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WINE, WEALTH, AND WOMEN: AN ANALYSIS OF THE 

DECORATIVE LANGUAGE SEEN IN THE POMPEIIAN  
 

 
E. M. BEDFORD 

 
 

INTRODUCTION

When he was building his house on the Palatine and the architect was 
 and safe 

skill to design my house in such a way that whatever I do can be seen by 
2 

 
This exchange between Drusus and his architect, as recorded by Velleius Paterculus, exemplifies 
the dual function of the Roman . Although primarily serving a domiciliary function, there 
was a continued impression that the  would always be subject to the court of public 
opinion.  The nuance of the passage speaks to the complexity of Roman politics, but also of the 
underlying function of domestic architecture. In her analysis of this passage, Cooper expertly 
surmises that the 

contrasting how architectural privacy and publicity could be used to 
3 It is this concept of using a seemingly private space to 

publicly express oneself that forms the base argument of this paper.   
Using the House of the Vettii as a case study, I aim to prove that the purpose of this 
was to display the economic and social standing of the owners, creating an artistic 

vocabulary in which their excessive wealth, freedman status, and wine-trade connections can be 
expressed. The House of the Vettii, found today in Pompeii section VI.15.1, has been chosen 
for this analysis due to its exemplary decorative condition, but relatively modest architecture. I 
argue that nearly all of the decoration of the house falls under the category of a Dionysiac 
paradise,  where the extravagance of wealth is celebrated through connections to the 
wine God. Within this overarching Dionysiac theme, I also argue that there was a gendered (and 

 
1 Velleius Paterculus, 14.2.3 
2 Translation by Woodman, 2025, p. 85  
3 Cooper, 2007, p. 10  
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anti-slave) bias, centring on depictions of exploitation and punishment. I aim to prove through 
this paper that the assertion of power seen in these depictions was to emphasises the core values 
of the Vettii. Through scenes of punishment, the Vettii emphasise their role as masters (rather 
than previous slaves), their patriarchal role in a male dominated society, and the way in which 
they achieved their power via the wine trade. The reader should be aware that as a part of this 
analysis, the sexual exploitation of women and the physical punishment of slaves will be 
discussed, as it is crucial to understanding how the visual language of the household reinforced 
dominance and control. The reader should also be aware that throughout this paper, imagery 
has been provided to assist in the understanding of the primary arguments; occasionally, sexually 
explicit content can also be found. Although the analysis is limited to the House of the Vettii 
itself, the core argument of this paper speaks of a wider phenomenon of intentional design and 
architecture to boast of wealth and social standing.  

By using the stylistic similarities of the fourth-style artwork found within the house, Clarke 
dates the remodelling of the house to have occurred between the earthquake of 62 CE and the 
eventual eruption of 79 CE. Because of this short time frame between the likely redecoration 
and the preservation, I argue that it was the Vettii themselves who commissioned the redecoration 
in order to better represent their self-expression and design needs.4 As suggested by Ellis, it is 
likely that there was an earlier, more modest construction on the site, which was expanded upon 
to create the building which stands today.5 This earlier construction will be analysed in this paper; 
however, the primary focus is on the fourth-style design and what it reveals about the owners and 
the social landscape of Pompeii.  
 
 

IDENTITY OF THE OCCUPANTS 
In order to determine the more public role of the building, the economic and social status of the 
owners must first be considered. At the time of the volcanic explosion in 79 CE, it is believed 
that the  had two primary inhabitants, and , 
evidenced by two bronze seals in the and a ring found on site, inscribed A.V.Co. 6 
Further evidence that supports the argument that the Vettii were the owners of the can 
be seen in the graffiti on the south-east façade, which reads:  
(CIL IV.3509) and  (CIL IV.3522). 7 The inclusion of the title 

is greatly significant to understanding the public role of as it is a 
position described by 8 
also appears as a witness on a wax tablet in the house of the banker Lucius Caecilius, where his 
position as an  is further confirmed (CIL IV. tablet 96).9  

Considering that the public office of was the highest office open to freedmen, 
alongside the fact that to be appointed as an   a large financial donation to public works 

 
4 Clarke, 1998, p. 164 
5 Ellis, 2000, p. 3 
6 Archer, 1981, p. 4 
7 Inscriptions CIL IV.3509 and CIL IV. 3522 from Castr n, 1975, p. 239-240 
8 Clarke, 1992, p. 208  
9 Andreau, 1974, p. 266 



3 

was required, Clarke, Ellis, and Archer all conclude that the were likely freedmen who had 
gained exceptional wealth once they had been released from servitude.10 These inscriptions are 
the only epigraphical evidence that mention the Vettii, and notably none of them address how 
they came to their wealth or their relation to each other. Both Clarke and Ellis argue that the 
Vettii were likely brothers, based on their naming conventions.11 However, Kellum aptly notes 
that this conclusion is unsubstantiated, 
they were manumitted by the same individual and were therefore a part of the same slave 

12 Kellum also notes that the heroic décor of the house centres on mythological 
individuals who had abandonment as their core foundation yet went on to achieve great things, a 
motif that Kellum suggests would be relatable to the Vettii.13 Therefore, I argue that it is equally 
likely that the Vettii were blood relatives or that they had no genetic relation; however, it is clear 
that they were both slaves from the same original who stayed together after they were 
released from service. 

Although there is no epigraphical evidence as to how the Vettii gained their wealth, some 
evidence found within the  such as the inscriptions of three indicate that the 
Vettii were likely involved in wine trading. The inscriptions are as follows:  
 

 (CIL IV. 
5572). 

 (CIL 
IV. 5573).  
 

 (CIL IV. 5577).14 
 
Kellum notes that all three 
wine originates from, which she uses to conclude that the Vettii likely owned vineyards outside 
of Pompeii.15 However, Andreau suggests that the Vettii could have been acting in a distribution 
capacity, where they were involved in the trade, but not necessarily vineyard ownership.16 
Although it is difficult to determine the extent of which the Vettii were involved within the trade, 
it is abundantly clear from the inscriptions that wine was a source of great financial benefit to the 
Vettii. This section has presented adequate evidence to conclude that the Vettii were freedmen, 
and that they were likely involved in the wine trade. It is possible that they gained wealth through 
the trade of other luxury goods such as perfumes and jewellery, based on the analysis of the 
Room of the Cupids later in this paper. However, this luxury goods trade works to further my 

 
10 Clarke, 1992, p. 208, Ellis, 2000, p. 1, Archer, 1981, p. 4 
11 Clarke, 1992, p. 208, Ellis, 2000, p. 1 
12 Kellum, 2015, p. 205 
13 ibid.  
14 Andreau, 1974, p. 266 
15 Kellum, 2015, p. 205  
16 Andreau, 1974, p. 266 
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overall argument, that the décor of the household is used to mirror the core values of its owners 
in an attempt to showcase their wealth in both a public and private capacity.  
 
 

PATRONAGE AND THE DIVISION OF THE HOUSEHOLD SPACE 
Vitruvius, arguably the most important source when considering Roman architecture, suggests 
that design of the should cater to the needs of the individuals who live there, whilst 
providing spaces that can facilitate crucial social and business meetings, such as the mid-morning 

or smaller late-night gatherings. In book six, the private invitation only spaces (such as 
:  

 

 

people can come by right, such as vestibules, courtyards, peristyles and other 
apartments of similar uses. Therefore, magnificent vestibules and alcoves and 
halls are not necessary to persons of a common fortune, because they pay their 
respects by visiting among others, and are not visited by others. 18 

 
From this passage, it becomes explicitly clear that the House of the Vettii was designed with 
considerations for this semi-public space; almost 40% of the  floorspace is taken up by the 
large open-air (room M, fig. 1), with the next largest spaces consisting of the (room 
C, fig.1) and the assorted .19 Furthermore, it should be noted that while not needing 
an invitation to frequent these spaces, it is most likely that the visitors to the would be 
business associates or friends of the Vettii, and as such orbiting the same social groups. Based on 

social circle that would be visiting during business hours.  Russell expands upon this, noting that 
 and 

more private spaces. Therefore, the audience of the house décor can be broken down into two 
categories: those who aspire to be like the Vettii, and those who are socially and economically 
equal to the Vettii. I argue that it is this jury of peers  that motivated the extravagant décor of the 

, to either emphasise the wealth of the Vettii to prospective clients, or to contribute towards 
.  

 
 

 
17 Vitruvius, 6.5.1 
18 Translation by Granger, 1937, p. 37  
19 Franker-Shuh, 2022, p. 24 
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Fig. 1. Floorplan, House of the Vettii, Pompeii. From Clarke, J. "5. Fourth-Style Ensembles, A.D. 
45 79" In . 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 1992: p. 209. 

 
 

THE : A DIONYSIAC PARADISE 
As suggested by Simelius, the House of the Vettii offers a glance into a specific intermediate 
architectural period when the  was starting to, but had not fully, replaced the as 
the primary location within the to conduct business meetings.20 Certain houses, of which 
the House of the Vettii is an excellent example, include both the and the It is 
clear why this change occurred, and the became the preferred socialisation spot; it 
offered a larger space that could accommodate more people whilst also being visible from every 
publicly accessible room in the house. Specifically in the case of the House of the Vettii, the 
building was clearly designed with the as the social hub; as noted by Simelius, the 
orientation of the building ensured optimal lighting and warmth from sunrise to sunset, suggesting 
that the was suited to the early morning client audience and the late night friends, 
impressing all forms of visitors to the Therefore, I argue that the decorative theme of 
the was wholly intentional, as it is clear that the purpose of the was to entertain 
guests, and that it was designed to represent the wealth and origins of the Vettii through Dionysiac 
imagery and architectural opulence.  

The took the form of an elaborate garden area that was populated with columns, 
vegetation, statues, and water fountains. Although in some cases, the garden itself occasionally
served a more modest and practical function of as kitchen garden, the one found at the House 
of the Vettii is agreed upon to have always been wholly decorative. The primary architectural 
focus of the  should be on the eighteen columns of the Corinthian order; the House of 

 
20 Simelius, 2022, p. 17 
21 ibid. p. 39 
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the Vettii is one of only four houses in Pompeii to feature such an elaborate design.22 The 
Corinthian order was favoured during the early imperial period, 

Tuscan.23 Due to the elaborate nature of their design, the Corinthian columns were the most 
expensive to produce, which can explain their lack of prominence in Pompeii, as few could afford 
their implementation. Therefore, I argue that by including Corinthian columns, 
the Vettii was emphasised, as they were both conforming to Augustan ideals, and also 
emphasising to their visitors that they could afford such extravagance.  

Although it is debatable if it was the Vettii themselves, or the architect of the house who 
decided on this design, the economic backing needed to finance the columns, and the clearly 
public nature of the supports the argument that they were a further expression of the 

wealth. Furthermore, as excellently argued by Trentin, of the four houses in Pompeii that 
include Corinthian columns, the House of the Vettii was the only one that structurally allows for 
the view of the from the main street.24 Therefore, the inclusion of the costly imperial 
design was not just for the benefit of those who may be fortunate enough to visit, but was also a 
loud display of wealth to anyone who would be able to see the from the street level. It is 
clear that the architectural design of the  clearly contributes to the argument of this paper, 
in that the purpose of the House of the Vettii was to facilitate a public display of wealth through 
extravagant and expensive design choices.  
 

 
Fig. 2. View of the  from the , House of the Vettii, Pompeii. Image from Pompeii 
in Pictures, courtesy of Eber, J. 2023.  

 

 
22 Trentin, 2014, p. 42 
23 Vitruvius, 4.1.1-12 
24 Trentin, 2014, p. 42 
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The notable decorative and design elements of the can be broken down into 
two categories: the painted wall art, and the statuary found within the garden itself. Both design 
aspects centre around a mythological theme, with depictions of figures and characters associated 
with Dionysus. Notably, Dionysus is most famous for his role as the God of Wine, and I argue 
that this thematic choice was intentional, to over emphasis the wealth of the Vettii through 
imagery associated with how they obtained it through. Th  created in the 

is exemplary, from small, nuanced details such 
, that are found across 

the courtyard.25  
The primary statues of the are the bronze water fountains, the herms, and the 

marble Priapus.  from the initial excavation of the House of the Vettii 

26 The material itself is of great cost and an excessive display of wealth, in 
addition to the usage of water on decorative elements intended only for aesthetic means. Jones 
and Robinson argue that the integration of water features like the bronze boys of the (fig. 

necessary to facilitate such devices was extensive and arduous.27 Furthering the material analysis, 
Ely notes that throughout the excavations of Pompeii until this point, there had been little to no 
marble found, with 

28 The attempts at faking a marble  look, 
alongside the removal of the material at a later date to facilitate other building works supports 
the argument that the was intended as a display of excessive wealth, through the 

found here.29  
Of these marble statues, there were herms of Dionysus and Ariadne, Dionysus and 

Silenus, a nude satyr, and a seated satyr with a hare. It is clear that the figures, either of the God 
himself, his romantic affiliations, or associated beings like satyrs that the visual language is one of 
wine and wealth. Additionally, there is the marble statue of Priapus that was found disassembled 
in the house which was believed to have been originally located in the , functioning in a 
similar capacity as the bronze boys as a water fountain. The statue, which Clarke describes as 

and can currently be found in 
the  (visible in fig. 2 of this paper). The statue combines the two previous points about 
the expression of wealth in the ; its marble construction and water fountain function 
exemplify the opulence and frivolity of the Dionysiac garden paradise. Furthermore, this is not 
the only depiction of Priapus in the household; there is also the rather striking main 
depiction (fig. 3). Placed in the main doorway to the  this would be the first element of 
decoration that any visitor to the household would see.  

 
25 Clarke, 1992, p. 213  
26 Ely, 1897, p. 303 
27 Jones, Robinson, 2005, p. 695 
28 Ely, 1897, p. 303 
29 ibid.  
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Fig. 3. View of the Bronze Water Features, North Facing, House of the Vettii, Pompeii. Image 

from Pompeii in Pictures, courtesy of Jashinsky, S. 1964. 

 

 
Fig. 4. Priapus weighing his manhood against a bag of money. Looking west from vestibule 
towards south-west corner of atrium and through to peristyle. House of the Vettii, Pompeii. Image 
from Pompeii in Pictures, courtesy of Colomer, M.  2023. 

 
 

Not only is Priapus contributing to the Dionysiac associations of the as suggested 
by Clarke, but its location in the doorway suggests a multifaceted role as a guarding spirt.30 Kellum 
offers a unique perspective on the significance of the Priapus fresco, suggesting that it is his 
abandonment as a child and adoption by shepherds connects the God to the possible origins of 
the Vettii as slaves who may have been abandoned.31 Although this is an interesting argument, 
due to the lack of evidence to support this origin story. As the support the wine-
merchant argument, this author tends to agree with Clarke, in that the role of the Priapus was to 
reinforce the wine-merchant nature of the Vettii; further supported by the bunch of grapes to the 
left of the God. The symbology of the weighing scales, grapes, and bags of money in the 
depiction are an obvious link to abundance and wealth, making the overall argument that the 
décor was connected to the occupation and wealth of the Vettii more likely. It is possible that the 

 
30 Clarke, 1992, p. 213 
31 Kellum, 2015, p. 205 
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Priapus depictions are working in a multifaceted capacity, equally symbolising abandonment, 
wine-associations, and wealth-gaining endeavours. Overall, it is clear that both of the Priapus 
depictions contribute to the Dionysiac theme, reinforcing the opulent expression of wealth seen 
throughout the It is clear that the role of the  in the House of the Vettii was to 
display immense wealth through the imagery, materials, and stylistic decisions. However, the 

itself was also connected to three rooms that further contribute to this argument: the 
Room of the Cupids, the North-East (NE) , and the South-East (SE)  
 
 

THE DENOTING WEALTH THROUGH EXPLOITATION 
Besides the the most decorative aspects of the are the the 
highlighted rooms q, p and n, as seen in fig. 1 of this paper. When discussing the needs of a 

Vitruvius argues that the inclusion of a is conventionally seen as a feature in 
in that those who hold high offices 32 

Vitruvius expands on his previous definition of the rooms of the  by suggesting that these 
), and basilicas, 

29 Van Buren suggests 
that the primary function of this passage is that Vitruvius likely had the requirements of Augustus 
in mind, and is thus equating all  of the upper classes to the However, Van 
Buren does note that the inclusion of a basilica is likely only expected in the House of Augustus, 
with his religious role as and not in the regular upper classes. Yet the need for 
libraries and would be relatable for all Romans who conduct  needing 
extra spaces to host guests. The House of the Vettii, lacking in a clearly defined business space 
such as the  fits perfectly within this categorisation, where the were likely 
used in a same capacity as the to conduct business meetings. Therefore, the wealthy 

 of which I argue that the 
subliminal messaging of the specific depictions reflect the core ideologies of the Vettii themselves.  

Severy-Hoven suggests that all of the paintings in the house, including both 
and the Room of the Cupids, were done by the same group of artists, as a part of reconstruction 
of the  after an earthquake in 62 CE, in the Pompeiian fourth style.34 This argument is 
convincing, as the general style and colour palette seen in paintings throughout the  is 
consistent. Furthermore, the availability of pigments and difficulty of colour matching previous 
work contributes to the argument that the work was carried out within a relatively short time 
frame. Both and the Room of the Cupids feature three primary images, surrounded 
by smaller details. The rooms have specific colour palettes, with the NE heavily 
featuring red and blue pigments, and the SE being primarily yellow (fig. 5; fig. 6).  

Unfortunately, the Room of the Cupids has not been as well preserved as the two 
 missing its primary images and only featuring small details. Of what remains are 

frescos that would be best viewed at a seated level, displaying playful cupids undertaking tasks 

 
32 Vitruvius, 6.5.2 
33 Van Buren, 1938, p. 79 
34 Severy-Hoven, 2013, p. 544 
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such as gathering and pressing grapes, trading wine , and gathering flowers for garlands. 
Rostovtzeff argues that these panels are directly related to the occupation of the Vettii, suggesting 
that the inclusion of flower traders alongside wine merchants provides evidence towards the 
argument that the Vettii owned the land that their wine came from, alongside their facilitation of 
its distribution.35 Kellum expands on this suggestion, arguing that the cupids who are partaking in 
other luxury trades, such as perfumery and goldsmithing 

.36 The panels and their relative location within the room suggest 
that the primary purpose was for feasting, or at least social drinking. I argue in agreement with 
Kellum and Rostovtzeff, that the cupids are contributing to the overall visual symbolism of the 

 to denote the wine-trading wealth of the Vettii to their prominent guests.  
 

 
Fig. 5. Detail of wall painting of cupids trading wine. Room of the Cupids, House of the Vettii, 
Pompeii. Image from Pompeii in Pictures, courtesy of Ciaramella, G. 2023. 

 
 
The better-preserved NE and SE both feature three primary images 

depicting mythological scenes. Additionally ,
architectural in design, depicting grand colonnades and temple porticos. Both also 
feature smaller nautical imagery like naval battles and sea creatures. What is most significant is 
the mythological scenes depicted. In the NE from left to right, the images are as 
follows: Daedalus showing Pasiphae the Wooden Cow, the Punishment of Ixion, and the 
Exposure of Ariadne to Dionysus. In the SE (left to right): there is the depiction of 

 
35 Rostovtzeff, 1957, p. 92 
36 Kellum, 2015, p. 204  
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Heracles strangling the serpents, the Death of Pentheus, and the Punishment of Dirce (fig. 6).
As suggested by Clarke and Franker-Shuh, the decoration in the House of the Vettii seems to fit 
within the Dionysiac theme, the included.37 Over half of the main frescos seen in the 
NE and SE have a mythological connection to Dionysus, contributing to my 
argument that the Vettii were displaying their wine merchant capacities to those whom they would 
be conducting business with.  

 
 

 
Fig. 6 The Punishment of Dirce, South-East House of the Vettii, Pompeii. Image 
from Pompeii in Pictures, courtesy of Heese, K. 2024.  

 
 

These frescos have a darker undertone, especially when considered from the perspective 
of the women and the enslaved inhabitants of the household, who would regularly frequent the 
rooms as a part of diner services and entertainment. As brilliantly argued by Severy-Hoven, the 
themes of sexual exploitation and corporal punishment are seen throughout; Deidamia, Ariadne, 
Pasiphae, and Hermaphroditus are all found in myths related to sexual assault, whilst Dirce, 
Ixion, and Pentheus find themselves trapped and bound in punishment scenes.38 Throughout 
these depictions, women are shown to be exploitable, while the masculine figures are bound, 
imprisoned, and tortured. Although fitting within the overall theme of mythological decoration 
found in Pompeiian houses, the choice to depict such violent scenes cannot be ignored.  Fredrick 
argues that -  visitors to the house, with scenes 

39 Levin-Richardson complies the 

 
37 Clarke, 1992, p. 213, Franker-Shuh, 2022, p. 35 
38 Severy-Hoven, 2013, p. 566 
39 Fredrick, 1995, p. 283 
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arguments of Fredrick and Severy-Hoven to suggest that the purpose of the violent scenes was to 

40 I would like to expand on this, to suggest that the need 
to depict such outwardly violent scenes may have arisen from an insecurity of their slave-origins, 
where there was a desire to outwardly reinforce their new role as the oppressors, rather than the 
oppressed. Furthermore, I suggest that the connection of the mythological depictions to 
Dionysus is equally intentional; it is through their wine-related trade that the Vettii came to their 
new position of power, and they use this connection to reinforce their new status as masters of 
the house.   
 

 
Fig. 7. Wall painting of Silenus and Hermaphroditus. Room of the Cupids, House of the Vettii, 
Pompeii. Image from Pompeii in Pictures, courtesy of Giuseppe Ciaramella, G. 2023. 

 
 

THE SLAVE QUARTERS: RESPECT AND DOMINANT CONTROL 
A continuation of this exploitative artwork can be seen in the slave quarters of the 
Centred around a smaller space, this area of the household is significantly more cramped, 
and houses the kitchen, alongside the and slave quarters. The slave quarters were more 
modestly decorated than the or however, the erotic scenes of room x1 and 
the detailed  are uncommon inclusions to a predominantly slave space, bringing into 
question the purpose of the space and its decorative programme (fig. 8). Both sides of the 
scholarship that debates this area of the  connect the decoration to the servile origins of 
the Vettii; however, they are divided as to why this décor was implemented. Ellis tend towards 
the more optimistic interpretation, in that the slave quarters were decorated as such because the 

 
40 Levin-Richardson, 2023, p. 100  
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Vettii , noting that the 
standard of living for those who would inhabit these quarters was 

41 Clarke takes this optimistic perspective further, suggesting that the erotic 
decoration of room x1 was a reward for the male slave cook, sharing with him the same 
objectification of the female form as seen in the frescos.42 However, in doing so, 
the female slaves are seeming to suffer two-fold; being sexualised by both their masters and peers.  
 

Fig. 8 Erotic Scene, Room x1
, House of the Vettii, Pompeii. Image from Severy-

, (2013): p. 563
 
 

It is this household group of slave women that Severy-Hoven draws attention to in her 
counterargument to the optimistic perspective of the slave quarter decoration. She argues that 
the purpose of the erotic panel and the general exploitative imagery of the is to reinforce 
the secondary role of household slaves, to facilitating the sexual desires of their master(s).43 
McGinn argues that room x1 was created by the Vettii in order to mimic a brothel, though not 
necessarily act as one, citing the excitement of a brothel space was desirable, but the reputation 
and legality posed an issue to their perceived social standings; an issue that could be mitigated by 
a private recreation .44 This is an intriguing suggestion, and is theoretically as 
plausible as the suggestion of a 
servant quarters. However, as noted by Severy-Hoven, if the Vettii desired sexual interaction with 
their slaves, they would do so, regardless of the location within the house.45 This sexual liberty to 

 
41 Ellis, 2000, p. 4 
42 Clarke, 1998, p. 174 
43 Severy-Hoven, 2013, p. 564 
44 McGinn, 2004, p. 159 
45 Severy-Hoven, 2013, p. 564 



14 

engage with the slaves in any area of the house supports the previous argument of this paper, in 
that the exploitative decoration of the was to reinforce the power dynamic between 
the freedmen and wealthy individuals who were being entertained there.  

This use of artistic representations to reinforce the new dynamic of the Vettii as slaves-
turned-masters can also be seen in the (fig. 9) of the servant which I argue was 
placed here as a form of 46 
The  takes the form of a temple, with religious iconography such as a 
and sacrificial knife decorating the pediment. Ely identifies the central figure as the togate , 
the of the .47 The two figures on either side are suggested to be , 
representative of the benevolent household Gods. The shrine would have been in use year-
round, with offerings made by the free inhabitants (the Vettii and their family) alongside the 
enslaved population of the  Severy-Hoven argues that the general purpose, and the 
specific location of this was to reinforce the power dynamic between master and slave, 

his ,  and recognise the power of the Vettii 
as the masters of the household.48  

 

 
Fig. 9. on west wall in service area. House of the Vettii, Pompeii. Image from 
Pompeii in Pictures, courtesy of Eber, J. 2023. 

 
 

 
46 ibid.  
47 Ely, 1897, p. 306 
48 Severy-Hoven, 2013, p. 564 
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Without the visual ambiguity of the decorative elements of the slave the overall 
thematic nature of the household decorative programme could be interpreted wholly as a display 
of wealth through opulence of design. However, the unique aspects and difference in styling of 
the slave recharacterizes the decorative language of the entire house, suggesting that there 
was a constant, yet subtle reinforcing of the new powers the Vettii held as masters, through their 
ability to control and dominate their slaves. It is clear that the primary motif of the household is 
wine and wealth; yet the subtlety of the violent and erotic imagery alludes to an exploitative and 
sexual power dynamic between the Vettii and the women of the household.   
 
 

THE NORTHERN SECTION OF THE  AS A  
When evaluating the role of slaves within the  some speculation towards the purpose of 
the northern section, labelled s, u, and t on the floorplan (fig. 1), must be carried out. Although 
there is little scholarship written on this area, with most tending to focus on the more prominent 
areas like the or , Clarke hypothesises that this area functioned as a 
due to its relative seclusion from the rest of the house and of its miniature Room t is 
structurally similar to the Room of the Cupids and the NE and SE It heavily features 
a dark colour palette, and unfortunately, like the Room of the Cupids, has sustained significant 
damage. There are two images that can be discerned: Achilles being discovered on Skyros and a 
painting of Heracles and Auge. However, neither one of these frescos was restored, and as such 
are not visible today; yet their content is still greatly significant to developing an understanding of 
the visual vocabulary of the house of the Vettii. The colour palette and complexity of the images 
corroborates with the decorative theme intended for the freed inhabitants of the household, as 
compared to the modest slave quarter decorative theme.  

The frescos of the depict the most violent of the female-centred sexual 
exploitation, with both events resulting in forcible sexual acts between those depicted. The 
similarity in style and palette to the rest of the household, alongside the feminine-focused yet 
masculine dominated subjects 

male-domination of the entire household 
becomes clear. As Clarke aptly notes, in all areas of the household women are commodified; for 
the slaves, it is blatant objectification, and for the wealthy women, the decorative language is 
telling them that their virtue comes from their ability to produce children (whether consensual 
or not).50 

 and even the overt Priapean imagery of the there is an emphasis that the 
role of women within the House of the Vettii was one of sexual servitude.  
 
 

CONCLUSION 
Throughout this paper, I have aimed to prove that the purpose of the architectural and artistic 
decoration of the House of the Vettii was to express the desires and ideologies of its primary 

 
49 Clarke, 1992, p. 221 
50 Clarke, 1992, p. 208 
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inhabitants. It has been made clear that the increase financial and economic 
capabilities resulted in a boost to their social standing, which required clients and friends of a 
similar wealth and class as the Vettii to frequent the household. I have argued that it is this wider 
audience who are the primary targets of the extravagant decoration, with the opulence of the 
designs facilitating an outward display of the wealth of the Vettii. This is reinforced through 
connections to the God Dionysus, likely arose 
from owning vineyards and wine trading.  

However, where the decorative language of the House of the Vettii shouts of wine and 
wealth, it also whispers of exploitation and suffering. Through a close analysis of the nature of 
the violent frescos, the gender-based designs of the  and the uniquely 
religious yet erotic slave quarters, I have aimed to showcase that there is a darker undertone to 
the decorative vocabulary of the . It is clear that there was a bias towards masculinity, with 
the feminine depictions centring on myths of sexual exploitation. However, that is not to say that 
the male slaves did not suffer a similar fate; the focus of captivity and physical punishment infers 
that a culture of exploitation and sadistic violence is likely have been commonplace within the 

. Although difficult to prove, the undertones of these frescos cannot be ignored. Those 
who suffered, whether through servitude, physical punishment, or sexual exploitation, were also 
members of the House of the Vettii. Therefore, an acknowledgement of their lives and the things 
they had to endure must be recognised. These themes can be unsettling for modern audiences; 
however, the attitudes displayed in the violent and sexual depictions are an equal part of the 
wider historical picture as the more palatable beautiful gardens and cupid frescos.   

The Vettii themselves, unlike the slaves and women of the household, have been awarded 
the gift of their names being remembered; however, little remains to tell us what 

 and  were really like. Therefore, I argue that their choice of 
decoration is the only way to discern a lasting impression of their primary drives and core 
ideologies. I argue that the intentionally designed their Pompeiian paradise  to surround 
themselves in decoration that would be both pleasing to themselves and their associates, to 
display their sophistication and financial capabilities. To conclude, I believe it is clear that the 
core elements of the Vettii lifestyle can be broken down into three main drives: wine, wealth, and 
women.  
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LANDSCAPE

CHANTEL THORA CHESNEY

Image: 
Alison Cooley, in 

(Taylor & Francis Group, 2004), 34.

INTRODUCTION
The last two decades have witnessed immense strides in the treatment of women within the 
historiography of Pompeii. Initially relegated to the margins of the public sphere, scholars have 
increasingly begun to examine the influence of women in shaping the economic and religious 



20 

landscape of Pompeii.1

environment, with historians beginning to grant precedence to female patronage and 
benefactions within Pompeiian narratives.2 However, while this growing interest appears 
optimistic, a closer investigation into female representation reveals a lack of agency afforded to 
these examined women. Although their presence has been increasingly documented, their 
reconstructed motivations and desires continue to perpetuate traditional gendered roles. Their 

life.  
This myopia is most evident in the Building of Eumachia. Despite its immense stature, 

obscure public buildings. Located in the southwest corner of the Forum of Pompeii (Fig 1), 

the Basilica across the Forum.3 Yet, the precise function of this structure remains the subject of 
intense scholarly debate, with historians disputing over an economic,4 judicial,5 or religious 
function.6 

-manufacturing fortune; and wife and mother to 
aspiring local political elites. It becomes clear that the academic confusion behind the function 
of the building originates from the biased and gendered approach taken by earlier scholars. This 
investigation subsequently aims to combat these prejudices and uncover the original motivations 

 
Modern scholarship on Roman female benefactresses conveniently excluded women 

from entering political dialogues, suggesting that their motivations behind any architectural 
contributions were either limited to social or civic pursuits, or merely served to advance their 

7 
into the masculine sphere of urban benefaction was primarily driven as an extension of their 
traditional domestic and gendered virtues, continuing to bind and limit them to notions of 
femininity, fecundity, and motherhood.8 
counter to these conventional readings, demonstrating that female munificence enabled the 

sons they propelled into the spotlight. While Roman women may not have been able to occupy 
formal seats of power, they could nonetheless exert subtle forms of influence, and thus their 
motives should not be dismissed as simply a product of maternal selflessness.  

 
 

 
1Allison, 2007; Cenerini, 2013; Cooley, 2013; Flory, 1993; Hemelrijk, 2013; Longfellow, 2014/2015; MacMullen, 
1980. 
2 Petersen, 2021; Will, 1979 
3 Will, 1979, 34-43. 
4 Breton, 1869; Moeller, 1972; Will, 1979.  
5 Overbeck, 1884. 
6 Longfellow, 2014/2015; Richardson, 1988. 
7  
8 Flory, 1993, 304-6.  
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METHODOLOGY
Before delving into the investigation, the parameters and scholarly context of this paper must be 

ectural similarities and 
as identified by Classicists like Allison Cooley and 

Archaeologists such as John Dobbins alike which was dedicated in 7 BC.9 Eumachia appears to 

portions of its structure. The aim of this paper is to uncover the original motivations behind 
 

experiences, and thereby does not supplant political agency onto all Roman women. 

investigations, aiding the development of a broader pattern within a select group of female 
patrons whose architectural contributions should not remain overlooked in academic legacy. In 
the absence of a wide corpus of primary evidence available for the reconstruction of Pompeiian 

understanding the experiences of a silenced group who remains marginalised in both lived 
experiences and the historical archive. While written evidence provides sparse direct information 
about local women like Eumachia and her building, by cross-examining literary references to 
Imperial women like Livia and comparing it to the built evidence left by Pompeiian women, only 
then does a divergent path a

reinforcement of their domestic restrictions.  
 
 

LITERARY CONTEXT 
architectural and decorative elements within the Imperial 

period, an exploration into literary evidence must first be conducted to demonstrate the broad 

unde
moral and marriage legislations granted women more freedom and authority over their 
property,10 an ambivalent treatment of women in ancient literature emerged.  

On the one hand, Cassius Dio and Suetonius showcased the political prowess Imperial 
11 where the 

 
9 Cooley, 2013, 33; Dobbins, 1994, 689. 
10 Cooley, 2013, 27; Cassius Dio 49.38.1. 
11 Cassius Dio 55.16.1-2. 
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12 and where her influence as both her husband and 
13 On the other hand, Livy and Tacitus interpreted a 

their attempts to oppress and vilify women, their accounts inadvertently highlighted Livia and 
Agripina the Youn
from husband to son.14 Thus, unlike what both modern and ancient scholarship attests, women 
could possess an indirect degree of political influence, thereby validating the possibility of 

 
This political function is further exemplified through an analysis of the limited epigraphic 

literature available on the Eumachia building the pair of almost identical inscriptions located on 
the front and side of the building. The inscription reads: Eumachia, daughter of Lucius, public 
priestess, built at her own expense in her name and in the name of her son, Marcus Numistrius 
Fronto, a chalcidicum, a crypta, and a porticus for Concordia Augusta and Pietas and dedicated 
it  (Fig 2).15 Firstly, Eumachia invokes parallels to Livia and her political activity in the inscriptions: 

Imperial cult of Livia;16 as well as through the naming of her son in the dedication, a gesture 
performed by Livia in her own Portico.17 Instead of merely promoting her son, Marcus, to follow 

,18 Eumachia was promoting herself as 
worthy to engage with political affairs through an expansion of the categorisation of motherhood. 
This architectural narrative was not anomalous to only Imperial or Pompeiian women, as Mineia 
in Paestum in 15 BC, wife to a , also dedicated the rebuilding of a Basilica to her son.19  

suggest, her choice to prominently feature her own name on the inscriptions becomes 
contradictory. Through a comparison with the inscriptions found on the Temple of Isis in 

-promotion becomes more pronounced. The 
primary inscription found on the Temple of Isis attributes the reconstruction of the temple to 
Numerius, a six-year-old, whose actual involvement in this matter remains questionable given his 
age. And yet, neither parent was mentioned. Cornelia Celsa, mother to Numerius and a public 
priestess herself, instead confined her own inscription to a less prominent location on the floor 
within a room in the temple.20 Thus, this contrasts Eumachia, who not only named herself in 
both inscriptions, but also propagated a distinct hierarchy by positioning her name and 
background before her son.  

the chalcidicum, the porticus, and the crypta (Fig 3). However, this only accounts for half of the 

 
12 Cassius Dio 57.12.3-4. 
13 Suetonius,  50.2. 
14 Livy 34.11; Tacitus,  1.3-1.5, 12.6-69, 5.3, 14.13 
15 CIL 10, 810-811. 
16 Ovid, , 6.637-640. 
17 Longfellow, 2014/15, 81-101. 
18 CIL 10 892. 
19 Cooley, 2013, 38; Paestum 85. 
20 Petersen, 2021, 11. 
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-courtyard which dominates the centre 
of the structure, or the guardhouses. It will therefore be argued that the focus pinpointed onto 
these three sections was intended to fabricate a continuous narrative, integrating the built 
environment, decoration, and function to invoke a united spatial experience. To further 
substantiate this, the formal aspects of the design and decoration of these three named sections 
will be examined.  

 
 

CHALCIDICUM 

architectural and spatial narrative. Displayed proudly, the primary inscription was carved into a 
single 20-meter row into the travertine architrave of the chalcidicum, drawing the eyes of everyone 
nearby (Fig 2).21 The chalcidicum consisted of a front roofed porch that faced the Forum through 
a row of sixteen Doric columns constructed of white limestone, while on the inside of each 
column, unpreserved statue pedestals were arranged in alternating semicircular and rectilinear 
niches. More notably, the northern niches contained a large, indented platform accessed by a 
short flight of stairs, leading art historian and archaeologist Margaret Woodhull to advance the 

uctioneering.22  

he geographical landscape 
of the Forum (Fig 3). Although scholars like Richardson and Opdenhoff acknowledge this 
irregularity in the plan which leads to spatial discontinuity, they do not propose any specific 
rationale for it.23 Instead, this investigation argues that the peculiar layout was employed as an 

of publicness, a site of leisure, and the ceremonial attributes of a civic space. Additionally, the 

of Venus; the inscriptions dedicating the building to the Roman goddess of harmony and peace 
(Concordia and Pietas); as well as its strategic location within the Forum, situated next to the 
recently commissioned Temple of Vespasian, another sanctuary sponsored by a female public 
priestess, Mamia (Fig 4).24 

Despite the clarity surrounding the infrastructure and layout of the chalcidicum, its 
function is more contested. In 1972, historian Walter Moeller documented the original 
architectural debate surrounding the use of the chalcidicum and its platforms, recording that: 
Ernest Breton first proposed the site as a venue for wool auctions due to the dedicatory 
inscription by  (laundry workers) found on the statue of Eumachia in the crypta;25 while 
Johannes Overbeck suggested a more judicial or administrative role, positioning the chalcidicum 

 
21 Opdenhoff, 2022, 3. 
22 Woodhull, 1999, 49-57. 
23 Opdenhoff, 2022, 1; Richardson, 1988. 
24 CIL 10 816, 998. 
25 Breton, 1869, 124-131, quoted in Moeller, 1972, 323-327. 
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as a site for announcements or case hearings.26 After reviewing these nineteenth-century 

produce market the Macellum.27 
function as a site for cloth retailing to the entire structure. However, one dedication does not 
amount to a full picture, as it is certain that numerous statues and their dedicatory inscriptions 
are now lost to modern audiences. Nevertheless, the importance of the  must not be 
understated, as they held the prime honour of dedicating a statue of the patron herself. Similarly, 

Forum already boasted an adjacent Basilica with its own chalcidicum.  
Taking these views into account, this investigation presents a multifunctional purpose for 

the entire structure, allowing for distinct and diverging spatial experiences across its chalcidicum, 
porticus, and crypta based on its respective functions. But ult
arose out of her private and political ambitions. The chalcidicum likely performed as a public 
lure, a civic space which attracted crowds walking through the Forum with either its economic or 
administrative announcements depending on the day. Thus, it is possible that the chalcidicum of 

broader purpose. The impressive gallery of statues surrounding the chalcidicum would then 
entice the public to enter the rest of the building, where, once again, depending on the day, they 
could either browse through economic wares or stroll around the courtyard for leisure.  

This eye-catching function becomes more evident through a comparison with the 
chalcidicum attached to the Curia Julia in the Roman Forum. Completed in 29 BC by Augustus, 
the Curia Julia operated as a Senate House and featured a statue of the goddess Minerva, 

was also covered with white marble, replicated by Eumachia with a cheaper but visually similar 
alternative white limestone. While the interior of the Senate House was restricted to political 
elites, the porch functioned as a public space where public notices and meeting proceedings were 
announced.28 
function, bridging public and private spheres through political dialogues. Due to the political 

a Senate 
House; however, this does not disregard the possibility of political notices or speeches taking 

auction site and public political meeting space, Eumachia thereby attempted to bridge her civic 
influence gained through her religious office and economic prosperity, with indirect political 
legitimacy.  

As such, Eumachia constructed the chalcidicum as a civic space, propelling herself into 
the public domain of politics. However, she understood her precarious position, and 

the public eye 
through a religious and subvertedly gendered framework. As the priestess of the Roman goddess 

 
26 Overbeck, 1884, 131-136, quoted in Moeller, 1972, 323-327. 
27 Moeller, 1972, 326. 
28 RE III.2039; Cassius Dio 51.22.  
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of fertility, Eumachia remained brutally aware of the constraints of her balloted position.29 Thus, 
she weaponised iconographies of fecundity and abundance to safeguard her social influence, 
while also vying for further indirect forms of political power through the promotion of her son. 
Although her son would be in the office by name, the support Eumachia gained through her 
building would remain hers, and her son would merely function as a vessel for her own 
aspirations. Instead of limiting her endeavours to feminine spheres of motherhood, she 
expanded the dimensions of matronhood through allusions to religion and Rome. This can be 
seen with statues of Aeneas and Romulus in the chalcidicum,30 two legendary heroes with ties to 
Venus. Aeneas was hailed as the son of Venus, while Romulus the descendent of Aeneas through 
his mother. These deified ancestors of the reigning Julian clan in Rome were attributed to the 
mythological foundation of Rome.31 The public, in observing the hierarchy between mother and 

statuary: where Venus emerges as the true founder of Rome through her embodiment of 
fecundity.  

This interplay between religion, motherhood and power was further corroborated by the 
Third-Style painting of a woman found on the east wall of the chalcidicum. Acknowledging the 
symbolic knotted violet shawl and chiton, Woodhull identified the woman as the Egyptian 
goddess, Isis. However, this investigation suggests that in a similar fashion to how the statue of 
Eumachia in the crypta invoked associations with Venus (discussed below), this painting depicts 
a portrait of Cleopatra, who subsequently invoked associations with Isis. Isis was the Egyptian 
goddess of fertility and maternity, an Egyptian counterpart to the Roman Venus, but was also 
recognised as a vessel of unrivalled magic and re-birth abilities.32 Cleopatra, following the birth of 

 33  

influential children becomes a testament to their own powers, where Venus was integral to 
34 

ascension to the throne.35 Through these depictions, Rome becomes dependent on women, and 

have also been exacerbated by the literary representations of Livia examined above, where she 

mirrors the narrative of Livia and Venus, where they were pivotal players in the ascension of their 
sons. The accompaniment and pairing of politically-charged elite women with powerful divine 

 
29 Bernstein, 2007, 533. 
30 Spinazzola, 1953, 1.150-55. 
31 Livy 1.4. 
32 Shaw, 2014, 79. 
33 Bianchi, 2023.  
34 Virgil,  Books 1, 4. 
35 Willis, 1993, 43. 
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therefore extends beyond their role as childbearers, expanding the dimension and 
responsibilities of motherhood to encompass political strategy.  

into the mythologised past and to Egyptian influences, is reliant on women a position Eumachia 
intended to subsume in Pompeii. While these women were mothers, their sons were vessels 
which allowed them to advance their own individualistic aspirations, with Cleopatra even ruling 
Egypt alongside her three-year-old son.36 Themes of motherhood and fertility were secondary, 

transition towards indirect politics.  
 
 

PORTICUS 
As visitors passed through the chalcidicum, they would be met by the porticus a covered tufa 
Doric colonnade encircling a larger rectangular open-courtyard,37 guarded by a lattice-work gate.38 

misalignment between the chalcidicum, which was oriented towards the Forum, and the rest of 
oth the gate and guard 

suggests that the porticus and crypta beyond were designed as less public or accessible areas. 

ssociations to trade and commerce. While the Forum 

activities, emphasising the specialised economic dimension of the porticus. Underscoring this 
economic function is the presence of a ramp attached to the secondary entrance into the crypta, 
allowing for the discreet transportation of wares.39 In addition, the site on which the building was 
constructed upon was previously occupied by shops,40 reinforcing the porticus as a strategic 

-public site for 
mercantile activities suggests an intent to demonstrate the prosperity she would bring to Pompeii 
by facilitating trade, allowing her to boost her support among the local populace.  

However, Moeller challenges this, claiming that the porticus could not function as a 
marketplace as it lacked features commonly ascribed to Roman markets, such as a large service 
entrance or the presence of booths.41 Restricting the economic activity to the chalcidicum, he 
contends that the existing secondary entrance was too narrow to facilitate the movement of 
extensive and frequently replenished wares that a daily market would require. Nevertheless, 
Moeller overlooks the possibility for a weekly market, where temporary booths could be erected 
on specific days. It is also likely that whatever booths located in the porticus were removed 
following the earthquake in 62 AD to facilitate repairs or as a result of an evolution of function. 

 
36 Roller, 2010, 70-73.  
37 Dobbins, 1994, 660.  
38 Mau, 1902, 114. 
39 Mau, 1902, 112; Overbeck, 1884, 131-136. 
40 Cooley, 2004, 98-99. 
41 Moeller, 1972, 325. 
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In accepting the premise of a weekly market, the gate and the guardhouses would take on a 
practical security function, deterring thefts and closing off the porticus during days on which the 
market was not being held. Alternatively, on the days without a market, the civic functions of the 
chalcidicum could flow into the porticus, where the public were free to roam and consume the 

 
While it could be argued that a lack of definitive archaeological evidence renders this 

interpretation as speculative at best, the prevalence of (periodic markets) in late 
Republican Pompeii elevates the feasibility for a weekly market in the porticus. Ancient Roman 
sociologist Claire Holleran also goes one step further, establishing a link between  and 
auctions through a study of the archives of Caecilius Jucundus, a banker.42 Thus, the association 
between auctions held in the chalcidicum and the  held in the porticus bolsters this 
interpretation. In addition, the periodic markets would only require low-frequency volumes of 
goods, thereby negating the presence of a large service entrance which Moeller demands.  

elements to further promote her role in facilitating economic prosperity. She invokes this through 
narrow allusions to Roman rulers Augustus and Livia. Instead of reminiscing a mythologised past 
through depictions of Venus in the chalcidicum, the porticus displays direct and contemporary 

hrine to Concordia.43 As attested above, numerous 
scholars such as Cooley, Dobbins, and Lawrence Richardson also emphasise the architectural 
similarities between the two porticoes.44 

lost, the relief found on the fountain of Concordia adjacent to the building suggests it was crafted 
in Li 45 The statue was also flanked by two smaller apses, which likely displayed 

46 

the guise of a symbol of feminine virtue, her reputation enhanced by her two sons who served 
47 However, this investigation seeks to reframe this interpretation, where although 

the statues in the chalcidicum and porticus offer different imagery, they still worked together to 
amalgamate portrayals of women as the starting point; that they were the ones integral to the 
foreground of success in Roman past and present. While Livia was promoted through her 
feminine virtue, it was used as justification for her usurpation of masculine power rather than the 
final depiction. Motherhood was employed as a means to secure preliminary entry into the public 

primary inscription to justify the existence of her building. After this was established, Eumachia 
weaponised architectural designs and decorations to promote her economic precedence and 
legitimise her claims to indirect political power. Classicist Kristina Milnor postulates that 

 
42 Holleran, 2012, 182. 
43 Cassius Dio 54.23.6; Cooley, 2004, 33. 
44 Cooley, 2013, 33; Dobbins, 1994, 689; Richardson, 1978, 260-272.  
45 Woodhull, 1999, 49-57. 
46 Bernstein, 2007, 531; Kleiner, 1996, 33; Zanker, 1988, 322. 
47  
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porticoes were only suitable for sponsorship by women due to their perceived lack of political 
function;48 
Senate meetings.49 Livia guided the political machinations of her son, Tiberius, and granted him 
his rise to power. This was a narrative Eumachia sought to claim for herself through her 
architectural allusions.  

would have been bombarded with Augustan imagery as soon as they entered, as the front doors 
were adorned with marble acanthus leaves, animals, insects, and plants. This design loosely 

50 Thus, 
Eumachia promoted herself through a propagation of Augustan ideology, advancing his ideals of 

51 
rule, linking it to her own ability to generate wealth, through her use of marble. Significantly, 

-manufacturer, which could be claimed as a large source of 

from brick heritage to marble acquisition. This underscored her economic capability, despite 
being female, to carry out the political designs of Augustus, a male ruler, for peace and prosperity. 
In doing so, she invokes the credibility and authority of Augustus, who was also responsible for 

power. Thus, the porticus was an economic site which utilised the decoration of Augustan 

Eumachia held, rather than a mere promotion of her son.  
 

 
CRYPTA 

Moving onward, the porticus was surrounded by a covered corridor along the north, east, and 
south outer ring of the courtyard known as the crypta. The walls separating the crypta and 
porticus were adorned with evenly-spaced windows.52 
the ramped side entrance. Like the porticus, the crypta was also oriented towards the Via 

However, in contrast to the open ceiling courtyard in the porticus, the crypta was more enclosed 

transactions. Eumachia, as a result of her gender, was traditionally confined to the domestic as 
her principal site. Thus, it could be posited that Eumachia attempted to replicate the architectural 
features of a  (house) within her crypta, to enable or further justify her transgression into 

 unknown, it is evident that she did 

 
48 Milnor, 2005, 59-60. 
49 Cassius Dio 55.8.1. 
50 Cooley, 2013, 23-46. 
51 Suetonius,  29.  
52 Woodhull, 1999  49-57. 
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political, and religious pursuits. 

demonstrates its function as a marketplace during poor weather.53 However, this hypothesis is 
unconvincing. Instead, it is more compelling to view the crypta as an extension of the  and 
utilised as a business centre or meeting space. This is corroborated by the architectural 
similarities that the crypta shares with the  (office) of a . In the context of an elite 
Roman house, the  (male head-of-house) would often meet with clientele in his 
public office space during days of business.54 The was usually situated on the opposite 
side of the  primary entrance, mirroring the position of the eastern portion of the crypta. 
Furthermore, the  was usually attached to the  (open central court), similar to the 
adjacent layout the crypta held to the open courtyard in the porticus. Clientele would primarily 
access the tablinum via the , a narrow and guarded entrance which connected to the street.55 

her home on the Palatine Hill,56 
business and political space of a . Thus, Eumachia constructed a site for private economic 
activity outside her home, while also demonstrating to her potential clientele the prominence, 
wealth, and status her image presented. The need to construct an external  may have arisen 

 57 
To clarify the logistics of utilising the crypta as a private business club, it could be 

ascertained that private economic transactions would occur on days that the market in the 
porticus was not in operation. Much like how the  operated on specific days, clients 
were usually received in the  on days of business. This would thereby free up the 
secondary side entrance for their arrival. Thus, the reason behind the differences between the 
two inscriptions on the primary and secondary entrances 
clear. While the contents of both inscriptions were more or less identical, the design was not. 
The secondary inscription was smaller in size, carved into a marble slab measuring 275 cm by 
31 cm and broken into 3 li
the latter lines in size.58 In contrast to the primary inscription, which would have been viewed by 
the unfiltered public strolling through the Forum, the secondary inscription was reserved for elite 
business clientele or traders transporting goods. These diverging patterns of movement allowed 
Eumachia to specialise her communication to different groups, where she was able to further 
promote her hierarchised standing against her son to a more mercantile audience.  

 
53 Richardson, 1988, 197. 
54 McManus, February 2007.   
55 McManus, February 2007. 
56 Reiner, 1870, pl. XIV.   
57 Will, 1979, 34-43.  
58 Opdenhoff, 2022, 3.  
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commerce throughout the Roman Empire. Within Pompeii, elite women like Julia Flex leased 
out numerous properties;59 while Roman working-class women worked in textiles,60 or as 
jewellers,61 doctors,62 and barbers.63 Thus, Eumachia relied on her son to justify the construction 
of her building to the public as a political and civic site, but was able to enter the economic sphere 
on her own accord. As a result, the difference in the display of these two inscriptions reflects her 
specialised representation to respective demographics. The differences between the two 
inscriptions also extends to their materials. The secondary inscription, intended for economic 
clientele, was constructed of marble, allowing Eumachia to promote her wealth and higher 
economic status. Meanwhile, the primary inscription was made of the less expensive but visually 
similar travertine, presenting a hint of modesty while still retaining Augustan ideals of prosperity.  

employed in the decoration of the crypta, which once again diverged from the chalcidicum and 
porticus. Like the where portraits of family members would be displayed the crypta 
boasted a statue of Eumachia in the middle of the rear wall (Fig 5). Instead of alluding to 
ideologies of grandeur, Eumachia promoted herself through the dedication of an economic 
group which displayed their support: the . The statue was positioned on the same central 
axis as the statue of Concordia which lay in the porticus beyond the wall, actualising the parallel 

 over a tunic and , 
mirroring the attire of Concordia Augusta and appropriating the priestly and matronly garb.  

Furthermore, weaving and wool also contained allusions to domestic virtue and wifely 
devotion during the imperial era.64 Thus, the dedication of her statue by the  who 
operated in the wool trade could have been advanced for the facilitation of this connection, rather 

avy hair drawn away from a face which bears 
 

Within the crypta which operated as a  or private business space, Eumachia 
presented herself as a model of domestic virtue and matronhood. By espousing this portrayal to 
the economic elites who visited the crypta, Eumachia solidified her incursions into the 
androcentric public sphere by proving her preservation of exemplary female characteristics. Her 
economic prominence or political prowess did not translate to poor womanhood. Instead, 
economic prosperity could lend itself to political influence, as displayed by Asellina, a woman 
who patronised a 
candidacies and elections through signages decorated on the walls of her tavern.65 
building therefore stood for the promotion of Eumachia over her son, justifying her existence 
(although indirect) within Pompeiian politics. The crypta therefore holds a dual purpose: firstly 

 
59 CIL 4, 1136. 
60 CIL 6, 33920; 9891. 
61 CIL 6, 9435. 
62 CIL 8, 24679; 9723. 
63 CIL 6, 37811. 
64 Livy 1.57.8-10; Suetonius,  73.  
65 CIL 4, 7873.  
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by utilising the architecture and invoking parallels with a 
domestic constraints and enable her to enter the public sphere; before utilising the decoration to 
enhance her position within said sphere.  

 
 

CONCLUSION 

political influence through constructs of religion, virtue, and fertility. She weaved a narratively 
charged spatial experience through her architecture and decorative elements. The chalcidicum 
was oriented to the Forum, a civic space where the public was transported to the mythologised 
past, painting women as the progenitors of Rome through divine depictions of Venus and Isis, 
paired with contemporary women like Livia and Cleopatra. This allowed Eumachia to enter the 
political sphere by subverting traditional responsibilities of motherhood to incorporate political 

marketplace where the public was brought back to the Imperial present through allusions to Livia 
and the Augustan machinery. This allowed Eumachia to bridge her economic prosperity to 
indirect political influence. Lastly, the crypta functioned as an extension of the  of a 

, a private business club where economic elites were presented with a localised future, 
where Eumachia integrated representations of the divine Venus and Imperial Livia to her own 
depiction. Within the more private crypta, Eumachia catered her messages to a more privileged 

while still preserving her womanly virtues.  

she could utilise him as a vessel to map out her own designs. He remained secondary in 
inscription and non-existent in preserved statuary. While the possibility of a statue of Numerius 
remains lost to time, the statue was undoubtedly not located in the premium locations occupied 
by the statues of Eumachia and Concordia Augusta. As recorded by Cassius Dio, Livia herself 
had declared that women also had their part in reig
political sphere should not be marginalised.  
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APPENDIX

 
Figure 1: John Dobbins, , in  (Oxford: Routledge, 2008), 151. 

Of note: 2. Macellum; 4. Temple of Vespasian; 5. Eumachia Building; 10. Basilica 
  

  
Figure 2: John Dobbins,  (Pompeii Forum Project, 1997), 

http://pompeii.virginia.edu/images/b-w/levin/small/levin.html. 
 

 
Figure 3: Alison Cooley,  in (Taylor & Francis Group, 

2004), 99. 
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Figure 4: John Dobbins, , in (Oxford: Routledge, 2008), 
152.

Figure 5: Alison Cooley, in (Taylor & Francis Group, 
2004), 34.
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PRESERVATIONS OF THE LOST AND FOUND HISTORY OF 

ALEXANDRIA 
 

CHARLIE DOWNING 

 
 
The history of Alexandria is an ever-growing study, preserved by digging through records and 
palace remnants, examining a culture that has only half been documented; as Forster phrases, 

1 Whether scholars believe 
2 To diminish 

literature and material dedicated to it thousands of years later, historic remains, and the ancient 
city itself. This study will argue that the history of Alexandria is not a history of what has been 

that occurred in Alexandria will be reviewed, then gradual losses. Then, I will explore modern 
-versa, in the 

works of E. M. Forster and C. P. Cavafy. These two arguments will build on each other - in that 

been lost: it is a history of preservation, heritage, and recreation. 
 
are losses that have occurred between the present and ancient Alexandria, and losses that 
occurred in ancient Alexandria. There exists the loss of material culture, and the loss of intangible 

that has persisted will be na
attention to certain figures, and this narrative delivers a succinct though non-comprehensive 

3  
This argument will firstly consider two individuals who lived in ancient Alexandria: 

Oenanthe and Abdaraxus. Oenanthe was married to a nobleman, but gained power in 
4 She 

is also mentioned in Plutarch5 and Polybius,6 again in regard to her association with Ptolemy; but 

 
1 Edward M. Forster,  (The Hogarth Press), 1961, 103.  
2 Edmund Richardson, Alexandria:  (Bloomsbury), 2021; Alexander Kitroeff

, 10, no. 1-2 (1983).  
3 

, 53 (2015): 128.  
4 Justin, 30.2.  
5 Plutarch, , 9.266,  33.2.  
6 Polybius, . 15.22.12, 15.29.6-14, 15.33.8-13.  
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7 following from Plutarch: 

8 
from this source, due to an apparent bias against Ptolemy: the passage itself has little concern for 

Oe
jurisdiction was recognised and respected, but there is no reliable way to assess her role in 
government affairs outside of this unique and driven source. Though evidence is scant, one can 
grasp restrictions placed on women in ancient Alexandria from certain sources, such as Socrates 

9 Of course, Hypatia would have lived several centuries after Oenanthe and had status 

an attack against a learned woman, may allude to the pressure placed on women who transgressed 
a cultural gender role.  

is how Oenanthe has descended to scholars, and perhaps that is why such a lack of attention has 
been dedicated to her. Her role in politics, as an ancient woman, is not unlike that of Agrippina 
the Younger, but significantly less scholarship has included her. From this, can one conclude that 
Oenanthe is a figure partially lost, and the few sources that do include her neglect to focus on 
her? Oenanthe is an example of the intangible loss of Alexandria, a woman who has largely been 
forgotten, but whose name and existence remains known. Scholars that have studied Oenanthe 

10 or the importance of the 

Greek verb 11 - to fall to one's knees: it is incited as Oenanthe is pursued by invading 
Macedonians and she prays to a goddess.12 Such is her overlooked legacy - a partially lost history 
which does not truly care for Oenanthe as herself alone. She is preserved in fragments, like 
Alexandria itself. 

13 The  is, itself, an elusive 
source, a papyrus fragment with no discernable author: it lists important figures in Alexandria, 

 
7 , 50, no. 
2 (2000): 633. 
8 Plutarch, . 33.2.  
9 Socrates Scholiasticus, , XV. 160.  
10 , 

 146.2 (1998): 590.  
11 .  46. 1/2 (1968): 4. 
12 Polybius,  15.29.9.  
13 Hermann Diels, . Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
(1904): berol 13044, col. 8.  
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14 15 The papyrus is 

materials - it may be fragmentary, but from the , one more name from the ancient world 
is known, allowing scholarship to take one step closer to a history not quite lost. No further 
information is given on Abdaraxus, and thus it can be inferred that he and his machines were 
notable enough at the point of the  conception that no further information was needed. 
Oenanthe was lost in ancient Alexandria through a lack of documentation, and in the centuries 
between now and then, through scholarly neglect. Abdaraxus has been lost since he was recorded 
in the , by the loss of him and his machines and their legacy. But both figures are known 
to us; here is a history that has not been lost, in the names of Abdaraxus and Oenanthe, in the 
remains of the .  

There is much to say about a library that held up to 700,000 books,16 
review of it will focus on how the Library of Alexandria fits the classification of a physical loss 
that has occurred over time, though in its living legacy an aspect of history is preserved. Indeed, 
there is no surviving archaeological e

17 but the logistics of this block being a part of the 
Library do not comply with assumptions on holdings - the Library would have required 166,667 
of these blocks, according to Bagnall,18 so the survival of only one is unlikely, if not impossible. 
Thus, it is more than likely that this block did not belong to the Library. With no remains, 
scholars can assume it has been entirely, physically lost. We are thereby left with remnants of the 
Library in written sources - whether that be literature that was produced through the Library, or 
literature on the Library. The Homeric texts that are still followed today are preserved in the 

 scholia,19 which was influenced by critical commentary of Aristarchus, head-librarian 

20 
history, with a longstanding influence.21 
impact on history through surviving sources, as it was originally translated through the Library, 
under the command of Ptolemy II.22 In a different manner, there is enduring material on the 
Library to evidence that it has not been entirely lost, and that the history of Alexandria is not the 
history of what has been lost, in primary texts on the Library. Many ancient sources wrote on the 
Library, such as Seneca,23  Lucan,24 and Galen,25 and such texts allow modern scholars to 

 
14 

, 192, (2014): 85. 
15 

61, 3, (2012): 307.  
16 Gellius, , 7.17.  
17  146.4 
(2002): 357.  
18 Ibid. 
19 Venetus A (Marciana 454 = 822) Folio 12- 308.  
20 Gregory Nagy, Homeric Scholia (1997):102.  
21 , 48.2 (2004):65.  
22 Pseudo-Aristeas.  
23 Seneca,  9.5.  
24 Lucan, , 491-503.  
25 Galen, . 17a605.  
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understand the Library and its impact on the heritage of ancient Alexandria. And indeed, the 
26 in the recent foundation of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina  which 

serves to represent and replicate its namesake. Conclusively, whilst the physical figure of the 
Library of Alexandria is a figure of loss, its legacy, formed through contemporary detailing of it 
and as a result of its productions, is not lost, and contradicts the belief that the history of 
Alexandria is the history of what has been lost.  

Modern portrayals of Alexandria, like surviving ancient sources on the city, may 

naccessible past, but 
27 an attainable and living memory, much like the preserved names of Oenanthe, 

Abdaraxus, and the figure of the Library.  
 and 

 describe the city in unique terms: the former blends ancient with modern to portray 

blended with present, that I wish to understand, so my focus is on . Herz 
argues that in 

28 - while  is indeed an descriptive piece, rather than 

is a representation of history and reality, present and past, blended. It forms a reminiscent 
modern city that reflects its heritage, and demonstrates that Alexandria's history is not lost. This 
representation is reached through describing aspects of Alexandria which no longer exist, but 

lexander 
29 But it is not 

Alexander in the tomb, it is the Muslim scholar Muhammad Daniyal al-
30 It could be any Alexandrian in the tomb  the importance lies in their 

given to Alexander, to the Mosque, and to Alexandria. That the Mosque is preserved, the tomb 

been lost, but a history protected and open to interpretation in living memory.  
When looking at Alexandria from this perspective, however, one must keep in mind that 

the city is not only one of myth, but a cosmopolitan, functioning city. Forster held a certain lens 
of Greece stemmed [...] 

notions of [...] late nineteenth- 31 

 
26 Mostafa El- , (2016): 181-2. 
27 , 20.2 (2012): 26.  
28 - , 31, 2/3 (1985): 
291.  
29 Forster, , 89.  
30 Ibid. 
31 Peter Jeffreys. "Cavafy, Forster and the Eastern Question." , 19.1 (2001): 61.  
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32 33 
34 he claims. Forster was obsessed with the ancient, but ignorant of the 

35 

lifetime, and exists today. The Library of Alexandria became the Bibliotheca Alexandrina; 

ity in both, 
to preserve and contribute to such a history. Thus, in the writings of Forster, in his setting and 
interpretation, the history of Alexandria is remembered, not lost.   

In Forster, however, one does find that the ancient city of Alexandria, despite being 
preserved in a unique manner, is affected by his own fanciful and poetic writing. Forster writes 

36 He clearly loved the 
city and romanticised it, influencing its image through his own influenced education, but failed 
to accept and embrace the modern city as it stood. It seems that Forster was happier to face the 

han to honour its contemporary culture. Whilst aspects of 

ignorance of a culture.   
When in Alexandria, Forster met and came to idolise the poet C. P. Cavafy, a native 

 lifetime and in the 

sentiments of the contemporary present. In briefly looking at  in such a 
manner, it will be established that the history of Alexandria is not the history of what has been 
lost, if it is preserved and identified with decades later.  

The opening line of  details the Alexandrian people, with Cavafy 

Anglo-Egyptian War in 1882, in which his family apartment was burned down.38 In having the 
Alexandrians in the 1912 poem be described in such militaristic terms, Cavafy perhaps relates 
his political background to that of the titular monarchs and featured people; Alexandria is taken 
over repeatedly in its history, and the people be

 
32 Ibid.; Forster, 91.  
33 Forster, , 99.  
34 Ibid. 
35 , 179 (2005): 176.  
36 Ibid.; Forster, 42. 
37 Constantine P. Cavafy, . (The Hogarth Press): 1984, 33.  
38 See: https://www.onassis.org/initiatives/cavafy-archive/.  
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39 Indeed, Cavafy ignores Antony and Cleopatra, Alexander and Ptolemy, and the focus 
is on Caesarion and the people -  
For the people, perhaps, but for Caesarion, it is unclear. One would rathe
point is that Alexandria, the city and its people, remain the same regardless of ruler, and such 

are the focus of , because Cavafy is an Alexandrian man, having lived in the 
 

40 He writes in both a cynical and hopeful manner for the Alexandrians - 
he, in the 19th century, knows that Alexandria still stands, but he, in the 1st century BCE, knows 
that the city is filled with contempt for its rulers, and their triumphs are theatrical celebrations. 

[...] what empty words they really were, these kings 41 
42 and he thus writes at the moment of the crowning 

and retrospectively, to convey Alexandrian omniscience in the faces of their tyrants. Cavafy 

43 
between now and then. In writing about ancient and modern combined, focusing on the people 

 lost history, but 
one that can be recalled, continuously related to, and honoured.  

The history of Alexandria, conclusively, is a history of what has been lost as much as it is 
a history of what has not been lost. As with any history, there are gaps in our present knowledge, 
and gaps in past records. However, one cannot determine for certain that the entire history of 
Alexandria is that of what has been lost - in the names of neglected figures, Oenanthe and 

aspects of history, and they are not trul
this half-documented history is added to and preserved, and if that history is then alive and ever-
growing, it cannot be deemed lost. Thereby, through remains and additions, origins and 
receptions, the history of Alexandria is not the history of what has been lost. 
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THE CROSSROADS OF INNOCENCE AND GUILT 
 

MUNA MIR 

 
If fate is all encompassing, one may assume humans to be incapable of bearing guilt. If one is not in 
control of their destiny, how then can they be in control, and thus guilty, of any of their actions? The 

The fact of having committed, or of being 
1 It follows then that guilt may exist regardless of free 

will, as it denotes only the commitment of an act, not the intent which lay behind it. Yet, across legal 
frameworks, guilt, and its relationship with condemnation, is far trickier to ascertain. Truly, the 
question of guilt comes down to semantics, whether or not responsibility for an act necessitates intent, 
or at the very least an acknowledgement . The eponymous 

remains ignorant of his crimes until long after their occurrence, 
whereupon it is only his own thirst for knowledge which brings about their illumination. Sophocles 

the acts of murder and incest which occur to his house. Yet, if it is true that guilt necessitates an 

unto the close of the play (wherein Oedipus is certain of his own guilt), is tricky. To understand the 
moral position Oedipus occupies, we must look at the possibility that guilt is not a black or white 
phenomenon, but rather occupies a spectrum, along which Oedipus falls somewhere in the middle.  

analyse the complex nature of fate in 
 so that we might determine the extent to which Oedipus retains free will. 

The concept of free will may not have existed nominally in Ancient Greece, however the fact that 
heroes in myth blame certain actions on the gods requires some notion of the converse: that others 
actions are  predetermined and are done instead of free will.2 Oedipus makes this concept explicit 

3 The sins of killing his father and sleeping with his mother, Oedipus claims, were 
predestined, however his response to this, gouging out his own eyes, was not. What Oedipus seems 
to imply is that regardless of the predetermined nature of the incest and murder, the actions he takes 
over the course of the play are done of free will. Many critics have pointed to the fact that with 
knowledge of the two tenets which might cause his ruin, it seems obvious that Oedipus should have 
resisted killing any man and sleeping with any woman old enough to be his mother. However, as 

 
1 . 
2 trans. Robert Fagles (Penguin Classics, 1984), 144. 
3 Sophocles, trans. Robert Fagles (Penguin Classics, 1984), 1467 1470. 
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Oedipus explains in 
an attempt to flee his destiny, he was accosted by a group of travellers, he relates this to the chorus 

4 He 

5 In both instances Oedipus does not seek out the 
prophecy (in fact he travels to Thebes fleeing from it), yet there seems a limit to what his free will 

free will.  
Moreover, while prophecy is a key element in , it is crucial to note that the gods 

never appear on stage or speak directly during the duration of the play. Unlike in 
contemporary, Euripides, wherein Dionysus is a key figure, shaping the 

storyline and bringing about its main source of conflict, the visible absence of gods in Sophocles  
 clarifies Oedipus may 

lament , however close inspection reveals a further emphasis on human fault. He 
 / he ordained my agonies these, my pains on pains! / But the 

6 a mirror to his prophecy in which it is repeatedly 
noted that 7 Apollo somehow stands at the root 

 own. 
 human fallibility is illuminated upon the realization that each prophecy is 

absorbed only through hearsay. One might recall that Oedipus is moved to abandon his home in 
8 Yet when Tiresias, a 

lauded seer, comes bearing the truth as shown to him through prophetic vision (338 526), Oedipus 
lashes out in anger, which as Steven Lattimore notes, rids Oedipus of the intelligence he is typically 
lauded for, making him instead appear at least to ancient audiences obtuse.9 An ancient Athenian 
audience would have recognised Tiresias as the respected seer of myth, understanding his word to 
be true as he appeared . 
For Tiresias, plainly, is not a god. Even if one has confidence in the verity of the gods of myth, it is 
hard not to trip over the fundamental nature of human beings: error. It is human to err, thus in 

his prophetic sight, it is human to be sceptical of his ability to relate 
the incident unblemished. Both times in which Oedipus is condemned to be the ruin of Thebes (as 

the bickering argument marring the impartiality one might assume of an oracle .10 

 
4 Sophocles,  trans. Robert Fagles (Penguin Classics, 1984), 614. 
5 Sophocles, , 590 591. 
6 Sophocles, 1467 1470.  
7 Sophocles, 1092. 
8 Sophocles, 858. 
9 Steven Lattimore, 8 (1975): 106. 
10  
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belief in the words of man raises the question of to what extent Oedipus is responsible for his tragedy, 
through his own belief. As Oedipus advances (albeit unconvincingly amidst his quarrel with Tiresias), 
the words spoken to him cannot be proven the extent to which they are true is determined only by 
human belief. As Frederick Ahl identifies, in the end, much of fear, and his eventual 

11 The 
tragedy of the play occurs precisely because of 
because of his belief in his own wrongdoing. When Oedipus declares, to force the gods to act against 
their will no man has the power, 12 it is in stark contrast with the belief of the dictation of human 
lives. Noting the prevalence of Sophoclean irony throughout this work, it is impossible not to look 
at this line and wonder if the characters in  might attain unbound freedom if only they 
would look beyond the assumption that their lives are dictated by the gods.  

The obfuscation 
remember i Aristotle praises 
in his Aristotle heralds as the paragon of tragedy precisely because Oedipus is 
not destroyed by any feat of evil or disdain for good, instead he is struck down by a  an 
error.13 As Oedipus is no paragon of good or evil, there seems to be no reason for him to be awarded 
such a terrible fate; instead, we must believe that his fate is the result of a mistake, a morally neutral 
incident that will harm him for the rest of his life. 

becomes further confused, for it seems then that this incident is indeed wrought by Oedipus 
is commonly 

taken to refer to the killing of Laius, Lazlo , that  may relate not 
to the murder of Laius, but to his quest for knowledge to the fallibility of man, who is never wholly 
pleased with sight, nor blindness14 is interesting to consider in light of our question of guilt. If we 
assume  to be his quest for knowledge, this , coloured by the vigorous 
questioning Oedipus undertakes throughout the play, seems to become conscious. Yet it seems 

 behaviour so often heralded, done for the benefit of his 
city. If Sophocles meant to implicate Oedipus in his tragic fate,  downfall becomes one 
inherent in mankind, leading the play into further pessimism than ever before. Yet even if one was 

as it is regularly understood, as P. H. Vellacott asserts, in introducing 
the banquet scene, in which Oedipus learns of his false parenthood, 
the moral situation of Oedipus in the story. He [becomes] no longer the innocent victim of 

15 For 
not his real father, Oedipus has been warned of his fate and chosen to ignore it. For Vellacott, 
Oedipus, through wilful ignorance, becomes guilty of his crime. Still, while wilful ignorance is 

 
11 Frederick Ahl, (Cornell University Press, 1991), 15 16. 
12 Sophocles,  319. 
13 Aristotle,  trans. Malcolm Heath (Penguin Classics, 1996), 21. 
14 - 1, no. 3 
(1962): 26.  
15 P. H. Vellacott, 11, no. 2 (1964): 140. 
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inequitable with true ignorance, it is unconvincing that it equates to intent, and thus indisputable 
guilt. Is Oedipus culpable of crimes he did not intend to commit? Or pushing that question further, 
is he culpable for a crime he committed despite honest attempts to avoid doing so? To investigate 
the nuances of this issue more closely, I propose an analysis of the two options Creon proposes as 
punishment for Banish the man, or pay back blood with blood 16 One might note that 
in the United Kingdom, sentencing based on intent distinguishes manslaughter from murder. The 
highest sentence for murder is a life order, while for manslaughter, it is 18 years in custody.17 While 
both crimes result in loss of life, their punishments are vastly different due to the differing levels of 

premeditated intentions, while manslaughter involves no premeditation. Oedipus, having not 

having committed these crimes, but would not suffer the highest punishment, because he had no 
intent to commit them. What the courts might convict Oedipus of, and what we might conclude, is 
that while Oedipus is physically guilty, morally he is not. Thinking of guilt as a conceptual unit, he is 
thus only guilty to a certain degree falling in yet another grey area. Consequentially we might assume 
the punishment Creon implies to reflect, or perhaps even give insight, 
crime. However, as Danielle S. Allen discusses, the graded levels of punishment which many 
Western countries have embedded in their legal system, in which punishment corresponds with the 
severity of a crime, did not exist in the Athenian legal order under which Sophocles wrote 

.18 For severe wrongdoings, defendants were commonly expected to inflict their own exile, or 
a banishment from the Athenian social order 19 The most famous case in modern memory 

of capital punishment in ancient Athens is perhaps the death of Socrates, however it should be noted 
that even this death was not called for outright, but was delegated alongside the choice of exile.20 
Legal records calling for defendants to be put to death usually did so only as an exercise in political 
and oratorial power, in order to reassert some sense of political order that was regarded as having 
been broken.21 Punishment for the killer of Laius would thus only result in death

 if the killer refused to leave the city, and thus purge it of its This leads 

desire to save his city. Even the grey areas of modern legislation thus become further clouded, as it 
 the focus remains 

on his response to his perceived guilt. 

 
16 Sophocles, 115.  
17 

 Crown Prosecution Service, last modified October 15, 2024. Available at: https://www.cps.gov.uk.  
18 Danielle S. Allen, (Princeton University 
Press, 2000), 64.  
19 Allen, , 202.  
20  43, no. 3 
(2015): 363.  
21 Allen, , 65.  
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In writing  Sophocles presented an abundance of questions and few answers. Is 
fate real? Is Oedipus guilty? Is he deserving of the pain he endures? Such questions are so complex 
that even Oedipus himself seems torn regarding his fate. Realising, at the end of the play, that he has 
fulfilled the prophecy, Oedipus seems certain that he is guilty of wrongdoings and must be justly 
punished. He gouges out his eyes, wishing he had been left to die as a baby, feet bound in the 
mountains.22 , 23 and then more soberly he 
pleads that Creon [him] out of the land at once. 24 Yet years after this declaration, when 
Oedipus has grown old and weary, he changes his tune. He questions the chorus, and in doing so 
questions the audience. He asks how, with any justice, could you blame [...] blind to what I was 
doing, blind to whom I killed how could you condemn that involuntary act / with any sense of 
justice? 25 In the years since his discovery, it seems shock and horror have eroded, leaving room for 
Oedipus to ponder the truth of his guilt. No longer does he feel the need to endure further 
punishment, but instead reflects upon the injustices he had been dealt as no fault of his own. This 
discrepancy, even in Oedipus himself, proves how challenging the questions Sophocles poses are, 
and how impossible a determinate is to be reached, even upon a lifetime of consideration.  

guilt in are hard to decode. Sophocles  
final work in his Theban Cycle,  does nothing to solve this riddle, instead, only 
further muddles the issue, proving that perhaps even Sophocles himself wavered on . 
It seems at first easy to conclude Oedipus is guilt-free, driven by the gods to his tragic fate, however 
in analysing the extent to which Oedipus 
harder to solve. ould never have been able to 
avoid, and thereafter shed, physical responsibility for his crimes, but with no intent to commit his 
crimes, he can be found morally innocent, thus placing him forever at the crossroads which changed 
his life, between innocence and guilt.  
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The use of and in Demotic documents seem to be closely related to 

individuals who hold military titles, and in Greek documents, individuals who are classed as 

 ( either bear military titles or are associated with social contexts relating to the 
military.39 and appear in documents dating to 220 BC which contain area censuses 
for the purpose of collecting the salt tax, indicating that they refer to fiscal categories and not as 

a genuine marker of ethnicity.40 Similarly, Greek tax documents show a similar use of  & 
, the Greek equivalents of and for individuals exempt from the obol tax.41 

identifies that 46% of the men classified as bear military titles.42 The use of the term 
is attested even before the arrival of Alexander, as it is used in the same pattern as Ptolemaic 
official documents in  50099, which dates to the reign of Hakoris (393-380BC).43 
The potential for a 
framework, as the unequal distribution of tax exemptions is undeniable. The term was used 
by the Egyptian administration to categorise Greek soldiers as either or because of 
the association of Greeks with the military and because of previous bureaucratic practice.44 
 

 
The explanation is a slow shift in meaning from true ethnic occupational label. This 
transformation followed a clear progression: original ethnic terms became associated with 
particular professions, in this case the military, which acquired fiscal privileges granted by the 
state on account of the value placed upon the profession,45 which with the passage of time evolved 
into occupational-status designations that could be obtained seemingly regardless of ethnicity.46 
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The combination of Demotic source material, and crucial Greek documents such as 
III 99 Verso, combined with the questions raised by G 40687 and G 

40663, contribute to the notion that ethnicity evolved into a normative distinction within 
administrative structures divorced form actual ethnic definition or self-definition

played no significant role in the formulation of the Ptolemaic administration's fiscal, legal and 
social policies.47 The explanation as to why not all were soldiers, or even Greek, can again 
be explained by the fact that certain professions would have been associated with the Greek 
cultural spheres, and simply placed under the same category as soldiers. Koen Goudriaan 
identifies a potential solution in the confusion of ethnic labelling in papyri, that ethnic labelling 
was at the very least partially dependent on speaking Greek.48 Indeed, bilingualism would have 
become more common with the gradual integration of Greeks into Egyptian milieu.49 

 and contributions explain peculiar discrepancies. The Ptolemaic 
administration seems to have been unconcerned and pragmatic about accurately recording 

within the normative framework, ethnicity functioned as a practical distinction for the collecting 
of tax.50 Equally
Ptolemaic Egypt, as privileged tax brackets were indicative of a degree of preferential treatment.51 
Fiscal and ethnic identities intersected through these normative nuances, with ethnicity's 
relationship to cultural markers evolving gradually. Jonathan Hall argues that early that in early 
stages of Ptolemaic occupation, ethnicity, and consequently ethnics, would have been associated 
with origin.52 With the passage of time, however, origin gradually played less of a role in 
determining ethnic identity,53 and it may have depended on the adoption of bilingualism.54 Tax 
privileged occupations were associated with Greek culture,55 and, fittingly, Greek teachers were a 
privileged profession.56 The association of privileged tax brackets with Greek culture leads 
Thompson to argue that it would have been advantageous to adopt Greek cultural identifiers,57 
and that indeed they may have been a .58 This 
complex relationship between fiscal and cultural identifiers might reflect a broader interpretation 
of ethnicity as being related to the adoption of these cultural identifiers.  Through an analysis of 
relevant primary sources, 
cultural identifier , but instead that perceptions of ethnicity seem to be based on cultural 
identifiers, and that the most immediate cultural identifier was language.  

 
47  
48  
49  
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51  
52  
53  
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ETHNICITY AS A CULTURAL IDENTIFIER 
 

Cultural Hierarchy and Self Identification in Theocritus Idyll 15 
Though ethnic distinctions were normatively flexible, the existence of privileged tax brackets 
does suggest an unequal relationship between the Greek and the Egyptian cultural sphere. In this 
case, 
connotations, but it does inform and clarify the Greek social presence in Egypt, where Egyptians 
are systematically seen as inferior.59 Perceptions of this relationship and Greek self-identification 
vary, but the role of language is key. A passage of Polybius describing a visit to Alexandria 
negatively perceives the mixing of Greek and Egyptian culture,60 as the Greeks living there are by 

his time, the second century ( ). Equally, though they are they retain 

some Greek identity, as they sill observe Greek (custom) 62 In essence Polybius considers 
them Greek because they have not forgotten Greek customs, reflecting long established ancient 
Greek notions of ethnicity as being based on customs and language.63 Theocritys  15 helps 

to identify elements of the   of Greek self-identification, especially in the context of 
Alexandria, where persons identifying as Greek tended to strongly emphasise their identity,64 

 15 suggests that pride in Greekness seems to have been founded in othering 
and strongly linked to language. The s narrative develops around two women, Gorgo and 
Praxinoa, as they make their way to the Royal palace to see a fire show,65 and throughout this 
narrative they make several comments on Egyptians and themselves as Greeks. The two women 
clearly see themselves as a minority, as the Egyptians are described as swarms of ants; 
furthermore, they associate petty crime with Egyptians.66 What is more important than this 
othering, however, is what they say about themselves, as pride in Greek ancestry is very much 

tied to her speaking a Doric dialect: ( ) 67 
McCoskey sees the poem as a distillation of ,68 and Erskine notes 
that much of the tone of Greek literature from Ptolemaic Egypt comes from a place of 
insecurity.69 The passage reflects the inevitable tensions between new arrivals and locals, though 
Greek sources often do not mention the fact that they had colonised Egypt as a result of military 
conquest.70 This interpretation is reasonable, but it is important to note that these fears may be 
linked to the women being new arrivals, as Praxinoa complains that her husband has taken her 

 
59  
60  
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63  
64  
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a long way from home to live there.71 The passage certainly shows that Egyptians were seen as 
inferior, however the othering factor is arguably based on the cultural identifier of language and 
indeed the Gorgo and Praxinoa create a direct link between language and ethnicity, which 

consequently becomes an element of the  of Greek self-identification. 
 

 

adopt Greek cultural identifiers. A 
dating to the mid third century,72 shows that the adoption of the Greek language brought with it 
privileges that do not seem to be precluded on the basis on ethnic origin. A perspective from a 
person who does not self-identify as Greek is crucial, and the unique value of 66 lies in 

normative framework, as it is a formal petition. In his letter to Zenon the anonymous plaintiff 
complains about mistreatment and unpaid wages, and he says this is because he 

: ( Though Austin rightly specifies that 
73 the term nevertheless pertains to the adoption of Greek cultural identifiers. 66 

shows that the plaintiff knows of the practicality of and the essential importance of 
language and cultural identifiers in relation to ethnicity. This awareness of the advantages of 

also helps in contextualising the variation in labelling in official documents, and 
strengthens the theories proposed by Thompson and Goudriaan that the adoption of Greek 
culture, and by extension cultural identifiers in the form of language, was encouraged by 
normative preferential treatment.74 would certainly have been possible for a non-
Greek, as there is widespread evidence for Greek schooling in rural Egypt by the mid third 
century.75 It is both possible to see Ptolemaic Egypt as a  
where Egyptians are systematically seen as inferior,76 and to accept that ethnicity was a fluid 
concept where this structural violence manifested itself in the degree to which non-Greeks were 

,77 showing that ethnicity was largely based on cultural identifiers. 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
In this paper I have shown that ethnicity gradually became flexible in third century Ptolemaic 
Egypt. Ethnicity became a flexible tax label, evolving from genuine ethnics to administrative 
categories that could be achieved through the process of Ethnicity was not a rigid 
identifier, and indeed it seems to be based on cultural identifiers, principally language. This 
fluidity nevertheless operated within a colonial framework where Greek cultural identifiers were 
privileged. The author of 66 embodies this, as he knows the benefits of , and this 
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consideration strengthens the connection between ethnicity and cultural identifiers, with the first 
being seemingly dependent on the latter, and highlights 
normative frameworks.  
 
 
 

 
Austin, Michael M. 

. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006. 

Bowman, Alan K. 
. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986. 

Clarysse, Willy. "Egyptian Scribes Writing Greek."  68 (1993): 186-201. 
Clarysse, Willy. "Greeks and Egyptians in the Ptolemaic Army and Administration."  65 

(1985): 57-66. 
Clarysse, Willy, and Dorothy J. Thompson. . 2 vols. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
Erskine, Andrew. "Culture and Power in Ptolemaic Egypt: The Museum and Library of 

Alexandria."  42 (1995): 38-48. 
Fischer-Bovet, Christelle. "Official Identity and Ethnicity: Comparing Ptolemaic and Early 

Roman Egypt."  11, no. 1-2 (2018): 208-242. 
Goudriaan, Koen. . Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben, 1988. 
Hall, Jonathan M. . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1997. 
Isocrates. "Letter IX to Archidamus." Loeb Classical Library 373. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1945.  
La'Da, Csaba A. "Ethnicity, Occupation and Tax-Status in Ptolemaic Egypt." 

 17 (1994): 183-189. 
McCoskey, Denise E. "Race before 'Whiteness': Studying Identity in Ptolemaic Egypt." 

 28, no. 1-2 (2002): 13-39. 
Muhs, Brian. "Language Contact and Personal Names in Early Ptolemaic Egypt." In 

, edited by T. V. Evans, 187-198. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010. 

Polybius. . Translated by W. R. Paton. Revised by F. W. Walbank, Christian 
Habicht, and S. Douglas Olson. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2010. 

Saïd, Suzanne. "The Discourse of Identity in Greek Rhetoric from Isocrates to Aristides." In 
, edited by Irad Malkin, 275-301. Washington, 

DC: Center for Hellenic Studies, 2001. 
Samuel, Alan E. "The Ptolemies and the Ideology of Kingship." In 

, edited by Peter Green, 168-210. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993. 



 

Strabo. . Translated by Duane W. Roller. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014. 

Theocritus, Moschus, and Bion. . Translated by Neil Hopkinson. 
New ed. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015. 

Thompson, Dorothy J. "Language and Literacy in Early Hellenistic Egypt." In 
, edited by P. Bilde et al., 39-52. Studies in Hellenistic Civilization 3. 

Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1992. 
Thompson, Dorothy J. "Literacy and the Administration of Early Ptolemaic Egypt." In 

, 335-338. 
Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilization 51. Chicago: Oriental Institute of the University 
of Chicago, 1992. 

Thompson, Dorothy J. "Literacy and Power in Ptolemaic Egypt." In 
, edited by Alan K. Bowman and Greg Woolf, 67-83. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1994. 
Thompson, Dorothy J. "The Infrastructure of Splendour: Census and Taxes in Ptolemaic Egypt." 

In , edited by Paul 
Cartledge, Peter Garnsey, and Erich Gruen, 242-257. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1997. 

Thompson, Dorothy J. "Hellenistic Hellenes: The Case of Ptolemaic Egypt." In 
, edited by Irad Malkin, 301-323. Washington, DC: 

Center for Hellenic Studies, 2001. 
Thompson, Dorothy J. "The Ptolemies and Egypt." In , 

edited by Andrew Erskine, 105-120. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005. 
Vandorpe, Katelijn. "Identity." In , edited by Christina 

Riggs, 260-276. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. 
 



 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

1

2

3

 

4

 
1  
2  
3  
4  



 

 

5

 

6

 

7

8

9  

 
5  
6  
7  
8  
9  



 

 

10 

11  

12

 

13

14

 

15

 

16

17 

 
10  
11  
12  
13  
14  
15  
16  
17  



 

18

 

19

20

 

 

21

22

23  

24

 
18  
19  
20  
21  
22  
23  
24  



 

 

25

 

26

27

 

 

 
 

 
25  
26  
27  



 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



, 2 (2025), pp. 67-75   
--- Durham University Classics Society, 2025  
 

67 

 

MAGNA MATER AND MITHRAS 
 

ISAAC SAUNDERS 

 
 

worship of those gods originating in the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond who had worshippers 
throughout the Empire.1 The most well-known of these include the cults of Mithras and Magna 
Mater. These will be the subject of this essay, but there were numerous others including Jupiter 
Dolichenus,2 Isis,3 and Dea Syria.4  

The most ardent supporter of this classification was Franz Cumont, a Belgian scholar of the 
late 19th and early 20th century who desired to explain the rise of Christianity in the Roman Empire.5 
He argued that these cults were similar religious expressions, all distinct from the traditional Roman 
civic cults in their promise of salvation and an afterlife as reward for devotion, which laid the 
foundations for the rise of Christendom.6 In the decades since, this view has been criticized for its 
disregard of the regionally diverse forms and practices7 evident in the historical record.8 In modern 
scholarship, even those who support the use of the term concede its original usage is archaic.9  

I do not believe that this broad categorization is justifiable given the evidence and cults should 
instead be analyzed as individual expressions of religious understanding on their own merits. This is 

 
1 Ted Kaizer. "In Search of Oriental Cults: Methodological Problems Concerning 'the Particular' and 'the General' in 
Near Eastern Religion in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods." , 2006: 28. 
2 see Anna Collar.  Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013; Eve Harris & John R Harris. . Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1965; 
Mary Beard, John North, and Simon Price. . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. 
3 see Ramsay MacMullen. . New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981.; Jaime Alvar 
Ezquerra. . Vol. 165. Boston: BRILL, 2008.; Greg Woolf. "Isis and the Evolution of 
Religions." In . Leiden: Brill, 2014: 62-69. 
4 see Harris & Harris,  96; Walter Woodburn Hyde. "Mystery-Religions and 
Kindred Philosophies." In . Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1946: 46-76; Anna Collar. "Military Networks and the Cult of Jupiter Dolichenus." In 

, edited by Engelbert Winter. Bonn: 
Dolichener und Kommagenische Forschungen 4, 2011: 217-245. 
5 see Franz Cumont Chicago : The Open court publishing company; London : Kegan Paul, 
Trench and Trübner. 1903. 
6 Kaizer, "In Search of Oriental Cults: Methodological Problems Concerning 'the Particular' and 'the General' in Near 
Eastern Religion in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods."  28. 
7 Peregrine Horden & Nicholas Purcell. . Malden: Blackwell, 
2000: 455. 
8 Kaizer "In Search of Oriental Cults: Methodological Problems Concerning 'the Particular' and 'the General' in Near 
Eastern Religion in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods." 28. 
9 Alvar,  10. 
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not to say that these cults were unimportant or ahistorical, but rather that the term itself imposes a 

classification is analytically reductive and historiographically obsolete, as demonstrated through the 
cases of Magna Mater and Mithras.  

The adoption of foreign deities into the Roman pantheon is a well-attested phenomenon.10 
This process was not an equal or universal one and in many cases was closely tied to the conquest 
and incorporation of new territories into the Roman state.11 This was not always the case, however, 
as exemplified by the import of the goddess Cybele, called Magna Mater by the Romans. Her 

during the Second Punic War within the Temple of Victory before the dedication of her own temple 
in the South West area of the Palatine Hill in 191 BC.12 Wartime tensions, exacerbated by meteor 
showers the previous year, prompted the Senate to consult the Sibylline Books.13 The response was 

Italy and conquered, if the Idaean Mother should be brought from Pessinus14 15 Following 
this revelation, envoys were sent to King Attalos I of Pergamon who delivered the envoys to Pessinus 
and gave them the sacred image (a black meteorite) of the goddess which was accompanied by her 
eunuch cult leaders.16  

However, a Phrygian17 genesis is decidedly unlikely based on the material evidence, and 

where the envoys were supposedly sent, and (2) Mount Ida on Crete to which her epith
refers. It is this second location which the historical record suggests is a more likely origin for a 

to control the cult center at Pessinus at the time this event supposedly occurred, but he did control 
Mt. Ida.18 There were also notable differences in ritual practice between the Phrygian and Greek 
traditions.19 This is particularly manifest in votive depictions. Phrygian depictions tend to present the 
goddess frontally and architecturally framed - clad in a long obfuscating robe, veil, and headdress - 
and characterized by the bird of prey she holds in her hand.20 Hellenistic representations instead 
show the goddess seated, wearing a chiton belted below the breasts and a long mantle, alongside a 

 
10 Eric Orlin. . New York: Oxford University Press, 2010. 
11 Orlin,  32. 
12 Beard, North, and Price,  44-45; Livy. 29.14.14-15. 
13 Lynn E. Roller. . Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1999: 264; Livy 29.10.4-5. 
14 This term refers both to a city in and the area of central western Anatolia. 
15 Livy 29.10, 4-5. 
16 

. Leiden: Brill. 1996: 363-364. 
17 Phrygia was a kingdom in central western Anatolia.  
18 Roller , 269-270. 
19 

 111, 1991: 128. 
20  
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lion.21 Hellenistic depictions highlight the sexuality of a female goddess through emphasis on the 
breasts in a way clearly distinct from Phrygian tradition,22 
identification, the presence of a bird of prey,23 is replaced by the lion.  

one would expect to see evidence for Phrygian practices and iconography. Instead, the evidence 
points to the Hellenized version, not the Phrygian, being adopted in Rome. Take, for example, the 
statue in her temple on the Palatine Hill, which shows her in a belted chiton seated on a throne, 
attended to by lions and wearing a mural crown headdress,24 uncommon in the Hellenistic world 
with the exception of the site of Pergamon.25  

There is another potential reason to suggest an Idaean origin. Unlike other adopted deities, 
Magna Mater was not seen as foreign.26 In the , it is Mount Ida where Aeneas and his followers 
shelter following the sack of Troy27 
Romans were able to import the cult, not as a foreign deity in the city, but as their own ancestral 

28  
This pattern follows the importation of Venus Erycina, a Punic deity intimately tied to 

Aeneas, which represented a public proclamation of Trojan heritage.29 The presence of her temple 
on the Palatine Hill, which the Romans understood as the oldest part of the city given its status as 

30 further affirms this.31 While I find this compelling, it is important to keep in mind 
the chronological distance between the import of Magna Mater and the composition of the 32 
as it is possible that this is evidence of retrospective legitimation rather than a reflection of Roman 

 

mystery cults,33 it appears in the historical and archaeological record from the late 1st century AD.34 
Cumont claimed that the cult originated from the Persian worship of Mitra, an Indo-European deity 

 
21 -133. 
22 Many of the chitons are very thin, low cut, or deliberately pulled back/down, similar to the wet drapery style of 
classical Greek art. 
23 Which itself harkens back to earlier Anatolian and Hittite religious depictions (Mellink 1983: 351-352 as cited in 

 
24 Samuel Ball Platner & Thomas Ashby.  London: Oxford University 
Press. 1929: 324. 
25 Roller, , 276. 
26 Orlin, , 80. 
27 Virgil 3.1, 7-12. 
28 Roller, , 271. 
29 Orlin, , 76. 
30 Orlin, , 82. 
31 Orlin, , 80: This raises an interesting question. If the Romans claimed Trojan, and therefore 

 
32 204 BCE and 19 BCE, respectively. 
33 Hugh Bowden. . London: Thames & Hudson, 2010. 
34 David Walsh. . Leiden: 
Brill, 2018: 4. 
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related to contracts and the sun, whose presence is attested in Hittite Anatolia from the second 
millennium BC and Persia from the fifth or fourth century BC in various forms.35  

The first major challenge to this view emerged in scholarship during the early 1950s, shortly 
after his passing in 1947. Scholars like Martin Nilsson and Stig Wikander identified the lack of 
evidence for similarities with Roman worship of Mithra cults in Anatolia which would have bridged 
the gap to the Empire.36  The theory of Iranian origin continued to be argued for through the late 
1970s and into the 80s, with its most vocal support coming from M.J. Vermaseren37 as well as Ugo 
Bianchi and Geo Widengren.38 This relationship is tenuous at best and fanciful at worst, however, as 
there is no evidence for any direct relationship between Persian worship of Mitra and the Roman 
mysteries of Mithras.39 However, it should be noted that scholars continue to posit 'soft' theories of 
Iranian origin, and alternative positions persist.40  

The lack of evidence for Mithraism in the eastern provinces further demonstrates the issues 
posed by the proximity of hostile Persian enemies and traditional Mitra worshipers for the direct 
diffusionist theory.41 Mithraism appears in Roman culture at a time of veneration of the East as a 
place to gain new sacred understandings given its immense time scale, and Mithraic doctrines 

which its 
42 Some scholars have 

43 who was familiar 
with parts of both Greek and Persian traditions. This inspiration is evident in the name, garments, 
and relationship with the sun found in depictions of Roman Mithras.44 Outside of the name, there is 

45 46 This is quite telling 
when compared to other appropriated cults, such as Serapis47 or  Isis48 in which exoticism is 
deliberately emphasized, likely illustrating that ancient understandings of the cult differed 

 
35 Beard, North, and Price, , 305; Manfred Clauss & Richard Gordon. 

. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000: 3. 
36 Gordon, "Persae in spelaeis Solem colunt: Mithra(s) between Persia and Rome." 284. 
37  
38 Gordon, "Persae in spelaeis Solem colunt: Mithra(s) between Persia and Rome.": 285. 
39 Clauss & Gordon, , 7. 
40 Russell (1987) and (1994). Ehling (2001) as cited in Richard Gordon. "Persae in spelaeis Solem colunt: Mithra(s) 
between Persia and Rome." In . Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2017: 285. 
41 Walsh, . 4. 
42 MacMullen, , 122. 
43 MacMullen, , 119. 
44 Walsh, . 4. 
45 Gordon, "Persae in spelaeis Solem colunt: Mithra(s) between Persia and Rome." 297. 
46 
late-fourth-century senator Rufius Caeonius Sabinus, attached to a record of his having performed a for 
Mater Magna. Among his religious offices he mentions being a Mithraic , which versified becomes: 

(Gordon, "Persae in spelaeis Solem colunt: Mithra(s) between Persia 
and Rome." 297). 
47 

 14, no. 1, 2024: 111
. Oxford University Press, 2012. 

48  
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significantly from those of the traditional scholarship. I believe this difference is due to the intrinsic 
biases within many of the foundational works of the field which have been recycled or taken at face 
value in the decades since.  

It is impossible to really know where the cult was first developed, but many locations have 
been suggested including Rome or Ostia,49 the Danube provinces,50 and the Eastern Mediterranean 
more broadly.51 Regardless of its precise origin, the cult of Mithras clearly emerged as a Roman rather 
than Persian phenomenon. This is exemplified by the Tetrarchic emperors passing laws against 
Manichaeism,52 a religion of the Sassanid Persians, citing the status of the Persians as enemies as 
justification, while simultaneously dedicating an altar to Mithras in which he is referred to as 

 (protector of the Empire), a title which would certainly not be given to a deity viewed as non-
Roman.53 Additionally, there is no known evidence for many key aspects of Roman worship of 
Mithras, such as the tauroctony, design of the , and complex grade system of initiation, 
beyond the frontiers of the Empire, thus eliminating any sense of a direct cultic importation.54 

Rather than continuing to search for a single geographic or cultural origin, a more fruitful 
55 Diasporic cults, as Smith describes, 

do not rely on continuity with sacred geography, but evolve in new contexts, adapting to shifting 
communities, urban centers, and cultural pressures.56 They also tended to be led by particularly 
charismatic individuals such as the theorized religious genius credited with the advent of Roman 
Mithraisms previously. This model allows for religious transformation and hybridization without 
assuming or necessitating a linear diffusion from East to West. Framing Mithraisms in this way 

ligions 

57 
 
conception at the beginning of the twentieth century, it has shaped the views of scholars from around 
the world, particularly those of the European continent, and has been revised in an attempt to 
modernize its application.58 As demonstrated by the exploration of the origins of Magna Mater and 

in the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond is not adhered to by the most famous examples of the 

 
49 Clauss & Gordon, , 8. 
50 MacMullen, , 119. 
51 Richard Gordon. "Institutionalized Religious Options: Mithras." In , edited by Jörg 
Rüpke. Oxford: Blackwell, 2007: 395. 
52  XV. 3.1 p. 130-131. 
53 Clauss & Gordon, , 7. 
54 David Walsh, email to author, December 11, 2024.
55 J.Z. Smith. 

 11. (1971): 236 249. 
56 Woolf, "Isis and the Evolution of Religions." 76. 
57 Woolf, "Isis and the Evolution of Religions." 74. 
58 Alvar, , 6-7 discusses the work of M.J. Vermaseren to these ends. 
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type. These changes render an already broad category even broader to the point of incoherence. 
While I agree that a term is needed to denote those cults which emphasized their distinction from 
Roman religious norms,59 I believe the current term, especially considering its origin as an 

objectionable baggage60 to justify its continued use, even in its updated forms. 

across vast expanses of time and space and the intrinsic inadequacies of a catch-all term or defined 
for instance new reified 

categories up for adoption by students of Late Antiquity 61 In 

communities rather than being categorized by imagined origin points. This approach not only 
removes reliance on outdated diffusionist logic but also encourages a more dynamic understanding 
of religion as lived and constructed, rather than received. It also eliminates the usage of the outdated 

recent works in the field, such as the Lived Ancient Religion project,62 to move away from broad 
institutional categorizations and prioritize individual and localized experiences of worship and belief 
in relation to their changing environments.63  

Additionally, Greg Woolf and Miguel J. Versluys have both used globalization theory to 
suggest that the changes we can see within Roman religions are best understood as evolutions to fit 
within a more urbanized and connected world,64 and that objects and practices are actively 
transformed and reconceptualized by their movements through space and time, thus making direct 

religious practices throughout the empire,65 respectively.   
Abandoning the 'oriental cult' classification will enable scholars to develop more nuanced 

methodological frameworks that better acknowledge the complex religious expressions of the 
Roman Empire. This will lead to research that more accurately reflects the dynamic processes of 

 
59 Alvar, , 2-

 University Park 
PA. 2003. 21 36. as cited in Alvar, , 4), a category which would include both Magna Mater 
and Mithras. 
60 Greg Woolf. "Only Connect? Network Analysis and Religious Change in the Roman World."  (2016): 50. 
61  31, no. 1. 2019: 87. 
62  Janico Albrecht, Christopher Degelmann, Valentino Gasparini, Richard Gordon, Maik Patzelt, Georgia Petridou, 

48 (4), 2018: 568 93.  
63 -587. 
64 Greg Woolf. . Cambridge University Press, 1998; 
Woolf, "Isis and the Evolution of Religions.". 
65 Martin Pitts & Miguel John Versluys. 

. 1st ed. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014.; Miguel John Versluys. 
 1st ed. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2017. 
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cultural adaptation and individual religious experience rather than perpetuating problematic 
generalizations rooted in outdated diffusionist models. By transitioning our scholarly focus away 
from archaic delineated categories and towards a full acknowledgement and acceptance of the 
intricate nuances of human religious experiences, we rid ourselves of dated terminology and evaluate 
each expression on its own merits. Moving forward, new scholarship will benefit greatly from 
replacing diffusionist models with case-based methodologies grounded in material and ritual analysis, 
moving toward a more faithful understanding of ancient religious practice that reflects complexity, 
transformation, and local lived experience.  
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Most scholars agree that the implications here of a god identical with the world is strong and 
some are convinced that Xenophanes himself should have claimed this idea.37 John 
view of the divine body is such that it exists only in the sense that it is spread throughout the 
world, not in the human sense but as an entity that permeates all things.38 A similar notion can be 
found among the works of , especially within the Milesian school of 
thought. is said to be divine in this sense. Thales believes that all 
things are not only originated from water but are also composed of water. And since he also 

), it follows that the 
originative element water is given divine quality or status. Likewise, Anaximenes  assumes a 
similar function as the fundamental and divine substance.39 Since the Milesian forms of the  
have established exactly such a thought, this notion of a permeating divine that is at once identical 
to the  could not have been unfamiliar to Xenophanes.  
 
 

 
Hitherto I have proposed interpretations on 
theology to not only stand but become more systematic, this notion of God being defined by its 
self-predicated oneness, possessing a body that is inseparable from this idea of unity, is not 
sufficient. It is a rather static concept that lacks the explanation of how the Divine participates 
and interacts with the world. This rational need for participation in the universe was one of the 
primary concerns , who have attempted to account for 
plurality in the  by means of a single , 

. The question as to how the one motionless G s
( ), to borrow , the  calls for a solution.  
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THE NEGLECTED DINNER PARTY 

 
MARIE HANNAH GURR  

 
TRANSLATION 

Hey you! You promised to come to dinner  yet you  The judgement is passed: you will 
restore the expenses to a penny, not that they were a trifling amount. They were all prepared, a 
lettuce, three snails, and two eggs each, porridge, and honeyed wine covered in snow  for this you 
will also count, indeed you will reckon it foremost for it vanishes in the vessel  olives, beetroots, 
gourds, onions, and a thousand other dishes, no less praiseworthy. You would have heard 
comedians or a reader or a singer or (through my generosity) all three. But you, unknowing, 
instead chose to have oysters,  womb, sea-urchins, and Spanish girls. You will pay the penalty, 

 
 

dine sumptuously with many, but nowhere else with more cheer, more mirth, more lightheartedly. 
In short, give me a trial, and if you will still prefer to make excuses to others, you are always 
excused to me. Farewell. 
 
 

LATIN TEXT 
Heus tu! promittis ad cenam, nec venis? Dicitur ius: ad assem impendium reddes, nec id 
modicum. Paratae erant lactucae singulae, cochleae ternae, ova bina, halica cum mulso et nive 
(nam hanc quoque computabis, immo hanc in primis quae perit in ferculo), olivae betacei 
cucurbitae bulbi, alia mille non minus lauta. Audisses comoedos vel lectorem vel lyristen vel (quae 
mea liberalitas) omnes. At tu apud nescio quem ostrea vulvas echinos Gaditanas maluisti. Dabis 
poenas, non dico quas. Dure fecisti: invidisti, nescio an tibi, certe mihi, sed tamen et tibi. Quantum 
nos lusissemus risissemus studuissemus! potes adparatius cenare apud multos, nusquam hilarius 
simplicius incautius. In summa experire, et nisi postea te aliis potius excusaveris, mihi semper 
excusa. Vale. 
 
 

 NOTE 
The letter above is taken from the first book of Pliny the Younger is 
addressed to a certain Septicius Clarus. The first book of  collection of letters was likely 
published at the start of the 2nd century AD, and this first collection is dedicated to the same 
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Septicius in its opening poem.1 The letter gives us a humorous picture into elite social circles and 
what food 
retrospective persuasive argument on the delights of his dinner party.      
 Starting out with a strong interjection, Pliny instantly lambasts his friend for not coming to 
a dinner party, proceeding to list in exaggerated detail the food and entertainment that Septicius 
has missed out on by neglecting to attend. He closes the letter by sardonically remarking that, 
whatever dinner appointments Septicius chooses to excuse himself from in the future, Pliny will 
always consider him already excused. A final, and somewhat petty ends the tirade in a curt 
manner, which contrasts with the exaggerated detail in the rest of the letter.  

In my translation, I have tried to stay as faithful to the original Latin as possible, while 
 

This epistle overall takes on a petty, joking tone, which I have tried to reflect in my translation, 
including some contractions like   and  to mimic the conversational tone. 

 
provided, and multiple tricola to emphasise what Septicius has missed out on. I translated 

disapproving, judicial language. Near the end of 
the passage, I translated , which might be more literally translated as  
played a cruel trick: you  instead as  denial was a cruel  I chose to use the 

 language in 
this epistle. When Pliny describes the elaborate foods, he makes especial note of the dish of 

Septicius to count ( ) foremost 
among the expenses. He describes the snow as  in the 

 but I chose to translate it as  in the  both for better sense, and a bit of 
alliteration to emphasise the melodramatic tone Pliny is using. I also took care to translate the 

 
 to preserve more of the Latin form in English, although comparatives can be 

clunkier. 
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A STROLL BY THE VIA SACRA 

 
HILLARY YIP 

 
 

TRANSLATION 

musing on, wholly absorbed.  Then a certain person known to me only by name runs up, and 
 

, , 

 
Desperately looking for a chance to leave, now I walk quicker, sometimes stop, and say 

le he was chattering 

on to you; and I will pursue you fro  

 

I understand correctly, you will consider neither Viscus nor Varius as more of a friend than me: 
for who can write more than me or verses quicker than me? Who can dance more elegantly? 

 

now that sad fate threatens me, that prophecy a Sabine crone shaking her pot had sung for me 
as a boy:  
 

His end shall not be evil venom, 
or would hostile sword end him, 
nor chest pain or cough, 
nor limping gout but the chatterbox, 
if he is wise, the talkative he shall avoid, 
as his life old age enjoys.  
 

chance he had to respond to a case, which if he did not do, he would lose his case. He said, 
you love me, stay here a little.  
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, .  

.  
He said, ,

right common sense. Nobody has used fortune more skilfully. You could have a great 
accomplice, who could be considered your second, if you should wish to introduce me. I shall 

 

 
.  

 
 

 
If today I will be shut out, I will not 

stop; I will seek a time, I shall run to meet him in the crossroads, I will escort him. Life gives 

dear to me and he knew him very well. We stop.  

grab and to squeeze his most unresponsive arms with my hands, flickering and gesturing wildly 
with my eyes, so that he may rescue me. Wickedly, the joker was laughing, pretending to not 

 

 
I said,  

-minded, one of many. Forgive me: I will speak some other 

knife. By chance his opponent and adversary came to him and shouts with a gr
M

him to court, chaos and tumult here and there. Thus Apollo rescued me.  
 
 

SOURCE TEXT 
1 Ibam forte via Sacra, sicut meus est mos, 
 nescio quid meditans nugarum, totus in illis. 
 accurrit quidam notus mihi nomine tantum, 
  
5  
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 ire modo ocius, interdum consistere, in aurem 
10 dicere nescio quid puero, cum sudor ad imos 
  
  
 garriret, vicos, urbem laudaret. ut illi 
  
15 iamdudum video: sed nil agis; usque tenebo; 
  
 circumagi: quendam volo visere non tibi notum: 
  
  
20 demitto auriculas, ut iniquae mentis asellus, 
 cum gravius dorso subiit onus. incipit ille: 
  
 non Varium facies: nam quis me scribere pluris 
 aut citius possit versus? quis membra movere 
25  
  
  
  
 confice; namque instat fatum mihi triste, Sabella 
30 quod puero cecinit divinamota anus urna: 
  
 nec laterum dolor aut tussis, nec tarda podagra; 
 garrulus hunc quando consumet cumque: loquaces, 
  
35 ventum erat ad Vestae, quarta iam parte diei 
 praeterita, et casu tunc respondere vadato 
 debebat, quod ni fecisset, perdere litem. 
  
 aut valeo stare aut novi civilia iura; 
40  
  
 et praecedere coepit. ego, ut contendere durum 
  
  
45 nemo dexterius fortuna est usus. haberes  
 magnum adiutorem, posset qui ferre secundas, 
 hunc hominem velles si tradere: dispeream ni 
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 quo tu rere modo: domus hac nec purior ulla est 
50 nec magis his aliena malis; nil mi officit, inquam, 
 ditior hic aut est quia doctior; est locus uni 
  
  
  
55 expugnabis: et est qui vinci possit, eoque 
  
 muneribus servos corrumpam; non, hodie si 
 exclusus fuero, desistam; tempora quaeram; 
 occurram in triviis; deducam. nil sine magno 
60  
 Fuscus Aristius occurrit, mihi carus et ilium 
  
  
 et pressare manu lentissima bracchia, nutans, 
65 distorquens oculos, ut me eriperet. male salsus 
 ridens dissimulare: meum iecur urere bilis. 
  
  
 tempore dicam: hodie tricesima Sabbata: vin tu 
70  
  
  
 tarn nigrum surrexe mihi! fugit improbus ac me 
 sub cultro linquit. casu venit obvius illi 
75  
  
 oppono auriculam. rapit in ius: clamor utrimque: 
 undique concursus. sic me servavit Apollo. 
 
 

COMMENTARY 
Satire 1.9 is a strikingly conversational and funny poem in which Horace describes an encounter 
he really would rather not have had to endure. This passage is significant because of the way it 

literary patron. Horace gives us insight into how others perceive 
this social circle, as the chatterbox offers to clear the competition (  1.9.48) for him, using the 
verb , the technical verb for how lictors would clear the way for consuls (Brown (1993) 

 
1.9.51-52).  
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the chatterbox. His voice involves more idioms and slang, so I have tried to capture the more 
conversational tone. While doing this, I have tried to stick close to the Latin text, but have had 
to make changes to account for some Latin idioms. For instance, as Horace seethes when his 
friend leaves him to the devices of the chatterbox, the Latin literally describes him as burning 
from his liver (  1.9.66), which was considered the seat of emotions 
(Brown (1993) p.181). This does not particularly make sense in English, so I decided to translate 

more obsequiously formal. This is reflected in the Latin, as he makes boastful claims, and 
emphasises his own learnedness. His boasts fall upon unsympathetic ears, as he boasts of being 
an adept dancer,  (  1.9.24-25), which was rather frowned upon 
by the elite circles Horace was in (Brown, p.178).  

Most of my translation is in prose, since I think that it conveys the conversational style in 
English better, but I have put lines 31-
desperation to get out of this situation as he composes something on the fly. This Sabine 

deeply mundane ailments. The prophecy begins by describing poison and swords, both real 
concerns in war and in epic, before describing pains in the side, cough, and gout, which is 

 (  1.9.32). The poem is bookmarked by chance,  (  1.9.1) 
and  (  

the start and end of my translation.  
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THE FIRST INVENTOR 
 

HILLARY YIP  

 
 

TRANSLATION [LINES 441-506]: 
Prometheus: 
 but listen to the woes of mortals, how they were mere babies before I made them thoughtful 

and possessed of a soul. And I say this, having no criticism for humans, but to explain the 
kindnesses I had given them. At first, though they had eyes, they were seeing blindly; though they 
had ears, they could not hear, but like shapes of dreams they spent their long lives in swirling 
chaos. They had not known brick-built, sun-warm houses, nor woodworking, but lived 
underground, just as small ants, in the sunless, innermost crooks of caves. And they had no 
certain mark of frost, or blossoming spring, or fruitful summer, but did everything without 
knowledge, until I showed them the difficult to discern rising and setting of the stars. Furthermore 
I truly invented for them numbers, outstanding among skills, and the art of turning letters into 
words, the work that enables all memory and the mother of the Muses. I first brought beasts to 
the yoke, as slavery to the strap and saddle so that they could become relief for mortals from 
their greatest toils; and I led pliant horses to the chariot, glorious luxury of the rich. And no one 
other than me invented the sail-winged vessels of sailors, wanderers of the sea. I, wretched, 
invented devices such as these for mortals, but still I have no trick by which I now can escape 
from present sufferings.  
 
Chorus: You have experienced shameful suffering. Lost, your mind has been forced astray, and 
like a bad healer fallen into illness, you are despairing and cannot discover by what remedies you 
can be cured.  
 
Prometheus: Hearing the rest, you will be more astonished at such skills and devices I provided. 
This was the greatest: if anyone would fall sick, there was no remedy, neither by food nor salve, 
nor brew, but they would wither by want of medicine before I showed them the mixing of gentle 
remedies, with this they can drive away all diseases. And I classified the many courses of oracles, 
I first determined from dreams what was fated to be, and I explained to them the difficult to 
interpret omens and roadside auguries, and I distinguished precisely the flight of crooked-taloned 
eagles, which ones are fortunate in nature and which ones are sinister, and what each kind have 
as a way of living, and their hatred, love and friends, and the smoothness of the innards, and what 
colour bile should have, if it would be pleasing to the gods, and the mottling and symmetry of 
the lobe. Burning the loin and wrapping up long limbs with fat, I guided mortals to the difficult 
skill, and opened their eyes to the flaming signs, before, they were clouded from them. Enough 
of this: for the things hidden far below the ground and useful for humans  copper, silver, iron, 
and gold  who can claim to have discovered them before me? Nobody, I know certainly, unless 
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he wants to spew nonsense. In short  know this in a brief sentence: all mortal skills are from 
Prometheus. 
 
 

SOURCE TEXT (ARIS AND PHILIPS): 
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COMMENTARY: 
Staged no later than 430 BCE,  is traditionally attributed to Aeschylus, but 
this is contested. Nonetheless, this play is deeply compelling as Prometheus attempts to 
understand how he has come to the position of being punished. In the passage I have chosen, 
Prometheus describes the gifts he gave to humanity, previously incapable of doing anything. After 
this passage, Prometheus speaks to the chorus about Zeus, as they press him on whether or not 
Zeus is fated to remain king of the Gods.  
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My approach was to be as true to the Greek as possible, while making mild modifications 
for sense. This meant keeping my translation in prose, because the limitations of verse would 
force changes that deviate further from the Greek. While translating terms, I have decided to 
keep the language as simple as possible, to create an almost primeval tone reflecting Prometheus 
describing humans in their earliest form, and his solutions that form the basis for further human 

invention. For instance, I translated  (450-451) as brick-built, 
sun-
that an indicator is required that he is the origin of human crafts, rather than the final end point. 

rvention were utterly helpless, which is emphasised by the 

repetitive language  (447-448). 

In line 460, Aeschylus makes use of wordplay relating to the Muses and Memory 

, 
-17). This suggests a time before the Muses, as Prometheus 

is trying to have his own story remembered in some way. Discovery and invention is a recurring 
theme in this passage and throughout the play, so I have tried to consistently translate the verb 

 as invent , since Prometheus crafts solutions for humans, with two exceptions for sense.  
A particular challenge was handling the particles, which I have tried to address with 

punctuation to give a similar discursive effect. As Prometheus describes the gift of oracles, he 
goes into a great amount of detail regarding birds. While he explains the flight of birds, he 

categorises them as     µ  (489-490), those that are fortunate , or 
from the left , using an euphemism. Line 499 describes the signs that were previously hidden 

from humans, using the participle , which means to be blinded, glaucoma-like. I 

line 504 
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, 230 266: A NEW ADAPTATION 

 
MUNA MIR 

 
 

MEDEA 
This is the end. I am a wife yet I no longer have a husband, and I suppose that that. That
is. To be a woman really is to be a most wretched being. We are traded from man to man like 
property, our lives stolen again and again. You see, I left the house, the one I grew up in, as soon as 
I could. I could not stand being suffocated by my brother, his hands always crowding me in that 
small room in that small house. I left and I did not look back. I was looking forward to this freedom, 
like a boat looks forward to the open sea after cresting the waves.  

quickly. After two months I was pregnant, but we were happy in our little shitbox in the middle of 

worked all the way up to my 
mine; and the money was mine, and I felt like I was getting somewhere.  

Then the baby came. Jason 
tired, God, I was tired. We moved to the house. This one was never really mine either. This house, 
the house I have lived in for years, the house my children have grown to know; the one where we 
marked their heights on the wall in pencil. This is, and always has been, a foreign house.  

When we first moved in, wallpaper covered all the walls. It was hideous, a dark yellow, I 
 from 

when I was asleep. One day I started ripping the paper from the walls. There was ugly scratched up 
plaster beneath, b
in the middle of a pile of rubble. When Jason came home, he was furious. Did I know how much 
money it would cost to redecorate? Did I even understand how hard he worked? All for me to sit 

? But even then, when we repainted the walls, it remained 
a foreign house.   

I do not know anyone. I do not know how to know anyone. I can hardly leave, the children 
always need me, and I d know the area well enough, even after all these years. I remember when 
we first moved, when it was just me and the first one, and he was so little, I tried leaving. I tucked 
him into a scarf on my chest, zipped him under my jacket. I walked and I thought that maybe I could 
just keep walking. Then it started to rain, and he started to cry,  
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Back then when I would shower, I would look down at my stomach and legs and I see the 
bruises and the stretch marks, and I could remember how pretty I was before. How much more I 
was. And ?  

Soon enough 
for a long time, but I realised it only then.  

really hers? Her biggest weapon and her biggest weakness. 
And then the second one came and Jason had to work more and more. And now, with two, 

I really  leave. But hey, I was the lucky one, right? I  have to work, no, I was at home 
playing caretaker to our children. I played house all day long, and how lucky I was to not have to 
hang a tie around my neck and leave that house each day. I d often wondered when I would be able 

the children were old enough for 
day-care, but Jason  send them. He wanted another child. Men always want more. I

have rather worked three jobs than 
had one more child. 

And then the girl came along, because of course she does. I always knew about her, I
stupid. Jason, spending more and more time at the office. Jason, getting calls late at night. Jason, not 
wanting to touch me anymore, when he  spent years convincing me that the only thing I good for 
is sex. This is all I have and now he wants me to leave. ? He  made it so that 
this house is all I have. We not married, he does need to file for divorce. And even the house, 

is not mine. And so, a cheap roommate or some visiting whore. I
merely leeching off him and growing old and ugly and unfuckable.  

I bitten down on my tongue for so many years I grown accustomed to the taste of blood. 
Only now it seems to be the only thing I can think of.  
 

 
A MODERN MEDEA 

Brutality is a word frequently associated with  At its close, audiences leave the 
theatre reflecting of the tragic horror of filicide, the relentless nature of the  titular character. 

evidence she endures throughout her marriage to her husband, Jason. Looking specifically at the 
referencing translations by Rex Warner (1944) and David Kovacs (1994)), 

I sought to adapt this speech into modernity, transforming Medea from myth into person, and 
showcasing the elements of isolation and gender inequality which thrust her towards filicide.  

In adapting this passage (230 266), I prioritised communicating themes of gender inequality 
and isolation, sacrificing a closeness with the Greek in order to attain poignancy for modern 
audiences. No longer the sweeping monologue made to a chorus of women, I hoped to write a 
speech which should be read colloquially, the stories woven throughout simply tangents that often 
happen unconsciously amidst conversation. Rather than translating the speech line by line, I chose 

 and weave them through the adapted speech, referencing 
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all the while, for the anecdotal style it employs throughout. For 
instance, I sought to mimic the sense of entrapment, which while not existing in the legal sense (as it 
did in Ancient Athens), can still present itself socially and economically today. While Medea is thus 
not exchanged in any legal sense from one guardian to another, there is a sense that she never truly 
attains personal autonomy, instead remaining emotionally and fiscally dependent on the men in her 
life.  

While taking a variety of liberties, I have in multiple instances referred 
closely, early 

for example, refers directly back to line 230 of 
: 

unfortunate.
aspect I have tried to 
isolation. Not only have I made repeated mention to the foreign nature of the house (heightened by 

Looking 
, my adaptation forces Medea into the 

position of an outsider even within the walls of her own body. For Medea, the world is insular, but 
even familiar walls feel foreign.  

Yet, despite my attempts to humanise Medea, I did not seek to entirely erase the mythic 
or of the character herself. Introducing an allusion to Charlotte Perkins 

,
modern cultural mythos. which centres a young woman struggling 
postpartum with an undiagnosed mental illness, is a story which highlights how quickly gender roles 
can skew power imbalances. If Medea is both an individual and an archetype of an oppressed 
woman, then themes of gender inequality and isolation become both personal and universal. What 
I hope is evident at the close of this adaptation is that the tragedy of is not merely the deaths 

 



 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 




