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{
The exploration of visual imagery can provide us with a route to a fuller

understanding of the perceptions and constructions of gender in Roman society. Therefore,
this thesis examines different facets of the various Roman ideologies of gender and the ways
in which these ideologies may have influenced visual representations within Roman culture.
Two ideological facets of the construction and representation of gender are analysed: the
association of women with Otherness and Nature, and the representation of women within
the context of personification and ideals. A variety of examples from a range of media are
examined in order to address these seemingly paradoxical constructions of femaleness
within Roman culture and imagery. The 1deological perception of women as both ‘inside
and outside’ of Roman culture seems to have been influential on their textual and visual
representation. Also, images of women, and their portrayal in metaphors of difference, were
often utilised in the self-definition of the dominant group within Roman society: elite citizen
men. Finally, the examination of Roman visual imagery, specifically female representations,

contributes to our understanding of the creation and maintenance of ideologies of gender

within Roman culture and their possible manifestation within provincial society.
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“Women are supposed to behave demurely. They can be manipulating
tyrants m pnvate, so long as the good Roman myth of female
subservience is sustained. The trouble with Helena Justina was that
she refused to compromise. She said what she wanted, and she did it
too. That sort of perverse behaviour makes it extremely difficult for a

man who has been brought up expecting deceit and inconsistency to be
sure where he stands.”

(Davis, 1992, 50)
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GENDER AND ART: A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Recent publications by feminist scholars (Conkey and Spector, 1984; Dobres, 1988;
Conkey, 1991; Conkey and Gero, 1991; Conkey and Williams, 1991; Walde and Willows,
1991; Claassen, 1992a; Spencer-Wood, 1992; Conkey, 1993; Gilchrist, 1993; Moore and
Scott, 1997) underline the need for gender studies in archaeological research. A critical
analysis of gender and its significance in ancient societies is especially necessary in classical
archaeology. Unfortunately, until recently, classical archaeology has not benefited from the
feminist influence that has contributed to the development of gender theory in other
disciplines (Brown, 1993, 238). Visual imagery is one route to an exploration of the
perception and construction of gender in Roman society. An analysis of different facets of
the various Roman ideologies of gender and the ways in which these ideologies may have
influenced visual representations can expand our understanding of Roman culture. This
thesis therefore explores two ideological facets of the construction of gender and their

representation in the visual imagery of Roman society. With this analysis, I hope to move

away from traditional treatment of art in relation to questions of aesthetics and stylistic

change, typological catalogues and iconographical classifications in order to gain a more

nuanced insight into the society that constructed, patronised and viewed Roman art.

This chapter is an introduction to relevant theory on gender and art in order to
establish a framework for an analysis of female representation in Roman art. I shall first
address the concept of gender itself, before moving on to a summary and critique of the
study of gender in past archaeological research. Recent feminist approaches and theory on
gender will be examined, and an exploration of their application to the study of Roman art
and society will follow. The use and relevance of current art historical theory in relation to

gender and Roman art will also be considered. Finally, a brief outline of the main body of

my thesis and its parameters will be presented.




1.2 THE CONCEPT OF GENDER IN ARCHAEOLOGY

It 1s first necessary to examine the definition and use of the term gender in
archaeology. In the Collins Concise English Dictionary, gender is defined in several ways.
Linguistically, it 1s described as “a set of two or more grammatical categories into which the
nouns of certain languages are divided [and] any of the categories, such as masculine,
feminine, neuter or common, within such a set.” With regard to animals and humans, gender
Is seen as “the state of being male, female, or neuter, [or related to] all the members of one
sex: the female gender” (Hanks, 1988, 465). Within these definitions, there is essentially no
differentiation between sex and gender. However, contemporary research in anthropology,

archaeology and sociology draws a clear distinction between biological sex and the cultural
construction of gender. As Gilchrist asserts, “gender centres on the social construction of
masculinity and femininity: the social values invested in the sexual differences between men
and women. In this respect gender archaeology is part of the study of social structure, as

significant as rank in the social stratification and the evolution of past societies” (1991, 497).

With the emphasis on gender as a cultural construction and not as simply
representative of biological difference, a more critical analysis of gender relations and
constructions is necessary. Despite this acknowledgement, past examinations of gender
have often been restricted by a tendency to equate sexual difference indiscriminately with
the disparity found in gender roles and relations. This tendency has revealed itself in several
ways. Firstly, perceived differences and inequalities between men and women in the past
have been viewed as arising ‘naturally’ from the biological differences between the sexes.
This assessment of ‘naturalness’ inevitably leads to the idea that gender roles are
unchanging and universal through time and space, rather than the product of social
constructions which are variable within different cultures and periods. As Kampen states,
gender 1s a constructed feature of society which “comes into being [through] and lives in
social customs, practices, ideals and norms” (1996a, 17).  Secondly, an unfortunate
consequence of this common perception of gender as unchanging and universal is that
gender 1s then viewed as a passive aspect of past societies. Thus, it has taken feminist

scholars a long time to emphasise the active and integral aspect of gender in the social,

political and economic structuring of a culture.



The past assumption of gender as biologically determined has led to its often
problematic usage in archaeological research. Ardener, referring to work by Hastrup, points
out that bioclogical properties are used more often as ‘markers’ of social categories for
women. These social markers often act as restricting elements on female life (Ardener,
1978b, 13). In general, this type of biological determinism seems to be applied
predominantly to women. The perception within a society that women do not have a certain
quality or property which is deemed male has frequently resulted 1n the exclusion of women
from certain roles or activities. However, it is significant that within evolutionary biology,
there is an assertion of biological potentiality over biological determinism. Evolutionary
biologists like Gould assert that the problem with the idea of biological determinism is found
in its common social and political usage. Biological determinism is often based on
assumptions and pre-conceived notions, and then subsequently “used to defend existing [and

past] social arrangements as biologically inevitable (Gould, 1977, 258).

There is one last element of the concept of gender which must be addressed.

Traditionally, gender is divided into the binary opposites of male and female. However,

Meskell (1998, 142) points out that sex is a contextual issue and its perception is based on
cultural location. Within the classical period, while male and female were obviously

differentiated, some ancient scholars perceived the two genders as points on a continuum of

one primary sex where the female was simply a mutation or negative variation on male

biology. This can be seen in the work of Aristotle where he states that “just as it sometimes
happens that deformed offspring are produced by deformed parents, and sometimes not, so
the offspring produced by a female are sometimes female, sometimes not, but male. The
reason is that the female is as it were a deformed male; and the menstrual discharge is
semen, though in an impure condition; i.e., it lacks one constituent, and one only, the
principle of Soul” (Aristotle, Generation of Animals, 737a). At the same time, Gleason
(1990) addresses the influence of physiognomy on Roman ideas of maleness and
femaleness. The second century AD physiognomist Polemo expressed the belief in the
existence of masculine and feminine types where one type would prevail in a person thus
determining their ‘gender.” Masculinity therefore was viewed as an achieved state, and any
traits or characteristics perceived as effeminate could tip the scales towards a man being of
the feminine type. These characteristics could range from physical self-fashioning such as
grooming or clothes, more internal traits such as lack of courage, or elements of sexual

deviancy where men played the feminine role in their sexual relations with other men



(Gleason, 1990, 390-96). Martial illustrates the construction of masculine or feminine self in

an epigram where he places himself in opposition to Charmenion:

Seeing that you boast yourself a townsman of the Corinthians,
Charmenion -- and no one denies it -- why am I called “brother’ by
you, I, who was born of the Iberians and Celts, and am a citizen of
Tagus? Is it in face we look alike? You stroll about sleek with
curled hair, my locks are Spanish and stiff; you are smoothed with
depilatory daily, I am one with bristly shanks and cheeks; your
tongue lisps, and your utterance is feeble; my guts will speak in
stronger tone: a dove is not so unlike an eagle, nor a timid doe a
savage lion. Wherefore cease to call me “brother” lest I call you,
Charmenion, “sister”!

(Martial, Epigrams 10.65)

Unfortunately, the question of the prevalence of these ideas of gender outside the spheres of
philosophy, ideological discourse and satire is difficult to answer. However, they do point to
a different conception of gender than is commonly addressed; a conception which could

perhaps be altered and manipulated for various motivations by ancient individuals.

1.3 PAST ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH AND ITS ‘BLIND SPOT’:
THE NEGLECT OF A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF GENDER IN
SOCIETY

Like people of color asking, ‘'Whose flesh? ' of beige products labelled

flesh-toned’, feminists and others are now asking of white men,
‘Whose past?’

(Brown, 1993, 257)

Feminist scholars have levelled several criticisms against archaeology concerning its
neglect of women and gender in past research. The most serious of these criticisms
concerning the treatment of gender is that of androcentrism: a male-centred bias within
scholarship. Androcentrism can be found in archaeological investigation within the use of
language and at both the methodological and interpretative level. Most of the criticism has
derived from recent re-evaluations and analyses in prehistoric and New World archacology
(Conkey and Spector, 1984; Dobres, 1988; Conkey and Gero, 1991; Conkey and Williams,
1991;'Dobres, 1992; Spencer-Wood, 1992; Conkey and Tringham, 1995). 1 shall first

address a few of these feminist evaluations in order to provide a general picture of the



androcentric nature of some past scholarship, and then move on to the criticisms which have

been aimed at classical archaeology.

ANDROCENTRISM AND LANGUAGE

Man, being a mammal, breast-feeds his young.

(Frank and Treichler, 1989, 4)

One of the more obvious manifestations of androcentric bias in archaeological
discourses is often found in the language used within the research itself. The example
above, taken from a book on the use of gender in language, specifically within professional
writing, clearly illustrates the problem. Many archaeological books and papers use this

common linguistic bias - that of the use of Man or the pronoun He to stand for all of

humanity. While it is professed to be used as a generic term to cover both men and women,

all too often the general Man becomes the individual man. In other words, the general term
of Man is repeatedly followed by details of individual men’s contributions to cultural and
social change in past societies, with very little reference to women as active agents in these

processes. By relying on this gender inclusive terminology, women are therefore effectively

excluded from reconstructions of the past. For instance, Glacken’s Traces on the Rhodian

Shore states his intent in using the term Man quite clearly: “In general ‘man’ is used as a

convenient word meaning ‘mankind’; ‘culture,’ [or] ‘society,” however, are the more exact
terms. ‘Man’ is so abstract that it conceals the complexities and intricacies which the other

words suggest” (1967, xiv). Unfortunately, it also frequently conceals the presence of

wormall.

Androcentric bias is also expressed within the actual usage of language. Many
archacological studies suffer from a differential usage of language to the disadvantage of
women. This androcentrism is found in the secondary representation of women in the text
(Spencer-Wood, 1992, 99). Conkey and Spector note the rare use of the term ‘activity’ in
reference to women. Instead, women are described with passive verbs, consequently
implying a passive role for women (1984, 10). Another symptom of this problematic use of
language 1s the description of women predominantly in relation to men. While these
relationships are obviously an aspect of the past and important to the make-up of the society,

this emphasis rarely takes women into consideration as contributing and important

individuals of the past.



PROBLEMS OF METHODOLOGY AND INTERPRETATION

Spencer-Wood defines androcentric bias in archaeology as the representation of
“male dominance and female subordination as universal, natural, and therefore inevitable
and justified” (1992, 98). She then addresses several common sexist assumptions which
have coloured archaeological theory and research, resulting in an androcentric focus in past
scholarship. Spencer-Wood’s analysis of androcentric bias in archaeological scholarship is
fairly representative of the critiques levelled against the discipline by feminist scholars, and

therefore has been summarised below (ibid., 99).

e There has been a definite equation of gender with women, and consequently the neglect

of both gender as a concept and women as a subject has been a prevalent aspect of past

archaeological research.

e Men and their roles, behaviours, activities and viewpoints have been perceived as
representative of society as a whole. With the generalisation of the male as the cultural
norm, men have become the ruler against which all other societal classifications have

been measured. Also, women’s roles, behaviours and viewpoints have often either been
ignored or valued as less important or relevant to our study of a particular culture. Their
position and viewpoints within a society have therefore not been viewed as the ‘norm’,

and often have been perceived as secondary to male correlates.

e Men are viewed as the primary and sometimes exclusive agents of cultural change.

Relative to this notion, women have been viewed as passive objects rather than active

subjects in the past.

e Women have been classed in male-oriented and defined categories, and thus have
become ‘invisible’.

e There has been an uncritical reliance on modern gender stereotypes in the interpretation
of past societies. This has resulted in the assumption of biological and social universals
with regard to the perceived passive position of women.

e Any member of society who steps outside of the perceived boundaries of gender roles
and activities is viewed as an exception or anomaly. Thus, there has been limited scope
for a broader interpretation of male and female roles in the past by assuming that these

examples of human variety are simply special cases and not representative of the nuances

and variety implicit in any past culture and society.



It will be useful to address the methodological and interpretative problems in a more
detailed fashion. The empirical neglect of women in past androcentric research becomes
apparent when we acknowledge that women have rarely appeared in the reconstruction of
the past as integral and active participants. Rather, several assumptions about gender roles
have been continually made. Feminist scholars have charged the research community with
reinforcing and perpetuating “a set of culture-specific beliefs about the meaning of
masculine and feminine, about the capabilities of men and women, about their power
relations, and about their appropriate roles in society” (Conkey and Spector, 1984, 1). This
charge is related to the uncritical use and reliance on stereotypes concerning gender, which
are often not based on archaeological evidence, but are derived from contemporary
perceptions and assumptions. These stereotypes are readily discernible in the frequent

emphases on men as the primary agents of cultural change (see Man-the-Hunter model of

human evolution in Washburn and Lancaster, 1968; critique by Conkey and Spector, 1984).

The exclusion of women as active participants or interesting subjects of the
prehistoric past has often been justified through the claim of women’s ‘invisibility’ in the

archaeological record. Assumptions about men as the primary agents in environmental and

technological changes have resulted in women being neglected as acknowledged and
integral contributors in cultural and social evolution. There is also the prevailing trend of
linking artefacts to primarily male activity, and consequently valuing those activities on a
higher scale than perceived female activities. However, archaeological remains “reflect
human behaviour in the past,...[and] the link between an artifact in a particular context in the

ground and the [gender,] social role and the conscious and unconscious thoughts, feelings,

and intentions of a person who made or used it is tenuous” (Brown, 1993, 249). In addition,
it has been argued that gender and women are more difficult categories to study in past
societies due to this perceived invisibility, Conkey and Gero (1991, 6-7) assert that
conceptual frameworks far less ‘real’ than gender, such as population pressure and
sociotechnic systems, continue to be important in archaeological research, and therefore the
argument of invisibility is faulty. They ask “Why is there a ‘need’ to ‘find’ females and not
the same need to ‘find’ males who are, by implication, already present, active, the primary
contributors to the archaeological record and the human past?” (ibid., 12). And to be even
more forceful, Nixon (1994, 6-7) asks “how is it possible to exclude...[women] from a

scholarly reconstruction of an important phase of Auman development? How can it be



academically respectable to provide a gender-specific model for which little or no evidence

exists?”

In line with the preconception of important social activities being male-oriented is
the sexual division of labour found in artefactual pattern studies. Differential treatment has
been given to perceived gender-linked activities of the past, often to the detriment of women.
This is often more telling of contemporary prejudices and preconceptions, than related to the
actual data. Coupled with the interpretation of certain artefacts or activities asgendered is
an implicit value judgement where perceived male-oriented aspects of the past are given a
higher value in that society and in the interpretation of cultural evolution. For instance,
Dommasnes (1992, 2) refers to one of the richest and most interesting Viking Age finds in
Norway - the Oseberg ship burial discovered in the 1970s. This burial contained the remains
of two women, many tools, personal equipment and artistic work. However, she notes that
when this find has been addressed, the majority of the discussions have centred on the
carvings and the ship, and their connection to the supposed men involved as carvers,
builders and sailors. This uneven emphasis on the material evidence and the assumptions

within its interpretation effectively turns the spotlight away from a serious consideration of

the obviously important women in the burial.

1.4 FEMINIST CRITICISM AND CLASSICAL ARCHAEOLOGY

It 1s obvious from the previous section that numerous problems of methodology and
interpretation have coloured past archaeological research. The majority of feminist criticism
has come from prehistoric and New World archaeology, with the first real critique of
androcentric bias appearing in Conkey and Spector’s 1984 article. However, there has been

limited criticism of the traditional research and a slow acceptance of feminist theory within

the field of classical archaeology (Brown, 1997).

Brown (1993, 257) states that there are three important stages of feminist research

essential in classics and classical archaeology:

° th_e criticism of androcentric bias

* afocus on women as subjects in archacological research of Greco-Roman society

o the broader methodological and theoretical inquiry into the character of gender relations

and constructions in the ancient world.



Unfortunately, Brown notes that the majority of classical scholars have focused on the
second option while largely ignoring the important first and third stages. It is also interesting
that most of the past concern with feminist theory or female subjects has been found within

Greek studies rather than Roman ones, and the field of classics rather than classical

archaeology (Hallett, 1993, 54).

THE FOCUS ON WOMEN AS A TOPIC

It will be useful to examine the ways in which a focus on women has been addressed

within the study of the ancient world. While there have been several books and articles
which focus on women as a subject, many of these works have been historically based in
content and approach. These studies are often presented in a very traditional vein, reflecting
many of the same assumptions as past research, and not really benefiting from recent
feminist theory. Unfortunately, research of this nature often simply documents women’s
roles and associated artefacts, with little critical interpretation. Recent research which
focuses on the archaeological evidence, such as Allason-Jones’ (1989) book on women in

Roman Britain, often moves beyond the historical approach by applying the material
evidence to women’s day-to-day lives. This text is an excellent introduction to the type of
archaeological material used for evidence of women’s activities in Roman Britain and what
these artefacts may signify. While some of her chapter headings on traditional categories

such as ‘At Home’ and ‘Fashion’ can seem slightly restricting, she also examines the

possibility of women at work and in relation to the army, broadening the conceivable
activities and roles of women. Her work is important because she effectively uses an

interesting and varied database in her examination of the topic of women. She also
acknowledges the frustrating problem inherent in the study of women in a province such as
Britain where we have very little direct literary references, and where the diversity of the
material is often limited in comparison to other provinces like Gaul. Her main aim was to
present the evidence which exists and try to formulate an idea of the nature of women’s lives
in Roman Britain, while also underlining the usefulness of looking at the female along with
the male in archaeological studies of the Roman period (Allason-Jones, 1989, 8-10). Her
study will hopefully lead us to the critical questions about women and their roles, the

construction of gender and its maintenance, and the dynamics of gender relations which need

to be addressed within the classical world.



Gilchrist advocates a historical revision with emphasis on women as the centre of
analysis (1991, 499). While an acknowledgement of women as important and integral to the
past is absolutely essential to critical archaeological research, there is the danger of reversing
the bias to the point where men or other factors are in turn neglected. This again can result
in an i1solated and exclusive perspective on the past simply from the female perspective. We
must recognise that no single aspect of the past, nor a single gender, exists in a vacuum, and
therefore all factors of cultural life must be taken into account if we are to produce
penetrating and comprehensive analyses of the past. At the same time, Moore (1988, 5-9)

points out three dangers inherent in an exclusive focus on women:

o There is the possibility of ‘ghettoization’ where the study of women 1s seen simply as a
sub-discipline, and consequently remains marginalised from the main archaeological
subjects. This type of isolation can also be found in books which advertise a

comprehensive interpretation of the past, but place women in a separate chapter of their

own as if women were separate from the society and culture itself.

o A false reliance by scholars on the idea of the ‘universal’ woman can result in a uniform
depiction and interpretation of women from all past societies. Rather, it is more
beneficial to acknowledge that ideas of the female are always “culturally and historically

specific”’, and therefore a plurality of interpretation and constructions of women can exist.

e There is the added problem that our focus on women to the possible exclusion of other

factors such as race can result in ethnocentrism and yield similar problems to

androcentric bias. We must move away from the idea of sameness and rather

acknowledge and celebrate the various differences found in ancient societies.

A CRITICISM OF ANDROCENTRIC BIAS IN CLASSICAL
ARCHAEOLOGY

Recent years have finally seen the beginnings of feminist critique within classical
archaeology on similar lines to the prehistoric and New World evaluations of androcentric
bias (Brown, 1993; Hallett, 1993; Rabinowitz and Richlin, 1993; Allason-Jones, 1995; E.
Scott, 1995; E. Scott, 1997). One of the problems of past research has been the prevalent
focus on philology and history, rather than art history or archaeology. As traditional

avenucs of interest are pursued such as literature or military history, critical questions of

social class, ethnicity, gender, the relationship between the author/creator and the audience,

or how contemporary perceptions attribute value and meaning to the evidence are often

neglected (Rabinowitz and Richlin, 1993, 5). These traditional concerns are often followed
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by the interpretation of men as social and cultural actors, and women perceived solely within
the male-defined categories of “goddesses, whores, wives and slaves” (Pomeroy, 1975).
Unfortunately, until recently, there has been no real parallel exploration of how these
perceptions of the female were constructed and maintained, or of the variety of
interpretations possible for women’s lives and roles in the classical period. It also seems that
the majority of the new feminist theories and methodologties are being developed not within
classical archaeology, especially Roman archaeology, but rather are found in classical art
history (Brown, 1997; Kampen, 1996a; Kampen, 1996b; Kampen, 1997; Lyons and Koloski-
Ostrow, 1997a). Though, again, this change within Greco-Roman art history has been slow

due to the continuing focus on style, aesthetics and what has been judged as ‘good art’
(Brown, 1997).

The problem is best summed up by Moore’s analysis of anthropological
androcentric bias which is equally applicable to classical archacology. Moore notes that
women have always been present in anthropological discourses. Thus, rather than being an
empirical problem, it has been a question of representation. Ethnographic studies have
tended to place more emphasis and importance on the male perspective at the expense of the
women. Therefore, because men were believed to be the primary informants and actors in

society, it was their accounts and activities which were focused upon. Moore identifies three
levels of male bias in the representation of women in anthropological studies: 1) biases
found in the studied society; 2) imported bias or preconceived ideas concerning gender
relations and constructions and their significance which consequently influences the
framework of the study; and 3) a bias inherent in Western culture which perceives all
instances of difference and asymmetry in past gender dynamics and roles as analogous to
our society’s unequal and hierarchical gender relations (Moore, 1988., 1-2). These problems
are also at the root of androcentric bias in classical research where the focus has too often
been on male viewpoints, perceptions and categories of analysis. This approach leads to the

problem where what we learn about women is not from our analysis of female lives and

evidence of female activity and perceptions, but rather through men’s attitudes and
constructions of women (Conkey and Spector, 1984, 4; Gero, 1991, 96-97). Androcentric

bias 1s further amplified by classical scholars extensive and often uncritical reliance on

textual evidence as a primary tool in the interpretation of ancient society. The difficulty with
this reliance on texts is again an obvious one, and a concern that is often ignored by the

scholar. As Rabinowitz and Richlin claim, “if we separate history and literature, or

referential women and representational women, we find that we have many male
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representations of women but not much ‘hard’ data about women, let alone material written
by women” (1993, 9). Thus, the textual evidence we use will first be coloured by the past

attitude towards women and then by our imported contemporary preconceptions about

women - and a balanced interpretation of the past will rarely be forthcoming.

J. W. Scott points out the continuing problem of the ‘invisibility’ of women within
archaeological research. “In the evaluation of what i1s important, of what matters to the
present in the past, women as individuals or as a definable group rarely receive mention.
The story of the development of human society has been told largely through male agency;
and the identification of men with ‘humanity’ has resulted for the most part in the
disappearance of women from the record of the past™ (J.W. Scott, 1988, 5). Eleanor Scott
further elaborates the nature of androcentric bias in archaeological research of the Roman
period. She sets out three specific ways in which women and questions of gender dynamics
have been made invisible within Roman scholarship. She addresses the difficulty that most

historical, social and political narratives and theoretical discourses have been written by, for

and about men (E. Scott, 19935, 176).

Scott views the first method of rendering women invisible as that of exclusion.

Exclusion is characterised by the neglect of women or gender issues within research,
coupled with a focus on explicitly male or perceived male-oriented aspects of Roman
society. Within ‘exclusive’ scholarship, “the general narratives and theories set priorities in
subject matter and data which focus attention on social processes and activities in which

women were only margtnally involved, if at all” (E. Scott, 1995, 176). Coupled with this
trend is the further usage of exclusionary and androcentric language. Birley’s The People of

Roman Britain (1979) is a good example of a text coloured by the problem of exclusion. At
the beginning of his book, Birley points out that the title may be misleading because his
focus is on people from Roman Britain whose names are known. However, the nature of his
classificatory system within his chapters automatically places women in a position of relative
anonymity. His chapters are divided into different categories of people, but the categories
chosen are almost completely those which have been assumed as male: ‘High Official and
Senior Officers’, ‘Equestrian Officers’, ‘Legionary Centurions’, ‘Legionaries’, ‘Auxiliaries’,
“Veterans’, ‘British soldiers in the Roman army’, ‘Merchants and Craftsmen’. There are a
few chapters within this book which do not imply male dominance such as ‘People of the
Frontier’, ‘Curial Class and Urban Population’, ‘Country Dwellers’, and ‘Slaves and

Freedmen’. Women whose names have come down to us are found in this book, but the way
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in which the book has been divided does not make this obvious, and the focus 1s almost

exclusively male. As a result, his book cannot possibly reflect the full reality of ‘the people

of Roman Britain.’

Scott’s second category is termed pseudo-inclusion. In research of this type, the
author includes women in the account, but at the same time marginalises them through
his/her treatment of women. As a result, women’s significance is consequently diminished.
“Women become defined as a ‘special case’, as anomalies, exceptions to the rule which can

be noted and then forgotten about. What is normative 1s male” (E. Scott, 1995, 178). As a

notable example, Scott examines Frere’s interpretation of the infant burials at Hambleden
villa. Frere states that “the discovery of the skeletons of ninety-seven new-born babies in the
yard of the villa at Hambleden, Buckinghamshire, suggests the exposure of unwanted female
offspring of a slave-run establishment” (Frere, 1987, 259). However, as infants cannot
reliably be sexed through the use of physical anthropology, this argument is fundamentally
flawed. Rather, he is presuming that the infants’ disposal would be an illicit and guilty act
by the serving women who hid these pregnancies and the physical evidence of them, and

seems to be basing their sex simply on the assumption that any of what he terms “unwanted
offspring” would be female (E. Scott, 1995, 178; E.Scott, 1997, 7). At the same time, he

does not carry the discussion of his interpretation any further, nor does he address the variety

of other possibilities for infant skeletons on a villa site. For instance, Scott notes that infant

burials were often associated with important features of a site such as walls or floors, ritual

features or agricultural areas. They are also sometimes buried with grave goods. Scott
views these burials as culturally significant through their possible “ritual or ideological
treatment” (E. Scott, 1997, 7). Therefore, it becomes evident that often stereotypical

interpretations associated with women should be questioned rather than simply accepted in

order to get a more balanced conception of the past.

Finally, within Roman studies we find examples of alienation where the theories
relied upon in many instances are ‘extensionally male.” Women are included in works of
this type, but they and the parameters of their lives are not interpreted or viewed without
bias, be it conscious or unconscious. Rather, “women’s experience is interpreted through
male categories because the methodologies and values of the theorists remain androcentric”
(E. Scott, 1995, 179). 1 believe that an aspect of this type of alienation can be observed in
Garnsey and Saller’s The Roman Empire (1987). The book is divided into sections on

administration, economics, social and cultural factors. However, the only tangible place that
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women can be found within the text is in the small section on the family and household,

especially the part which focuses on husband and wives. By isolating women within this
section, they give the impression that these were the only roles for women within the Roman

empire, therefore falling into the trap of exclusively male-defined categories. The areas

within the book devoted to patronage, public munificence, and religion imply through their
language (i.e. the use of men in the non-general way) that these activities were only
participated in by men. Women also participated in these procedures and activities. Within
the upper stratas of society, women could wield a great deal of influence within the
community, their households and the empire itself; while the lower levels of society saw
female clients and women as active members of the workforce. These possibilities within
female life are not acknowledged in Garnsey and Saller’s text. Therefore, this book appears

very one-sided with its restriction of women to the role of wife or daughter, rather than

acknowledging that women, like men, could be active agents in the workings of the Roman

empire.

1.5 FROM CRITIQUE TO NEW THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

From the extensive feminist critique of archaeology and other disciplines within
recent years, a framework of theory has developed which can be applied to an examination

of gender during the Roman period. I shall briefly address the diversity of this theory and its

relevance in this section.

GENERAL FEMINIST THEORY ON GENDER AND WOMEN

It will be beneficial first to explore some of the general theory on gender and women
which has developed in feminist archaeology and related fields, before moving on to the
frameworks of analysis being employed specifically in classical archaeology. Ortner and
Whithead (19810, 2-4) suggest two interrelated approaches to the study of gender. Firstly, a
culturalist approach postulates that in order to understand a specific gender symbol, it must
be studied and analysed within the larger context of inter-related symbols and meanings.
Secondly, a sociological approach questions the relationship between the social order and its
cultural perceptions of gender and sexuality. This Idea places emphasis either on cultural
features as reflections of social, political and economic structures or on culture as an
Ideological tool used to justify and maintain the social order. By applying both of these

approaches to our consideration of the past, we move beyond the simple identification of
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gender and start questioning how it operated as an active force. Once we explore the
symbolic and social conceptions of gender, it is then essential to integrate them within a
comprehensive contextual study of a particular society. We can then view gender constructs
“as highly °‘ritualised statements’ which elaborate on what individual women and men

perceive as particularly salient political, [social and cultural] concerns” (Moore, 1988, 37).

Furthermore, Ardener observes a cyclical effect of gender within past and
contemporary societies. She suggests that the classification, roles and position delegated to
women by a society are influenced by the perceptions about women within that society.

These classifications in turn direct the perceptions and attitudes about women (Ardener,
1978b, 9). This trend is especially obvious in the classical and historical periods where we
have copious textual evidence informing us about these perceptions. We can then examine
the way in which these attitudes and assumptions about women have influenced the visual
imagery and cultural institutions of a society. Though words and images may not reflect the

reality of women and men within a culture, we can explore the ways in which these

conceptions were constructed, utilised and maintained.

The above notion leads us to Edwin Ardener’s theory of ‘muted groups’. “The
implications are that a society may be dominated or overdetermined by the model (or
models) generated by one dominant group within the system. This dominant model may

impede the free expression of alternative models of their world which sub-dominant groups

may possess, and perhaps may even inhibit the very generation of such models” (Ardener,

1975b, xii). This 1s an interesting concept to assess in classical archaeology because most of

the evidence which reaches us is versed in and coloured by the male idiom. Therefore, it is

necessary to examine how the dominant ideology in past societies may have influenced the

make-up and conception of that society, and explore the possible manifestations of

alternative models by the ‘sub-dominant’ groups within that culture.

NEW APPROACHES WITHIN CLASSICAL ARCHAEOLOGY AND
HISTORY

It is only in recent years that feminist theory has been developed and utilised within
classical archaeology, history and art history, Several scholars have begun the process of
developing new approaches to gender and women, and consequently have advanced fresh

interpretations in their studies of classical archaeology and art. Allason-Jones makes it clear

In her article on ‘sexing’ small finds that simply re-questioning accepted data can be
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illuminating. She points out that artefacts like brooches, earrings, bracelets and other
jewellery are frequently used to point to female presence or burial. However, within Roman
Britain, brooches are worn by both men and women, and other types of jewellery like
bracelets and earrings found in military contexts could indicate a possible continuation of
various native traditions - both native Briton or from the auxiliaries (Allason-Jones, 1995,
22-27). She uses the example of Coventina’s Well to further illustrate the problem of
assuming sex based on small finds. Many of the items found as votives within this well -
brooches, finger-rings, hairpins, bracelets, beads - are traditionally viewed as female-
oriented artefacts. In the past, there has been the supposition that these items were thrown
into the well by love-lorn women in an effort to gain the goddess’ sympathy and help.
However, all the inscriptions to Coventina are by male dedicants (though with the small ratio

of female inscriptions in general, this is not necessarily the significant point). Supposed
male artefacts such as studs, belt buckles, and a seal-box have also been found in the well.
In addition, Coventina seems to be what Allason-Jones terms an ‘all-rounder’ deity - she is
responsible for healing and various human concerns. What becomes apparent is the
ambiguity of the data and the possibility that votives were thrown to Coventina for a host of

reasons, rather than the fantasy that she was approached by exclusively female devotees in a
bid to regain their lost loves (ibid., 29-30). Allason-Jones’ work points out the hazards of

assuming sex based on artefacts, and especially of constructing elaborate explanations for

these artefacts which have no real basis in the evidence.

Interestingly, a substantial amount of feminist work in classical studies is found in
recent art historical approaches. Kampen has developed extensive theoretical frameworks
for the study of women in ancient society. One facet of the Roman social system is the

actual construction of gender. “Gender is the social transformation of biological sex into

cultural category...[T]his process of transformation is about power, about the establishment

and justification of power relations, and about the creation and maintenance of hierarchies”
(Kampen, 1996a, 14). Thus, Roman gender relations were connected to concepts of power
which involved a difference in hierarchy, where the structure of Roman society privileged
Roman elite men with the greater level of power over several other groups, including
women. At the same time, gender interacts with other factors within the power structure of

society. “Gender... speaks constantly in the languages of age, status, ethnicity, and they in

the language of gender; it exists only and always in relation to other social categories™ (ibid.,
14). In other words, the power system is defined and influenced by several interconnected

elements of a society. Gender is consequently constructed, through society’s perceptions of
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men and women and coupled with its conception of other cultural categories, in order to

contribute to the generation and continuation of a particular power structure within Roman

society.

However, this is not to say that women did not wield power in the ancient world.
Their power was not officially or structurally based within the legal or government
institutions of the Roman empire. Rather, they could possess extensive influence and
authority within their communities, their homes, and even within the empire itself. We know
of numerous examples of this type of ‘de facto’ power that was most often based upon the
different factors of gender, social status, age and wealth (Kampen, 1996a, 14). For instance,
Plancia Magna was an influential and powerful member of her community in second century
AD Perge. She completely reconstructed the main city gate and embellished this monument
with numerous statues of gods, heroes, historical benefactors and the ‘city-founders®’. The
inscriptions on this gate state that she dedicated the arch to her city, and dedicated many of
the statues to Artemis Pergaia, the tutelary spirit of the state, and also to several members of
the imperial house (Boatwright, 1993, 193-97). What is most interesting isPlancia Magna’s
status within her community. Her independent wealth is underlined through her dedication

of this monument in her name alone. However, her community also held her in high regard

as a woman of authority and beneficence which is evident in the town council and
assembly’s inscriptions that honoured her. These epigraphic texts identifyPlancia Magna as
“daughter of the city™; demiourgos (the most important and annual eponymous magistrate of

the city); priestess of Artemis; first and only priestess of the Mother of the Gods for life; and
as a pious and loving member of her local community (ibid., 200-201). This extraordinary
example attests that women could wield a high degree of influence and be honoured and

respected for it by their peers, despite their exclusion from the official power structure of

Roman society (see Chapters 2 and 6).

Many scholars have also postulated the possibility of discerning acts of resistance by
women against the power structure that, in many ways, defined their lives. Robb, in his
study of symbols in early Italian society, suggests that due to this culture’s emphasis on
female sexuality there was consequently the opportunity for women to disrupt and question

male power through acts such as public or private ridicule and cuckoldry. There is also the

possibility that women might have challenged the system through their use of humour,
mythology and folklore, rather than through a direct offensive against the traditional male

sphere structured around politics (Robb, 1997, 57). Unfortunately, this kind of evidence will
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very rarely be found in the archaeological or historical record. Due to the paralle]l Roman

emphasis on female sexuality and honour, it may be possible to apply Robb’s theory for

women challenging the system within Roman society. Richlin’s analysis of the so-called

‘Julia’s jokes’ is one possibility (1992¢). One of these jokes from the Saturnalia describes

Julia’s assertion of her adept handling of her extramarital affairs: “To certain persons who
knew of her infidelities and were expressing surprise at her children’s likeness to her
husband Agrippa, since she was so free with her favors, she said: ‘Passengers are never
allowed on board until the hold is full’” (Macrobius, Saturnalia 2.5.9). Though these jokes

were probably not actually made by Julia herself, they were possibly devised in the

Augustan period as a reaction against Augustus’ social and moral policies on families and
sexuality. The jokes utilise a common negative stereotype which defined women by their
propensity to promiscuity. However, this stereotype is used in a novel way as the jokes
express a level of self-assertion against the traditional mores; one where ‘Julia,” the female

protagonist, is often more clever and admirable than the male foil of an over-controlling

Augustus (Richlin, 1992¢, 74-78).

Connected to the prospect of women challenging the dominant system is the notion
of women’s empowerment of themselves and reaction to the symbols found in the visual and
textual imagery. Many scholars have utilised the ‘male gaze’ theory articulated most clearly
by Mulvey (Kappeler, 1986; Richlin, 1992b; Brown, 1993; Kampen, 1996a; Brown, 1997:
Koloski-Ostrow, 1997). Mulvey, in her analysis of gender and cinema, states that “in a

world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between active/male
and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female figure,

which is styled accordingly” (Mulvey, 1989, 19). This concept of the male gaze expresses

the idea that “both the subjects an artist chooses, and how one views them, depend on who
has power in society” (Brown, 1997, 15). Thus, images of women are frequently not very
representative of their lives, concerns or views, but more indicative of male fantasies and
fears as products of the dominant male gaze. We can consider ancient images in relation to
the possible assumptions held by the dominant spectators (i.e. elite men) about themselves
and others; but also explore “ways of seeing ancient images from outside the viewpoint of
their intended viewer, and outside his/her idea of that viewpoint as the only or the natural
one” (Brown, 1993, 240-241). Both Laird and Sharrock note the importance of the viewer
in the interpretation of art, and thus exploring the ways in which the viewer might imbue
meaning onto an image is relevant to a study of ancient art (see Laird, 1996; Sharrock,

1996). Within this framework, scholars are beginning to question the response of the female
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spectator and ask whether women would have been able to use these images for their own

purposes and through their own interpretations rather than simply within the dominant
framework (Brown, 1997, 16-17).

Spencer-Wood advocates this approach when she points out that men and women
must both be viewed as active agents in their environment “who construct their own gender
ideologies, behaviors and relationships” (1992, 106-107). We can begin to ask how women
may have controlled and influenced their own lives and even those of others in the male-
dominated societies of the classical period. Is it possible that women had their own female-
positive ideologies or interpreted traditional symbolic systems in ways different from the
dominant ideology? We must view women as individuals who were not simply placed in
rigid categories and then only defined by those categories within the structured system of

Roman society. At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the probability that these

women could use that system to their advantage, and react to it in a variety of ways outside
the ancient’s and our preconceived notion of what it was to be female (ibid., 107; Spencer-
Wood, pers. comm.). This type of study is in its infancy within classical archaeology and art

history and can be found in recent studies of the reaction that women might have to the

symbolic systems found in Greco-Roman art (Osborne, 1994; Kampen, 1996a; Stehle and
Day, 1996; Kampen, 1997).

1.6 “ALICE THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS”: MOVING BEYOND

THE NOTION OF ART AS A STRAIGHTFORWARD REFLECTION OF
SOCIETY

Einfiihlen: “the act of feeling one’s way into the past not by holding
up a mirror but by stepping through the mirror into the alien world”

(Vidal, 1997, 115)

In the past, the study of art has often been limited to traditional art historical
analyses of certain works of art or media. Scholars have focused on the question of
aesthetics, development of styles, typological classifications of certain media and motifs,
iconographical catalogues, and the development of art as a practice. However, art can also
be utilised in the study of social factors of different cultures. For our purposes, visual
imagery 1s one route to an understanding of the perceptions and constructions of gender in

Roman society. I shall first outline some of the general theory on art in its social context,
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and then turn to the potential use of art to illuminate ideological narratives, which relates

more specifically to the objectives and remainder of this thesis.

ART AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE

In our studies of past societies, our contemporary notion of ‘art for art’s sake’ is not
a realistic one (Duby and Perrot, 1992, 11). Boas, writing on primitive art, clearly
articulated the idea that art was not simply about form or style, but could also reveal a deeper

meaning often obscured by our limited conception of art and 1ts use.  His understanding of
representative art is as follows: “The term itself implies that the work does not affect us by
its form alone, but also, sometimes even primarily, by its content. The combination of form

and content gives to representative art an emotional value entirely apart from its aesthetic

effect” (Boas, 1955, 64). Thus, we must explore the significance behind the construction of
imagery and its utilisation within society - a significance which elicits a response in the

viewer which can move beyond simple admiration for the work and towards the realisation

of the perceived values and concerns of the society.

Many scholars have developed this view of art being more deeply relevant than its

form and style. Ruesch and Kees suggest that art is a type of communication - “a non-verbal

form of codification” (Ruesch and Kees, 1970, 30). It represents a symbolic structure which

constructs and expresses identities and value systems, influences and is influenced by social
relations and concerns. “Only by means of...[art and visual images] are we able to get an
inkling of how people who lived at a given period attempted to symbolize - or inadvertently
succeeded in symbolizing - thoughts, feelings, or even the entire pattern of their lives” (ibid.,
30). The artistic system which is developed by a particular culture can thus be manipulated,
understood and interpreted within the social setting of the community and state. This is why
it is so important to study art within its social and cultural context. This contextual analysis
entails the study of “the artwork’s relation to a system of ideas, and its part in a system of
social relationships. It may be that art provides a medium for expression of universal human
emotions but, as Firth aptly observes, all art is composed in a social setting and has its
context in a specific body of beliefs'and values” (Layton, 1981, 41). Layton goes on to

propose that art be investigated in order to determine the consequences of its production and

use, and also to explore the values and concerns which are expressed through the symbolic
system of visual imagery (ibid., 41).
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Different ways of looking at imagery itself have been developed in line with the

conventional theory on art and its social context. Panofsky was one of the earliest scholars

to define ways of analysing images. In his Meaning in the Visual Arts, he differentiates

between the study of iconography and iconology. Iconography is seen as the examination of
the subject matter of an art object or motif, rather than its artistic form or style. It is based

on description more than interpretation, and seeks simply to define the subject viewed and

address its conventional significance (Panofsky, 1955, 26; 32). Iconology moves beyond the

simple description found in iconographical catalogues and attempts interpretation of the
subject and its significance. In line withiconology’s emphasis on interpretation is the search

for the intrinsic meaning or content of an image or piece of art: “those underlying principles

which reveal the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical

persuasion” (ibid., 30-32).

A recent book on imagery and society in ancient Greece clearly articulates the

importance of visual representations and the cautions which must be acknowledged as we

examine and interpret them. In A City of Images (1989), the scholars focus on Athens, and

it will be useful here to quote Vernant’s preface on the purpose of their investigation. The

images chosen within the text were those

“which project a strong light on some of the most pronounced traits of
what one might call the social construction of reality of classical

Athens, the way it functions, the figures it privileges, and those it
rejects, the scenes it highlights and those it leaves in shadow, the
classifications created by the interplay of connections and

oppositions, as well as by the displacements, the shifts and sometimes
blurrings between different categories of images...[We must also

realise that]..no figurative system is constituted as a simple
illustration of discourse, oral or written, nor as an exact photographic

reproduction of reality. The imagery is a construct, not a carbon
copy, it is a work of culture, the creation of a language that like all
other languages contains an essential element of arbitrariness. The
repertoire of figural forms that each civilisation elaborates and
organises after its own fashion, in its own style, wherever it chooses,
seems always to be the product of a filtering, framing or encoding of
reality according to the modes of thought native to that civilisation.”

(Vernant, 1989, 8)

Therefore, while imagery can be explored in order to construct an impression of the society
that created it and gain an understanding of their values and concerns, motivations and

reactions, the image will never give us a complete picture - it will never function as a mirror
that reflects the reality of that society back to us.
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Consequently, we must acknowledge that while the image 1s not simply reflective of
the constructor’s reality, neither is it imbued with a single and exclusive meaning. As Beard
points out, our interpretations of an image can change in relation to different contexts,
different viewers, different uses, and different expectations. Images may be used to express
a range of different ideas such as those related to politics, prestige and status, religion,
historical events, social values and concerns, and the expression of power. At the same time,
a visual symbol can contain several of these notions on different levels and in relation to its

different viewers (Beard, 1991, 13-14). Elsner further notes the importance of the viewer

and the act of viewing:

“What, then, 1s viewing? One answer is that viewing is one activity in
which people confront the world. They themselves may change under
the influence of what they see, or what they see may cease to be a
neutral object and become something interpreted by them according
to the prejudices and associations present in their minds. Viewing is
always a dual process of interpretation in which what is seen becomes
fitted into the already existent framework of the viewer’s knowledge

and thereby, very subtly, changes both the content of what the viewer

knows (because something new has been added) and the meaning of
what is seen (because it is now framed by the viewer’s knowledge).”

(Elsner, 1995, 4)

This concept of the plurality of art’s meanings and the role of the viewer - both within art’s
construction and its interpretation - is one of the most important realisations. We can

therefore explore art through the variety of its motivations and uses, and attempt to discern

the diverse meanings found by its creator and the people who viewed it.

ART AND IDEOLOGICAL NARRATIVE

“Representation of the world, like the world itself, is the work of men;

they describe it from their own point of view, which they confuse with
absolute truth.”

(de Beauvoir, 1997, 175)

When we examine art from any period, it is necessary to consider the motivations

behind the construction of an image and its potential functions. One of the more powerful

influences on art is that of ideology. Wharton defines ideology not as “rigidly held,

extremist political views” that have become the media’s characterisation of ideology, but
rather as “habits of thought that naturalize idiosyncratic social practice and mask the

structures of authority which those social practices empower” (1995, xii). This definition is
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also a convenient one for our analysis of Roman art. Specifically, I shall be exploring the
type of representation which de Beauvoir implicates in her quote found above: the
representation of women and the ideological motivations and influences behind these
representations. These textual and visual representations can reveal the pattern of thought
and perceptions about women held by the dominant minority of the Roman male elite, and

the ways in which this sector of Roman society attempted to maintain the social structure

and influence social practice through these representations.

However, 1t is first essential to examine the general theory on representation and
ideology. In line with the notion of ideology defined above, Kampen views representation
as constructed upon a similar foundation: “The job of representation, if we can call it that,
is to reconfigure the world; in the process it may help to challenge or to reproduce social
arrangements in such way as to make institutions and practices seem completely natural, so
inevitable and universal that they couldn’t possibly need any help at all” (Kampen, 1997,
267). Therefore, both 1deology and representation may be used in inter-related ways by a
society and its members. They may be used to mark difference or conformity, hierarchies

and structural privilege, the ideals, values and concerns of a society and what it deprecates

and fears.

The most important realisation within the context of an analysis of representation

and ideology 1s that both of these aspects of society are frequently based upon ideals.

Whether the ideals are personal or related to the dominant values and concerns of a culture,

representation and ideology will not simply reflect to us the way in which a society functions
day by day, the ‘normal’ lives of its people, or the actual practice of gender roles. Rather,

the representation and its influencing ideology will present to us the ways people view
themselves and others, the ideals and values which are defined by the society as desirable,

and the various differences which are often rejected. At the same time, representation can be
used to challenge the dominant ideology and thus produce an ideology of its own. These
images do not reflect reality. Rather, they display an idealised vision of what is socially
acceptable and expected, but not necessarily what is actually put into practice throughout the

community on individual or wider levels (Kampen, 1996a, 17-18; Spencer-Wood, pers.

comm.). Some aspects of everyday life may be revealed from these images and ideological

categories, but a definitive picture of that everyday life will not be forthcoming due to the

Idealised character of the symbolic system and the ideological narratives which influence it.
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1.7 IMAGERY AND IDEOLOGY: FRAMEWORK FOR AN ANALYSIS OF
FEMALE REPRESENTATION IN ROMAN ART

I shall first define the parameters of this study, and then briefly outline the remainder
of my thesis. My study is intended as a broad overview of female representations in Roman
art, with comparative analysis of some male imagery and with special reference to the art of
Roman Britain and Gaul. The media considered are mostly confined to mosaics and
sculpture, though relevant and interesting examples from other media will also be taken into
account. The contexts from which the objects are derived are diverse. Most of the mosaics
are taken from private and domestic contexts; however, the sculpture comes from funerary,
commemorative, private and religious contexts. The majority of representations mentioned

in the text are illustrated in Volume 11, and their plate numbers are noted in bold type with
their descriptions. 1 have also attempted to draw upon pertinent textual references to

women. However, due to the focus of this thesis on visual imagery, I have generally relied
upon previous scholarship and secondary sources for my information on Roman women.

Where relevant 1 have utilised primary sources. It is important to realise that the ancient
texts cannot be seen to simply reflect the reality of women’s lives, and it is equally vital to

take into account the motivations of the author. Nonetheless, the texts can give us an insight

into Roman society’s perceptions of women which will consequently complement our

analysis of the use of visual images. Finally, I have also examined epigraphic evidence

where applicable to my argument.

My thesis ranges broadly across time and space. The analysis focuses on images
from the imperial period, mostly from the late 1st century BC through to the late 4th-middle

sth century AD. Obviously, changes in both the perception of women and their images
occurs within this time-frame. For example, we can observe the changing interpretation of

representations of Omphale and Hercules. The works of this subject from the early imperial
period have been interpreted as a symbolic reference to the controlling power of Cleopatra
over Mark Antony, while by the third century AD images of these two figures were viewed
more favourably. This could be due to the influence of Julia Domna as an empress from

Syria, but is also attributable to the myth’s positive associations withBacchic mysteries and
ritual (see Kampen, 1996¢c). However, while perceptions and the uses of art may change
over time, we can still use the art to establish the general ideological climate concerning

gender in Roman society. I am not attempting to construct a monolithic Interpretation of

female images throughout the Roman empire in both time and space. Rather, I am aiming to

24



explore the motivations and uses of these images within the negotiation of gender in the
Roman world, with reference to specific examples. Again, while the geographical context of
my thesis is focused on art from Britain and Gaul, I have found it beneficial to draw upon

examples from other areas of the empire where they are clearly illustrative of a point.

Chapter 2 outlines a general background of our knowledge about women in
antiquity. It examines various aspects of female life in Roman imperial society such as the
political and legal spheres, social and religious integration, roles and activities, and
ideological perceptions of women. This framework draws upon both primary and secondary

sources in order to gain an insight into female life during the Roman period.

Chapters 3-6 address themes which are based upon different theoretical approaches
to ideology and imagery. These four chapters will explore two general ideological facets in
the Roman construction of gender, especially femaleness. This ideological construction of
the female seems almost paradoxical as we explore two seemingly separate spheres of
representation - the equation of women with Otherness and with ideals. The third chapter
addresses the concept of female as Other. A general pattern in the representation of women

in Roman 1mperial art expresses an often valued differentiation between male and female.

One facet of the Roman gender ideologies categorised women as outside the perceived
‘norm’ of the dominant minority in Roman society i.e. the male citizen sphere. Women,
frequently perceived as outsiders, became a useful visual representation within the
construction of Otherness. Within this chapter, I shall first outline the theoretical framework

for this notion drawing upon contemporary literature and colonial discourses, followed by an

examination of the expression of Otherness in Greco-Roman textual evidence. This

theoretical framework can then be related to the visual language of the Roman imperial

period. I shall examine the use of images that imply this concept of Otherness within

different contexts, and explore the motivations and uses of these representations.

My fourth chapter will follow up the idea of female as Other with an investigation of

the relation of woman to nature and man to culture. I shall first examine the theoretical
analyses of the nature:culture dichotomy and also the attitudes of Greco-Roman society to
nature. A scrutiny of several motifs within art and myth which are implicitly related to
nature reveals that these images are frequently represented in female form. Within this

chapter, I shall analyse these motifs and their significance in Roman ideology, with special

emphasis on a variety of figures and scenes such as Medusa, the Seasons, Orpheus and hunt
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tableaux. The background to this chapter was explored earlier in my 1994 Masters

dissertation from Durham University.

The fifth chapter moves away from the construction of female as Other, and focuses

on the paradoxical relation of women with the abstract concepts of virtue and ideals within
Roman personification. An examination of Roman art reveals a trend where the visual
depiction of personifications is almost exclusively in the female form. I shall explore the
possible reasons for this phenomenon, along with an analysis of the Greco-Roman use of

allegory and personification within textual and visual imagery.

The sixth chapter continues the exploration of female images and i1deals through the
analysis of the Roman construction of ideal images in both textual and visual representations
of women. I shall explore the motivations behind the creation of these ideals, along with the

ways in which people may have challenged these images through a construction of

alternative ideals from those of the traditional social norms.
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Chapter 2
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Women in Roman Society:
Aspects of Political, Legal, and Social Life

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Several classical scholars have conducted extensive research on the political, legal
and social position of women in the Roman period (Pomeroy, 1975; Hallett, 1984;
Cantarella, 1987; Clark, 1989; Snyder, 1989; Vidén, 1993; Lefkowitz and Fant, 1992; Clark,
1993; Fantham et al., 1994; Kleiner and Matheson, 1996; Treggiari, 1996). The purpose of
this chapter is to establish a background summary of our knowledge of Roman women and
construct a broad picture of women’s lives and opportunities within the Roman empire.
While I will utilise some primary sources, I will draw particularly on the enormous amount

of secondary source material and previous research on women in Roman society . There are

obvious drawbacks with the evidence used to build our interpretations of ancient women,
and these problems will be addressed from the start. It becomes clear that we will never

fully comprehend the day-to-day reality of Roman women. However, our knowledge of the
social, legal and political climate within which Roman women and men moved and worked

can at least give us an idea of the possibilities open to them and the directions that their lives

might have taken.

2.2 THE NATURE OF OUR EVIDENCE

While some studies on women in antiquity have drawn on archaeological research

and material evidence, and more and more focus on art historical approaches, the majority of
our knowledge has been drawn from the literary sources of the period. There are several
problems inherent in the heavy reliance on textual evidence and its use to reconstruct Roman
women’s lives. Despite the problems of this literary evidence, it provides us with a fairly
clear idea of the political, legal and social environment that was promoted during the Roman

empire. Therefore, this chapter continues to use these literary sources, while acknowledging
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their fundamental biases and the probability that there was a distinction between the i1deals

created by Roman society and the actual practices of the people within it.

Textual sources have their own special problems which need to be recognised and
addressed. First, all texts were situated and created within a particular context and often
with a particular purpose. This contextual background will influence the mode of expression
and the content of the text, and thus must be acknowledged in our utilisation of literary
sources. However, Garnsey and Saller, in reference to a critique by Finley, reiterate that
written evidence “constitute{s] a random selection in both time and place, and...often lack|s]
a meaningful context” (1987, 46). In other words, we cannot always know the context in
which a text was written, nor be certain that what was written is either directly applicable to
a known context or more broadly applicable to other situations. We must also accept that
various motivations behind the written documents will influence their content and form, and
therefore, these texts will rarely present us with a complete or wholly accurate picture of the
Roman period or its people. As Levine notes, textual representation is not inevitably about
social reality, and any social realities which are consequently postulated from the literary

sources cannot be easily generalised for all sectors of Roman society (1991, xii).

It 1s also necessary to address the biases of the literary sources. In spite of the
extensive textual evidence from the Roman period, Clark points out that the evidence on
women themselves is scarce and often contains very little detail on their lives (1993, 2). The
information that does come down to us is frequently in the form of ‘discourses’ which
inform us of “the ways in which women’s lives were perceived, interpreted, and...regulated
in terms of leading ideas, priorities, assumptions and interests” (ibid., 2). The difficulty with
these textual discourses is that they are almost exclusively written by men, and therefore
give us an idea of how men perceived women and their lives rather than a direct testimony
from the women themselves. These works by male authors are often coloured by their
assumptions and prejudices about women. For instance, Snyder notes that Cicero’s
comments on Leontion, a female member of the Athenian Epicurean school, are hostile. He
remarks on the audacity of her daring to contradict another philosopher Theophrates in her
writings. Cicero labels her a prostitute and a woman, and thus her status and gender become
more important than the legitimacy of her arguments or her accomplishments in the

Epicurean school (Snyder, 1989, 103-104). While there are examples of women’s voices
from antiquity found in poetry, prose and epigraphy, their limited nature hinders a full and

critical reconstruction of the thoughts and lives of ancient women. Thus, we must use the
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textual evidence cautiously and accept that its focus has primarily been on men and their

perceptions of their world.

Another major bias is derived from the predominance of elite authors. They were

upper-class men, like Pliny the Younger, writing about upper-class lifestyles and concerns,

or men from other social situations who often wrote for that male elite audience and
therefore frequently articulated elite attitudes in their texts. As Shaw points out, “the vast
bulk of our literary texts, generated by the propertied upper classes of Roman society...tend
to stress their ideals and some of their actual behavior, at the expense of what was actually
happening in the society at large” (1991, 72). While some of these elite authors may have
written about other classes, their knowledge would inevitably be both limited and coloured
by their preconceived ideas. Epigraphic evidence, especially honorific inscriptions, will also
provide limited social evidence. Epigraphy is not a fully representative source for the

Roman population due to its prominent use by the upper and middle echelons of society and

the inevitable invisibility of those whose acts of self-commemoration were restricted by

poverty (Garnsey & Saller, 1987, 108).

We have the additional difficulty that most of our textual evidence either originates

from the Mediterranean core of the empire or is written in reference to it, with a special
focus on Rome itself. Direct references and details about the differing social situations
possible in the provinces are scarce, and thus speculation on the position of provincial
women is made more complicated. While we can infer the general cultural environment
from the Mediterranean evidence, we must recognise that comprehensive knowledge of
provincial society is impossible with the limited evidence at our disposal. Roman law and
ideology could be influential to varying degrees in the provinces. However, the Roman legal
codes were not universally or structurally imposed upon the different sectors of the empire.
Native traditions would also affect the legal and social position of provincial women, and the
cosmopolitan nature of the provinces means that influences from outside the Roman world
might also have affected the cultural climate (Allason-Jones, 1989, 8-9). Tacitus’ Germania
records some of the native Germanic traditions which he perceived as different from those
of Roman society. He notes that marriage for both men and women took place at a later age

than that of Roman elites, and the German couple were frequently closer to each other in

age. Also, the ideal of the female univara was more strictly adhered to within German

society (Tacitus, Germania, 19-20). These types of different native traditions must have had

some relevance to the resulting provincial social and legal climate.
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While the biases inherent in the ancient evidence complicate our interpretations of
ancient women, it is modern scholarly bias that is more insidious. Too often our present
political and social environment, along with our preconceptions, have influenced our
interpretations of ancient women and society. This can be observed in the past focus on men
as the social actors in the classical period, and in the priority given to male activities and
products in our reconstructions of the Roman world (Clark, 1989, 1). However, what is
even more disturbing 1s the way in which current preconceptions and stereotypes colour

interpretations of ancient women, and are validated in the name of academic research. One

example of this trend can be found in a simple and mostly unquestioned assumption
elucidated by Kraemer in her study on the possibility of women’s authorship of Judaeo-
Christian literature during the Greco-Roman period. She notes that a great deal of early
Judaeo-Christian literature is anonymous or pseudoanonymous, but has almost exclusively
been assumed to be male authored, despite women’s extensive participation in the early
Church. Kraemer goes on to ask why male authorship can be supposed with limited or no

evidence, and female authorship is presumed as improbable, and therefore must be explicitly

proven (1991, 221; 242).

The problems of ancient textual evidence and modern scholarship on women thus
becomes obvious. However, the outlook is not entirely bleak. The information which we
can glean from texts about the social, legal and political environment of the Roman empire
can still be useful in our examination of women’s lives. We can gain a generalised notion of
the ideals of Roman life advocated throughout Roman society and the political and social
ideology under which women functioned. Through inscriptions, letters and funerary
epitaphs we can gain insights into individual lives and concerns. Finally, we can augment
the literary evidence with visual imagery and material evidence. Therefore, the remainder of

this chapter will attempt to reconstruct a general picture of the social context for Roman

women, while acknowledging the limitations and biases of the sources used.
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2.3 POLITICAL AND LEGAL LIFE

POLITICAL LIFE

As has been observed before, the official political structure of the Roman empire
excluded different sectors of Roman society, including women, who did not play a formal
role in 1ts workings. The formal power in Roman society was held and controlled by elite
citizen men. This was a complex power system and the prohibition of the participation of

‘outsiders’ such as women was acknowledged and recorded within the literary sources

(Kampen, 1996a, 14, see section 1.4). Women could not vote, hold military command or
any form of elected civic office, including magistracies and judicial posts (Treggiari, 1996,
118; Savunen, 1995, 195). However, this is not to say that women did not participate in the
political process and public life. Savunen notes that women could take part in preliminary
public meetings called contiones, where presumably their views could be expressed. Also,
as is abundantly evident from Pompeii, women often considered themselves an active
element in the election of certain candidates. This was exhibited through programmata
which must have formed an effective part of a candidate’s campaign (Savunen, 1995, 195:
202). For example, a first century AD programmata painted on the side of Caprasia’s wine

shop states: “Caprasia along with Nymphius - her neighbours too - ask you to vote for

Aulus Vettius Firmus for the aedileship; he is worthy of the office” (CIL, 4.171: Lefkowitz
& Fant, 1982, 213). Finally, unlike Athenian women, Roman women were considered

citizens, and as such could pass on their citizen status to both legitimate and illegitimate

children and freed slaves (Treggiari, 1996, 118).

While ancient literature records that women could not hold civic office, we do have
inscriptions honouring Eastern female office-holders and magistrates with titles such as
stephanephorus or strategos. Though the amount of power they held is debatable, these
inscriptions 1lluminate the possibility of female public participation, influence and power
through the workings of honour, patronage, status and wealth (Fantham et al., 1994, 361-
362). Van Bremen points out that from the Hellenistic period through to the Roman era,
women Increasingly held civic titles and liturgies, and were public benefactors in the Greek
East. Their participation in the community through public munificence was rewarded, like
the men, with the titles of public office, priesthoods, and honorific inscriptions (Van
Bremen, 1993, 225). For instance, during the first century AD, Claudia Metrodora twice held

the office of stephanephoria. This position was the highest civic title or office, and all
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inscriptions and laws were dated from the individual who held the title in a particular year.
She was also recorded as a great benefactor of Chios with contributions to the gymnasium
and public baths. Her influence in the community was also reflected in her representation of

Chios in the league of Ionian cities. Finally, she held the gymnasiachia four times. All of

these positions were political offices (C. Lagos, pers. comm.).

Scholarship on women holding civic titles has frequently emphasised that these

positions were strictly honorary, and that the real power was delegated to the woman’s
husband or other male official. Researchers have stressed that these positions were

bestowed simply due to the woman’s wealth, and therefore, were not really significant.
Unfortunately, there is very little tangible evidence of whether or not these titles were more
than honorary or held any real authority, for men or women (Marshall, 1975, 125;
MacMullen, 1980, 215). What is disturbing is that when presented with a woman bearing a
magistrate’s title, many scholars search for and accept any other explanation for her
presence within the public realm except the simplest one: that she held that position and
exercised its authority. We can acknowledge that women were officially prohibited from
these positions in the literature, and that if these civic titles expressed real positions of

power, than female magistrates were a great deal less common than male magistrates. It is

also true that women inevitably received these civic titles through their wealth, family
connections and community munificence. However, those were also the male routes to
authority and power. Until we have definitive evidence to the contrary, we must at least

entertain the possibility that women could have functioned within the public realm and
exercised influence for a probable variety of reasons: growing wealth, the need of the cities
for public munificence from both elite men and women, intercity competition for status

allowing women a route to public roles or the example of the public roles of imperial women
(Van Bremen, 1993; Boatwright, 1991, 260-261). Thus, examples like Plancia Magna (Ch.
1), Claudia Metrodora and other elite women illustrate that women could wield a high

degree of influence in their communities and that the interpretation of women and power or

authority is not as straightforward as has been assumed.

I have found no evidence of women bearing civic titles of this sort from the Roman

West (Nicols, 1989, 117-118). However, a lack of evidence does not mean that women
could not be found in positions of authority in the western empire. Though no civic titles
are known, women as municipal patrons existed in North Africa and central Italy. Despite

the small sample of 21 examples of female municipal patrons, the language of the

Inscriptions which record their patronage does not imply that women patrons were unusual
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(ibid., 120-122). Nicols further notes that after a person was co-opted as patron of a
community, he/she would also become an honorary member of the town council (ibid., 118).
Though it might not signify formal patronage, an example of a female patron is also known
from Gaul. An inscription to Antistia Pia Quintilla honours her as an ‘excellent patron’ of
Saint-Paul-Trois-Chateau (Goudineau, 1979). Women were also seen as patrons of collegia,
the trade and religious associations (Nicols, 1989, 126; Fantham et al., 1994, 366; see Ch. 6).
Finally, we might regard Cartimandua, the Romano-British client queen of the Brigantes

during the first century AD, as an example of a woman wielding a great deal of power and

authority over her community and in her negotiations with the Romans (see Braund, 1996).

THE NATURE OF THE LEGAL EVIDENCE

Before addressing the legalities that affected women in Roman society, it is
important to briefly outline the nature of the legal evidence itself. Again, the problem with

the legal sphere is that the majority of our data is derived from Mediterranean sources,
especially those which refer to Rome itself. Allason-Jones points out that each province

would have had its own variation of the legal code which combined elements of both Roman

Jaw and native social and legal traditions. Therefore, legal codes throughout the empire
would not have been consistent, but would have been defined by provincial, regional and

even local interpretations of the law (Allason-Jones, 1989, 8-9; 15). At the same time, our
knowledge of provincial law codes 1s rather unbalanced, with some areas like Egypt fairly

well-documented and very little evidence deriving from Britain. There is also the problem

that the legal codes were frequently aimed at the aristocratic classes, and it is difficult to
estimate how extensive an effect they had on other social groups. Also, the legal tenets were
argued and created by men about how women should be treated within the legal system

(Clark, 1993, 7). Millar further notes that it is undeniable that “just as the social and cultural

values of ancient society meant that the intricate pattern of relations between the emperor

and his subjects...affected only the more civilized areas, so these same values meant that the
social range of these contacts was generally limited to the upper classes” (1977, 10-11).

Exceptions might be found where small villages petitioned the emperor for a legal decision
or he was approached by a member of the lower classes during a mass entertainment (ibid.,

10-11). However, in general, upper-class concerns tend to dominate.

Much of the legal system was dependent on the emperor. Millar states that “a very
large proportion of his [the emperor’s] contacts with his subjects fell into a pattern which

may be called ‘petition-and-response’. This will cover not merely the interminable
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embassies from cities..., but also the vast mass of imperial rescripts which we know from the
Codex of Justinian and the legal writings collection in the Digest” (1977, 6). Thus, legal
verdicts were frequently 1n response to petitions from individuals and groups or cases and

disputes brought before the emperor himself (ibid., 7). The emperor was expected to listen to
petitions or /ibelli from his Roman subjects and answer them through “verbal or written

pronouncements which were themselves effective and legal acts” (ibid., 11). Emperors
might also issue imperial edicts which presented general rules on a variety of subjects i.e. the
Augustan edict of AD 8 which addressed the torture of slaves in gaining evidence (ibid. 252-
253). Finally, much of our knowledge of later Roman law comes from the Theodosian and
Justinian Codes of the fifth and sixth centuries respectively. These law codes presented the
legal tenets 1n the form of the emperor speaking directly to his people and were assumed as

applicable throughout the empire. Again, laws were often established in response to a
specific occurrence or problem, and were frequently more indicative of common

expectations. Therefore, in general, it seems that many legal decisions and tenets were more

reactive than proactive during the Roman imperial period. However, it is difficult to know
how familiar people were with the various laws or if they were either strictly administered or

followed (Clark, 1993, 6-11; Garnsey and Saller, 1987, 127).

Finally, flexibility in some legal matters is implied in Pliny’s letter to Statius Sabinus

which describes a case when the letter of the law was not strictly followed. Within Sabina’s

will, she had written of a legacy to be given to her slave Modestus and ordered his
manumission. However, since she had not directly instructed her heirs, Pliny and Statius
Sabinus, to set Modestus free, the legal experts said he should neither be set free nor receive
the legacy. Pliny writes that they should follow the spirit of the will rather than the law, and

fulfill Sabina’s intentions (IV.10). It becomes apparent that while the law codes may not
have been absolutely definitive nor strictly followed throughout the Roman empire, we can

at least glean a general idea of the legal ideology that surrounded people’s lives.

FAMILY AND MARRIAGE

Again, it must be understood that the majority of our evidence on the family and
marriage 1s elite-oriented. The legal codes and anecdotal evidence on these issues were
frequently aimed at the aristocratic classes, and it is hard to tell how many of the legalities
and ideals concerning marriage and family were embraced and adhered to by the lower
classes. However, we can at least gain a broad overview of the legal and moral climate

surrounding the Roman family and marriage. In theory, the male head of the family, the
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father, had the power of manus: the complete power over his wife and descendants
(Cantarella, 1987, 113). Augustine described the power of paterfamilias as the paternal
authority over the entire household - wife, children and slaves - and the father’s dominance
was viewed as the route to an assurance of familial and household harmony (Shaw, 1987,
11). This ideal of the father’s complete control over his family and household is also
expressed in the early legislation favouring male children over female children. Early
Roman law obliged the father to acknowledge and raise all sons and his first-born daughter,
but he had no legal responsibility to raise any further daughters (Kleiner & Matheson, 1996,
141; Cantarella, 1987, 115-116). It 1s hard to gauge whether this discrepancy in treatment

between male and female children was widely practiced, or its method of application. For
instance, the question of exposure is a difficult one. While it is mentioned in the literature
and foundlings were an unquestioned circumstance, there is no real way of knowing if
female children were exposed more often than male ones or if female infanticide was a
serious problem. At the same time, Hallett’s postulation of the importance of daughters to
fathers implies an often strong bond of affection between the two (1984). This theory makes

it more difficult to simply assume that fathers took the responsibility of raising daughters

less seriously.

By the end of the Republican period, however, patria potestas or paternal power
was diminishing. Previously, women had been considered as under legal guardianship
throughout their lives. On marriage, the woman would either pass into the guardianship of
her husband or remain within her father’s power, or if her father was dead, under the power
of a guardian of his choice (Treggiari, 1996, 118-119). However, by the late Republic, a
woman had the option of replacing her appointed guardian with one of her own choice, thus

effectively allowing her more freedom and autonomy. Augustus created what he hoped
would be an incentive for procreation by rewarding independence from guardianship to free
women who produced three children and freed women bearing four children. By the time
of Claudius, the legitimate guardianship of free women was essentially discontinued, while
freed women remained under the guardianship of their former masters. With Constantine,
guardianship of women was effectively ended (Cantarella, 1987, 122-123; 139). The
reasoning behind guardianship during the Roman period was expressed by Ulpian in the
third century AD:  “Guardians are appointed for males as well as for females, but only for
males under puberty, on account of their infirmity of age; for females, however, both under

and over puberty, on account of the weakness of their sex as well as their ignorance of

business matters” (Ulpian, Rules 11.1; from Lefkowitz and Fant, 1982, 193). However, the
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distinction between the 1deal of guardianship and the reality is found in a statement by Gaius,

a jurist of the second century AD:

“But hardly any argument seems to exist in favour of women of full
age being in tutela. That which is commonly accepted, namely that
they are very liable to be deceived owing to their instability of
judgment and that therefore in fairness they should be governed by
the auctoritas of tutors, seems more specious than true. For women
of full age conduct their own affairs, the interposition of their tutor’s
auctoritas In certain cases being a mere matter of form; indeed, often

a tutor 1s compelled by the praetor to give aucroritas even against his
will.”

(Institutes of Gaius, 1.190)

Thus, within the system of Roman guardianship a division often existed between the ideal

expressed in lJaw and i1deology and its actual practice in day-to-day life.

A differentiation in age of marriage is also evident between men and women.
Within elite families, a woman might marry in her early to late teens, while their prospective
bride-grooms would often be in their early twenties or a great deal older (Parkin, 1992, 124-
125; Treggiari, 1996, 118). For example, in traditional upper-class pattern, Augustine was

set to marry a twelve-year old girl at the age of thirty-two (Shaw, 1987, 34). Many of these

marriages would have been arranged, and commonly involved a political or economic
alliance between two elite families. Marriage within the other classes probably took place
with more comparable maturity with the average age for women in the late teens to early
twenties and for men in the mid to late twenties (Parkin, 1992, 124-125). However, it must

be noted that these ages are simply generalities, and there would have inevitably been a great
deal of diversity In the character of the marriage and its motivations. Williams notes that for

a marriage to be considered valid, all that was necessary was the consent of the two partners;
no formal ceremony was required though one frequently occurred. Also, despite the

different reasons for a marriage, epitaphs seem to indicate that the bond between spouses

often became one of affection and of a more equal basis than might be indicated from the
seemingly mercenary motivations for marital alliance (Williams, 1996, 137). For instance,

a third century AD epitaph from Rome honours a wife with eloquence and seeming

sincerity:

“Sacred to the gods of the dead. To Urbana my sweetest, chastest and

rarest wife. Surely no one more distinguished ever existed. She
deserved honour also for this reason, that she lived every day of her

life \h.fith me wjth the greatest kindness and the greatest simplicity,
both in her conjugal love and the industry typical of her character. I
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added this so that those who read may understand how much we

loved one another. Paternus set this up in honour of his deserving
wife.”

(CIL, 6.29580; from Lefkowitz & Fant, 1992, 20)

Augustus’ desire to increase morality and create progeny for the state resulted in his

marriage laws of the late first century BC. These laws ‘encouraged’ men between the ages

of 25 and 60 and women between the ages of 25 and 50 to marry or remarry through a

system of advantages given to the married state and disadvantages for those that remained

unmarried (Cantarella, 1987, 122). Cassius Dio refers to this system of reward and

punishment in his Roman History: “He [Augustus] laid heavier assessments upon the

unmarried men and upon the women without husbands, and on the other hand offered prizes

for marriage and the begetting of children. And since among the nobility there were far
more males than females, he allowed all who wished, except senators, to marry freedwomen,

and ordered that their offspring should be held legitimate™ (54.16.1-2). This law contrasts

with the contemporary i1deal of the univara - a woman who had known only one man during
her life.

On the arrangement of a marriage, a dowry was promised. According to the early

ius civile, the husband acquired the wife’s dowry on their marriage. However, by the late
Republic and Augustan period, the husband’s power over the dowry was limited as the wife

was given primary control over it. This change meant that the woman was somewhat
protected from her husband’s control and also provided her with a measure of independence.
If the marriage eventually ended, the wife was entitled to take her dowry with her, although
if the divorce was due to the wife’s adultery, the husband was sanctioned a portion of it

(Cantarella, 1987, 138; Clark, 1993, 16-17). The wife was not similarly compensated for her
husband’s infidelity. Indeed, while mutual consent in divorce was allowed, the grounds for

one person to divorce the other existed within a legal double-standard. This difference in

treatment between men and women is well-illustrated in Constantine’s divorce law of AD
331:

“It 1s Our pleasure that no woman, on account of her own depraved
destres, shall be permitted to send a notice of divorce to her husband

on trumped up grounds, as, for instance, that he is a drunkard or a
gambler or a philanderer, nor indeed shall a husband be permitted to
divorce his wife on every sort of pretext. But when a woman sends a
notice of divorce, the following criminal charges only shall be
investigated, that is, if she should prove that her husband is a
homicide, a sorcerer, or a destroyer of tombs, so that the wife may
thus earn commendation and at length recover her entire dowry. For
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if she should send a notice of divorce to her husband on grounds other
than these three criminal charges, she must leave everything, even to
her last hairpin, 1n her husband’s home, and as punishment for her
supreme self confidence, she shall be deported to an island. In the
case of the man also, if he should send a notice of divorce, inquiry

shall be made as to the following three criminal charges, namely, if he
wishes to divorce an adulteress, a sorceress, or a procuress...”

(Theodosian Code, 3.16.1)

The reasons for divorce were enlarged under later Roman law. Thus, a man could divorce a
woman simply due to his assertion of her frivolous character and if she went to a theatre,

circus or arena without his consent. At the same time, a woman could now divorce her

husband for blatant infidelity and marital violence (Clark, 1993, 23-24).

Adultery was heavily condemned in women, not necessarily due to the breach in
marital loyalty, but because i1t cast doubt on the legitimacy of the father’s children. At the
same time, infidelity by husbands seems to have often been both accepted and ignored as a
problem (Clark, 1993, 28). Augustus changed the way in which adultery was dealt with by
the creation of his family morality laws in the late first century BC. Whereas previously

adultery had been addressed within the family, it was now treated in the legal sphere through

the formation of permanent courts to deal with the accusation. A woman who committed

adultery could be punished at the request not only of her husband or family, but of any

person who chose to accuse her. The husband was now expected to declare her guilt in

public even if that was not his wish (Cantarella, 1987, 123; D. Cohen, 1991, 110). Pliny
records an adultery case where the husband was obliged to condemn the wife. The husband,

a military tribune, had wanted the centurion lover of his wife punished, while sparing his
wife. The centurion was duly banished and the wife found guilty. Despite the husband’s

continuing affection and professed support, she lost one-half of her dowry, one-third of her
property, and was banished to an island under the Julian law (Pliny, VI.xxxi). The

punishment for a woman’s adultery could exceed banishment. During the Augustan period,

it was illegal for a husband to kill his adulterous wife, but a father was allowed to kill his

daughter 1f he caught her in her infidelity (Cantarella, 1987, 123). By the third century AD,

Paulus decreed that it has been decided that a husband who kills his wife when caught with
an adulterer, should be punished more leniently, for the reason that he committed the act

through impatience caused by just suffering (Paulus, Opinions 2.26.1-17; from Lefkowitz
and Fant, 1982, 182).
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Abortion was also decisively censured. This was not due to any concern for the
rights of the foetus, but rather to protect the father’s interests. Abortion was viewed as an
example of dishonesty in a woman. It was postulated that she might have an abortion to hide
the evidence of an illicit union or even to preserve her figure. The right to life and death
over a child was that of the man alone, and abortion was therefore viewed harshly as a
possible example of the woman going against her husband’s wishes (Cantarella, 1987, 149).
This attitude towards abortion thus led to the custody of the womb being given to the
husband in the second century AD, and by the third century AD, abortion was also made into
a public crime rather than a family affair (1bid., 149; 165).

Throughout this section on family and marriage, 1 have made several references to

the Augustan morality laws - aimed at marriage, procreation and adultery. It will be useful
to briefly consider the perceptions and attitudes which are indicated by these laws. The
legislative purpose behind such laws has been interpreted in various ways: an effort to
preserve female chastity; a response to the perceived familial moral degeneration, especially
in the aristocratic families; or a form of state planning (D. Cohen, 1991, 123). D. Cohen
further connects these laws with the traditional sexual i1deology of many Mediterranean
regions that associated female sexual purity or lack thereof with male honour or shame. This
could lead to a desire by men to control and restrict female sexuality (ibid., 112-113). While
the Augustan laws were viewed as ‘family morality’ laws, many of their tenets seem to be
aimed primarily at women. In his examination of Livy’s story of the rape of Lucretia and

her subsequent suicide, Williams connects the use of the myth with contemporary Augustan

legal changes.

“This idea that i1f Lucretia continued to live after submitting to rape,
her behavior would provide a precedent for women inclined to sexual

misconduct, forms the climax to Livy’s shaping of the narrative, and
it 1s clearly composed against the background of Augustus’s attempts

in the 20s to pass penal legislation against adultery. The whole
emphasis of that legislation, when it was finally passed in 18 BC, was

on the female propensity to adultery, as if controlling female sexuality

was the essential key to moral reform. The double standard is very
evident here.”

(Williams, 1996, 129)

Therefore, we can view the Augustan legislation as influenced by the traditional male

perception of female sexuality, and its desire to control social morality through restrictions

on Roman women. Interestingly, the jurist Ulpian later made an observation which is

perhaps obvious to the modern scholar, though it did not seem to make a great impact on the
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ancient perception of familial morality. He commented that “it is very unjust for a husband

to require from a wife a level of morality that he does not himself achieve” (Ulpian,Digest

48.5.14 (13).5; from Pomeroy, 1975, 159).

THE LEGISLATIVE CLIMATE: FURTHER ASPECTS
CONCERNING WOMEN

Women were not disadvantaged in the realms of inheritance. They could inherit
equally with other male members of their family (Treggiari, 1996, 118-119). Tombstones
throughout the empire attest to women as heirs. For instance, a third century AD tombstone
from Chester declares: “To the departed spirits, Titinius Felix, beneficiarius of the legate of
the Twentieth Legion Valeria Victrix, served 22(?) years, lived 45 years. His wife and
heiress, Julia Similia, [set this up]” (RIB 505). Despite the early emphasis on guardianship,

women could also own, buy and dispose of property or land at their discretion (Treggiari,
1996, 119). Two letters of Pliny illustrate this point. The first explains that Pliny had sold
land to Corellia for 700,000 sesterces because he had known she was interested in owning
property around Lake Como. The second is a later letter to Corellia after she has offered to
pay him the real price of 900,000 sesterces for the land. Pliny responds that he has given her
the better and lower price out of friendship (VII.11; VIL.14). Several papyri from the early

third century AD refer to Claudia Isidora and her business dealings within Oxyrhynchus,

Egypt, including a sub-lease agreement by a tenant on a building she owned and also the

leasing of some of her land (Kleiner & Matheson, 1996, 95).

Treggiari points out that in theory women had restricted access to the law courts - it
was not viewed within the i1deology as an appropriate place for a woman (1996, 118). In

fact, until recently very little research has been done on women in the legislative sphere due
to their assumed exclusion from it. However, both MacMullen (1986) and Marshall (1989)
note the presence of women in the legal domain. Marshall notes that from AD 117-304,
approximately one-fifth of the imperial responsa from the Codex Justinianus were
addressed to women. He also points out that most of these women were sui iuris Roman
citizens who were living in the provinces and were derived from a range of social classes.
Primarily related to property and family legal matters, some also refer to personal status,
guardianship, business, religious, public and criminal issues. Marshall identifies many of
these claims as libelli, where the person was asking for legal advice which did not

automatically lead to a trial. At the same time, women could also be witnesses at trials and
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were treated equally with men in this role (Marshall, 1989, 48-51). Valerius Maximus,

writing during the first century AD, describes one early adept female litigant:

“Amasia Sentia, a defendant, pled her case before a great crowd of
people and Lucius Titius, the praetor who presided over the court.
She pursued every aspect of her defense diligently and boldly and
was acquitted, almost unanimously, in a single hearing. Because she

bore a man’s spirit under the appearance of a woman, they called her
Androgyne”

(Valerius Maximus 8.3; from Lefkowitz & Fant, 1982, 206)

Finally, legal tenets addressed the situation where women followed their husbands to
the provinces. In AD 24, new legislation made Roman governors accountable for their
wives’ behaviour while on duty, and inevitably any misdemeanors were focused on by
ancient authors. Women were viewed as a possible source of influence, be 1t good or bad.

Several activities, however, were viewed with disfavour, such as female interference with

military discipline, adultery, and the acceptance of favours that could be perceived as bribery
from client-princes or other foreign officials (Marshall, 1975, 120-122). An example is

found in Sosia Galla, who was exiled in AD 24. She was a co-defendant with her husband in

a case charging them with maiestas or high treason (Marshall, 1996, 20). However, by the
end of Tiberius’ reign, the governor’s wife had a recognised and useful role within the

provincial hierarchy where she could act as a hostess, liaison or partner on official visits

(Allason-Jones, 1989, 52).

2.4 FEMALE CULTURAL AND SOCIAL LIFE: ASPECTS OF
EDUCATION AND RELIGION

OPPORTUNITIES AND INFLUENCE IN EDUCATION

Additional factors in the cultural and social spheres had an impact on female life.
Firstly, the question of female education should be addressed. In general, girls were mostly

educated within the household. At least within the elite families, female education was

deemed acceptable, and at times, may have been carried beyond the clementary level

(Kleiner and Matheson, 1996, 141; Kraemer, 1991, 229). As Kraemer suggests, the early

marriage age of aristocratic girls would frequently restrict the opportunity for advanced
education, unless the opportunity for further study presented itself within her married life

(1991, 229).  Despite more limited opportunities, there were highly educated women
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throughout Roman society. For instance, Hypatia, a fifth century AD Alexandrian woman,

was educated at the museum in Alexandria and noted as an astronomer, mathematician and
philosopher. One of her pupils was Synesios of Cyrene, later bishop of Ptolemais in Libya
(Snyder, 1989, 113-115). Within Roman ideology, literacy was perceived and presented as a
virtue, as can be seen In a portrait of a young woman and her husband from Pompeii (1).
This painted panel represents the woman holding a stylus and tablets, frequent motifs on
funerary reliefs, while her husband holds a scroll. Several well-known aristocratic women
such as the two Sulpicias - both of whom were poets - and Julia Domna organised and were
members of literary salons (Pomeroy, 1975, 174). It is assumed that literacy was an
accomplishment that was held only by a minority of women. However, it is difficult to
know how widely literacy was spread among the female population with the limited
references to Roman female literacy and female writing. Dyson notes that “...women in
towns were involved in a variety of commercial and semi-commercial activities that required
a minimum of reading, writing and mathematical skills” (1992, 192). Nevertheless, we can

assume that within the realms of literacy, it was the rural poor who were at the largest
disadvantage (1ibid., 192).

Secondly, a brief word should be said about women’s roles in male education.
Within the elite family, a son was often educated either by the mother or through her
supervision, until he passed puberty. Then, his studies were usually directed by his father,
along with the aid of male slaves and teachers. Nevertheless, the mother still played an
active role as a counselor to her son and held a great deal of influence. This arrangement is
referred to in Tacitus’ commentary on his father-in-law, Agricola: “Agricola’s mother was
Julia Procilla, a paragon of feminine virtue. Brought up under her tender care, he passed his

boyhood and youth in the cultivation of all the liberal arts” (Agricola, 4). There is further

allusion to her later influence as she directed Agricola away from a focus on philosophy and
into the civic and political life (ibid., 4).

FEMALE RELIGIOUS LIFE: PARTICIPATION AND
PROSCRIPTION

Another significant facet of Roman cultural life was that of religion. Religion
played an important part in women’s lives in two ways. Firstly, it can be seen as integral in
the Roman construction of gender. Cult practice and belief often interacted with legal and
social ideals to define the female role, nature and position within Roman society (Sawyer,

1996, 117). Many pagan Roman cults were aimed at women and their traditional role in
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Roman society. “Among the numerous cults developed by the Romans to enlist divine aid
for practical purposes were those designed to uphold ideals of female conduct. The Roman
genius for organization 1s reflected in the categorizing of women and their desirable
qualities, and in the creation of cults appropriate to the categories” (Pomeroy, 1975, 206).
For example, several of these early cults were linked to the goddess Fortuna. The general
nature of Fortuna related to fortune and fertility, especially the traditional emphasis on
female fecundity. However, different manifestations related to various aspects of female
life. Fortuna Virginalis was the patron of young girls as they were coming of age. Fortuna
Primigenia was symbolic for mothers and the act of childbirth, though men also found
relevance in this cult due to its emphasis on fortune and virility. The cult of Fortuna
Muliebris or Womanly Fortune was restricted to respectable univarae - women who had
known only one man in their life. The celebration of Fortuna Virilis or sexual fortune, held
in the male public baths, was probably a ceremony for the less respectable women in Roman

society, though Ovid mentions that all Roman women (plebeian?) attended the festivities

(Pomeroy, 1975, 206-08; Kraemer, 1992, 55-58; Fantham et al., 1994, 232).

Two early cults emphasising female chastity were also established. Patrician
Chastity or Pudicitia Patricia and Plebeian Chastity were worshipped by univarae from the

aristocratic and lower social orders respectively. The two aspects of the cult of female
chastity imply that traditional female virtues found in Roman ideological discourses were
thought appropriate for both the elite and lower classes, though the extent to which these
virtues were actually adhered to within Roman society is another question entirely
(Pomeroy, 1975, 206-208). Another interesting religious celebration aimed at women was

that of the cult of Venus, Changer of Hearts (towards virtue) or Verticordia. Valerius

Maximus notes that this cult functioned in the turning of women away from promiscuity and
towards chastity and marital fidelity (Kraemer, 1992, 57). While the majority of these cults
and their ceremonies were introduced before the imperial period, much of our sources on
these cults date from the Empire, such as Ovid, Livy and Juvenal. It seems that the
motivation behind these cults was often linked to the desire to define appropriate and ideal
behaviour within Roman society. For instance, as Kraemer states: “Augustus...was not
above using religious cults to reinforce his beliefs about the centrality of childbearing,
chastity, and familial bonds for the good of the empire” (ibid., 59). It is thus thought-

provoking to question how extensive these cults can be used for evidence of female piety

rather than as an aspect of the imperial propaganda on religious and social issues (ibid., 55).
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Religion also provided women with the chance to participate in important state
religious functions and celebrations, and attain priesthoods within different cults. Various
religious dates in the Roman calendar enabled women to take part in ceremonies and
celebrations. For instance, the Matralia on June 11, the feast of Mater Matuta, allowed
respectable matrons and univarae to participate in the worship and rituals. As was seen

above, several of the cults were restricted to certain members of female society, depending

on such factors as rank or marital status (Pomeroy, 1975, 207-208).

The two cults where women played highly important and official roles were that of
Vesta and Ceres. The goddess Vesta, was represented by the hearth and flame and linked to
the “continuity of both family and community”, which therefore made her worship integral
to the preservation of Roman society (Pomeroy, 1975, 210). Six Vestal Virgins, of varying
ages and with thirty-year terms of office, were in charge of the cult, tending the hearth and
attending to various agricultural and fertility rites. Their chastity was a significant aspect of
their priesthood and linked to the fortunes of the Roman state. Therefore, if they committed
any kind of sexual act, they could be buried alive in punishment (ibid., 210-211; Sawyer,
1996, 70). Pomeroy notes that “the prosecution of the Vestals is a specific example of the

firmly established principle of Greek and Roman thought connecting the virtue of women

and the welfare of the state” (1975, 211). Though there might be many regulations on their
lives and responsibilities, the Vestal priesthood also provided these women with various
privileges and relative independence. Vestal Virgins were automatically free from the
traditional power of the paterfamilias, were provided with special seats on the imperial
podium at the theatre and games, were preceded in the streets by a lictor who cleared the

way for their progress, and could make wills disposing of their property and wealth as they

saw fit (1bid., 213-24). Kraemer refers to Beard’s notion that the Vestals® sacredness was

derived from the ambiguity of their identity which was defined by the virginity of a maiden,

the association with fertility of a matron and many of the rights and privileges attributed to

the Roman male citizen (Kraemer, 1992, 83).

The cult of Ceres emphasised the desire for and celebration of agricultural and
human fertility, marriage and procreation. While official priests presided over this cult, the
later assimilation of Ceres with the Greek Demeter led to the participation of priestesses.
These women were the only other female priestesses in an official position within a state cult
(Pomeroy, 1975, 214-16). For instance, Eumachia, a woman of high standing in Pompeii,

was a sacerdos of Ceres (Dyson, 1992, 208). Despite the official positions of women within
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the Demeter cult, elements of the celebration of this myth underline the acceptable female
roles in Roman society. Sawyer postulates that the story of Persephone’s separation from
her mother and the requirement that she stay with the god of the underworld for part of the
year confirms the societal values surrounding marriage. A young girl’s separation from her

family and transformation through marriage is reflected in the myth and rituals related to this

cult (Sawyer, 1996, 61).

The worship of Isis was open to all types of people in Roman society - with no
restrictions based on class, age or gender. It has been postulated that her all-powerful and
highly sympathetic aspect, with an emphasis on equality and salvation, may have appealed to
the more disenfranchised and often lower status members of Roman society, although
worshippers from the upper-classes were also found within her ranks (Pomeroy, 1975, 223-
225). Its significance to women has also been noted. The cult of Isis seems to have had two
emphases relevant to Roman women: it may have served as an acknowledgment of the
“increased autonomy and approval for women” initiated in the Hellenistic period; and “the

model of Isis...[was] not only reflective of women’s experience and perspective, it also

presents a program for the ideal woman that was not merely descriptive, but prescriptive”
(Kraemer, 1992, 76-77). At the same time, active female participation was allowed in the

Isiac ceremonies, and women might hold the position of basket-bearer or priestess (ibid.,

74). Thus, many pagan cults and their surrounding rituals defined the traditional virtues and

desirable qualities of Roman women. These emphases often placed ideological limitations
on the ‘acceptable’ life open to women, while also re-iterating the hierarchical structure
central to Roman society. However, the pagan cults also provided women with the

opportunity to be integral participants within the religious celebrations and a chance to attain

power through their formal position in the religious hierarchy.

Though much of our evidence for female religious participation is from the
Mediterranean core of the empire, there are several examples of priestesses from the
provinces. For example, a sarcophagus, dedicated to Iulia Tyrrama, from Saint-Honorat in
Gaul has been interpreted as being that of a priestess of Cybele. The funerary relief depicts
various musical instruments such as a lyre and water-organ. A tree and lion , possibly

attributes of the cult of Cybele, are also sculpted on one side of the sarcophagus (2a & 2b).

Another priestess appears on a funerary relief found near Arles. The main panel of the tomb
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12.708; 3). A funerary relief from Nimes bears portraits of and an inscription to a flaminica
Augustalis, Licina Flavilla, and a legionary tribune. She was probably a freed slave and
priestess of the cult of Augustus (CIL 12.3175; 4). Finally, an example is also found in
Roman Britain. A third century AD altar from Corbridge, decorated with the images of a

knife, wreath and ox-head, was dedicated in Greek to Hercules of Tyre by Diodora the

priestess (RIB 1129; 3).

WOMEN AND CHRISTIANITY

Finally, it 1s essential to explore the ramifications for women of the establishment of
Christianity in Roman society. Women of all classes were integral players in the early
spread of Christianity, and scholars like Drijvers (1987) and Sawyer (1996) have noted the
possibility of a change in status and choice for women within its influence. Like the cult of
Isis, Christianity was open to all people, whether old or young, upper or lower class, free or
slave, male or female, and its early appeal was influenced by its emphasis on spiritual

equality and salvation. Christian belief and practice during the early to mid-first century

AD was characterised by some form of sexual equality within the Christian communities.
The notion that both men and women could participate in the Christian ministries and

liturgical activities 1s implied in several sections of the Bible (Sawyer, 1996, 101-106).

Paul’s letter to the Romans ends with an introduction to his friends and colleagues in the
work of the Church, including many active women. These include Phoebe, a deaconess in
the church of Cenchrea, Junias, a fellow prisoner and apostle, and Tryphena and Tryphosa,
women who laboured for the Church’s purpose (Romans 16:1; 16:7; 16:12). At the same
time, celibacy was praised and encouraged for both men and women, though marriage was
also seen as acceptable. The early movement of the Christian church thus saw less of a

division between the sexes in their participation and treatment, while also offering an
alternative to the traditional domestic life for women (Sawyer, 1996, 106). Kraemer notes
that “the negation of sexuality, marriage and childbearing brought with it the possibility of
expanded roles for women within the [early] Jesus movement, including substantial

participation in the public life of Christian communities. 1t also effectively freed at least

some women from the control of husbands and fathers” (1992, 139).

However, by the mid to late-first century AD, the nature of Christianity underwent a

transformation and a familiar hierarchical structure began to emerge. Sawyer proposes that
the change from the early egalitarian Christian communities to the later stratified church was

due to their perceived circumstances. The early developing religion was characterised by a
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messianic belief that the end was near, resulting in a perception that earthly authority was no
longer valid. This belief opened the opportunities for women and other marginalised groups
to be active and important members in the early faith. However, when it became apparent
that the end was not imminent and that Christianity would have to survive within the
sometimes hostile Roman world built on traditional power structures, these hierarchies were
integrated and developed within the Christian structure (Sawyer, 1996, 146-49). This
transformation in belief and practice is reflected in 1 Timothy (2:11-12) where Paul now
states that “a woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman

to teach or have authority over a man; she must be silent.” The role of celibacy had also

changed. Only women past the age of 60, the ‘real widows’, were allowed to choose
celibacy. Younger women were now encouraged to choose the domestic life, fulfilling their
purpose through marriage and procreation, and thus ensuring their salvation. Women were
given fewer options for participation, and the possibility of independence from family
responsibilities and traditions was limited in the later Christian orthodoxy (Sawyer, 1996,
107-110; 1 Timothy 2:15). Indeed, the *household codes’ of the New Testament conformed
to the traditional Roman family ideals of the pater familias with their focus on the husband

as head of the wife, master over slave, adult over child (Sawyer, 1996, 111).

Interestingly, Drijvers notes that from the mid-fourth century AD, asceticism and
celibacy was again being encouraged by the Church. Despite opposition from senatorial
men, who viewed the principle of asceticism as a threat to the traditional Roman family and
its continuation, a life of celibacy and contemplation was embraced by many elite women
(Drijvers, 1987, 244; 252). Perhaps this later re-emphasis on celibacy and asceticism for
men and women of all ages was due to the new possibilities opened by Constantine’s

establishment of Christianity as the religion of the Roman empire. The Christian emperors
protected those who chose a life devoted to the Christian faith through new legal tenets. In
AD 320, Constantine declared that celibate people would not be of a lesser status than
married couples, and their rights would be the same. Constantius’ law of AD 354 prohibited
the rape of sacrosanct maidens and widows and the subsequent use of that rape as a reason
for forced marriage. Therefore, the Church’s disapproval and discouragement of re-

marriage might have influenced family life in later Roman society (ibid., 253-57).
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2.5 THE QUESTION OF CLASS AND STATUS: WOMEN IN THE SOCIAL
HIERARCHY

Within this examination of women’s lives during the Imperial period, it is also
necessary to explore the classes and statuses of women within Roman society and question
how these hierarchical categories might have affected them. As Kleiner and Matheson have
observed, “while the fundamental human experience was similar for women at all levels of

the Roman social pyramid, stark distinctions among classes of women clearly existed.

Roman society was at the same time rigidly structured and extremely fluid, and class

distinctions profoundly affected women’s experience of their world” (1996, 11).

The highly stratified nature of Roman rank is obvious, but there were variations of

status within these categories. Status could be influenced by legal definitions such as citizen
or non-citizen, slave or free, or by social factors such as power, wealth and family
connections (Hope, 1994, 105-108). There was also the distinction made in Roman society
between order and status, though these two classifications were often interdependent.

Garnsey and Saller interpret the orders as “those social categories defined by the state
through statutory or customary rules” (1987, 112). The three ‘aristocratic’ orders -

senatorial, equestrian and the decurial classes - were frequently based upon wealth, high or
respectable birth, and perceived high levels of morality. The ‘plebian’ orders consisted of
the bulk of the population - free-born citizens, freed slaves and slaves - and the majority of
this order would have been represented by people of the lower classes (ibid., 112-115).

Status within the community was obviously influenced by one’s order, but was also affected

by several other factors such as honour, power, wealth, education, and level of influence
amongst one’s peers. This status was often displayed by individuals through their

contributions to their community such as public works and buildings, entertainments, and the

workings of patron-client relationships (ibid., 118-122).

Garnsey and Saller’s extensive examination of rank and status is mostly in reference

to male members of society with little note of how these social categories may have affected

women. Fortunately, recent research 1s beginning to address the position of women within

the hierarchical social system which characterises Roman society. Throughout this chapter,
we have already explored the emphasised and perceived roles of women within the elite

classes. Traditionally, elite women were seen as important links between aristocratic
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families through marriage and reproduction (Treggiari, 1996, 123). Their marriages could
be used for political, social or economic gain, and their children could provide a continuation
of the familial dynasty. This use of marriage for political and dynastic reasons was
especially prolific within the imperial sphere, as can be observed in Augustus’ arrangement
of his daughter Julia’s marriages to Marcellus, Agrippa and Tiberius (Wells, 1992, 58-61;
Williams, 1996, 133). Within imperial circles, visual imagery also emphasised this
important female role. A denarius of 13 BC stresses the role of dynastic succession within
Augustus’ reign through its portraits of Julia and her sons Gaius and Lucius Caesar. Gaius
and Lucius were Augustus’ adopted heirs, and the image of Julia underlines Augustus’
strong link with them (Kleiner and Matheson, 1996, 57-58; 6). While the ideals within the
imperial and aristocratic circles focused on marriage and reproduction for women, their

position and wealth in society often allowed them greater opportunities for advancement and

influence than might be found in the lower echelons of the community. These opportunities

will be focused on in Chapter 6.

Our knowledge of working women in the Roman world is limited - they are given

cursory attention by the ancient authors and it is often difficult to link material evidence to

an individual or a specific gender. However, visual imagery, especially from tomb

monuments, can give us more access to women outside the elite classes. Kampen (1981), in
her research on working women in Ostia, addresses the visual representations of women at
work and the information that we can acquire from them. She notes that these images of
working women can tell us the kind of work that some women engaged in - ranging from
merchants and vendors to nurses, hairdressers and tavern keepers to doctors. We can also

infer that there was some value placed upon this work through its representation, either by

the woman herself or the person commemorating her. However, these visual images will not
present us with the full range of work available to women, nor give us a statistical proportion
of working women within the Roman community. The status value of the work by others
will not be apparent from its representation, and usually there will be no indication of the
individual motivations behind working. Kampen postulates that women might work through
economic necessity in order to support themselves and their families or aid in that support.

However, it is possible that women also derived satisfaction and pride from their work, and

counted it as an important part of their identity (1981, 29-31).

Though these images give us a small insight into these women’s working lives, we

have little notion of how other legal and social aspects of Roman society may have affected
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them. It is unfortunate that our knowledge of the women and men living in extreme poverty,
without access to self-representation and decidedly beneath the gaze of the upper-class male
authors, is practically non-existent. Women of the working classes are frequently neglected
in ancient texts, and the common negative upper-class attitude to work itself will not reflect
its importance to and valuation by the actual workers. Treggiari notes that elite authors like
Cicero and Seneca condemned various areas of employment as low and sordid. She notes
that revenue-collectors and usurers were despised in Roman society; that wage-earners were
perceived only as sellers of labour rather than skill, thus making them similar to common
slaves; retailers are only middlemen and deceive their customers through advertising; and a
variety of jobs simply gratify the pleasure such as perfumers and even butchers!
Occupations that relied on the “intelligent arts’, such as doctors, architects and teachers, were

regarded favourably, while farming was still considered the worthiest of professions

(Treggiari, 1980, 48-49; see Garnsey, 1980b).

Again, we are faced with the problem of bias. The literature of the period was

predominantly written by elite men and it is questionable whether their knowledge of women
outside their class was at all extensive or accurate. We can also ask how much these men

even attempted to learn about people outside their immediate sphere, and therefore, much of

what they record could simply be based upon assumption and conjecture (Treggiari, 1996,

122-123). Inscriptions accompanying the visual images of working women often do not

yield a great deal of additional information about these women and their day-to-day lives.

However, at least these reliefs and paintings broaden our viewpoint of ancient women, and

reveal that their lives are a great deal more diverse than would be assumed based upon the

ancient literature. This topic will be more fully addressed in Chapter 6.

Finally, slavery was accorded the lowest legal and social status. Slaves occupied a
variety of occupations within Roman households and industry. Treggiari has attempted to

outline the range of female private and domestic staff within an urban upper-class house that
had a heavy reliance on slave labour. The range of occupations within this type of

household is wide, with examples of secretarial posts, toiletry and dress attendants, cloth-
workers, doctors and nurses, teachers and entertainers (Treggiari, 1976). A female slave

could be freed by her owner or purchase her own freedom later. It is not unusual to see

masters freeing their female slaves, and then marrying them. Once a slave was freed, by law

he or she would still be tied to the master through a patron-client relationship. However, this

did not prevent former slaves from using the skills acquired in their master’s household in
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the later establishment of their own shops and craft set-ups (Allason-Jones, 1989, 26-27). A
slave could not formally marry, though many cohabited and formed long-term partnerships.
After manumission, many freed slaves did marry through official channels and often

celebrated this bond in visual imagery - thus exhibiting their pride in the achievement of

citizen status and the new legitimacy of their family (Hope, 1994, 210-13).

What is interesting within the concept of the Roman class system is that there is

some fluidity within the hierarchical structure. Women could not follow the traditional male
route to social mobility, that of a political career and military honours. However, women
could enhance or change their position in society though other means. Elite women could
use their wealth and social position in society to influence the community and people within
it, and consequently establish some form of authority. A working woman could at least gain
status within her local group through the success of her work or even the success of her
family, Wealth was again a social virtue. Some slaves may have attained positions of
importance and trust within their households which affected their wealth and status. Slave
women could be freed or purchase their freedom, and thus leave behind the lowest status in
Roman society. Also, women could gain new rights and independence through the Augustan

morality laws and the consequent production of the appropriate number of children - three

for citizen women and four for freed (Kampen, 1981, 28-30; see Ch. 2.3). Therefore, while
Roman society was rigidly structured and defined by class and status, it was not impossible

to strengthen one’s position and move, within limits, through that hierarchical social

structure.

2.6 PERCEPTIONS OF WOMEN

Finally, 1t 1s essential that we explore the various Roman perceptioﬁs about women

that influenced their position and treatment in Roman society. These perceptions, coloured
by several assumptions about women, affected the legal and social environment in which
women were placed. Women were viewed as physically, intellectually and morally weaker

than men, and this conception was reflected in many aspects of Roman society (Clark, 1989,
3).

Within Greco-Roman medical theory, the traditional view of women held that

women were anatomically imperfect. Galen, writing his On the Usefulness of the Parts of
= v SCAUINCSS Of the rarts ol
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the Body during the second century AD, describes the female anatomy as different from the

male’s as such:

“...For the parts [the male genitalia] were formed within her when she
was still a foetus, but could not because of the defect in the heat

emerge and project on the outside, and this, though making the animal
itself that was being formed less perfect than one that is complete in

all respects, provided no small advantage for the race; for there needs
must be a female. Indeed, you ought not to think that our creator
would purposefully make half the whole race imperfect and, as it

were, mutilated, unless there was to be some great advantage in such
a mutilation”

(14.6-7; from Lefkowitz & Fant, 1982, 216)

Galen goes on to state that woman’s imperfect genital system, along with her production of
imperfect semen, is the direct opposite of the perfect male system. She is therefore ready to

receive his perfect genitalia and semen, resulting in the reproduction of the species (ibid.,

245). Thus, while woman was acknowledged as an essential component in this act of
reproduction, she was also perceived as imperfect and mutilated, rather than simply

different. Connected to the medical perception of women, Clark (1989, 4) notes that the
“conditions of life for women in the ancient world followed from one major fact and one
major assumption.” The fact of female reproduction and the perception of its primacy was
followed by the assumption that women were incapable of anything but a domestic life. A

reference in the Codex lustinianus (6.40.2) dated to AD 531 asserts that “nature produced
women for this very purpose, that they might bear children [for their husbands and the state],

and this 1s their greatest desire.” Therefore, women were viewed as unsuited for
independence, and thus were in need of male protection and consequently, male control

(Clark, 1989, 4). These beliefs influenced the social and legal prescriptions on women’s

lives throughout the Roman empire.

This viewpoint of women as incapable of taking control of their own lives was also

found in the philosophical and legal discourses on the female sex. “Femaleness, by general
consent, was [seen as] a disadvantage. It was assumed that females were physically weaker
than males, were unlikely to be the intellectual equals of males, and had a more difficult time

controlling bodily desires and the onslaughts of emotion” (Clark, 1993, 119). The influential

Greco-Roman philosophy often constructed a division between the active male and the
passive female, and frequently linked morality to sex (Clark, 1989, 5). For instance,
Aristotle believed that women were irrevocably connected to their physical nature which

was viewed as inferior to the male physical nature. As the weaker sex, women could not be
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as rational nor was their small amount of reason within their control (Hawley, 1994, 74).
The Greek philosophical treatises which perceived women as irrational, over-emotional,
gullible and often uncontrollable were consequently influential on Roman ideas about the
female sex. Seneca considered some women capable of attaining virtue, but only through
the rejection of their female nature and weaknesses and by aiming for male traits. However,
women who did reach a level of male virtus were seen as exceptions (Vidén, 1993, 137-39).
This belief in an inherent female weakness, both intellectually and morally, also affected the

legal environment. The laws of guardianship and those related to female dowries were

based on the idea that women needed protection. In the Novellae of Justinian, this
perception was made clear: “We know the weakness of female nature, and we understand

very well how easily they are defrauded. We do not allow their dowry to be diminished in
any way”’ (Novellae 97.3; Clark, 1993, 16).

Finally, within Roman ideology, a distinction between virtue and vice was
corﬁmon]y constructed through the female sex. Certain ideals of female behaviour were
firmly established within Roman society, such as the ideal of woman asunivara - as wife to
only one man throughout her life; obedience to her husband; chastity and fidelity; piety; and

domesticity. These ideals were presented as the model that Roman women should follow in

their lives. For instance, Pliny’s letter to his wife’s aunt about Calpurnia’s many virtues
illustrates the elite emphasis upon the traditional female ideals. He reports that Calpurnia is
thrifty, loving and devoted, a model of concordia within their marriage, chaste and

emotionally connected to him. Calpurnia’s complete devotion to Pliny, his ambitions and

tastes is further taken as “a sure indication of her virtue” (Pliny, 4.19; Shelton, 1990).

A great deal of Roman legislation focused upon the ideal of women adhering to
these traditional virtues while also addressing the perceived need to control women due to
their inherent weaknesses and vices. Thus, Augustus’ moral legislation on marriage and the
family primarily punished women for transgressing the imposed moral ideals, while

assuming that controlling female sexuality was necessary in his efforts to transform the

moral climate of imperial Rome (Williams, 1996, 129). At the same time, textual

descriptions of female vice were common in Roman satirical literature. Extreme examples
of misogynistic references can be found in the works of ancient authors like Juvenal (Satire
6 especially) or Martial. “Satire expresses current topics and prejudices and works as a kind
of distorting mirror of common opinions and beliefs...[1t] does not tell us what women were

really like in the period of composition, but rather what society wanted or did not want them
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to be like” (Vidén, 1993, 141). The perceptions of female weaknesses and transgressions

found within satire were often exaggerated, but point to the ways in which women were

often viewed as susceptible to every vice, such as infidelity and promiscuity, ‘unnatural’

behaviour, uncontrollable emotions and actions, and deceitfulness.

The often negative perception of women became part of the later Christian

orthodoxy and was also frequently found in the words of the Church Fathers during the later

Roman period. While women were praised for leading ascetic Christian lives in the
terminology of manly virtue, they were also condemned for being the centre of all vice as
they led humankind down into sin (Drijvers, 1987, 266-67). Tertullian wrote: “The
sentence of God on this sex of yours lives 1n this age: the guilt must of necessity live too.

[Woman] you are the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer of that [forbidden] tree: you are

the deserter of the divine law: yow are she who persuaded him whom the devil was not

valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image, man. On account of your

desert - that is, death - even the Son of God had to die” (On Female Dress, Ch. 1). The

exclusion and limitation of Christian women within the workings of the later Christian

Church was further justified by the developing theological ideas that articulated a divinely

attributed and valued difference between men and women. This valued differentiation is
reflected in the perception of Eve as created for Adam, as secondary to man’s status. Adam

and man were perceived as constructed within God’s image, while Eve was viewed as
separate from God’s image. The idea that Eve was solely responsible for the fall of

humanity also coloured the Christian perception of women. Her sin fell on all women and

therefore their redemption was not automatic like man’s, but delivered through procreation
and controlled behaviour (Sawyer, 1996, 150-154). This viewpoint of the female character
is articulated quite clearly in chapter 2 of 1 Timothy: “For Adam was formed first, then Eve.

And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a
sinner. But women will be saved through childbearing - if they continue in faith, love and
holiness with propriety” (1 Timothy 2:13-15). The theological interpretation of Eve and
notions about the female nature aided in the marginalisation of women within the church and

the construction of the female as in opposition to the male (Sawyer, 1996, 155).

Thus, the 1dea that women were physically and morally weaker led to their
distinctive treatment within the Roman empire. Medical texts, philosophical treatises, legal

discourses, letters and fiction all combined to construct a representation of woman that

required both protection and control. These ideological perceptions of women, ranging from
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physical flaws to moral and intellectual debility through to the notions of ideal virtue and
transgressing vice, were consequently influential on the social, religious and legal

consideration of women in Roman society and also visual imagery (see Chs. 3-6).

2.7 CONCLUSION

This chapter has constructed a general picture of the political, legal, social and
religious aspects of Roman women’s lives. It is in no way meant to be exhaustive as there
have been many more detailed books and articles previously written on the position of
women in Roman society; nor is it comprehensive due to the limited nature of the evidence
and its inherent biases. However, through the exploration of the political and legal

environment, potential social opportunities, the significance of religion to female life, the

influence of rank and status, and the perceptions of women which influenced their position

in society, I have established a background to our study of the female image in Roman art

and 1deology.
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THE FEMALE AS OTHER

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Through an exploration of Roman art from the imperial period, we can observe a
general pattern in the representation of women in Roman text and art that expresses an
implicitly valued differentiation between male and female. This trend seems to be related to
a facet of the gender ideologies of the Roman empire which categorised women as outside
the ‘norm,’ i.e. the male citizen sphere. The construction of female images can thus be
related to the equation of women with the concept of the Other. This classificatory device

was not confined to women. Foreigners, lower-class citizens, slaves or children were often

placed in separate and subordinate categories by the dominant ideology. My aim in this
chapter is to outline a theoretical framework for an examination of the concept of the Other
in Roman art. 1 will explore the concept within modern literature, and then concentrate on

the expression of Otherness in Greco-Roman textual discourses. This theoretical framework
can then be broadly related to the visual language of the Roman imperial period, drawing on

examples from throughout the empire. The focus will be on female imagery, but 1 will

briefly consider the similar motivations and usage of this imagery in portrayals of other

groups of peoples throughout Roman society.

3.2 THE CONCEPT OF OTHERNESS WITHIN CONTEMPORARY
THEORETICAL DEBATE

Before addressing the contemporary explorations of Otherness, it is first necessary
to define what I propose Otherness to signify. We can find examples of Otherness in
cultural contexts where a dominant group defines themselves in contrast to a group
perceived as different. For instance, the creation of Otherness can be observed in the
relationships between men and women, white and black peoples, colonialists and natives,
and the privileged and the lower classes. The dominant group’s perception that the Other

possesses qualities in direct opposition to their own determines the definition of the Other.
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The Other becomes everything that the dominant group is not, and is continually interpreted
in relation to that dominant group rather than as individuals (de Beauvoir, 1997, 16-18). This
construction yields the often strict dichotomy conceived between the two groups, and their
implicit valuation. The conception of the Other as inherently different and often inferior

consequently aids in the creation and maintenance of unequal social and political relations

between the dominant group and the figures of the Other.

Modern theory has extensively addressed the concept of the Other within various

contexts ranging from the general articulation of Otherness through dichotomous portrayals
to the manifestation of it within the colonial experience. Jay has expressed the basic idea of
Otherness in her A:Not-A model of distinction. Different dichotomous patterns can exist
such as that of A and B where the two terms are contraries of one another rather than
contradictory, giving them both a positive reality. However, the A:Not-A model implies that
only one element will bear the positive reality and the other will contradict that positive

quality. Unfortunately, this type of model relates the positive characterisation to only one

element, A; the Not-A is often defined by perceived negative qualities (Jay, 1991, 95-96).
She further notes the implications for this theoretical framework in the workings of a culture

or society. “Those whose understanding of society is ruled by such an ideology find it very

hard to conceive of the possibility of alternative forms of social order (third possibilities).

Within such thinking, the only alternative to the one order is disorder” (ibid., 104).

Sampson continues the theoretical interpretation of Otherness through a
psychological approach. He reiterates the idea that the construction of the Other by the

dominant group, or Self, is used in order to define the Self. Through the use of dichotomies

and contradictory definitions, the Self becomes everything that the Other is not and
everything that the Other can never be (Sampson, 1993, 4-5). As will be seen repeatedly in
constructions of Otherness, the Other is consequently never identified as being an individual
in his/her own right nor 1s he/she allowed to occupy a position that is independent of the
constructed Self. Negative characterisations such as anonymous collectivity, impulsiveness,
irrationality, and excessive emotional states are attributed to figures of the Other (ibid., 13:
46). Sampson also notes three aspects that influence the particular construction of the
female as Other. Firstly, woman is often placed in the position of what he describes as the
‘absent presence’ where her role in the society is vital and thus contributes to her presence in

that society. However, as the female role is never developed as important in its own right,

woman 1s also absent. Secondly, the ‘universalizing male gaze’ results in the interpretation
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of women through the male perspective; women’s reality may therefore be different from the

images and ideas that are constructed around the concept of the female. Finally, Sampson
remarks on the problem of the muted group where the Other must communicate in the
language of the dominant group (ibid.,, 6-10). Power relations are integral to the
construction of Otherness. The dominant group’s 1dentity, needs and desires, and their

perceived superiority are established through the construction, and therefore, help to form

the basis for the establishment of a hierarchical power structure within the society.

Similar portrayals of Otherness have been analysed by modern scholars regarding
the colonial experience. For instance, Memmi identified contrasting characterisations of the
colonizer and the colonized based upon his observations of the interaction between native
Tunisians and the French colonial power. Within Memmi’s analysis, the colonizer created a
persona for the colonized: a construction which set up a strictly dichotomous relationship
between the two. The colonized were distinguished by negative qualities such as laziness,
weakness, deceitfulness, barbarity, impulsiveness, and a lesser humanity, and were thus
defined as the complete opposite to the character of the colonizer. This dualistic portrayal

created an articulated difference of implied inferiority and superiority between the colonizer
and the colonized. Also, those classed as the Other have what Memmi terms ‘the mark of

the plural’ in that they are never acknowledged as individuals, but are viewed as an
anonymous collective (Memmi, 1965, 79-85). All members of the colonized bear these
negative qualities because they are all representative of the Other. There is also a distinction
drawn between the active nature of the colonizer and the passivity of the colonized. Finally,

Hartsock’s analysis of Memmi’s theory highlights the additional association of disorder and

chaos with Otherness, which further separates the Other from the marks of humanity
(Hartsock, 1990, 160-161).

Memmi notes that three ideological components influenced this “colonial racism:
“one, the gulf between the culture of the colonialist and the colonized; two, the exploitation
of these differences for the benefit of the colonialist; three, the use of these supposed
differences as standards of absolute fact” (Memmi, 1965, 71). Through this process, the
colonized is placed in the category of the Other. Therefore, the differences between the two
cultures are implicitly valued to the detriment of the colonized, rather than simply being

viewed as examples of diversity. This is coupled with the perception that the notions about

the colonized are both natural and universal, thus leaving no room for compromise in their

identification as the Other (ibid., 71). The construction of Otherness thus reflects “a way of
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dividing up the world that puts an omnipotent subject at the center and constructs marginal

Others as sets of negative qualities” (Hartsock, 1990, 161).

Said later explored these concepts in his study on modern Orientalism. Within his

research, he proposed that the Orient itself has been “one of [the West’s]...deepest and most
recurring images of the Other” (Said, 1979, 1). He observed that Western culture has

constructed its identity, gained strength and implied superiority through its definition of the

contrasts between the East and West (ibid., 3). Like Memmi, Said notes a similar
construction of Otherness which was based upon a dichotomous relationship between the
East and the West. This contrasting identification consistently placed the West on the side
of reason and logic, with clear intellectual capabilities, honesty and strength of character.

However, the peoples of the East were once more perceived as irrational and illogical,

contradictory, dishonest and weak. Said postulated that these classifications were not related

to the East itself; rather, they stemmed from the West’s preconceptions about the East and
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