra’s escape, a futuristic scene depicted on the shield that had been forged by the Cyclops for the Trojan hero Aeneas as he prepared for battle in Italy.

“She was portrayed sailing off, having called for fair winds,

with the swollen sails loosened more and more.

The Fire-god had rendered her borne through the waves with the westerly wind through the carnage, pale with the prospect of her impending death.

Beyond her, however, he portrayed the Nile grieving throughout its entire length, throwing open the folds and inviting the conquered

into the deep-blue bosom of its whole garment and into the refuge of its streams.”

(Vergil, Aeneid 8.707–13)

Plutarch describes the two as resuming their life at the palace in Egypt where once again they engaged in extravagant living, but now founded an association called “Dying Together” (71.3). Cleopatra was still in charge of her fate. Testing various drugs for their death-dealing properties, she decided that the bite of the asp would bring on a death that was the least troublesome, akin to falling asleep (71.4–5). She had a tomb and monument erected for herself near the temple of Isis (74.2). Antony gave himself a mortal wound with his sword, but did not die before he was carried to Cleopatra’s tomb and lifted through an open window where he died at her side (77.2–4). At the news of Antony’s death, Octavian sped to Alexandria, hoping to take the queen alive. Antony’s son by Fulvia who had accompanied his father to Alexandria was beheaded and Caesarion was killed later (81.1, 82.1).

Receiving word that Octavian was planning to dispatch her to Rome in a few days, Cleopatra arranged for her death. Plutarch reports that she dressed herself in royal attire, reclined on a golden couch and arranged for a servant to deliver  to her a basket of figs in which an asp was concealed, baring her arm for the bite. Other versions of her death circulated, but Octavian publicized this one by carrying in his triumphal procession an image of Cleopatra with an asp clinging to her (Plutarch, “Antony” 85.1–3, 86.3).

Throughout the period when Cleopatra held Rome’s leading men in thrall, negative propaganda about the Egyptian queen circulated in the city, fuelling fears lest all the hard-fought Roman conquests fall into her hands. The intense relief with which news of her death was received is reflected in this ode by Horace, a leading poet of Rome who lived through the violent years of the civil wars and celebrated the peace that came after Actium.

“Now is the time for drinking, now is the time for drumming the earth

with feet that are unbound; time to decorate

the couches of the gods

with Salian feasts, my comrades!

Until now bringing out Caecuban wine

from our ancient cellars was forbidden,

as long as the queen was plotting mad destruction

of the Capitol and devastation for the empire as well.

This with her polluted herd of men

foul with disease, delirious enough

to hope for anything and drunk

on sweet good fortune.

But a single ship barely preserved from the flames

lessened her fury, and Caesar redirected

her mind that was deluded by Mareotic wine

toward genuine terror.

He chased her speeding away from Italy,

plying his oars just as a hawk

pursues the gentle doves, or a swift hunter

a rabbit over the snowy fields of Thessaly,

so that he might put in chains

the treacherous monster. She, anxious to die

a nobler death, neither blanched at the sword

with a woman’s fear nor made her way

to an out-of-the-way shore with her swift fleet.

She even dared to gaze upon her fallen palace

with a serene countenance, and to handle

deadly asps without fear,

that she might drink deeply of the black poison throughout her body.

She was more fiercely set upon death,

especially scorning being ferried on hostile Liburnian ships

for a proud triumph – no longer a queen.

She was a woman not to be laid low.

(Horace, Odes I.37)
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Some remarkable Roman women of the Late Republic

HORTENSIA

In the year 44 BCE after the assassination of Julius Caesar, the Second Triumvirate had been formed (p. 101 above). Unlike the first unofficial alliance, this one was officially recognized and given powers greater even than those of the consuls or the Senate. Encountering opposition from other leading Romans like Cicero, and eager to increase the holdings in the treasury to cover their expenses, the triumvirs instituted proscriptions, in which certain individuals would be targeted for removal of their citizen rights, confiscation of their property and in many cases death. (Proscription had earlier been practised by Sulla when he became dictator for the same reasons.) Still short of funds for their military ambitions, the triumvirs made demands on the wealthy women of Rome.

Appian, a Greek historian of the second century CE who left a valuable account of the period of the civil wars in Rome, describes the edict and the reaction of the women, who first approached the female relatives of the triumvirs then mounted a public rebuttal through their spokeswoman Hortensia, the daughter of the well-known orator Hortensius.

“Announcing this to the people they posted a list of the 1400 women who were most noted for their wealth. These women had to have their possessions assessed and contribute to the war expenses as much as the triumvirs determined in each case. For those concealing some of their property or underestimating its value penalties were imposed and rewards were offered for those people – both free and slave – who disclosed this. The women decided to appeal for help from the female relatives of the rulers. They did not fail in the case of the sister of either Octavian or Antony’s mother. But when Fulvia, the wife of Antony, pushed them away from her door, they did not put up with her insolence and forced their way to the Forum, to the podium of the triumvirs. The people and the praetorian guards stood aside and they spoke through Hortensia, who had been selected for this purpose.

‘As was fitting for these women making an appeal to you we sought protection from your womenfolk. But what we suffered at the hands of Fulvia was inappropriate, and we were driven as a group by her to come to the Forum. You have already deprived us of our fathers and sons and husbands and brothers by proscribing them, saying that you have been wronged by them. If you rob us of our property as well you will convert our situation to one that is unseemly – unworthy of our families, our way of life and our female nature. If you allege that you have been wronged by us as you were by our husbands, then proscribe us too as you did them. But if not one of us women has voted that any of you is an enemy of the state and we have not demolished your houses or destroyed your army, nor led another army against you or prevented you from seeking office or obtaining honours, why should we share the punishment when we had no part in the wrongdoing?

Why should we contribute, when we have no share in public office or honours or military commands or public affairs at all, to share in such a degree of terrible conflict that is actually your doing? Because, you say, there is a war? Well, when have there not been wars? And when have women joined in paying war taxes? Our nature grants us exemption among all human societies. Our foremothers paid taxes on one single occasion in the past, beyond the expectation for their sex, when you were in danger of losing all power and the city itself, when the Carthaginians were harassing you. On that occasion they paid the taxes voluntarily, and not from their land or their estates or their dowry or houses, without which life would be unlivable for free women, but from the jewellery they had at home, and not when its value had been assessed, nor under the threat of informers or accusers nor from compulsion or force, but as much as these women wanted to contribute. What fear do you have now for your government or your fatherland? Well now, say there is war with the Gauls or with the Parthians and we will not be less cooperative in obtaining salvation than our foremothers. But when it comes to civil war we would never pay taxes nor participate with you in fighting one another. Not under Caesar or Pompey did we pay tax, nor did Marius or Cinna or Sulla compel us (the one who was a tyrant over this country). You, on the other hand, claim to be reinstating the Republic!’” (4.5.32–3)

The triumvirs were angry at first but under pressure from the crowd modified their demands, ultimately broadening the population base from whom they would require contributions.

“When Hortensia had said this the triumvirs were annoyed that, while men were keeping quiet the women were emboldened and making public speeches, interrogating the actions of the government, and while the men were serving as soldiers the women would not even contribute money. They ordered the attendants to drive them away from the tribunal, until a shout arose from the crowd outside, and the attendants halted what they were doing. The triumvirs said that they were deferring the question until the following day. The next day they posted a notice to the effect that they would assess the property of 400 instead of 1400 women, and of men – anyone having more than 100,000 denarii, whether a citizen or foreigner, a freedman or priest, no matter what the nation of origin, with no exceptions, and these people too were subject to the same fear of punishment and the same situation regarding informers. They were to lend them immediately two per cent of their wealth and pay a year’s tax for the war.” (4.5.34)

(Appian, The Civil Wars)

Valerius Maximus applauded the actions and words of Hortensia.

“Now when it comes to Hortensia, the daughter of Quintus Hortensius, when the rank of matrons had been heavily burdened by the triumvirs with a heavy tax and none of the men dared to lend them their defence, she conducted the case for the women before the triumvirs both assiduously and successfully. By reviving the eloquence of her father she brought it about that the greater part of the tax that had been imposed was lifted from them. Quintus Hortensius lived again in his female offspring and breathed through the words of his daughter. If his male offspring had wished to follow the path she took, such a great heritage of Hortensian eloquence would not have been cut short by the single action of a woman.”

(Valerius Maximus, Nine Books of Memorable Deeds and Sayings 8.3.3)

MAESIA

Valerius Maximus pays tribute to several women besides Hortensia who displayed courage and skill. One woman who received his approval was Maesia of Sentinum who, instead of hiring an advocate, defended herself in court in 77 BCE.

“Maesia of Sentium as a defendant pleaded her own case when Lucius Titius was presiding over the court as praetor. She conducted this before a very large assembly of people, following through all the forms and components of her defence not only meticulously but even boldly, and she was acquitted at the first hearing and by almost a unanimous vote. They called her ‘Androgyne’, because underneath her womanly form she bore the spirit of a man.” (8.3.1)

CARFANIA

Some women who spoke up in front of magistrates Valerius Maximus found less impressive, such as Carfania, the wife of a senator during the consulship of Caesar, whom he regarded as simply litigious.

“Carfania, on the other hand, the wife of the senator Licinius Buccio, was ever on hand to invite lawsuits, and always spoke on her own behalf before the praetor. This was not because she was lacking in advocates but because she was spilling over with impudence. So by constantly plaguing the tribunals with her barking – something unheard of in the Forum – she became the most famous example of a quarrelsome woman, to the degree that the name of ‘Carfania’ is a term of reproach when there is a charge of shameless behaviour in a woman. She prolonged her life, moreover, until the second consulship of Gaius Caesar with Publius Servilius serving as co-consul. In the case of such a monster the date of its death must be handed down to the record, rather than the one on which it was born.” (8.3.2)

(Valerius Maximus, Nine Books of Memorable Deeds and Sayings)

WIVES OF THE PROSCRIBED

The triumvirs’ proscriptions of their opponents had broader consequences for the wives than economic constraints. Dispossessed of their houses and property, which were seized to reward soldiers loyal to the triumvirs as well as to fill the state coffers, many men attempted to escape from Rome and take refuge with exiled leaders and sympathizers. Sometimes their wives were essential to their success in evading the centurions sent to seize or kill them.

One such fortunate individual was Acilius. Appian gives us his story as follows, in his compilation of stories of women whose heroic actions saved their husbands.

“Acilius escaped from the city without being detected, but was exposed to the soldiers by a household slave. He persuaded the soldiers with the expectation of a larger reward to send some of their contingent to his wife with tokens that he gave them. When they came she brought out all her jewellery and said she was giving it to them so that they would give back in return what they promised to do, but that she did not know whether they would in fact return the gift. She was not cheated in her love for her husband, for the soldiers hired a boat for Acilius and sent him to Sicily.” (4.6.39)

Another one on the run was Lentulus, who had participated in the conspiracy of Catiline, and had also escaped to Sicily but had been reluctant to involve his wife in his plans.

“Lentulus, when his wife decided to share his exile and kept a close watch on him with this in mind, did not want her to share the danger with him, and escaped secretly to Sicily, where he was accepted as a military commander by Pompey. He signalled to her that he was safe and was serving as a commander. She, when she learned where on the earth her husband was, knowing that her mother was watching her, escaped taking two slaves. She travelled with them with difficulty, roughly, like a fellow-slave, until they sailed into Messena from Rhegium towards evening. She easily learned the location of the general’s tent. She found Lentulus not as a commander should be but on a sleeping mat on the ground, with his hair unkempt and living wretchedly because he missed his wife.” (4.6.39)

Others were helped in various ways by their wives’ clever schemes.

“Apuleius’ wife threatened to inform on him if he were to flee alone. Against his will he took her along with him, but the lack of suspicion aided his escape, because of his travelling openly with a wife and manservants and maidservants.

The wife of Antius bound him up in a bedding sack and handed him over to some men who were paid to carry him and took him from his house to the sea, where he escaped to Sicily.

Reginus’ wife lowered him during the night into a sewer, for soldiers did not enter it during the day because they could not put up with the smell. On another night she dressed him up as a charcoal-seller and gave him a donkey to drive, carrying charcoal. She herself took the lead, carried a short distance ahead on a litter. When one of the soldiers at the gates became suspicious of the litter and was searching through it Reginus became fearful and ran up to him and, behaving like a passer-by, advised the soldier not to annoy women. The soldier replied in anger, as if he were addressing a charcoal-seller, then recognized him (for he had been on a campaign once with him in Syria) and said, ‘Be on your way with good heart, Sir. For now it is appropriate for me to address you with this title.’” (4.6.40)

On one occasion a woman offered her body in exchange for her husband’s freedom.

“The wifely partner of Coponius enticed this from Antony, she who was formerly chaste but attempting to cure one misfortune with another.” (4.6.40)

(Appian, The Civil Wars)
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Weddings

Catullus composed a poem in honour of the wedding of Manlius Torquatus and his bride Junia Aurunculeia. There are several features in the poem that are found elsewhere in descriptions of Roman weddings, although some familiar elements in the ritual are omitted such as the wedding feast. Hymenaeus, the divine figure who presided over weddings, is invoked throughout the poem and invited to perform various nuptial roles including those for the bride at whose house the activities begin.

“Bind your brows with flowers

of fragrant marjoram,

put on the flame-coloured wedding-veil, come here

with gladness, wearing on your snow-white foot the saffron slipper.

And wakening on this joyful day

singing along with a clear-toned voice the nuptial songs,

beat the ground with your feet,

shake the pine torch with your hand.” (6–15)

The bride is pictured as having left the women’s quarters in readiness for the night-time procession to the groom’s house.

“Throw open the bolts of the door:

the bride is at hand. Do you see how the torches

shake their shining tresses?” (76–8)

The singing of ribald verses accompanied the procession to the groom’s house, along with the throwing of nuts. The groom is expected to give up his boy-beloved.

“Don’t let the licentious Fescennine jesting

be silent for long,

and may the boy-favourite not begrudge

nuts to the slaves when he hears that the love of his master has abandoned him.” (122–6)

The bride is given her instructions as they reach the door of her new home.

“You, too, Bride, what your husband anticipates

be wary of denying

lest he go elsewhere to seek it.

Io Hymen Hymenaeus, Io,

Io Hymen Hymenaeus!” (147–51)

“Lift your golden feet across the threshold

with a good omen

and enter the polished door.

Io Hymen Hymenaeus, Io,

Io Hymen Hymenaeus!” (162–6)

(Catullus, Poem 61)
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Women in the inscriptional record

THE “LAUDATIO TURIAE”

The following testament to a devoted married couple is taken from a tomb inscription of the first century BCE. Known as the “Laudatio Turiae”, its reference to a woman named Turia is not secure, but she is commonly identified with the woman married to Quintus Lucretius Vespillo, a consul in 19 BCE, who had saved the life of her husband during the proscriptions of the triumvirs in 43 BCE. The inscription, about 90 lines in all, was arranged in two columns. It resembles a funerary eulogy such as that given by Julius Caesar for his young wife Cornelia (p. 90 above). The violence of the civil wars was a backdrop to their entire married life, as is clear at the outset of the inscription on the left-hand column.

“You were orphaned suddenly before the day of our wedding, when both your parents were killed at the same time in an isolated place in the countryside. It was mainly through you, when I had left for Macedonia and your sister’s husband Cluvius had gone to the Province of Africa, that the death of your parents did not remain unavenged.” (I 3)

“With such great effort did you carry out the duty of a daughter’s loyalty by insistent demands and by claims to justice that if we had been present we would not have accomplished more. But these you have in common with your sister, a most pious woman.” (I 7–9)

“While you were busy with this, having obtained punishment for the guilty, you left your father’s house to protect your modesty, and came to my mother’s house, where you waited for my return.” (I 10–12)

External tensions did not seem to weaken the bond between this husband and wife.

“It is a rare thing for marriages to be so long-lasting, ended by death rather than broken off through divorce. For it happened to us that our marriage lasted without strife for almost 41 years. Would that our long-standing partnership had occurred through a change in my life instead of yours, because of which I as the older partner would more justly have yielded to fate.” (I 27–9)

“Why should I recall your domestic virtues of modesty, compliance, sociability, your good nature, your industriousness in wool-working, your religious devotion free of superstition, your inconspicuous style of dress, your attention to a moderate way of life? Why should I speak about your affection for your relatives, your devotion to your family? You looked after my mother just as you had your own parents, and saw to it that there was the same calm existence for her as for your own people. You have had innumerable other virtues in common with all women who cultivate a good reputation. The qualities that I am claiming are yours, and very few women have encountered similar circumstances of a sort so as to make them endure such suffering and earn such distinction – sufferings that Fortune has been careful to make rare for women.” (I 30–6)

This column concludes with praise for Turia’s sharing with him the property she inherited from her parents, and for ensuring that her female relatives were provided with dowries that would guarantee them respectable marriages (I 37–52).

The right-hand column provides details of her intervention to provide for his needs when he suffered during the dark days of the civil war.

“You provided the most important assistance during my flight. You furnished my life with the trappings of comfort when you transferred to me all the gold and pearls taken from your body, and repeatedly enriched me in my absence with servants, money and food while the guards posted by my enemies were cleverly deceived. You begged for mercy for me when I was absent, something your courage prompted you to do; because of your appeals the clemency of those against whom you prepared your assault offered no resistance. Your words were always delivered with steadfast courage.” (II 2a, 6a–8a)

The inscription continues with the husband’s testimony of Turia’s courageous intervention to protect their property against plundering by their enemies and in securing his recall from exile (II 9a–11a). Octavian, the future Augustus, was away from Rome, but had indicated support for his recall. His co-triumvir Lepidus was in Rome and not so inclined.

“Nevertheless, I must confess that the bitterest event in my life befell me through what in turn happened to you. When I was restored to my country as a citizen again through the generosity and judgement of the absent Caesar Augustus, his colleague Marcus Lepidus, who was present, was confronted about my recall through your request. You lay prostrate on the ground at his feet, and not only were you not raised up but you were dragged off and abused like a slave. You were covered in bruises all over your body, but with a most resolute spirit you kept reminding him of the edict of Caesar with its commendation of my reinstatement. Even though you listened to abusive words and received cruel wounds you pronounced the words of the edict for all to hear, so that it should be publicly noted who was the cause of my vulnerable situation. Soon that fact contributed to his downfall.” (II 11–18)

The couple’s return to normal life was marred only by the fact that they were not successful in having children. The inscription tells us that when his wife’s devotion and generosity extended to offering her husband a divorce because of this and even to search for a replacement wife, he was horrified and refused her offer. The text concludes with reference to his grief at her death, his wish that he had predeceased her, and his fear that he would not be able to match her steadfastness (II 25–69)

(CIL VI.1527 = ILS 8393).

EUCHARIS, ENTERTAINER

This laudatory tomb inscription from Rome, dated during the time of Sulla or Caesar, was written in iambic verse for a young emancipated slave who became a singer and mime performer.

“EUCHARIS, FREEDWOMAN OF LICINIA, WELL EDUCATED, A VIRGIN LEARNED IN ALL THE ARTS WHO LIVED FOR 14 YEARS.

‘Hail! You whose eye strays to look upon this house of death

slow your step and read through my inscription,

which the love of my father gave to his daughter

in the place where the remains of her body are to be found.

Here, while my youth was flourishing with accomplishments

and with maturing years embarked on a course of fame,

my sad hour of destiny was hastening forward

and refused me an additional breath of life.

Schooled, accomplished almost by the touch of the Muses,

I who just recently embellished the games of the nobles in choral performance

was also first to appear before the people on the stage for Greek drama.

See how now the hostile Fates have deposited

the ashes of my body in this tomb, with a dirge.

Zeal for my patron, attentiveness, love, fame, honour –

they are silent in my charred body and are, with my death, mute.

As his daughter I left to my father tears to shed

and, although born later, I anticipated the day of his death.

Twice seven birthdays are preserved with me here in the dark,

held fast in the everlasting house of the Infernal God.

I ask that as you depart you invoke the earth to rest lightly over me.’”

(CIL I2.1214 = ILLRP 2.803)

WOMEN MAKING DEDICATIONS

The next five inscriptions accompanied dedications made by women. In the first a woman named Octavia prepared a site for the celebration of the Bona Dea festival in Ostia, the port city of Rome.

“Octavia daughter of Marcus (Octavius), wife of Gamala, undertook having the portico adorned and benches made and the kitchen roofed over in honour of the Bona Dea.”

(CIL I2.3025)

Publicia was clearly a wealthy woman, with the freedom to disburse her own money and that of her husband in order to erect a temple for Hercules.

“Publicia, daughter of Lucius (Publicius), wife of Gnaeus (Cornelius) son of Aulus Cornelius, built this temple for Hercules and the doors and adorned it. She restored the altar sacred to Hercules. She saw to the construction of all this from her own and her husband’s [money].”

(CIL I2.981 = VI.30899 = ILLRP 1.126)

Other women record their dedications to divinities in response to a fortunate outcome after some difficulty within the family. The following two inscriptions can likely be explained by the restoration of children’s health.

“Publilia Turpilia wife of Gnaeus (Turpilius) gave this statue as a gift to Diana for her son Gnaeus.”

(CIL I2.42 = XIV.4270 = ILLRP 1.82)

“Sulpicia daughter of Servius (Sulpicius) gave this gift willingly and with good cause to Juno Lucina for her daughter Paula Cassia.”

(CIL I2.987 = VI.361)

Women sometimes made a collective dedication.

“The matrons of Pisaurum gave this as a gift to Juno Regina.”

(CIL XI.6300 = ILLRP 1.23)

LOWER-CLASS WOMEN

Brief (less costly) funerary inscriptions such as the following give us some evidence for the occupations of non-wealthy women, often former slaves.

“To Matia Prima, freedwoman of Gaia

seamstress from the Six Altars,

lived 46 years,

from her husband Titus Thoranicus

freedman of Titus Salvius”

(CIL VI.9884)

This woman appears to have been a dealer in resin, and lived a long life.

“For Julia Agele, resin-worker,

who lived for 80 years.

She constructed [the tomb] for her well-deserving son (or daughter) and herself and her kin

and for their descendants.”

(CIL VI.9855)

One woman actually owned a business.

“Junia Crocale,

owner of a workshop,

lived thirty years.”

(CIL VI.9715)

The following inscription was erected for a married couple who produced metal relief-work, possibly gold-leaf:

“Gaius Fulcinius Hermeros, freedman relief metal-worker.

Fulvia Melema

lived 48 years,

a relief metal-worker.”

(CIL VI.9211)

Another pair, likely a married couple, sold incense. In supplying the measurement of their tomb the inscription suggests that this was a lucrative business.

“Hilaria Tribonia, freedwoman of Sextus

and Sextus Trebonius, freedman of Sextus,

merchants of incense.

In length twenty feet, [in front] twenty-eight feet.”

(CIL VI.9934 = ILLRP 818)
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Agricultural workers

Marcus Terentius Varro (Varro) was a scholar and prolific writer of the Late Republic. Although active in Rome and on campaigns as a supporter of Pompey, he never abandoned his rural roots. Toward the end of his life he composed On Agriculture, a manual for field and animal husbandry, his only extant complete work and intended for his wife who had purchased a farm. The three books are each presented as a conversation. In the following section a man named Cossinius is advising Varro to make use of women on a farm, to benefit from their skills and strength when they are travelling with the herds for winter or summer pasturing (transhumating).

“As concerns the breeding of the herdsmen, for those who stay permanently on the farm the matter is straightforward, because they have a fellow slave in the country villa, and the Venus of herdsmen searches no further than this. Those, however, who pasture their herds in mountain-valleys and woodlands and keep out of the rain not in the villa but in temporary shelters, for them there are many who think it useful to bring along women who follow the herds and bring out food for the herdsmen and make them more attentive to their work. But these women should be strong and not bad-looking.

In many places they are not inferior to men in the work, such as one can see here and there in Illyricum, since they can pasture the herd or carry wood for the fire and cook the food or look after the provisions for the huts. About feeding their young I say this, that they are for the most part both nurses and mothers.’ At the same time he looked directly at me and said, ‘As I heard you say when you had come to Liburnia, that you had seen mothers carrying at the same time logs and children who were nursing, sometimes one, sometimes two, demonstrating that our new mothers who lie for some days under their canopies, are feeble and worthless.’ To which I said, ‘Absolutely right, for in Illyricum the contrast is that much greater: often a pregnant woman, when the time comes for her to give birth, moves a little distance from her work, produces the child there and carries it back. You would think she had not given birth to it but found it. And not only this: those whom they call ‘virgins’ there, those not yet twenty years of age – for them their way of life does not forbid this – can mate before marriage with whomever they wish and wander about on their own and bear children.”

(Varro, On Agriculture 2.10.6–9)

FURTHER READING

Bradley, K. 1991. Discovering the Roman Family. Oxford

Dixon, S. 2001. Reading Roman Women. Sources, Genres and Real Life. London

Fantham, E. 1991. “Stuprum: Public Attitudes and Penalties for Sexual Offences in Republican Rome,” Echos du Monde Classique/Classical Views 35 n.s. 10, 267–91

Gardner, J. F. 1986. Women in Roman Law and Society. London/Sydney

Hejduk, J. D. 2008. Clodia. A Sourcebook. Norman, OK

Hersch, K. K. 2010. The Roman Wedding. Ritual and Meaning in Antiquity. Cambridge

Joshel, S. 1992. Work, Identity and Legal Status at Rome. A Study of the Occupational Inscriptions. Norman, OK

Kampen, N. 1981. Image and Status: Roman Working Women in Ostia. Berlin

Lattimore R. 1942. Themes in Greek and Roman Epitaphs. Urbana, IL

Marshall, A. J. 1989. “Ladies at Law: The Role of Women in the Roman Civil Courts”, in C. Deroux (ed.) Studies in Latin Literature and Roman History. Brussels. 35–54

McGinn, T. A. J. 2004. The Economy of Prostitution in the Roman World. Ann Arbor, MI

Parker, H. 2007. “Why Were the Vestals Virgins? Or the Chastity of Women and the Safety of the Roman State”, in Virginity Revisited. Configurations of the Unpossessed Body. Toronto. 66–99 (revised from publication in 2004, American Journal of Philology 125, 563–601)

Scheidel, W. 1995. “The Most Silent Women of Greece and Rome: Rural Labour and Woman’s Life in the Ancient World I”. Greece and Rome 42.2, 202–17

—1996. “The Most Silent Women of Greece and Rome: Rural Labour and Woman’s Life in the Ancient World II”. Greece and Rome 43.1, 1–10

Schultz, C. E. 2006. Women’s Religious Activity in the Roman Republic. Chapel Hill, NC

Skinner, M. 1983. “Clodia Metelli”. Transactions of the American Philological Society 113, 273–87

Treggiari, S. 1969. Roman Freedmen During the Late Republic. Oxford

—1979. “Lower Class Women in the Roman Economy”. Florilegium 1, 65–86

—1991. Roman Marriage. Iusti Coniuges from the Time of Cicero to the Time of Ulpian. Oxford

—2007. Terentia, Tullia and Publilia. The Women of Cicero’s Family. London/NewYork

Walker, S. and Higgs, P. 2001 (eds). Cleopatra of Egypt: From History to Myth. Princeton, NJ

Wildfang, R. L. 2006. Rome’s Vestal Virgins. A Study of Rome’s Vestal Priestesses in the Late Republic and Early Empire. London/New York

Wistrand, E. K. H. 1976. The So-Called Laudatio Turiae. Introduction, Text, Translation, Commentary. Lund


PART 4
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Augustan marriage legislation

The civil wars of the final century BCE in Rome had depleted the male population. This, together with a diminishing of paternal control over daughters and an increase in extramarital sexual activity, prompted Augustus to attempt to regain some control through legislation. The surviving record of this is found in later juristic writings: Gaius (Institutes of Roman Law, c. 160 CE), the Epitome, a work ascribed to Ulpian, a jurist of the second/third century CE, and The Digest, a compilation of Roman law assembled under the Emperor Justinian in the 6th century CE. Augustus’ law, the Lex Julia (issued probably in 18 BCE and taking its title from his family name), employed both rewards and penalties for the purpose of enforcement.

The section in the Lex Julia entitled de maritandis ordinibus legislation “about marriage between the orders” attempted to regulate marriage between social classes in order to control the legitimacy of children. Senators, together with their children and descendants in the male line, were not to marry women who were freed slaves or other women whose status was suspect.


“Freeborn men are forbidden from marrying a woman who earns her living as a prostitute, a procuress, a woman freed by a procurer or procuress, a woman taken in adultery, one that has been convicted in a public prosecution, or a woman who performs on stage.”

(Ulpian, Epitome 13.2)




Another section of the Lex Julia (de adulteriis) dealt with cases of adultery (understood as extramarital sex involving a married woman), and made it a public crime. The following stipulations were recorded by Julius Paulus, a jurist of the second/third century CE whose work was included in The Digest.

The father of the woman suspected of adultery was permitted to kill his daughter’s lover if caught, or at least to prosecute him; the crime was punishable by exile and confiscation of property.



“In the second chapter of the Lex Julia concerning adultery it is permissible for a father, either adoptive or natural, to kill with his own hands an adulterer caught with his daughter in his own house or that of his son-in-law, whatever his rank.” (1) Her husband could kill the lover if he was considered to be of ill repute.

“A husband can only kill those caught in adultery who are ‘infamous’ and those who make a living by selling their bodies, slaves as well. His wife, however, he is prohibited from having the right to kill.” (4)

Although this prohibition was in place, the husband who committed a crime of passion was not treated harshly.

“It has been determined that a husband who kills his wife when she is caught in adultery is to be punished more leniently because he committed this act through a justified intolerance of suffering.” (5)

If the wife survived, the husband was obliged to divorce her; otherwise he would be prosecuted as a pimp.


“When the adulterer has been killed the husband must divorce his wife immediately and then within three days declare in public with which adulterer and in which place he had apprehended his wife.” (6)

“It has been determined that a man who does not immediately divorce his wife who has been caught in adultery is accused of being guilty of pimping.” (8)



The adulterous woman would be sent into exile on an island with limited resources. If her lover survived he would be exiled elsewhere.


“It has been determined that women convicted of adultery are to be restricted to one-half their dowry and one-third of their goods and relegated to an island; for the men convicted of adultery, with comparable exile to an island one-half their property is confiscated. They are relegated to different islands, however.” (14)

(Julius Paulus, Sententiae 2.26= FIRA 2, pp. 351–2)



The poet Horace, celebrating the peace and stability that he associated with the reign of Augustus, included brief praise for the Lex Julia de adulteriis.


“The home, chaste, is polluted by no debauchery;

custom and written law have vanquished and driven out defiled wickedness.

Mothers are praised for offspring who resemble their parents.

Punishment, close at hand, bears down on the crime of unchastity.”

(Horace, Odes 4.5.21–4)




The focal point in cases of adultery was clearly the woman, while her husband had ready access to a variety of partners, with the exception of other married women.

Several decades later, in 19 CE, a matrona named Vistilia attempted to escape prosecution as an adulterer by registering as a prostitute, provoking the Senate to invoke the Julian law.




“In the same year the lust of women was curtailed by strict decrees of the Senate, and precautions were taken lest a woman make a profit from her body if her grandfather, her father or her husband had been a Roman of the equestrian class. For Vistilia, daughter of a praetorian family, had made open profession of prostitution on the aediles’ list – the custom preserved among our ancestors, who believed that with the public admission of shame there was sufficient penalty for the unchaste. It was also required of Vistilia’s husband, Titidius Labeo, to explain why he had disregarded the enforcement of the legal penalty in the face of his wife’s being exposed as a transgressor. And when he brought forward as an excuse the fact that the sixty days allotted for consultation had not yet elapsed it seemed sufficient to decide about Vistilia, and she was exiled to the island of Seriphos.”

(Tacitus, Annals 2.85)



There was considerable resistance to the severity of the Lex Julia and it was repealed then modified in 9 CE and presented as the Lex Papia Poppaea (taking the names of the consuls in office that year). In later juristic sources the laws are frequently referred to jointly, as the Lex Julia et Papia.

From the record of Gaius, it is clear that under the revised law, people who did not marry or who did not have children were penalized through a restriction in their access to inherited legacies.


“Further, childless persons by the Papian Law, because they did not have children, lose one-half their inheritances and legacies, those who were formerly thought capable of taking trust-gifts in full.”

(Gaius, Institutiones 2.286)



Under the new law there were more generous provisions for freed slaves. Cassius Dio, a historian of the third century CE, reported that all freeborn men apart from senators could now marry freedwomen and their children would be legitimate (Roman History 54.16.1–2). The reproductive success of both freeborn women and freedwomen who had produced three children was to be rewarded with freedom from guardianship (tutela).


“Women of free birth are released from guardianship by right of having three children; freedwomen, if they are under the legal guardianship of their patron or his children may be released from statutory guardianship with four children. Those who have guardians of another type … are released from legal guardianship with three children.”

(Gaius, Institutes 1.194)



The felt need to increase the birthrate led to further privileges for freedwomen. Under the Lex Papia Poppaea freedwomen who produced four children were even permitted to make wills, passing on a portion of their property to their children. An amount was also reserved for their patron, reckoned from the number of their children (Ulpian, Epitome 29.3–6). Together with their release from tutela, this would have awarded them the same independence that was enjoyed by the Vestal Virgins.

The anxiety around sexual immorality expressed in this legislation was frequently tied to concern over a general decadence that had begun in the Late Republic and continued into the Principate, doubtless in large measure the result of the affluence that came with the growth of Rome as an imperial power. A sign of this social instability, according to Horace, was the sexual laxity of women.


“The Dacian and the Aethiopian almost destroyed the city

that was taken up with internal strife.

One was dreaded because of the fleet;

the other was better at hurling arrows.

Prolific in sin, this age

first defiled marriage-bonds, then the family line and the homes:

springing from this source, devastation

has flooded over the fatherland and the populace.

The girl coming of age delights in Greek dances

and is instructed in accomplishments;

even now she contemplates illicit lovemaking

right down to her dainty finger.

Soon in the midst of the drinking parties of her husband

she seeks younger lovers, and does not choose

the one on whom she would bestow unlawful pleasures

swiftly when the lights are removed,

but openly, when bidden, she rises,

with the full knowledge of her husband, whether it is some peddlar

or the captain of a Spanish ship

who pays dearly the price of shame.”

(Horace, Odes 3.13–32)



That the sexual laxity of men was not regarded as a threat to the social order is reflected in an essay of Plutarch in which he offers advice to a bride and groom and assumes that the husband will avail himself of the opportunities to have sex with household slaves.

“[In the case of] a man, then, in his private life, who is immoderate in his pleasures and dissolute, if he goes somewhat astray with a mistress or female slave, his wife must not be irritated or angry, but should reason that it is because he respects her that he shares his drunken behaviour, his intemperance and his wantonness with another woman.”

(Plutarch, Moralia 140B)
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Women in the inscriptional record

AURELIA

A relationship between a man and woman quite different from that of the elegiac lovers is described on the following inscription, which comes from a tombstone commemorating a married couple, both former slaves. Produced early in the first century CE, it contains a relief portrait of the couple clasping their right hands; on either side of them are texts describing a relationship of mutual devotion and the faithful attentiveness of the wife.


(Left side) “Lucius Aurelius Hermia, freedman of Lucius, a butcher from the Viminal Hill.

She who has preceded me in death

with her chaste body, my only wife, possessed of a loving spirit,

lived faithful to her faithful husband with equal devotion

since she failed in her duty out of no avarice.”

(Right side) “Aurelia Philematium, freedwoman of Lucius.

While alive I was named Aurelia Philematium,

chaste, modest, knowing nothing of crowds

faithful to my husband.

He too was a freedman to the same master,

a man from whom I am separated, alas.

He was to me in fact and in truth

more than and beyond a parent.

He took me to his breast at the age of seven years.

At the age of forty years I am stronger than death.

He flourished in everyone’s opinion

because of my constant attention.”

(CIL I2.1221 = VI.9449 = ILLRP 793)



ALLIA POTESTAS

The following inscription, with fulsome praise for a freedwoman, may date to the late Augustan period (but possibly later). Composed in verse and erected by a patron who is distraught at her loss, it describes her virtues – which include sustaining a harmonious ménage à trois that likely included her patron.







	“TO THE GODS OF THE DEAD: THE TOMB OF ALLIA POTESTAS, FREEDWOMAN OF AULUS

‘Here is the resting-place of a woman of Perugia, than whom no woman was more precious;

compared with many others scarcely one or two seem more diligent.

Such a great woman, you are contained in a little urn.

Cruel ruler of Fate and harsh Persephone,



	why do you snatch away the good and why do evils prevail?
		5

	This is asked by all. I am too weary now to reply;

they give me their tears, kindly indications of their disposition.

Courageous, irreproachable, resolute, pure, a most loyal guardian,

a good housekeeper, clean also outdoors, highly regarded by the populace,



	she alone was able to face every task.
		10

	She remained blameless in small talk.

She was first to slip out of bed, and to that same bed she took herself

last of all, taking rest when affairs had been set in order.

Her wool never left her hands without cause;



	no one was above her in showing compliance and in wholesome habits.
		15

	This woman was never satisfied with herself; never did she consider herself a free woman.

She was beautiful, with lovely eyes and golden hair.

An ivory sheen remained on her face

such as they say no mortal woman has ever had,



	and on her snow-white breast the outline of her nipples was small.
		20

	And what of her legs? Her carriage itself was that of Atalanta on the comic stage.

She did not stay still when anxious, but moved her lithe limbs

beautiful in a body that was generous; her hair was checked out everywhere.

Perhaps you will find reason to disapprove of her on the grounds that her hands were rough:



	nothing pleased her unless she had done it by and for herself.
		25

	There was no endeavour that she thought she knew well enough.

She remained without ill repute, because she had never accepted wrongdoing.

While she lived she so guided her two young lovers

that they became like the example of Pylades and Orestes:



	one home contained them and one spirit belonged to both.
		30

	After her death now on the contrary they are both growing old separated from each other.

What one such woman erected now instants of time are defacing.

Consider Troy, and what a woman once did!

I pray that this may be fair – to use grand comparisons for an event on a small scale.



	These verses your patron, weeping endlessly, gives to you
		35

	as a gift for one who has been lost – but never have you been taken from his heart.

These he thinks are being given as welcome ones for those who have been lost.

After you no woman has seemed good to him,

he who is living without you, he who detects his own death while he lives.



	He carries your name in gold on his arm to and fro
		40

	where he can keep it: Potestas borne in gold.

As long as my published tribute holds its force, however,

you will live on in my little verses.

Instead of you I hold on to my image of you as consolation;



	I look after it with reverence and many garlands are devoted to it.
		45

	When I come to you it will follow me as a companion-piece.

But in my despair, however, to whom would I entrust such solemn rites?

If on the other hand he comes forth, someone in whom I could place so much trust,

in this one thing perhaps I will be blessed, inasmuch as you have been lost to me.



	Woe is me! You have won: my fate has become the same as yours.
		50

	Whoever does injury to this grave dares to harm the gods:

This woman, believe me, made famous by this inscription, has other-worldly power.’”

(CIL VI.37965)





FEMALE SERVANTS

Within upper-class and imperial households, female slaves and freedwomen were employed in a variety of occupations. We have little evidence for their lives apart from the short summary found on tombstones. Those quoted below are taken from the sixth volume of CIL.

Female attendants looked after the wife/mother of the household. Some were referred to on their tombstones as “dressers”.

“Gemina, freedwoman, dresser of Augusta (Livia). Irene, freedwoman, gave her the funeral urn.” 3994

“Iucunda, dresser of Agrippina. Comarus, a transcriber of books.” (She shared her burial place, presumably with her partner/husband Comarus.) 8879

“Dresser of Agrippina, lived 22 years.” (Her tomb is shared with Hermes, her fellow-slave) 8960

“For Paezusa, freedwoman of Octavia wife of Caesar Augustus [Nero], dresser, lived 18 years. Philetus, freedman of Octavia wife of Caesar Augustus, made it out of silver for his very dear wife.” 5539

One tomb inscription for two women attendants came from a columbarium, a monument containing a number of funerary urns for the Volusii family. The columbarium has heen dated to between 40 and 60 CE. In this inscription the household slave “Spendo” has commemorated his two female partners who lived with him in contubernium, the common-law relationship permitted to slaves. Presumably Panope predeceased Phoebe and both waited on the matrona of this family, Torquata, wife of the consul of 56 CE.

“To the Shades of the Underworld. Panope, dresser of Torquata wife of Quintus Volusius who lived 22 years and Phoebe who held the mirror, and lived 30 years. Spendo made this for his contubernales, who were well-deserving, and for himself.” 7297

Other women styled hair.

“Here lie the bones of Eros, a hairdresser.” 6368

Some of these ladies-in-waiting were described as “foot-followers”, who might follow their mistress when she went out, supplying both dignity and safety. The following tomb marker was for a follower of Livia.

“Dascylus, an attendant of Tiberius Augustus, [made] this burial place for Julia Nebris, foot-follower of Livia, his very dear wife, for himself and his family.” 5200

Servants would accompany their mistresses to the baths, and were known as “anointers”. (In like manner male anointers would accompany their masters.)

“Galene, anointer of Livia.” 4045

“Chia, anointer of Antonia wife of Drusus.” (This Drusus was the brother of Tiberius.) 9097

Tasks involving wool-working and the production and maintenance of clothing routinely fell to female servants in a Roman household, as elsewhere. Many such women worked in the production of cloth.

“Hedone the spinner lived 30 years.” 6341

“Messia Dardana, spinner. Iacinthus Dardanus, anointer, made this.” 6343

“The bones of Italia, weaver.” 6362

“To the gods of the Underworld Irene, wool-weigher. She lived 28 years. Olympus made this for his well-deserving common-law partner.” 9497

The following commemorates women making clothing in the household of Agrippina the Elder.

“Chrysaspis overseeing clothing for Agrippina. Heliconis wife of Narcissus of the house of Augustus; the daughter of Heliconis lived three years. Heliconis, clothing-maker for Agrippina lived 26 years. After three years she died on the same day as her daughter.” 5206

Other household tasks for servant women included caring for the family’s clothes – laundering, folding and putting them away, and mending them.

“Here lie the bones of Coca Silia, a woman who cared for clothing. She lived for 20 years. Acastus her fellow-slave made this for her in light of her poverty.” 9980 “Fausta, freedwoman of Livia, clothes-mender.” 9038 “Iucunda, clothes-mender for Livia lived 25 years. Plato the slave of the son of Nero Caesar made this [tomb-marker].” 5357

PROFESSIONAL WOMEN

Some women were engaged in non-domestic occupations. Doctors and midwives could be free agents or belong to privileged households, including that of the emperor. They would be employed to look after the slaves as well as the master and mistress and their children. The following inscriptions are found in CIL VI.

“Secunda, doctor of Livilla.” 8711 (This Livilla was daughter of Drusus and Antonia or of Agrippina and Germanicus)

“Prima, midwife of Livia.” 8948

“Hygia, freedwoman of Marcella, midwife.” 4458 (Marcella was the daughter of Octavia and niece of Augustus.)

NURSES

Upper-class women frequently delegated the care of their babies to wet-nurses, slaves within the household who often retained a close bond with their wards through adulthood. (Nero, dying in disgrace, was buried by two of his nurses and a concubine.) These inscriptions are also found in CIL VI.

“Prima, freedwoman of Augustus and Livia, nurse of Julia daughter of Germanicus.” 4352

“Julia Iucunda, nurse of Drusus and Drusilla.” 5201 (These were children of Aprippina and Germanicus. Iucunda would have been a freed slave, taking the name “Julia” from the Julian family.)

“Valeria Hilara, nurse of Octavia daughter of Caesar Augustus [Claudius] lies here with her very dear husband Tiberius Claudius Fructus. Tiberius Claudius Primus and Tiberius Claudius Aster made this [tomb monument] for those richly deserving.” 8943 (Messalina, wife of Claudius, needed a nurse for her daughter and was probably responsible for freeing Valeria Hilara.)

Some women had a certain amount of education, and worked in secretarial positions in houses or shops.

“The urn of Corinna, clerk of the storeroom.” 3979

“Sciathis Magiae, clerk, lived 18 years. Eros, a chamber-servant of Publius Octavus, made [the tomb monument]. He made it for his wife and himself.” 9301

The following woman would have been employed primarily as a personal secretary, writing letters (an emanuensis).

“Balb[i]lles Hermes made this [tomb monument] for his wife Tyche, an emanuensis, who was well deserving.” 9541

Other women made a living as entertainers.

“For Demetria Actes, freed slave of Augustus, a Greek musical performer who lived 35 years. Trophimus, a chamber-servant [made this] for his fellow slave, well deserving. Sacred to the gods of the underworld.” 8693

“For Cnisimus the shoemaker and Peloro the singer who lived 30 years.” 9230


PART 5

THE LATER EMPIRE


After the death of Nero, Rome experienced a succession of emperors whose tenure was not infrequently short (four followed Nero in a single year). The next 300 years are referred to here as “The Later Empire”. During this period the Romans experienced a period of relative stability and prosperity under the Antonine emperors until c. 180 CE. when with the Severan dynasty turbulence and civil wars again returned. In 284 CE Diocletian became emperor and re-established security with administrative reforms throughout what had become an enormous empire. The rise of the cult of Christianity had been threatening this stability from within, however, and Diocletian undertook the most severe of repeated official persecutions against the sect, until the emperor Constantine gave it legitimate status in 313 CE.

As the empire expanded Roman women could be found not only in Rome and throughout the Italian peninsula but on the frontiers of the Empire – elite women who followed Roman magistrates or military officers to the provinces and army outposts, but also women attached to regular soldiers throughout the Empire. In addition, families were sent out from Italy to form Roman settlements, and as the army began to recruit infantry and cavalry from local communities and Roman soldiers were permitted to marry non-Roman women (by the late second century CE) the Empire was growing increasingly hybrid.

While this and other factors resulted in some substantial positive changes in the lives of Roman women, who were exposed to non-Roman customs and sometimes found themselves sufficiently wealthy to become benefactors, there persisted the ideal of the chaste but fertile matrona whose reputation was inseparable from, and expected to enhance, that of her husband. It is not surprising, then, that the promotion of this ideal can be found in the writings of such men of the elite class as the historian Tacitus (56–117 CE) and the lawyer, magistrate and letter-writer Pliny the Younger (61–112 CE).
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Women throughout the Empire

REFLECTIONS IN POETRY

Martial, a composer of epigrams from Spain who published his work in Rome in the late first century CE, frequently satirized Roman life, and women were not infrequently his target. He took advantage of the expansion of the frontiers of the Roman Empire in one of his poems to present in raw terms the array of foreign lovers available to a Roman girl away from the imperial city.


“You give yourself to the Parthians, you give yourself to the Germans, you give yourself to the Dacians, Caelia,

and you do not disdain the couches of the Cilicians nor the Cappadocians;

and for you from his Egyptian city comes sailing the sex-driving Memphiticus,

and the black Indian from the Red Sea.

Nor do you run from the groin of the circumcised Jews,

and the Scythian on his Sarmatian horse does not pass you by.

For what reason do you do this –

although you are a Roman girl –

given that no Roman cock is pleasing to you?”

(Martial, Epigrams 7.30)



It is worth noting that Martial benefited from the patronage of a woman on the fringes of the Empire, his Spanish countrywoman Marcella who provided him with a house and estate where he could write far from the distractions of Rome (Epigrams 12.31). In one poem he praises her refinement.


“Who would think, Marcella, that you were a citizen of hardy Salo

and were born in my homeland?

So rare, so sweet your good taste. The Palatine will claim

that you are its own if they but hear you once,

nor will a girl born in the centre of Subura rival you

or someone raised on the Capitoline Hill.

The glory of a foreign birth will not soon deride a woman

who would be a more suitable Roman bride.

You bid my desire for my Mistress City be milder;

you alone make a Rome for me!”

(Martial, Epigrams 12.21)



Martial had a high opinion of another foreign woman, Sabina Ateste from Gaul, to such a degree that – presumably because of her own literary prowess – he arranged to place in her hands a fresh copy of some unpublished poetry. In Epigrams 10.93 he describes wrapping the manuscript in purple, perhaps indicating that she was a provincial patron. This is significant, not only because she was a non-Roman but because Martial, like his contemporary satirical poet Juvenal, was certainly capable of composing misogynistic verse.

Educated women were not always treated with respect by the poets. In his Sixth Satire, Juvenal takes on women who parade their learning.


“She is more disagreeable, however, the one who, when she begins to lie down at table

praises Vergil, pardons Dido when she is about to die,

takes on the poets and compares them, then holds up Vergil

on one side of the scale and Homer on the other.

The grammarians admit defeat, the rhetoricians are beaten;

the whole crowd is silenced, and neither the lawyer nor the herald would speak

nor another woman. Such a force of speech pours down

that you would say an equal number of bowls and bells were being beaten.”

(Juvenal, Satires 6.434–42)



INTERACTIONS ON THE FRONTIER

Roman governors of the provinces throughout the Empire, together with a retinue that not infrequently included their wives, were sometimes impressed by the strength and effectiveness of the women in the tribes they were sent to conquer or rule. In his study of German tribes Tacitus says the following of the influence German women had over their men.

“It is recorded in their living memory that certain battles when they had been lost or were wavering were reversed by the women, through their unrelenting prayers and by bearing their breasts in front of them when captivity was shown to be close at hand, which they fear far more intensely for their women’s sake.” (8.1.1–5)


Tacitus adds the comment that taking young German women of high birth as hostages was effective for securing the loyalty of defeated tribes, then he adds another detail about features of the German women that commanded respect. “But it’s true that they think that in women is some sort of holiness and prophetic power, and they don’t disdain their advice or disregard their responses.” (8.2.1–3.1)

(Tacitus, Germania)



By contrast with the Germans, who acknowledged their dependence upon women, Romans were somewhat reluctant to encourage wives from following their husbands into the field. In 21 CE, a motion had been passed in the Senate that provincial governors’ wives should be prevented from accompanying their husbands. Tacitus explains why.


“With an entourage of women there were features that would delay the process of peace through their extravagance, or of warfare through their timidity, and would convert a Roman march into something resembling a barbarian procession. Not only is their sex frail and unequal to struggling, but if freedom to act as they please is available they become ferocious, ambitious, greedy for power.”

(Tacitus, Annals 3.33)



ROMAN BRITAIN

In Britain the Romans had faced the formidable female commander Boudica in 60/61 CE when Nero was emperor. Leading her tribe (the Iceni) in revolt against the Roman occupation in response to some treachery on the part of the occupiers, she had routed a Roman legion while the general was fighting on the nearby island of Anglesey, and spurred the Britons to fight.


“The whole island went to war under the command of Boudica, a woman of royal descent – for they do not make a distinction of sex in their rulers. Going after the (Roman) troops who had been scattered among the forts they captured the garrisons and invaded the colony (Colchester) that they saw as the seat of slavery. Their wrath and their victory overlooked no sort of savagery found among barbarians.”

(Tacitus, Agricola 16.1)



The Romans regrouped under their general upon his return and defeated the Britons, despite being heavily outnumbered. Boudica either took her own life or fell ill and died.

Twenty-five years after the defeat of Boudica, a Roman garrison was stationed on the northern frontier of Britain in Vindolanda, where Hadrian would later build a fortified wall across the island. Between 85 and 120 CE, the settlement of soldiers with wives, children and slaves carried on an active life together. Details of this have survived in part because some correspondence between the settlers was preserved on wooden writing tablets in anaerobic conditions. From these we can get a partial glimpse of the daily life of Roman women in this outpost. (The tablets can be read on both sides of the thin sheets of wood but there are gaps in the text.)

When men corresponded with one another they often included greetings to or from female relatives. Where individuals are addressed as “Sister” or “Brother”, the term is probably being used as one of endearment within a small and isolated community, rather than indicating a biological relationship.


(Front) “Florus to his Titus, greetings … Brother

(Back) Your daughter Ingenua greets you both.”

(Tab. Vindol. III 643)



The prefect-commander of the garrison at Vindolanda was Flavius Cerialis and his wife was Sulpicia Lepidina. Sulpicia had a female friend named Claudia Severa, and the correspondence between the two women reflects their closeness. The following was written by Severa.


(Front) “… greetings, Sister. Just as I had spoken with you and promised that I would ask Brocchus and would come to you I made my request and he answered me that it was always with a ready heart that he permitted me to be able to come to you in company, in whatever way I can. For there are certain necessities which … you will receive my letters in which you will know what I am about to do … these things for us. I was and I will remain at Briga. Greet your Cerialis for me.” (Back) “Farewell, my very dear Sister and my longed-for soul-mate.

To Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of Cerialis, from Severa, wife of Brocchus.”

(Tab. Vindol. II 292)



On one of the better known tablets we find Severa inviting Lepidina to join her for her birthday celebration.


“Claudia Severa to her Lepidina, greetings. On September 11th, Sister, for my birthday celebration I am asking you with pleasure to see that you come to us, to make the day more enjoyable for me by your coming, if you will do this …

Greet your Cerialis. My Aelius and my little son send greetings …

I shall expect you, Sister. Farewell, Sister, soul-mate, may I be in good health.

To Sulpicia Lepidina, wife of Cerialis, from Severa.”

(Tab. Vindol. II 291)




Another tablet refers to a birthday celebration for Lepidina, one which a colleague of her husband felt obliged to attend.

(Front) “Clodius Super to his Cerialis. Greetings. I would have been with you most willingly, Brother, for your Lepidina’s [birthday]. In any case … that you … reciprocate [?]. For may you know at least that every time we are together it is most delightful for me. For I did not think … lest before …

(Back) To Flavius Cerialis

(Tab. Vindol. III 629)



The following letter supplies evidence that women in Vindolanda directed petitions to Commander Cerialis through Lepidina.


“Valatta to her Cerialis. Greetings. I ask you, my master, by your posterity and through Lepidina, that you grant me what I ask.”

(Tab. Vindol. II 257)



ROMAN EGYPT

Other direct textual evidence for the lives of women living at a distance from Rome comes from papyri in Egypt. In an affidavit from the fourth century CE that was read before a court, a woman complains about the extremely violent behaviour of her husband.


“A response to all the outrageous things he said about me:

He locked up his own slaves and mine, along with my foster-children and the administrator and his son for seven whole days in his cellar; he dealt violently with his slaves and my slave-girl Zoë, [nearly?] killing them with his beatings, and set fire to my foster-daughters, after stripping them naked, totally against the laws.

He said to the same foster-daughters, ‘Give me everything of hers,’ and they said that they had received nothing from me. He said to the slaves as they were being beaten, ‘What did she take from my house?’ Under torture they said then, ‘She took nothing of yours, but all your property is safe.’”

(Pap. Oxy. 903.1–11)



Further allegations emerge about their troubled marriage, including her husband’s taking the keys from her, locking her out when she went to church and manipulating the accounts that were in her name. The statement closes with the woman’s claim that he threatened to take a mistress.

In keeping with the legislation first enacted under Augustus (pp. 127–8 above), a woman sent a petition to the Roman prefect for the right to act without a guardian because she has had the requisite number of children. The document seems to indicate that women in Egypt could strengthen the case for conducting business on their own by claiming that they were literate. The papyrus is from the third century CE. The beginning is fragmented.


“[There are laws], most eminent Prefect, that grant to women who are honoured with the ‘right of three children’ the power to conduct their own affairs and to transact business without a guardian in household dealings that they negotiate, and much more so for those women who are literate.

Accordingly, in addition to this, having the fortune of being blessed with a good number of children and being literate and able to write with the greatest ease, I address you in full confidence, your Eminence, by this petition for the ability to carry out without impediment the household business that I conduct from now on.”

(Pap. Oxy. 1467.1–21)



There is a sentence at the end of this text indicating that the application was filed in the prefect’s office, presumably confirmation that the petition was successful.

POMPEII

From literary or historical texts we have only fictional or oblique textual references to the actual lives of working women. For sex-workers and waitresses, direct testimony comes from paintings uncovered in the brothels of Pompey and texts painted on the walls of shops and businesses (graffiti), discovered when the ash layer from the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE was removed. From this evidence we learn, for example, that women worked in food and drink shops (tabernae) or inns (cauponae), where there was some expectation from the patrons that the women were available for sex.


“I screwed the maid at the caupona.” (CIL IV.8442)

“Successus the weaver loves the serving-girl in the caupona. Her name is Hiris (= Iris), who doesn’t care for him, however; when he asks she takes pity on him. His rival wrote this. Farewell.” (CIL IV.8259)



A literary account of the caupona is found in the second-century novel of Apuleius, where the female wine-seller feeds, seduces then robs the principal character. (Metamorphoses 1.8)

Female barmaids and food servers played another role in Pompeii. Although they probably couldn’t vote in local elections, their testimonies written on the doors, walls, ceilings, etc., of their places of work indicate that their preferences for certain candidates carried some weight with voters. On the walls of a taberna whose remains can be seen today we find the name “Asellina”, who may be the owner. The names of other women are also recorded there – likely slaves/servants in the business – and the women register their support for local candidates who were campaigning for various public offices in the city.


“Asellina proposes Ceius Secundus as duovir for giving judgements.” (CIL IV.7873) “The Asellinae (sisters?), together with Smyrna, propose Gaius Lollius Fuscus as duovir for maintaining roads, temples and public buildings.” (CIL IV.7863)

“Aegle proposes Gnaeus Helvius Sabinus as aedile, one worthy of the republic. I entreat you to make this happen.” (CIL IV.7862)

“Maria proposes Cnaeus Helvius Sabinus.” (CIL IV.7866)



With the following inscription on the outside wall of a building in Pompeii a woman urges voters to support her grandson as aedile.

“I, Taedia Secunda, earnestly entreat you to make Lucius Popidius Secundus aedile. His grandmother asks this and she made [the inscription].” (CIL IV.7469)

In the entrance room of Asellina’s taberna was painted a greeting from one of her serving girls, who introduces herself as the “lovely Hedone” (her name is the Greek word for pleasure, which may signify her readiness to offer other services). In the inscription, Hedone lists the prices of her drinks in asses, a coin of small denomination.

“… Hedone says, ‘for an as one can get a drink here; if you give two asses you will drink better, and if you give four you will drink Falernian wines.” (CIL IV.1679)

Women also registered business deals on the walls of Pompeian eating/drinking establishments. A money-lender named Faustilla appears on a few such inscriptions. The following was found on the wall of a taberna.

“On the 10th of February Vettia loaned 30 denarii with monthly interest of 12 asses. On the 3rd of November Faustilla loaned 25 denarii with monthly interest of 9 asses.” (CIL IV.4528)

(A denarius at this time was worth 16 asses, roughly equivalent to the daily wage for a common soldier or unskilled labourer).
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Wealthy women

EUMACHIA

From other inscriptions we learn that certain women of the Late Empire were benefactors of their cities, and some of these were from Pompeii. Eumachia was a wealthy priestess and patron of the guild of Pompeian wool-cleaners (fullers), and according to the inscription funded a large and prominent public building, perhaps donating it (at least in part) for the fullers’ use.

“Eumachia, public priestess, daughter of Lucius, in her own name and in the name of her son Marcus Numistrius Fronto had made with her own money a basilica chamber, the crypt and the colonnade, and dedicated these same constructions in honour of Concord and Augustan Piety.” (CIL X.810)

The fullers demonstrated their gratitude to Eumachia by paying for a statue of her to be placed in the building. The statue and its dedicatory inscription have survived (CIL X.813).

JULIA FELIX

Another wealthy Pompeian woman was Julia Felix, who advertised through a graffito that parts of her estate were available for rent by an up-scale clientele. The translation of some terms in the following inscription is uncertain.

“On the property of Julia Felix, daughter of Spurius, are leased: Baths Venerium et Nongentum (‘of Venus and Nine Hundred’?), taverns, shops, dining rooms/upper-storey apartments. Available from the first August 13th until the sixth August 13th, renewable for five years. If the five years pass, the lease will be by agreement only.” (CIL IV.1136)

The building with this bath complex can still be seen in Pompeii.

UMMIDIA QUADRATILLA

In Casinum, a town south-east of Rome (at the base of Monte Casino), was found an inscription for a woman named Ummidia Quadratilla, who presented her town with large public structures.

“Ummidia Quadratilla daughter of Gaius funded with her own money an amphitheatre and temple for the people of Casinum.” (CIL X.5813)

Ummidia was the grandmother of Ummidius, who had been mentored by Pliny the Younger. In a letter written after the woman’s death, just before her 80th birthday, Pliny applauded her careful upbringing of her grandson, while taking a dim view of the pastimes from which she shielded him.


“He lived an austere but deferential life in the household of his grandmother who was addicted to pleasure. She kept a troupe of pantomime actors and indulged them more freely than suited a woman of rank. Quadratus did not watch them either in the theatre or at home, and she did not require him to. When she was entrusting the education of her grandson to me I heard her say that as one of those women of leisure she was in the habit of relaxing her spirit with a game of dice and watching her pantomime performers, but when she was about to do one or the other of these things she had always given instructions to her grandson to go away and devote himself to his studies. This seemed to me to come from her affection no less than her respect for him.”

(Pliny, Epistles 7.24.3–5)



CORELLIA

Pliny possessed a large family estate bordering Lake Comum (modern Lago di Como in Lombardy). He agreed to sell part of it to Corellia, a woman who had been a close friend of his mother’s. His negotiations with her reflect the fact that she conducted financial transactions with ease and confidence. The following letter, written by Pliny to his wife’s grandfather who lived near this estate, tried to justify his settling on a price lower than the going rate.

“You are surprised that my freedman Hermes disposed of land that I had inherited to Corellia without putting it up for auction, land that I had ordered to be sold at auction, at 700,000 sesterces – 5/12 of my estate. You figure that they could have yielded 900,000 and you are all the more curious whether I shall confirm what he has done as unalterable. I am confirming it for certain. Take heed of my reasons, for I wish for you to approve and that it be forgiven by my fellow heirs, because I am disassociating myself from them out of obedience to a higher duty.

I am fond of Corellia, holding her in the highest esteem, first as the sister of Corellius Rufus (whose memory is most sacred to me) and also because she was a very close friend of my mother’s. There are long-standing ties between me and her husband, Minicius Iustus, an excellent man, and likewise the strongest ties with her son – so much so that he presided over the games held during my praetorship. When I was last in the vicinity she indicated to me that she wished to possess something around our house at Lake Comum. I offered her any one of my estates that she wanted, for the price she wanted – with the exception of what I inherited from my parents. Even to Corellia I cannot concede this. So when the inheritance came my way, in which those farms are included, I wrote to tell her they would be sold. Hermes carried her this letter and when she urged him to transfer my share to her at once, he complied.

You see how I am bound to confirm the action that my freedman conducted in accordance with my own wishes. It remains for my co-heirs to bear with equanimity the fact that I had sold separately what was not permitted to sell at all. They are not compelled to follow my example; they do not have the same ties with Corellia. They can therefore look after their own interests, in place of which for my part was friendship. Farewell.” (7.11)

In another letter Pliny wrote to Corellia directly, when she had indicated that she was prepared to pay the (higher) assessed price.

“You are most generous in asking so earnestly and insisting that I give orders that the price to be paid by you for my lands not be fixed at 700,000 sesterces (the price levied by my freedman) but at 900,000, the value on which you paid the 20th per cent inheritance tax to the tax-farmers. I ask and insist for my part that you consider not only what suits you but also what suits me and that you permit me to resist you on this one occasion, in the same spirit in which I usually comply with all our agreements.” (7.14)

(Pliny, Epistles)


27

Lower-class women

Tomb inscriptions throughout Italy tell us of a variety of occupations in which freedwomen and slave-women were engaged. The inscriptions cannot be dated with certainty, beyond ranging from the Late Republic to the second century CE. The following are all found in CIL VI.

Some freedwomen were teachers (paedagogae), probably in all cases of girls.

“Statilia Tyrannis, freedwoman of Titus, teacher of Statilia.” (6331)

Literate women could also function as secretaries.

“Sacred to the gods of the Dead. For Hapate (= “Hypate”), secretary, a Greek woman who lived 25 years, Pittosus erected this for his sweetest wife.” (33892)

Skilled freedwomen could also find employment as seamstresses. Because freed slaves at this time could contract a legal marriage, Titus Savius could speak of Matia Prima as his wife.

“Titus Thoranius Savius, freedman of Titus, erected this for himself and for Matia Prima, his wife, freedwoman of Gaia, dressmaker from the Six Altars (an area of Rome). She lived 46 years.” (9884)

Other freedwomen worked in food markets. Freedmen erecting their tombs referred to themselves as the women’s patrons, and in some cases also their husbands.

“Aurelia Nais, freedwoman of Gaius, a fishmonger in the warehouses of Galba (emperor 68–69 CE). Gaius Aurelius Phileros, freedman of Gaius, her patron, and Lucius Valerius Secundus, freedman of Lucius. (9801)

“To the gods of the Dead. For Abudia Megiste, freedwoman of Marcus, most dutiful. Marcus Abudius Luminaris, her patron and also her husband, erected this for a well-deserving dealer in grains and vegetables from the Middle Staircase. [He erected it] for himself and for his freedmen and freedwomen and descendants and for Marcus Abudius his son of the senior contingent of the Esquiline tribe who lived 8 years.” (9683)

For unskilled women, wool-weighing was an occupation. That Irene in the following inscription is referred to as a contubernalis rather than a wife suggests that she and Olympus were slaves.

“To the gods of the Dead. [The tomb] of Irene a wool-weigher. She lived 28 years. Olympus erected this for his well-deserving partner.” (9497)

Certain Roman writers of this time period refer to other occupations in which women were engaged. Consistent with earlier practice, nurses were introduced to the household to help with childrearing, and often the attachment lasted beyond the age of dependence. Pliny the Younger, who owned several estates, felt close enough to his nurse to give her a farm. In the following letter he thanks his friend Verus for improving its condition and increasing its value for her.

“Thank you for undertaking to tend to that little farm I gave to my nurse. It was worth 100,000 sesterces when I gave it to her but later, when the returns decreased, its value shrunk. Now, under your care, it will recover. You just remember to keep your attention focused not only on my trees and the land, although I include these too, but on my little gift. That it become as fruitful as possible is not more important to her who receives it than that it is mine, as it is I who gave it.” (Pliny, Epistles 6.3)

Another occupation that was critical to the functioning of the Roman family was the midwife. Her tasks naturally included assisting a mother in childbirth, but would also involve supplying some general medical attention to women who might feel more comfortable confiding in her than in a male physician. The medical writer Soranus (late first/early second century CE) listed the requirements he regarded as essential for the Roman midwife.

“It is necessary to enumerate a full list of the qualities which make for the best midwife, so that the best ones recognize themselves and the beginners focus on them as their models. In addition, this is so the public knows whom to call when in need. In general we say that the one is accomplished who merely succeeds in carrying out the complete range of medical tasks, but the best one is she who, having acquired some techniques beyond this medical competence, is broadly experienced in theoretical approaches. More particularly, we say that the best midwife is she who is trained in all therapeutic areas (for some cases must be treated by diet, others by surgery, and still others with drugs). This midwife is able to supply instructions and is able to see both the broad picture and the particulars, and to gather from this what is expedient – not from the causes of the illness nor from repeated assessments of symptoms that occur generally or a single one of these.

Now with regard to detail she will not change her method according to changes in the symptoms, but will supply a remedy in accordance with the development of the illness. She will remain calm, unperturbed in critical moments; she will be able to give a clear justification for her remedies, providing encouragement for the patients and sympathy. She need not in all cases to have borne children, as some allege, in order for her to have compassion for the mothers because of the common experience of childbirth pains (for this sympathy is not felt more by someone who has given birth). She must be robust because of her duties and not in all cases young, as some allege, for a young woman can be weak and, on the contrary, an older person can be strong. She will be disciplined and sober on every occasion because of the uncertainty about when she will be summoned for women in danger. She must have a quiet demeanor, for she will be called upon to share many secrets of life. She must not be fond of money lest, wickedly, she give an abortive for payment. She is not to be superstitious, thanks to which she does not neglect a beneficial remedy because of a dream or an omen or some common and popular secret rite. Let her preserve the softness of her hands, avoiding wool-working that can harden them; she may have acquired the softness through the use of ointments if this is not present naturally. The best midwife must be of such a sort.”

(Soranus, Gynecology 1.4 = CMG IV pp. 5–6)
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The female body

In the second century BCE, Herophilus, a Greek physician working in Alexandria, had determined through dissection that in women’s bodies the uterus was attached within the abdomen by membranes. Despite this, a belief persisted for many centuries that the womb moved throughout the body seeking moisture, a cause of illness and instability in women. This popular belief had been reflected in the treatises of the Hippocratics, and was repeated by Plato and Aristotle as well as medical writers of the Roman period.

ARETAEUS

Aretaeus was a physician from Cappadocia in Asia Minor practising in the first century CE. Like Plato he likened the uterus to a living thing, moving in response to smells. Like his predecessors he recommended a dramatic form of aromatherapy to alleviate the distress caused by the roving uterus.

“In the middle of the flanks of women lies the uterus, a female inner organ most like something living, for on its own it moves here and there toward the flanks. But it also moves upward in a direct line to below the cartilage of the thorax, and obliquely to the right or left, either to the liver or the spleen. It also becomes more inclined to prolapse downward, and in a word it is entirely erratic. It also takes delight in pleasant smells and rushes toward them, but is irritated by foul smells and flees from them. All in all, the uterus in a woman is like some living being within a living being.

If, then, it is suddenly carried upwards and remains there for a length of time and compresses the viscera then the woman experiences a choking sensation, akin to epilepsy but without the seizures. For the liver, the diaphragm, the lungs and the heart are quickly crowded in a narrow space. A loss of breathing seems to occur, along with a loss of speech.”

After a description of other symptoms that follow the womb’s upward movement through the body (including death), Aretaeus turns to recommended therapies for this condition.

“… the [symptoms] originating with the uterus are helped by foul smells, and the application of fragrant things to the female parts.”

The treatise repeats the long-held belief that women’s bodies are more moist than male bodies. This was particularly the case with young women, in whom the fluidity apparently could interfere with their ability to reason.

“… for the uterus is buoyant, and its membranes are moist. The place where the uterus lies is also humid. In addition, it both flees and is drawn to smells, toward pleasant ones and away from unpleasant ones. It easily plunges here and there like a block of wood, and floats up and down. Because of this the affliction occurs in young women, but least of all in old women. In the former their youth and their way of life and their judgement is more unpredictable, and their uterus is also unsteady.” (63K)

(Aretaeus, On the Causes and Symptoms of Acute Diseases 2.11 = CMG II, pp. 32–3)

GALEN

Galen was a prominent Greek physician and philosopher born in Pergamum (in modern Turkey) in 129 CE. He received medical training in Smyrna, Corinth and Alexandria, and dissected animals, writing extensively on human anatomy and physiology. His understanding of the human body was adopted by European physicians until the Early Modern period. In Rome he was employed as the physician for several emperors, including Marcus Aurelius.

His understanding of the female reproductive system was affected by the Aristotelian belief that women possessed less heat than men. Although he saw the structure of the reproductive systems of men and women as analogous, he read the latter as inferior.

“The female is therefore less perfected than the male, and the first reason is the fact that she is colder. For if among animals the warm type is more active the colder one would be less perfected than the warmer one. In respect to the second reason, this is revealed by dissection.”

In Galen’s view, the structure of the female reproductive organs was the inverse of the male, with the components confined to the inside of a woman’s body through lack of heat.

“All the parts that are found in men – these are there to be seen in women too. In only one way is there a difference between them, which must be kept fully in mind during the whole discussion, namely how the parts are located inside women but on the outside of men, originating in the area called the perineum.”

Arguing that the ovaries are parallel to the male testes and the uterus to the scrotum, Galen describes their formation in the female embryo.

“Just as human is the most perfected of animals so in the same way is a man more perfected than a woman. The cause of this perfection is the superiority of his heat, for this is the first instrument of Nature. For those in whom it [heat] is defective the created being has to be less perfected. So it is not surprising that the female is less perfected than the male, to the degree that she is colder.”

(Galen, On the Usefulness of Parts of the Body 14.6 = Kühn IV, pp. 158–62)

SORANUS

Soranus (pp. 192–3 above) was a Greek physician from Ephesus in Asia Minor, who had also practised medicine in Alexandria before working in Rome during the reigns of Trajan and Hadrian. He published four books on gynecology, and in comparison with his predecessors and contemporaries demonstrated a more mechanical understanding of women’s physiology, pathologies and therapies.

Although Soranus accepted a connection between a woman’s experiencing sensations of suffocation and a disorder of the uterus, he explained the problem not by likening the womb to a living being but by hypothesizing a constriction of the membranes that attached it to the surrounding organs. This was in keeping with the “methodist” school of medicine, which regarded a healthy state as one produced by a balance between constriction and looseness of body parts.

“The uterus is attached by fine membranes to the bladder on the upper side, on the underside to the rectum, on the sides and back to the projections of hip-joints and the sacrum. So when these membranes are constricted by an inflammation, the uterus is drawn up and tilted to one side, but when they are loosened and relaxed, the uterus prolapses. It is not so because it is a living creature, as some believe, but because it has, much like other living organisms, a tactile sense and because of this it is constricted by cooling agents and relaxed by loosening ones.” (1.8 = CMG IV, p. 7)

For the discomfort suffered by the woman whose uterus had shifted, Soranus recommended gentler therapies than those used by his forbears.

“When the onset occurs one should lay the patient down in a room which is moderately warm and bright and, without disturbing her, rouse her from the collapsed state by moving the jaw, placing warm compresses all over the middle of her body, gently stretching out the entire cramped part, supporting each of the extremities, and through touching with the bare hands warming all the cool parts. Then one should wipe the face with a sponge soaked in warm water, for sponging the face has a vitalizing effect.” (3.28.2–3 = CMG IV, p. 110)

Whereas earlier medical writers had focused on the need to regularize women’s menstrual cycles, often by methods that were painful and put the patient at risk (such as urging marriage and intercourse as soon as girls reached puberty), Soranus advised a gentler approach.

“That menstruation is approaching has to be inferred by the difficulty in movement at the appointed time of the period. It is followed by a heaviness in the loins; sometimes there is pain as well, and sluggishness and constant yawning and tension of the limbs. Sometimes there is a ruddiness in the cheeks that either remains or is dispersed and after an interval shows itself again. In some cases it may be inferred also from the fact that there is nausea in the stomach and a loss of appetite. Menstruation occurring for the first time can be inferred both from these indications but in particular from the growth of the breasts, which broadly occurs during the fourteenth year, and from the heaviness around the abdomen along with the irritation of the onset of puberty. It happens that women forced to have intercourse suffer this. (1.24 = CMG IV, p. 16)

Soranus advised a regimen for women experienced in menstruation that may include some exercise.

“When menstruation begins for the first time, accompanied by the discomfort that we have described, rest is most often helpful.

… But in the case of women who have already menstruated often, each must be allowed to do what is her usual practice. For some are accustomed to taking a rest, while others continue with moderate activities. But it is safer to rest and not to bathe, especially on the first day.” (1.26.1–2 = CMG IV, pp. 16–17)

When women were about to give birth, Soranus recommended that there be three women to assist in addition to the midwife (2.5), and that attention be given to keeping the woman warm and comfortable.


“For normal childbirth one must prepare in advance: olive oil, warm water, hot compresses, soft sea-sponges, wool, bandages, a pillow, a midwife’s stool or chair, two beds and a proper room; oil for injections and cleansing, warm water for the washing of the places involved, hot compresses for the alleviation of pains and sponges for wiping her off; pieces of wool to cover the woman’s parts; bandages for swaddling the newborn and a pillow so that the infant may be placed on it below the woman giving birth until the after-birth has been carried away; things to smell such as pennyroyal, a clod of earth, barley-meal, quince, and if the season is right citron, melon, cucumber and everything like these, for the recovery of the woman in labour.” (2.2–3 = CMG IV, pp. 50–1)

(Soranus, Gynecology)



A MISCARRIAGE

Death in childbirth was all too common in the Greco-Roman world, attested by tombstone inscriptions. Many of these inscriptions indicate that these women were adolescents, girls urged to marry as soon as they reached puberty. One young wife who faced this precarious situation was married to Pliny the Younger (61–c. 112 CE). At the age of about 40, after the death of two wives and hopeful of having children, he married Calpurnia Hispulla, probably only 14 or 15 years of age, a girl from his native town of Comum whose grandfather managed his estates there. From the letters he wrote her when they were separated, it is clear that there was a very strong bond between them. His desire for her to become a mother was offset by his anxiety when her life was endangered by a miscarriage, as he communicates in letters to Calpurnia’s grandfather.


“As much as you wish to see a great-grandchild born to us you will be all the more sorry to learn that your granddaughter has had a miscarriage. In her youthfulness she did not realize that she was pregnant, and because of this she omitted certain precautions that need to be taken by pregnant women, and did certain things she ought to have left undone. She has paid for this by learning a severe lesson, in having been placed in the greatest danger.

So, although you must experience it as grievous that your old age is robbed now of a descendant, one that was on the way, yet you ought to thank the gods because, while they denied you great-grandchildren for the present they spared your granddaughter. They will grant us children, for whom she herself makes us firmer in our hopes, although her fertility has been proven in too unfortunate a manner.”

(Pliny, Epistle 8.1)




Pliny was to be disappointed in these hopes, for Calpurnia did not produce children. Nonetheless, from their correspondence we can see the strength of the attachment between them. He wrote the following letter during one of the times when she was away from home. He understands the plight of the elegiac lover. “It is unbelievable, how I am a captive of desire for you. In the first place the reason for this is my love for you, then because we are not accustomed to being apart. The result is that I spend a good part of the nights awake with your image before me, and then during the day, in the hours I was accustomed to seeing you, my feet of their own accord (to use an expression that is so true) take me to your room. Then finally, reluctant and sorrowful – like the locked-out lover – finding it empty I turn back. The one time I am spared these torments is when I am wearing myself out in the Forum and with the lawsuits of my friends. Judge then what life is like for me, when my rest is found in work and my consolation is found in my unhappiness and anxieties. Farewell.”

(Pliny, Epistles 7.5)
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Adultery and prostitution

A message that was conveyed to Romans throughout their history maintained that respectable women who engaged in sexual activity outside marriage were threatening not only the family but the harmony and health of the state. (See, for example, the words of the poet Horace above, p. 128) The attempt to draw a sharp line between the conduct of the chaste matrona and that of the prostitute was not always successful, according to the poets, however.

JUVENAL’S SIXTH SATIRE

Women’s decadent behaviour was the subject of a poem composed by Juvenal, one of his 16 Satires composed in the late first and early second centuries CE during the reigns of Trajan and Hadrian (p. 182 above). These were poetic reflections on the social customs of Rome marked by hyperbole, and in the case of this poem comedic effect is produced for the audience by a variety of misogynistic comments.


“Eppia, a senator’s wife, accompanied a gladiator

to Pharos and the Nile and the famous fortifications of Lagus,

while Canopus condemned the outrageous morals of our city.

That woman wasn’t giving a thought to home and husband and sister,

nor was she devoted to her fatherland; shameless, she abandoned her weeping children,

and – you would be even more amazed at this – she deserted Paris and the games.” (82–7)



Claudius’ wife Messalina is presented as an example of this type of behaviour.


“Why should you give a thought to a private house, to what Eppia did?

Turn your attention to those who rival the gods (deified emperors); listen

to what Claudius endured. When his wife had perceived that her husband was asleep

this woman, daring to prefer a rush mat to a couch on the Palatine,

the harlot Augusta daring to wear a hooded robe of the night

left home with no more than a single handmaid accompanying her.

Hiding her black hair under a blond wig

she entered a brothel seething with its well-worn quilts

and entered the empty cubicle reserved for her, then naked

with her nipples gilded she stood forth taking on the false name of Lycisca

and exposed the womb that bore you, Britannicus of noble birth. (114–24)

With flattering words she receives those who come in and demands her fee;

soon, when the brothel-keeper is already dismissing the girls

she leaves, reluctantly and – the most she can do, however – she closes her cubicle

last of all, even now burning hot with the lechery in her stiffened womb.

Exhausted by men but not yet having had her fill she goes back.

Grimy with dirty cheeks and the smoke of the lantern

she carried the filthy scent of the whorehouse to the imperial pillow.” (125–32)

(Juvenal, Satires 6)



LUCIAN

Prostitutes and brothels were readily available for Roman men (indicated by the central location of the brothels that can be seen in Pompeii today). What was the life of a courtesan like? A fictional account is given by Lucian, another composer of satirical verse (c. 125–180 CE), who lived in the Roman province of Syria. Among the many works attributed to him were comic dialogues, including 15 purported conversations between courtesans. The fifth dialogue, between Leaena and Clonarium, conveys details of a sexual relationship between women (one of whom was from Lesbos) that purportedly took place at a party organized by two rich married women who were living like married partners. When Clonarium asks for some details about the party, Leaena reveals that she had been seduced by one of the women.

(Clonarium) “Leaena, we have been hearing strange things about you, that the rich Lesbian woman Megilla is in love with you just like a man and that you have sex, doing heaven knows what with each other. What is this? Are you blushing? Tell me if this is true.”

(Leaena) “It is true, Clonarium. I am ashamed of it, for it is abnormal.” (289)

When Leaena describes her Lesbian lover as man-like, Clonarium presses her for details about their love-making.

(Leaena) “She herself and Demonassa from Corinth, another rich woman who practises the same art as Megilla, organized a drinking-party. They took me along to play the cithara for them; when I had played my music and it was late and time to sleep and they were drunk Megilla said ‘Come, Leaena, it’s now a perfect time for bed. Sleep here with us, in the middle between us.”

(Clonarium) “Did you go to sleep? What happened after this?”

(Leaena) “At first they were kissing me just like men, not only bringing their lips to mine but opening their mouth and embracing me and rubbing my breasts. Demonassa even bit me the while. I didn’t know how to make sense of what was going on. After a time Megilla, being by now quite heated, pulled the wig off her head, which was like real hair and close-fitting; it revealed the skin of her head, which was shaved close, just like the most manly of athletes. When I saw this I was taken aback. But she said, ‘Leaena, have you ever seen such a handsome young man?’ ‘But I don’t see a young man here, Megilla,’ I said. ‘Don’t make a woman out of me,’ she said, ‘for I am telling you that I am Megillus and have been married for a long time to this woman Demonassa and she is my wife.’ I laughed at this, Clonarium, and said, ‘Then, Megillus, you concealed from us you the fact that you were a man, just as they say Achilles was concealed among the girls, and you have all the manly equipment and do to Demonassa just what men do?’ She said, ‘Leaena, I don’t possess that. I have absolutely no need of it. You will see that I have to hand a much more pleasing method of my own.’” (290–1)

Leaena, bewildered, asks Clonarium whether she is a hermaphrodite and possesses both male and female body parts. The latter assures her that she is physically a woman but has the mind and desires of a man, and can satisfy any woman. Leaena reports on the progress of the seduction.

(Leaena) “She said, ‘If you don’t believe me, Leaena, just co-operate and you will realize that I am lacking nothing that men possess, for I have a substitute for the masculine equipment. Just submit to me, and you will see.’ I gave in, Clonarium, when she begged me over and over again and gave me a necklace, an expensive one, and linen of the finest weave. Then I embraced her just like a man and she went ahead and made love to me and panted and seemed to be enjoying herself to the extreme.’” (292)

Clonarium wants to know the technique her lover used, but Leaena resists.

(Leaena) “Don’t ask me the exact details, for it is embarrassing, so by Heavenly Aphrodite I would not tell you!” (292)

(Lucian, Dialogues of the Courtesans 5)

The view of lesbian sex as abnormal but titillating could be explained by the poem’s male author (and audience?).
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