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Abstract 

The obJecc of chis thesis 1s to explore the role of literacy m the lives of women m che 

Roman world dunng the central penod of Roman history A vanecy of evidence from 

ancient literary, visual, and documentary sources 1s brought together m order co examme 

how women acqulfed and applied che skills of readmg and wntmg m domesnc, cultural and 

legal contexts, the d ifferent forms and levels of literacy available co them, and che soCial 

attitudes expressed towards literate women 

Chapter One establishes a context for this study by rev1ewmg recent scholarship on 

ancient literacy and women's studies le begms by comparmg different approaches to the 

subJeCt of literacy the problem of definmg such a flexible concept, the need to examme not 

only applications of literacy but also related attitudes and customs, and the effect of che very 

limited d1ssemmat1on of readmg and wrnmg slaJls m anttqwcy Modern trends m the study 

of ancient women, relattng to the recovery of details of women's lives and contnbuuons 

w1thm the pnvate sphere of the family and Roman society 111 general, as well as the 

construcuon of gender roles, are also considered Although 1t 1s probable that only a mmonty 

of women m ancient Rome were literate, the social factors associated with clus phenomenon 

have rarely been analyzed m depth 

Chapter Two explores the evidence from literature Although most of the extant 

literary and h1stoncal texts were male-authored and reflect the perspective of the most highly 

educated class of men, some mformation can be extracted concern111g the educattonal 

opportunmes for glfls, and the cultural, professional and domesttc act1vmes which literate 

women might undertake Also considered are the conventtonal and confl1cttng images of 

literate women which appear 111 a vanety of literary genres, reflect111g approbanon or censure 

the image of the ltterate and dutiful mother, wife or daughter who assumes the trad1t1onal 

values of the Roman woman 1s most admired, while educated women who step outside these 

roles are alternately praised m love poetry or mocked m same for their intellectual 

pretensions or immoral conduct The fact that women's educauon and literary culture were 
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based upon the same doctrma as chac of men may have been a cause of anxiety co men who 

disliked the idea of women transgressmg a trad1c1onally male sphere of mfluence 

Chapter Three focuses on amsnc represencanons of women with the iconography of 

literacy book-rolls, wncmg tablets, and ocher writmg implements These images were 

pnmanly designed as pnvate portraits 111 houses or on funerary monuments A bnef history 

of the monf of the literate woman 111 the art of earlier penods precedes a d1scuss1on of 

represencattve images from the Roman world, which are collected together m a catalogue 

which follows the chapter Women and girls can be portrayed alone or alongside men m 

"mtellectual" scenes, however, amsnc convennons might subtly dictate an unequal power 

relat10nsh1p m the laner case, when women are most often presented m a subordmate role 

not quite equal to that of men, perhaps reflectmg pamarchal norms However, the fact that 

both men and women are depicted, either mdtv1dually or as couples, as parttc1pat111g m 

literary culture 111 the 1deal1zed contexts of decorative and commemorative art 111d1cates that 

111telleccual ab1lmes were adm1fed as disnncnve markers of education and status 

Chapter Four considers the duec-r testimony for women's literacy which emerges 

from a study of documentary texts from Oxyrhynchus 111 Roman Egypt and Vmdolanda 111 

Roman Bncarn, cwo extreme and unassuming locations of papyrolog1cal finds Although only 

a small percentage of women actually appended autograph evidence of theu wrmng ab1lmes 

to legal and personal documents, emphas1z111g that educauon was usually a pnv1lege of the 

elite, the mass of texts m which women made use of wntmg through the ub1qwtous 

mtermediar1es of scnbes clearly implies that many more women recogmzed the use of 

wrmen documents as mtegral and practical tools m thelf lives 

The conclusion ts reached 111 Chapter F 1ve that although only a mmoncy of women 

are represented as literate m the ancient source matenal, for this select group literacy was a 

source of prestige and pnde as well as a practtcal commodity The acqwsmon of the skills of 

reading and wnc111g was a potentially levelmg technology which brought women mto a 

sphere dommated, and Jealously preserved, by men, but where women could advance theu 

own social, cultural, and legal 111terests 
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Chapter One 

Literacy and Women m the Roman World 

The Roman world has left behrnd many traces of its involvement wtth the wrmen 

word, not only works of literature and history but also rnscnpnons, graffiti, and personal and 

legal documents drafted on papyrus, wooden tablets, and other macenals The Romans relied 

on literacy for admm1scranon, commun1canon, commemorac1on, and culture, and a large 

pan of our knowledge of ancient Rome has been passed down through the medium of 

wntrng Yet 1rorncally, literacy was not a widespread skill m annqu1ty the maJonty of 

ancient texts which have survived to the present day were authored by elite men, the 

educated class of Roman society, a very small percentage of the total populauon Is it possible 

to extrtcate from such sources an 1mpress10n of the extent of Roman women's part1c1panon 

m the aspects of Roman life which mvolved literacy~ The obJect of this thesis 1s to examme 

the readmg and wntmg accomplishments of Roman women m order to explore how women 

acqmred and profited from the skills of literacy 111 their daily lives, the quality of literacy and 

literary knowledge available to them, and how literate women were characterized m the 

ancient sources, with a view to broadenmg our knowledge of the pnvate and public roles of 

women and ideals of female behaviour w1thm the family and m the larger context of Roman 

society 

Although there 1s hardly any surv1vmg evidence of composmons actually penned by 

Roman women and the act of readmg by itself leaves no record, other extant ancient 

evidence might be usefully exploited to this end Male-authored h1stoncal and literary texts 

and letters allude to women readmg or wnung, a number of funerary monuments and wall 

pamtmgs depict women with book-rolls and other wrmng paraphernalia, and papyrus 

documents and letters mvolvmg women attest to the literacy of some women m Roman 

Egypt and Bncam, which might have 1mpl1cat10ns for women m other pares of the Roman 

world T his vanety of evidence, from approximately the second century BC to the early third 

century AD, when collected and compared, can ht>lp to establish not only the uses of literacy 

among women but also the social and cultural contexts m which "literate" Roman women 

were to be found, as well as ancient attitudes towards the image of the literate woman (from 

both the male and the female perspective, at least as far as the latter may be discerned) The 
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status of che female readers and wnters 1s an important cons1deranon conclus10ns 

concernmg the educanonal opporcu111cies of all women m Roman society are scarcely 

possible, given the bias of the maJonty of the evidence towards the elite This small group 

made up the governing class of Roman soc,ec,, and was usually coinpnsed of the most 

wealthy or most socially promment members of the community, the senatonal, equestnan, 

and decunal orders Specific information 1s often lackrng for the lives of the female slave 

population, freedwomen, and the poorer class of free-born women, although they too 

undoubtedly came mto some contact with readrng and wrmng 

Approaches to Literacy m the Ancient World 

Recent scholarship on literacy 111 the ancient world has raised many quemons about 

the uses of wntmg and the d1ffus1on of literacy geographically, socially, and chronologically 

What did 1t mean to be lnerate m the ancient world~' A p1oneenng (though controversial) 

approach to chis problem was undertaken by Harns 111 his study Ancient Literacy, published 

m 1989 Hams' pnmary goal was to study how widespread literacy might have been among 

the Greeks and Romans He proposed that classical ant1qmty never knew the kmd of "mass 

literacy" which has been typically assumed by modern scholars, and chat m fact most of the 

populat1on m the ancient world was "always illiterate" 
2 

Usmg a comparative methodology, 

Harns argued chat the vital condmons which conmbuted to mass literacy m early-modern 

Europe did not exist m the anoem world a technology which provides a large production of 

readmg matenals, the availability of cheap wnt111g matenals, and "an extensive network of 

schools subsidized by the state" 
3 

One of the questions raised by Harns 1s that of quanuficauon Although he adm1tted 

that stat1mcal estimates of literacy must necessarily be generalized because the ancient 

evidence does not allow for precise stat1st1cal analys,s,4 he suggested some percentages 

nonetheless for Roman Italy dunng the late Republic through the High Empire (the central 

penod of Roman history), less than twenty to thirty percent for the male population, and less 

1 Harns (1989), 3 
2 Harns (1989), 8, 13 

'Harns (1989), 14-15 

~ Harns (1989), 7 
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than ten percent for the female populanon, w1ch vananons proposed between che city, where 

people were more likely to have contact with literacy, and the country 5 In reaching these 

conclusions Hams used chis definmon of literacy a literate person in ant1qu1ty "should 

possess a more acnve skill than read111g, and possess it co a truly useful extent" 
6 

This follows 

the 1958 defininon of literacy by UNESCO, which proposed chat an 1ll1terate person 

"cannot with understanding both read and wrne a shore simple statement on his everyday 

life" 
7 

Harns recognized chat in any society there are bound co be varying degrees of readmg 

and wntmg abt!mes, and chat annqu1ty would have known "sem1-hterate" people as well, 

"who can wnce slowly or not at aH, and who can read without bemg able co read complex or 

very lengthy texts" 
8 

He farther proposed the d1spucable category of "craftsman's literacy", m 

which "the maJonty, or a near-maJOnty, of slulled craftsmen are literate, while women and 

unslulled labourers and peasants mamly are not" 9 An mherenc difficulty m this definmon, at 

least for the purposes of chis cheSJS, 1t chat these categones of literacy are not easy to apply to 

the Roman women about whom there 1s the most evidence for lrterate activity, which 1s to 

say the elite class On the one hand, Harns assumed that elite Roman women were probably 

"virtually as literate" as elite men, smce literary evidence clearly attests co educated women 

he cites the example of Sempronia (to whom we will return below), described by the 

h1stonan Sallust as "learned in both Greek and Lann literature" (lmms Graects et Latmts 

docta) 10 
But on the other hand, Hams presupposed that smce elrte girls were not expected to 

follow the same career paths m publJC servJCe as boys, parents would not have been as 

mouvated to educate their daughters to the same degree as theff sons, and girls, who 

generally mawed m their early teens, were left "no better than semi-literate" 
11 

There 1s thus 

some amb1gwcy as to the amount, use and quality of lrteracy requffed to be considered 

"literate", 1s 1t a knowledge of literature m two languages, such as Sempronta possessed, or 

5 Harns (1989), 259 
6 Harns (1989), 4 
7 Harns (1989), 3 
1 Hams (1989), 5 
9 Harns (1989), 8 
10 Harns (1989), 252 Sall Cat 25 2 
11 Hams (1989) , 253 
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enough read111g and wrnmg skills to manage a household or engage 111 a bus111ess 

transact1on~12 Hams Judged women's literacy by the same standard as chat of men, despite 

his adm1ss1on chat men and women were educated co play different societal roles requmng 

proficiency 111 read111g and wncmg 111 different areas and at different levels, the vital pomc 

which the rather vague labels of "literate" and "sem1-literate" do not address 
13 

Nevertheless, 

Hams's study of the vaned uses of wnt111g 111 anc1qu1ry and h,s conclus1ons concernmg the 

limited d1stnbut10n of literacy skills provide a valuable perspecuve which any study of 

literacy 10 the ancient world muse take ,mo account 

Hams' semmal work on literacy produced responses from a number of Roman 

scholars, one collect,on of essays m pamcular, eomled Literacy m the Roman World (1991), 

deals with specific pomcs concernmg Harns' methodology and conclus,ons While there 1s 

general agreement with Hams' quant1tat1ve estimates of low literacy overall m ant1qu1ty, 

some would argue that Harns does not pay enough attention to the muluple degrees of 

literacy 111 the Roman world One argument proposed that there was plenty to read at Rome 

which was not high literature a panetal mscnpt1on such as an elect1on notice, for example, 

could commumcate rnformat10n to people with different levels of readmg ab1l1ty some 

might be able to spell out and recognize only a candidate's name, while others with more 

knowledge could study the details of the message 
14 

Other easily legible matenal 10cluded 

store signs, announcemencs for games, and more 15 S1g111ficant po10ts are also raised 

concern111g attitudes towards literacy In Roman Egypt, for example, there 1s considerable 

evidence that illiterate people recogmzed the importance of wrmen documents and 

proceeded to make use of chem, employmg scnbes to wnte on their behalf 1f they could not, 

they too are seen to "pamc1pate m literacy", though these people are difficult to mtegrate 

10to a quanrnauve survey of literacy 
16 

Sumlarly, persons with some wnt10g ability might still 

have hired professional scnbes for wnt10g documencs of an important official or legal nature, 

12 Aet1v1t1es m which women rmght find wrttmg helpful Hams (1989), 252 

u For example, Hams overlooks the poss161l1cy that women could conunue to acquire or hone 
reading and wrmng skills after theu marnage This pomt will be further discussed rn Chapter Two 
14 Franklm (1991), 87 

is Corb1er (1991), 107 
16 Bowman (1991), 122-123 
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for which spec1al1zed language and form were crucial 
17 

While Hams views ancient literacy as 

a glass half-empty, emphas1z1ng the low percentages of literate people rn anoquicy, other 

scholars view the situation as a glass half-full It has been seen that even a figure of ten 

percent literacy among the male populanon over the whole Roman empire at any one time 

sttll translates mto a sizable number of people - perhaps two m1!11on - who possessed an 

ability to read and wme 18 Thus even Hams' low estimate of less than ten percent literacy 

among women m the Roman empire represents an equally large number, and further 

exploration mto how these women made use of their literacy seems a viable topic for 

mvestiganon 

Smee the pnmary evidence from ant1qu1cy 1s not well-swted to quantitauve analysis, 

a different approach to the data might be explored Thomas proposes a helpful methodology 

m her book Oral Tradition and Written Record in Classical Athens, also published m 1989, 

which raises some important issues, not m response to Hams' book, but which temper some 

of his conclusions nonetheless Thomas' book discusses the mteract1on of oral and wntten 

traditions as co-existmg modes of communicauon m class1cal Greece She argued that a study 

of the extent of literacy does not reveal nearly as much about ancient society as a close 

exammanon of diverse levels, uses, customs and perceptions of literacy agamst the 

background of widespread orality When 1c comes to definmg literacy, Thomas (like Harns 

m his mtroduet1on) recognized that "literacy 1s not a smgle umform skill with only one 

s1gn1ficant level of cornpetence",'9 but she was hesitant to define the term because "if we take 

one defin1t1on and then proceed to measure its extent we are sail reducmg an extremely 

complex and vaned skill to a smgle charactensnc, thereby almost definmg away any 

vanauons" 20 She prefers to thmk m terms of "funwonal literacy", which "mtroduces the 

idea of different levels of11teracy accordmg to the needs of people's everyday actlVlties" 
21 

She 

proposed that this conception of literacy allows one to see changmg arucudes and customs 

17 Horsfall (1991), 69-71 
13 Hopkins (1991), 134-5 
19 Thomas (1989), 16 
20 Thomas ( 1989), 19 
21 Thomas (1989), 19 
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related co literacy, lll add1t1on co changes 1n che uses of literacy 
22 

Her emphasis on 

"amcudes" cowards lneracy 1s a valuable tool for address111g the ancient evidence, which 1s 

often anecdotal and random 
23 

In literacy and Orality m Ancient Greece (1992), Thomas 

funher refined this approach, suggestmg chat schobrs look not only at who could read and 

wnte 111 ant1qu1cy, but che need or desire to read and wnte 111 different s1cuac1ons, for 

example, a person with vecy l11rnted literacy skills might be designated a "slow wrner" when 

he or she signs an official document 111 Roman Egypt, but 1s obv10usly still eager co wnce, 111 

contrast co a more literate person w1chm the same society who d1sda111s the physical act of 

wnt111g and employs an amanuensis co wnte out a pnvate letter (i:hough he or she might add 

a handwntten greenng at the close) 2
~ Thomas' study, though 1t deals pnmanly w1th Greek 

ltteracy,25 presencs an essential method for approach111g ancient matenal on literacy 

An exemplary study of the relat1onsh1p between women and l1teracy m ancient 

Greece was published by Cole m 1981 and also provides a useful methodology Cole sifted 

through evidence not only from literary, h1stoncal, and philosophical texts but also from vase 

pamtmgs, sculpture, and papyrus documents from Greece, Asia Mmor, and Egypt, m order 

co recover images of women readmg and wrmng from the seventh century BC to the fourth 

century AD One of the strengths of Cole's approach 1s her careful cons1derat1on of how the 

ancient evidence might or might not make a case for female literacy when viewed m the light 

of known faces about the social and domestic life of G reek women and Greek society m 

general She observed, for example, chat although several red-figure vases from the fourth 

and fifth cencunes BC depict women with book-rolls m household contexts (nearly as many 

vases portray men and boys with book-rolls), such scenes might have become a popular 

mouf based on an affiltanon with the Muses, and these images may represent a fashionable 

and "idealized" view of ordmary women or real life activiues,
26 

given the fact chat so lmle is 

known about educational opportumttes for women dunng chat penod Cole also emphasized 

the difficulty with arguments from silence a lack of references to the illiteracy of women m 

22 Thomas (1989), 24-6 
23 Thomas (1992), 5 
24 Thomas (1992), 151-2 
2

) An excursus at the end of Thomas (1992) bnefly addresses literacy at Rome 
26 Cole (1981), 223 
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the works of ancient Greek authors could s1g111fy chat such a cond1t1on was either so 

uncommon or so common that 1t did not mern pamcular nonce 
27 

In addmon, Cole looks at 

the papyrolog1cal evidence of Egypt with a careful eye She notes that although there are 

many surviving lette rs to and from women, women did not need to be able to read or wrne 

personally, because of the presence of scnbes everywhere, "the use of wntten commu111cat10n 

must be d1stmgu1shed from literacy" 
28 

However, she fi nds that the content of the letters -

often relaung to family matters, mcludmg family busmess -- can provide mterestmg 

mformanon about the "social uses" of wntmg 29 Cole based her conclusions concernmg the 

rate of literacy among Greek women only on che (somewhat fragmentary) extant evidence 

and was unw11lmg to generalize more widely, which may mean that her esumates are rather 

low, however, her method of assessmg each piece of evidence without calung 1t too far out of 

context 1s a sensible practice 

New Approaches to the Study of Women 

Studies of the pos1t1on of women m annqwty have flourished m the past three 

decades The nse of femm1sm and the equal nghts movement prompted scholars to re­

examme the roles and contnbut1ons of women not only w1th111 the pnvate sphere of the 

fam1ly30 but also 111 the public eye 
3 1 

Quesuons were asked about how gender roles were 

constructed and sustamed by ancient society, and how md1v1duals from different social levels 

viewed these constructions 
32 

One of the first social h1stones of ancient Roman women was 

Balsdon's Roman Women Thetr History and Habits (1962) Perhaps more anuquanan than 

h1stoncal, this collect1on of accounts of the famous women of Roman history as well as 

27 Cole (1981 ), 220 
28 Cole (1981), 235-6 
29 Cole (1981), 235-6 
30 For example on mamage, see Hopkins (1965), Shaw (1987), Tregg1an (1991), Saller (1994), 
Rawson (1996) On women and the family, see Rawson (1986), Bradley (1991), DJXon (1992) On 
mothers, see DJXon (1988) 
31 On women 111 Roman law see Crook (1967), Gardner (1986) On women's status m public, see 
Forbis (1990), Savunen (1995) On women's economic status, see Van Bremen (1983), DJXon 
(1986), Forbis (1990), economic roles 111 ocher pares of the Roman empire, see Pomeroy (1981), 
Hobson (1984), Boarwnght (1991) 
32 For chis fem111ist approach, see for example Kampen (1981 a), Cantarella (1987), Fischler (1994) 
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mynad deca1ls concern111g the daily lives of more "ordinary" Roman women oud111ed the 

roles women played in marriage, child-reanng, and rel1g1on Balsdon was also interested 111 

women's "private lives", both their personal appearance (dress, coiffure, make-up) and 

domestic acc1vmes (household dunes as well as leisure pasrnnes) \X/1th respect to literacy, he 

noted that Roman matrons might cake up the pursuit of literature "even m respectable 

households educated women liked to keep abreast of whac was bemg wrmen and published", 

such as the poetry of Ovid Balsdon called these macrons doctae puel!ae (which might be 

translated as "educated girls"), women "gifted with that literary talent which, Ovid declared, 

was the ambmon of many but the achievement of few" 33 Earlier 111 the work (m the chapter 

enmled "Less Reputable Women"), Balsdon referred to the courtesans praised m the poetry 

of Ovid and Propemus as doctae puellae as well, "talented, cultured, lively conversat10nalists", 

whose mtellectual cult1vat1on set them apart from "respectable married women" 34 Balsdon 

obviously noted, but was not truly conscious of, the ambiguity surroundmg the image of the 

educated woman 111 Roman soCiety, to which we wtll return below He resolved the 

dichotomy by suggesung that "though Ovid might emphasIZe when he wrote his Art of Love, 

and repeat afterwards, that it was no book for long-gowned female respectability, respectable 

marned women would have been very unfemmme mdeed 1f they had not stolen copies of the 

book and studied with mtense care the adv1Ce wh1Ch Ovid gave to their attractive nvals" 
3

~ 

The strength of Balsdon's work hes m his assemblage of mmut1ae concernmg aspects of 

women's lives wh1Ch had not previously been studied m depth Although Balsdon was 

sensmve to the social consrramts placed on women, such as their expected submission to the 

male authoncy of their husbands or fathers, and noted women's efforts to gam emancipauon, 

maJor work on the issues and tensions facmg women m ant1qu1ty and recovery of the female 

perspective was still to come 

Pomeroy's Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves, published m 1975, reflected a new 

sensibility to the lives of ancient women Pomeroy explored topics concernmg Roman 

women's relat1onsh1p to the law (especially marriage and d ivorce), reproductive issues 

(mcludmg contraception and the exposure of mfant children), poss1bi!tues for educauon, 

33 Balsdon (1962), 273 

H Balsdon (1962), 228 

'
5 Balsdon (1962), 228 
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pol1t1cal influence, the status of slaves and freedwomen, and religion On the topic of literate 

women, Pomeroy briefly cned evidence for the schooling of girls and for women exerc1smg 

their mcellectual talents 111 literary d1scuss1ons and poetic compos1t10n 
36 

These 

accomplishments were sec against the larger context of the mcreased opportunities for 

women co develop beyond their traditional roles due to "enormous wealth" and "pragmansm 

permtttmg women co exercise leadership durmg the absence of men on military and polmcal 

m1ss10ns of long duration" 37 In lieu of Balsdon's often anecdotal treatment of s1m1lar 

subJects, Pomeroy's approach attempts to ask questions about the social factors which 

d d I 38 p ' k h b dd al constructe gen er roes omeroy s wor as yet to e mperse e as a gener 

mtroducnon39 and set the tone for further exploranons mco the lives of women m antiquity 

The evidence from anuqmty strongly suggests that women 111 the Roman empire 

were not as literate as men, however, this fact, once acknowledged, has rarely been analyzed 

by hmonans While "at first 1t seemed most important to document the repression of 

women rn the ancient world, and to find examples of women who had nevertheless entered 

the male preserves of educanon, finance, and polincs", gradually a scholarly perspecuve 

emerged which reviewed the lives of women without definmg the1r condmon based on their 

ability to "exercise power m the same way as men" 
40 

This 1s a key considerauon as men and 

women were often subJect to clearly defined spheres of social and polit1cal mfluence, 

women's bemg pnmarily pnvate and men's public While Roman women enJoyed many 

freedoms and pnv1leges, they were rarely completely mdependent and remamed closely t1ed 

to their families, for this reason an understandmg of their family environment, relat1onsh1ps, 

duues and expectattons 1s essential A woman's family was very much mvolved m dec1s1ons 

36 Pomeroy (1975), I 70-6 
37 Pomeroy (1975), I 49 
33 "Modern scholarship has focused on resmcttons peculiar to women what they were excluded 
from being or do111g by reason of their gender and consequencly how social, legal, or economic limits 
might shift 111 ttme how women 111 general or categones of women or 111d1v1dual women might 

change the limits or find them changed" Tregg1an (1996), 116 
39 A compa111on volume authored by Pomeroy together with Fancham, Foley, Kampen, and Shapiro 
was published 111 1994 as Women in the Clamcal World Image and Text, a sourcebook 
supplementmg Pomeroy's earlier study with funher d1scuss1on of evidence from literature and 

especially from an and archeology 

'° Clark (1989), 1-2 See also Joshel (1992) , 10 "Fem1111st recelhngs of the past, of course, responded 

to the demands of an extensive women's movement" 
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regard mg her education, and 1t 1s 111 the pnvace realm char many of her occasions for read mg 

or wrnmg cook place The status 11nplied by literacy might have been JUSt as important for 

the family as for the md1v1dual woman 

The case of Sempron1a illustrates the different mcerprecac1ons which can be 

connected co the image of the literate woman at Rome In his account of the events of the 

conspiracy of Catilma (63 BC), the h1sconan Sallust mcluded a bnef portrait of Semprorna as 

an example of the kmd of women who were 1mplicatmg themselves m Cat1l111a's sed1t1ous 

act1v1t1es 
41 

chesi- women 

had first sold their bodies co finance then luxunes, but later, when age set a limit to 
this amv1ty - but not co then castes - fell heavily mto debt Canlme believed he 
could use these women to w111 over the urban slaves, set fire co the city, and either 
enlist or kill thetr husbands 

41 

Sallust related one woman's 111volvement 111 pamcular 

One of these women was Sempronia, whose masculine boldness had already led her 
to commit many cnmes This woman was favoured by fortune 111 bmh and beauty as 
well as 111 her husband and children She was well read 111 Greek and Laun literature, 
she played the lyre and danced with greater skill than propnety warrants, and she had 
a number of other accomplishments, all of the sort that promote d1ss1pauon But to 
her noth111g was more worthless than modesty and chastity It 1s not easy to say 
wh!Ch she threw away more wantonly, her money or her reputation She was so 
oversexed that 1t was more often she who went after men than the other way around 
She had often broken promises, disavowed her debts, and been an accessory to 
murder Love of luxury combmed with poverty had dnven her headlong And yet, 
she had real talents She could wnce verse, make Jokes, and converse with modesty, 
tenderness or wantonness She was a woman of considerable wit and charm H 

41 The question of why Sallust msened Semproma's portrait mto his narrative has been much 
debated (she 1s mentioned only once more, allowing a meeung of the conspirat0rs to take place at her 
house (Sall Cat 40 5), and she 1s not named by Cicero at all 111 his account of the events) See Syme 
(1964), Cadoux (1980), Ramsey (1984), Paul (1985), McGushm (1987), Boyd (1987) 
42 Sall Cat 24 3-4 T ransl M Fant mulzeres etiam aliquot, quae przmo mgentts sumptus stupro 
corporo toleraverant, post, ubt aetas tantummodo quaestuz neque luxuriae modum fecerat, aes alzenum 
grande conflaverant Per eas se Cattlma credebat posse servztza urbana sollmtare, urbem mcendere, vzros 

earum vel adtungere sibz vel mterficere 
43 Sall Cat 25 1-5 Transl M Fant Sed m ezs erat Semproma, quae multa saepe vmlzs audactae 
facmora commtserat Haec mulzer genere atque Jonna, praeterea vzro ltberzs satzs Jortunata fazt, lztterzs 
Graeczs et Latmzs docta, psallere, saltare eleganttus quam necesse est probae, mu/ta alza, quae mstrumenta 
luxuriae sunt Sed et cariora semper omma quam decus atque pudzcztta fazt, pecunzae an fomae mmus 

parceret haud facile dzscemeres, lubzdo szc accensa ut saepzus peteret vzros quam peteretur Sed ea saepe 
antehac fidem prodtderat, credztum abzuraverat, caedzs comcza faerat, luxuna atque tnopza praeceps 
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B10graph1cal information from other ancient source~ helps to fill out the h1sconcal details of 

this portrait The Sempron11 were a venerable plebeian family (though 1t 1s not known which 

part1cular branch Semproma belonged to), and Sempron1a's husband 1s usually thought to be 

D Brutus, consul of 77 BC, a man descended from consuls, an advocate, wealthy and 

cultured (he was described as "learned 111 both Greek and Lann l1teracure"
44

) 
45 

Sempron1a 

possessed many adm1rable qualities for an elite woman respectable lmeage, a husband 

culturally refined and d1stmgu1shed 111 polmcs, children, an attramve appearance, a literary 

educat1on, and great personal charm Consequently the behaviour appropnate to a Roman 

matron might also have been expected from her But m spite of her advantages, Sempro111a 

(and presumably the ocher women who JOmed 111 the conspHacy) transgressed the virtues for 

wh!Ch Roman women were traditionally praised (on tombstone epitaphs, for example) 
46 

She 

did not show proper restramt or modestta Ill her act1vmes such as music and dancmg,
47 

she 

was lustful, lackmg m pudwtta (sexual respons1b1lity),
48 

she dishonoured the reputation of 

her family and of her husband, showmg no obsequtum (sense of duty), she devoted herself to 

luxunes and mismanaged her financial affaHs, unmmdful of frugalttas In ocher words, she 

scorned her respons1b1ht1es 111 the pnvate sphere of home and family and became a public 

menace T his picture 1s remforced by the suggesuon chat her mterest m poetry (m addition 

to her Wit, musical abtlmes and dancmg) put her on a par with the lib1dmous Roman demi­

mondaines found m the verses of Catullus and other love poets of Rome m the first century 

abzerat Ventm mgemum ezus haud absurdum posse versus facere, zocum movere, sermone utz vel 
modesto, vel mollz, vel procacz, prorsus multae facetzae multusque lepos merat 
44 C1c Bntt 175 et Graeczs doctus litterzs et Lattnzs 
45 Cadoux (1980), 93-122 
46 Paul (1985), 15 and n 37 Paul cites as a pomt of companson with Semproma the epitaph of 
Murdia (among others), GIL 6 10230, II 27-30 The text reads "My dearest mother deserved 
greater praise than all others, smce 111 modesty, propriety, chasuty, obedience, wool-work.mg, 
mdustry, and loyalty she was on an equal level with other good women, nor did she take second 
place to any women m vmue, work, and wisdom m nmes of danger" Transl M Fant Eo mazorem 
laud.em omnzum carisszma mzhz mater merutt, quod I modestza probztate pudicztta obsequzo lamficzo 
dtlzgentta fide par szmtlzsque ceterezs probezs femznzs fo1t, neque ullz cesszt uzr I tutzs !aborts sapzentzae 
pertculontm praec1p1um aut certe 
47 "The eleganttus clause and chat about mstrumenta luxunae do not refer back as far as the 

literature" Cadoux (1980), 118 
48 On female pudtcztta, see Kaster (1997), 9-10 
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!3C 49 Even worse, she was behavmg l,ke a man, cakmg upon herself che power to mfluence 

polmcal events 50 

Semproma's literacy has double-edged 1mpl1cat1ons Some scholars have viewed her 

literary cra111111g as a commendable part of a respectable Roman woman's upbnngmg 
51 

On 

che ocher hand, a keen mreresc 111 literature, notably poetry, has been seen by some scholars 

to imply a decl111e 111 female morals 52 These anmhettcal images of literate women appear 

frequently 111 Roman literature, as authors seek co construct unages which reflect the balance 

of power between the different worlds of men and women 
53 

The example of Semproma 

reveals that literacy can be an ambiguous quality 111 a Roman woman, and raises cercam 

questions What factors lent respectability to literacy, and what anx1et1es caused literate 

women co be censured 10 other quarters? Sallust does not deny that, despite her d1ss1denc 

actions and immoral character, Semproma's "111tellectual gifts" made her engagmg 

company 54 What 1s m1ssmg from Sallust's account, and mdeed almost all literary accounts, 1s 

a female perspecuve What kmd of literature did Sempronia enJoy? Did she like to read 

pnvately 111 her spare time? On what occasions did she recite her poetry? For what other 

49 
Paul (1985), 15-16 

5° For the "discourse of mvecuve" employed by Roman authors against powerful female figures, such 
as Cleopatra, see Wyke (1992) 98-140 the purported transgressions of these women "usually cakes 
the form of sexual prom1scu1ry and extravagance, bur can include che appropnac1on of what 1s 

considered co be 'male' polmcal auchonry and tts prerogauves" (I 11) 
51 For example, Marrou (1956), 247 "We must not be surpnsed co find a Roman mother playmg 

such a part", Balsdon (1962), 47 Sempronta had "evident breeding and culture", Pomeroy (1975), 
171 "Intellectual and amsuc achievements did not endanger a woman's reputation, mstead, 

education and accomplishments were thought to enhance her", Cadoux (1980), 117 "Sallust's 

attnbuuon to Semproma of a knowledge of Greek and Lann literature was not mtended as a 

reproach" 
52 For example, Paul (1985), 16 "The relevance of the portrait of Sempron1a to the raffish world of 

Catullus' poems has often been pointed out, a world which combmes easy sexual standards with 
literary, especially poeuc, tastes", Boyd (1987), 198 "Semproma likewise 1s a person of no mean 
ongms, whose noble status and accomplishments would normally, before the perversion of v1rtus, 

have made her a Lucretia or a Cornelia Instead of a catalogue of the typical virtues of a Roman 
macron, we find a woman whose education and aggressiveness are charactensc,c either of a prosmuce 

- or of an urbane man", Leary (1993), 91 Semproma resembles "an amateur courtesan" 
53 See Fischler {1994), 116 

s-1 Cadoux (1980), 119 Fischler (1994), 119 "Sallust's Semproma 1s the classic transgressor of che 

female role She has all the nght attnbuces which she uses m all the wrong ways Semproma 1s all 

the more worrymg because Sallust has endowed her with traltS of the ideal which she then threatens 

to use subvemvely" 
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purposes did Roman women employ literacy> Despite the often hidden female v1ewpomt, 

modern scholars m social history have worked co reconstruct the posl(lon of Roman women 

not only w1chm the family bur as members of Roman society, and 1c 1s w1thm this framework 

chat a study of che literate woman auns co make a conmbut1on 
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Chapter Two 

T he Literate Woman Represented m Literature 

In one of his published lercers, Pl111y che Younger commenced sadJy on the death of 

Mm1c1a Marcella, the younger daughter of his friend Fundanus According co Plmy she was 

not qwce fourteen when she d,ed,1 and was engaged co be married Pl111y praised her "g1rl1sh 

sweetness and womanly d1gmcy", and noted pamcularly her mcelleccual precocity she loved 

her teachers (praeceptores) and "devoted herself co readmg both eagerly and mtelligencly" 

(quam studzose, quam mtellzgenter l.ectitabat0 2 
T his bnef lercer prompts several questions 

about Roman women, educaaon, and literacy \X'hat sort of books might Marcella have been 

readmg' \Xlhac was she learnmg from her teachers~ \Xlhac sort of literary act1V1t1es rrnghc she 

have engaged m after her marnage, if her life had not been cue short' And was Marcella 

representative of Roman girls m general' The obJect of tlus chapter is to review the 

educat10nal opportumties available to Roman girls and the potential applications of their 

study of readmg, wmmg, and literary culture as they are presented through the literature of 

Rome durmg the central pencd of Roman history T he ancient authors who provide most of 

our mformauon are, as we have seen, elite men, which largely ltmlCS the mformauon 

available from theu works to the interests and attitudes of that small group of society, and 

moreover to its male members, and references to women's literary act1vit1es are scattered and 

bnef Nevertheless, despite the hmicaaons of the evidence, 1c 1s possible to form an 

impress10n of the accomplishments of literate women and the social attitudes towards these 

educated women 

Education 

Educat10n m the Roman world has been referred to by modern scholars as "cultural 

capical",3 because schooling was important for success and presuge m later life m a "social 

system where what mattered were wealth, d1scmcnon, and eloquence amid a population 

1 Her tombstone mscnptton ( Cll 6 16631) acrually !1Sts her age at death as twelve years and eleven 

months 
2 Pim Ep 5 16 matronalis gravitas erat tamen suavitas puel'4m 
3 Gleason (1995), xx1 
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vastly poor, anonymous, and 1ll1cerace", doctrma or ,u:a&u:x could define an elite male's 

1denmy 111 society 4 A public career 111 oratory, either on the polmcal stage or 111 the law 

courts, would depend on his eloquence and astuteness s In private, he was often expected to 

pamc1pate 111 the literary culture of his class 6 T he orator Plmy, who was asked co help find a 

suitable teacher for the son of his friend Corell1a H1spulla, wrote to her "[Your son] will 

grow up co be like [the good men of his family] all only 1f he has been educated from the 

start on the proper Imes" 7 The ancient authors offer only rare, 111c1denral references co the 

education of Roman g1rls,
8 

but the number of educated women attested to 111 Roman 

literature and history presupposes that they learned to read and wnte at some Clme m the1r 

youth 9 The absence of any 111format1on about an educat10n specifically slanted towards girls 

suggests that girls probably received the same fundamental schoolmg as boys, though the 

oraconcal crammg which would prepare elite boys for public careers would not be offered to 

girls as 1c would be of lmle use, smce women were barred from such professions It has been 

observed that some extant school texts, concammg vocabulary lists and short texts 111 both 

Greek and Lann (the hermaneumata), cyp1cally descnbe the daily life of a young boy, the 

activltles 111 whICh he would partake and the behaviour which was expected of him as a 

future member of the elite, namely "the role of slave owner, father, and advocate" 
10 

T his 

subject matter does not automaucally exclude girls from usmg these books, but girls would 

learn from these texts "readmg, wncmg, and perhaps rec1t111g as a mimicry of male 

behavior" 
11 

The followmg discussion explores the levels of schooling available to Roman 

4 Kaster (1988), 11-3 See also Bloomer (1997) on the "soctalmng" of boys mto manhood through 
school exercises 

) See Gleason (1995) on the construction of male gender roles through education and oratory 
6 See Rawson (1985) and Fanrham (1996) on literary culture 111 Roman society 
7 Pim Ep 3 3 Transl B Radice Qutbus omnibus 1ta demum szmzl,s adolescet, st tmbutus honest,s 

arttbus faertt 
1 The education of girls 111 Greece and Asia Mmor dunng the Helle111st1c penod 1s discussed by 
Pomeroy (1977), 51-68 and Cole (1981), 231-2 lnscnpt1ons from Teos and Pergamum md1cate, for 
example, that both boys and girls attended schools and were taught readmg and wrmng 
9 Harns (l 989), 252 
10 

Bloomer (1997), 58 
11 Bloomer (1997), 75 For btlmgual school texts, see also D10111sott1 (1982) 
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girls and boys and che matenal caught, with atcennon paid co social d1st1ncc1ons between 

pupils and the intended appl1cat1on of the skills learned 

T he first seep 111 a child's education was a mastery of the basic elements learnmg to 

fashion letter shapes and to recognize letters, syllables, and words, followed by elementary 

reading and wntmg practtce Children usually began thelf schooling at age seven, though no 

firm age ltm1cs were set 111 place 
12 

As no widely or ng1dly orgarnzed school system existed m 

annqu1ty as 111 the modern era,13 Roman families had to arrange fo r their children's schoolmg 

themselves and had several options The basic elements could be taught at home, and mdeed 

this may have been the norm 14 A child's pedagogue could be given chis task, pedagogues of 

slave or freed status m Roman households cared for and supervised both boys and girls as 

they were growmg up, and this attention might have extended naturally to leadmg their 

charges through elementary readmg and wrmng exercises 15 The rhetoncian Qumttltan, who 

wrote a handbook on educat10n, recommended that both parents be "as well-educated as 

possible" ,16 and there is some record of parents mvolvmg themselves d1rectly m the early 

education of their children Cato the Elder taught htS son to read at home (even though his 

household mcluded a G reek slave tramed as a teacher) and personally wrote out m large 

letters a history of Rome for his young pupil 
17 

Augustus himself taught his grandsons to read 

and encouraged them to copy thelf handwntmg after his own 
18 

T he histonan Tacitus 

recounted that Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi, Aurelia, the mother of Julius Caesar, and 

Aua, the mother of Augustus, were closely mvolved with the education of thetr sons, but he 

did not mention their specific role 
19 

In the most pnvtleged households a professional teacher 

12 Qumulian saw no reason why a precocious child should not start sooner (Inst 1 1 15-19 ) 
13 Hams (1989), 16-17 
14 Booth (1979a), 3 
15 Bradley (1991), 47-8, 51-2, Booth (1979a) , 3 Qumnltan (Inst 1 l 8) urged that a child's 
pedagogue be well-educated (erudzti plene), though rhere were many pedagogues who had learned 
only the basic elements themselves (paulum alzquzd ultra pnmas lttteras progressz) See also Qumt 

Inst 1 2 10 
16 Quint Inst 1 1 6 Transl M Fant 
17 Plue Cat Mat 20 4-7 
18 

Suet Aug 64 
19 Tac Dial 28 Mothers could have been mvolved m choosmg a proper teacher, or may even have 
taught the elements themselves Cornelia was thought to have passed on her eloquence (evident m 
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could be hned as a pnvace cucor, chis teacher m,ghc even be a grammaticus, who usually 

guided pupils through more advanced !1Cerarv studies, bur who could also assume the 

respons1b1licy of teachmg the elemencs 1f the pupil was expected to pass through this 

begmner's scage quickly pnor to further educauon 
20 

M1111c1a. Marcella, the daughter of 

Pliny's friend Fundanus, was probably educated at home 111 this fash10n, as Plmy recalled 

how she loved all her attendants nurses, pedagogues, and teachers 
21 It 1s far from certain 

that all girls received a s1m1lar educanon ac home, Fundanus had a reputauon as an 

intellectual, and may have been particularly interested to see that his daughter received a 

good education 22 Sull, m households where a teacher, pedagogue or parent was available to 

coach the boys of the family, the girls might have the opportun1cy to learn the elemencs, ,f 

not more advanced studies, as well 

The elements might also be acquired at a school Children from the upper ranks of 

society who did not learn theu letters ac home would begin at the school of the grammaticus 

(as will be discussed below) 23 Meanwhile, pupils from families of less wealth and status, 

mcludmg slave children, could be taught basic readmg and wntmg at the ludus lttterarius 
24 

Horace's father, a freedman, did not want his son to attend the school of Flavms, a magister 

ludz who taught the sons of centurions, he wanted his son to learn "the same skills which any 

equestnan or senator would have his sons caught", and sent him to the school of Orbtlms the 

grammaticus 25 Some families may not have seen the need for any more than a functional 

educac10n m readmg and wrmng learned at home or at the ludus lttterarius A freedman 

busmessrnan m Petromus' Satyncon boasts "I didn't learn no geometry or cnticism and such 

her published letters) to her sons Qumt Inst 1 1 6, C1c Brut 58 211 Bonner (1977), 15 suggests 
that, as widows, these women may have accepted more respons1b1licy for chetr children's education 
than was usual For more on the Roman mother's interest m education, see Dixon (1988), 170-3 
20 Booth (1981a), 377-378 the grammatzcus, especially 1f he taught as a pnvate tutor, was 
occasionally referred to as a lztterator Booth (1979), 4-10 
21 Pim Ep 5 16 3 ut nutrices, ut paedagogos, ut praeceptores pro suo quemque officio dzlzgebat1 

22 Sherwm-Whtte (1966), 347, n 3, Bonner (1977), 107 Pim Ep 5 16 8 estquidem zlle erudttus et 
sapzens, ut qui se ab meunte aetate altzortbus studus artzbusque dedttkrtt 
23 See Booth (1979a), 1-14 The school of the grammaticus appeared dunng the late Republic see 
Marrou (1956), 251 

2,1 Kaster (1988), 24, Booth (19796), 11-19 
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silly rubbish, but I can read the letters on a nonce board and I can do my percentages 111 

metal, weights, and money" 
16 

These schools were probably held 111 the street, 111 an alcove 

off the forum or 111 a rented room 
27 

The h1stonan Livy's claim that Verg1111a, the daughter 

of a cencunon, was attendmg such a school 111 the Roman forum 111 che fifth century BC, 1s 

certamly an anachromsm 
28 

How did girls and boys learn co read and wnte~ The maJor Roman auchoncy on chis 

process 1s aga111 Qu111nl1an, who ouclined a common procedure m his creause on education 

His methods are generally borne out by evidence of school exercises wmcen on papyrus 

which have been recovered from Roman Egypt 29 The first step was for children to learn the 

alphabet Young children could be given coys 111 the shape of letters co play with to help 

chem learn to recogmze the forms 30 When children had to learn to form the letters, rwo 

methods appear to have been m practice 31 Accordmg to Seneca, a child's fingers could be 

held around the wmmg tool and guided through the forms of the letters by the teacher, then 

the child could try on his or her own 
32 

A wax tablet would be the most convement wnang 

surface, smce mistakes could be easily erased 3' Qumt1l1an's mechod34 requlfes chat letters be 

carved onto a boa!"d, the child could practice fo rmmg the letters by followmg along the 

25 Hor Sat 1 6 77-78 Transl J Shelton artts quas daceat qutuzs eques atque senator semet 
prognatos See Booth (1979a), 2 
26 

Perron Sat 58 7 Transl J P Sullivan Non didtct geometnas cnttca et aLogias memas, sed laptdanas 
!ttteras scto, partes centum dico ad aes, ad poruius ad nummam Horsfall (1989), 7 4-89 analyses the 
levels of educanon displayed by the freedmen guests throughout the Cena Tnmachtonzs See also 
Dame! (1980), 153-159 
27 

For school accomodations, see Bonner (1977), 115-25 
28 Livy 3 44, D10n Hal 11 28 See Rawson (1985), 48 Accord111g to Plutarch ( Quaest Rom 278 E) 
the first fee-pay111g school was that of a former slave named Carvilms 111 234 BC Marrou (1956), 
250 
29 Cnb1ore (1996), 143 A catalogue of school exercises 1s also provided by Debut (1986), 251-278, 
and analysed 10 depth with regard to the "evolv111g" handwrmng of students by Cnb1ore (1996) 

'
0 Qu111t Inst I 1 26 Jerome, wrmng 111 the fifth century, suggested that a lmle girl might learn her 

letters by playing with letters made out of boxwood or ivory and learn111g theu order with the help of 
a song Jer Ep 107 4 2 

" See especially Harvey (1978), 69-75 
32 Sen Ep 94 51 

H Harvey (1978), 70 
34 Qumt Inst I 1 27 
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grooves - makmg fewer mistakes than 1f he were wrmng on a wax tablet - and allowmg him 

to pracnce without a teacher's manual guidance 35 Ac chis pomt, recenc scholarship has 

suggested that pupils worked co master che alphabet by pnnnng out model sentences, even 

before the children knew how co read che evidence from papyrus school documents shows 

sentences fashioned 111 very undeveloped handwnrmg, mdeed the same caliber of 

handwntmg which 1s seen 111 alphabenc practice, when the pupils earned out the next step, 

the wrmng of syllables, the papyn exercises show a dramatic improvement 111 penmanship 
36 

After practice with wntmg syllables, dunng which nme the pupils began to learn to read, 

they progressed co words and then co sentences 37 These might be moral maxims or famous 

passages from literature 38 Numeracy was usually mcroduced with the basic elements of 

wrmng Chudren began by countmg on thetr fingers and usmg small pebbles as counters 

They would be taught basic caJcuJauons such as add1c1on and mult1plicat10n with songs, and 

co wnce our the characters for the nwnbers When they were ready co wnte out whole 

words, they appear co have begun to wnte out their mulnpltcat1on tables It 1s not known at 

exactly what stage a child learned co use au abacus 
39 

The grammattcus undertook the puptl's formal liberal arts educauon ◄o H is task was 

to mtroduce students co grammar and co literature In the readmg lesson, the praelectio, 

pupils were caught to read aloud accurately and expressively The teacher demonstrated the 

proper techmque of readmg and mterpreted the meaning of the passage, followmg which 

was the pupil's turn 41 The teacher also mcorporated the enarratto, or expos1uon, of the poets 

mto the lesson The teacher analyzed the form of the passage and made clear any 

mythological or literary allusions, and even offered up details of a someumes "cnv1al or 

35 Jerome recommends either method for teachmg a ltttle girl how to wnte (Ep 107 4 3) Etruscan 
wrmng-tablets, with their frames mscnbed with model alphabets to copy, have been found datmg 
from the seventh century BC Marrou (1956), 250 
36 Cnb1ore (1996), 143-5, 149 
37 Qumt Inst 1 1 30-1 
38 Bonner (1977), 214 
39 Bonner (1977) 180-4 
4° For the role and status of the grammattcus see Kaster (1988) For a thorough descnpt1on of the 

cumculum, see Bonner(l977), 189-249 
41 Bonner (1977), 225-6, Marrou (1956), 279 
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pedantic" nature, such as "Homer's birthplace" or "che name of Anch1ses' nurse" 42 The 

pupil m1ghc also be asked co analyz.e a pare of speech, scan a verse, or discuss a pomc of 

grammar or a stylistic device, a process referred co as the partttto 43 The study of Homer and 

Vergil usually signaled the beginning of this next level of education 
14 

Although the vanecy of 

texts studied might depend on the castes of the 111d1v1dual grammattcus,45 pupils usually 

studied tragedy 111 addmon to epic, Eunpedes was the most commonly read author, to Judge 

from the papyrus fragments, while Lacm authors studied 111cluded Enrnus, Pacuv1us and 

Accms Among Greek comic authors Menander was very popular, and in Laun Plautus, 

Caec1hus, Terence and Afran1us Greek and Laun lync poetry was also on the curnculum, 

with Pmdar and Horace among the favountes,
46 

but Qumtil1an suggested either bannmg 

erotic elegiac verse or at least reserving 1t for the more mature srudencs 47 Prose authors were 

normally studied at the school of rhetonc 
48 

Several authors suggest mc1dentally chat girls 

could attend the classes of the grammattcus along with boys Marual refers to chis practice 111 

his epigrams, although he calls the teacher a magtster, the matenal bemg taught 1s clearly 

literary, namely epic poetry and tragedy Mamal's muse asks him, "Do you wish to exchange 

your slipper for tragic buskms or thunder hard-fought wars m equal measures, to be dictated 

by a pompous schoolmaster's hoarse voice and hated by big girls and honest lads~"49 A lme 

from Ovid's Tnstta mentions that Menander was read by boys and girls, presumably at the 

school of the grammatzcus 50 In Apulems' ficnonal story the Metamorphoses, the baker's wife 

remarked casually that she attended school with another woman m her youth 51 

42 Bonner (1977), 237-240, Marrou (1956), 279-81 
43 Marrou (1956) 279, Bonner (1977), 227 

« Qumt Inst 1 8 5, Booth (1979a), 2 
45 Bonner (1977), 218 
46 Bonner (1977), 214-7, Qumr Inst 1 8 5-12 
47 Qumr Inst l 8 6 
48 Qumt Inst 2 5 1 
49 Mart 8 3 13-16 Transl DR Shackleton-Bailey An 1uvat ad trag1cos soccum transferre cothurnos I 
aspera vel panbus bella tonare modts I praelegat ut tumzdus rauca te voce magzster I odent et grandzs 
vzrgo bonusque puer:> Bonner (1977), 13 5-6 demonstrates that Mama! IS refemng to a grammattcus m 

these passages See also Mart 9 68 1-2 
50 Ov Tr 2 369-370 Fabu/,a 1acund1 nul/,a est sine amore Menandn, I et solet hie puens v1rgm1bus legz 
51 Apul Met 9 17 Areten meam condzsc1pulam memoras 
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Qu111nlian assumed that Roman children would learn both Greek and Lann, and 

even thought that che two languages should be caught together from che start of a child's 

school111g 52 B1lmgualism was considered a mark of cult1vat1on among educated Romans 
53 

There 1s some evidence for Roman girls scudy111g Greek Pompey the Great's daughter 

showed off the Greek she had been learn mg to her father by readmg a passage from Homer 

chosen at random by her teacher 54 [n lacer life, this knowledge of Greek would serve as a 

status marker for a woman, 1f not a pracncal skill In a passage from his defense speech, the 

Apowgia, Apulems menuoned that his wife Pudennlla wrote letters to her family m Greek, 

the purpose behmd this comment was to imply that her educauon was superior to that of the 

advocate for the prosecut10n, who could not read the language and was unversed m Greek 

literature "I would also have quoted for your benefit similar passages from Theocntus with 

many others from Homer and Orpheus, from the comic and tragic poets and from the 

historians, had I not noticed ere now that you were unable to read PudenulJa's letter which 

was written m Greek" 55 Hence even a woman livmg away from Rome, m the provmc1al 

society of North Africa, had a b1lmgual educanon The sacmst Juvenal complamed that 

fashionable Roman women were always showmg off their knowledge of Greek.
56 

Boys usually studied with a rhetor m order co learn m depth the art of public 

speaking, which they would need to pursue careers as advocates, orators, and polmcians 

Tacitus seated that the tradmonal manner for a boy to gam these skills was to l1Sten to 

experienced speakers m the law courts and at debates, but at present boys did classroom 

exercises with a rhetor They learned the arts of composmon and debate through exemses of 

suasonae and controverstae, which taught one how to argue for or against a pamcular 

question 57 Smee women did not have careers as orators, there was no reason for them to 

52 Quint Inst 1 1 12-14 
53 Fantham (1996), 24-27 For d1scuss1on of the "Hellenizanon of Rome", espec1ally m regard to 

education and intellectual life see Rawson (1985), Gruen (1992), Zanker (1995) 

~ Plut Quaest conv 9 1 3 See Rawson (1985), 46 

55 Apul Apol 30 Transl HE Butler Memorassem tzbz ettam Theocrztt parza et alia Homen et Orphez 
plunma, et ex comoedzzs et tragoedzis Graeczs et ex hzstoms mu/ta repettssem, nz te dudum 

anzmaduerttssem Graecam Pudenttllae epistulam Legere nequzuzsse 
56 Juv 6 185-193 
57 Tac Dial 34 1-5, 35 1 3-5 Marrou (1956), 286 For the cumculum studied under the rhetor, see 

Bonner (1977), 250-327 
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tra111 with a rhetor Remarkable women who gamed a reputatton for the eloquence of their 

speech, such as Lael1a and Hortensia, are said to have learned their skill from thetr fathers, 

who were both famous orators 
58 

It 1s generally agreed chat girls did not pursue their studies as far as boys because girls 

generally married at a young age 59 But the literary sources reveal chat some husbands were 

interested m 1ntelleccual purswts and encouraged their wives to connnue chelf educat10n "° 

Somenmes the husband took on the role of the wife's teacher Plmy was proud chat his own 

wife C alpurma cook up the study of literature after chelf marriage because of h is mfluence 
61 

T he biographer Suetonius wrote chat C umus Nic1as, a grammattcus and an associate of 

Pompey the Great and of Gams Memmms (a man of literary pursuits), once conveyed a 

lustful letter from Memm1us to Pompey's wife, she revealed what he had done and Nic1as 

was bamshed from the house 
62 

However, 1t 1s not known 1f NIClas v1s1ted the house as a 

guest or as the teacher of Pompey's wife Another episode related by Sueromus 1s that 

Qumtus Caec1hus Ep1rota, a freedman of Att,cus, was engaged to teach Am cus' daughter 

while she was the wife of Marcus Agnppa, he was sent away, however, when his mtent10ns 

towards her became susp1c1ous 63 Plutarch , m a creause g1vmg advice to mamed couples, 

suggested that a husband should act as a teacher towards his wife and gwde her through 

cenam studies, mcludmg philosophy and geometry, as this would make her less likely to 

become mvolved 111 disreputable pursuits such as dancmg and magic 6-1 

Literary Culture 

T he letters of Plmy the Younger provide glimpses of the importance of literary 

culture among the elite members of Roman sooecy of the first century AD Plmy came from 

sa Qumt !mt 1 l 6, C1c Brut 58 211 
59 Pomeroy (1975) 170, Dtxon (1988), 170 Hopkms (1965), 326 calculates that girls probably 
mamed at age around 15, perhaps younger m anstocrauc families Shaw (1987), 43 suggests that 
most girls probably marned m their lace teens See also Saller (1994), 25-42 
60 Veyne (1987), 20, Rawson (I 985), 47 
61 Pim Ep 4 19 
62 Suet Gram 14 See Kaster (1992), 87-8, Rawson (1985), 46 
63 Suet Gram 16 See Kaster (1992), 93-5 

~ Plut Mor 145d, Cole (198 1), 232 
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che cown of Comum bur studied rheconc 111 Rome, eventually pursumg a career m law as 

well as pol1C1cs, ns111g from equescnan status co the rank of senator, and hold111g the 

consulship m AD 100 111 add1non to ocher d1snngwshed posts He followed a typical career 

pattern for a member of the upper class, and Im published letters, whtCh were probably 

based on actual letters senc to family and friends which Plmy subsequently polished and 

collected together,65 are excursions 1nco a variety of copies which 1lluscrate the social climate 

of his era O f pamcular interest to the present study are Pliny's 1mpress10ns of the uses of 

and attitudes cowards literacy and edL1cauon 

Plmy alluded to wntmg as a leisure act1v1ty (ottum), often a pleasant release from the 

busmess and respons1bilmes of professional duties (negottum) 
66 

Among other genres he 

himself enJoyed wntmg poetry, and claimed chat many d1stmguished men turned theu pen 

to amusmg, even nsque, verse (with such models as Catullus and Propemus), but 

emphasized that they did so wuhout 111JUry co the1t respectability, his long catalogue of 

authors and statesmen who did so shows how widely the custom of amateur wntmg had 

spread among the elite orders 67 Plmy urged several of his fnends co wnte and publish,
66 

though, mterestmgly, he did not seem to expect women to do so, although he thought 

highly of educated women (one need only recall his praise for Mm1C1a Marcella) When 

Plmy read the letters of the wife of his friend Pompeius Sacurnmus, he was so surpnsed at 

their quality that he wondered 1f her author husband had wntten chem for her, 1f he had 

not, then Plmy credited Saturnmus with havmg caught his wife well 
69 

Although Plmy's own 

65 See Sherwm-Wh1te (1966), 6, 11, 1-20 on the "charactenmd' and "authent1c1ty" of the letters 
66 Zanker (1995), 198 Pim Ep 1 3 2-3, 1 9 7, 8 21 3 For the "economic 1mplicat1ons" of leisure 
for authors, see White (1994) 5-15 Fantham (1996), 41-42 and Rawson (1985) discuss the role of 
leisure and literature during the late Republic See also Zanker (1995), 198-214 Upper class women 
undoubtedly enJoyed leisure ttme also Pliny's acquamtance Umm1d1a Quadraulla, "with all a 
woman's idle hours to fill" (ut femmam m zllo otto sexus), liked "playmg draughts and watchmg her 

mimes" Pim Ep 7 24 5 Transl B Radice 
67 Pim Ep 1 165,414 5,532,621 3, 7 9 9-12, 9 22 l 
68 

Pim Ep 3 5 20 
69 Pim Ep 1 16 6 Sherwm-Wlute (1966), 85 n l mfers that these are "literary letters", a popular 
genre of ltteracure at the ume (see Ep 2 13 7, 9 28 5) For further d1scuss1on of the letter-wntmg 

genre, see Sherwm-Wh1 ce ( 1966), 1-10 
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wife had a fondness for literature and set her husband's verses to music,70 Pliny did not imply 

that she herself ever med her hand at compos111g poetry 

The respect which was accorded to a person with a literary educanon was pamally 

dependent on that person's status Pl111y, for example, praised 111 glow111g terms a man who 

was a professional teacher of rhetonc,
71 

but wrote crmcally of a former advocate wh o had 

become a teacher of rhetonc, find111g such a posmon beneath the d1gn1cy of a senator 72 

Scholars have noted that a teacher's occupation was not always respected and that grammatzci 

are rarely said to be at literary funwons 73 An education 111 the liberal arts mattered soCially 

111 the highest circles, but slave and freed readers, scnbes, and teachers, whatever their 

contnbut1on co an elite person's acqws1t1on and enJoyment of literature, d id not always 

receive the respect for this knowledge that the upper classes afforded their peers The po111t 

of view of the non-elite, upwardly mobile m1ghr have been different, of course literary 

cult1vanon was a way of emulating the behaviour of the group to whICh one wished to 

belong, or wished to be seen to belong 
74 

Literary works were frequently d1ssemmated to audiences through readmgs as well as 

through the c1rculauon of wntten texts Among the cultured elite authors gave pnvate 

rec1tat1ons to circles of fnends 
75 

The goal of such events was ostensibly to mtroduce a new 

work to an audience of colleagues who could appreciate and offer suggeStions to improve the 

work. T he work was subsequently published 111 wntten form and could then be d1scnbuted 
76 

Women could be present at these recitations 
77 

After Plmy's fnend P1so gave a successful 

reading of a work, Plmy made sure to congratulate his mother and brother who were m 

70 Pim Ep 4 19 
7 1 Pim Ep 2 3 5 Hts social rank 1s not known See Sherwin-White (1966), 147-8, n 1 
72 Pim Ep 4 11 l See Sherwm-Wh1le (1966), 280-1, n 1 
73 See Booth (19816), White (1993), 62-3 
7◄ See Horsfall (1989), 74-89, for the m1m1cry of mtellecrual act1vmes by Tnmalch10 and his 
freedmen guests m Petromus' Satyncon 
75 Pim Ep l 13 1, 4 27 1, 7 4 7 
76 Pim Ep 5 3 7-11, 5 12 1-2 For the c1rculat1on of wntten texts to friends as gifts and to a wider 
public through copyists and bookdealers, see Starr (1987) 
77 When Verg1I read the draft of three books of his Ameu:i to Augustus, the emperor's sister Octavia 
ts said to have attended and to have fainted at the verses about her son Marcellus m Book 4 Suet 
Vita Verg 32-33 
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attendance 78 Pliny also mennoned chat when he gave rec1canons of his own work, his wife 

Calpurn1a enJoyed be111g 111 attendance, although she sac behind a curcam 
79 

The fact chat 

both these women had dose ttes with the author may explam the1r presence at the 

rec1canons, It 1s nor known 1f member:; of the audience regularly brought along their wives or 

female relanves Calpurn1a presumably sac apart from the group to preserve the proper 

1mpress1011 of modestta 111 a young wife (or Plmy would ac least like the rec1p1ent of l11s letter, 

Calpurn1a's noble aunt, to be reassured on chis point) The appearance of a respectable 

Roman matron at literary gatherings was thus not unheard of, but Plmy's comment about 

the curtain implies that 1t was not necessanly the norm Literary works attamed a greater 

audience than at these rec1tanons both 111 Rome and abroad through a few booksellers, 

l1branes, and public performances by the authors themselves 
80 

Dmner parues were another opportu111cy for recnanons and literary d1scuss1on 
81 

lil 

wealthy families m-house readers (lectores) were tramed to read texts aloud In Plmy's 

household, works of literature were frequently recited as light entertainment at dmner 

pames, or even when he and his wife were dmmg alone 
82 

The use of readers does not 

necessanly md1cate 1l11teracy, as readers specially tramed m thetr field were a conve111ence,
83 

and m an age without eye-glasses provided a valuable service 
84 

The fact that women 

paruc1pated m the scholarly discussions at dmner pames was nd1culed by the satmst Juvenal, 

who claimed that as soon as the dmner guests had arranged themselves to eat, some women 

would launch mto a comparative analysis of Vergil and Homer, producmg such a tirade that 

73 Pim Ep 5 17 5 Sherwm-Whne (1966), 34 9 n 5 
79 Pim Ep 4 19 4 
30 See Rawson (1985), 39-45, Harns (1989), 222-9, White (1993), 59-63, Fancham (1996),14-17, 

36-7 
31 Cornelius Nepos noted that one difference between Greek and Roman customs was that Roman 
men allowed their wives to be present at dmner-pames Nep Praef 6-7 Wallace-Hadnll (1996), 
110 wonders 1fonly the mate,famzLzas was accorded this honour 
82 Pim Ep l 15 3, 9 36 4 
83 Plmy pnzed the skills of his reader Zos1mus his clean aruculauon, good actmg, and fac1liry 111 both 
prose and poetry (Ep 5 19 3) Plmy was very concerned when another favoume reader, Encolp1us, 
developed a sore throat, which would affect his duues (Ep 8 1 I) The emperor Augustus would 

summon readers to lull him co sleep 1f he was restless Suet Aug 78 

s.; Hams (1989), 15 
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even professional grammattci and rhetores fell silent before them 
8

~ Noc all d111ner pames may 

have been as formal as chose 111 Pl111y's household The love poet Ovid 1mag111ed d111ner 

pames to be opporcunmes for women co flirt lasc1v1ously 
86 

Cicero once attended a dinner 

party at which Volum111a Cychens, a courtesan and sometime lover of Antony and of the 

poet Cornelms Gallus, was seated near to him She was the only woman m attendance, and 

Cicero wrote about the meetmg with "mock horror" and perhaps secret glee 
87 

Pliny was a highly educated man who genuinely loved his books, and 1c 1s not 

surpnsing chat his orcle of acquaintances as revealed in his letters should have s1m1lar 

interests 88 It is doubtful, however, that such a taste for literary culture was shared by all men 

or women of Pliny's class Pliny complained about the sort of person with leisure ume 

(ottosstmus) who either did not bother to attend the literary functions to which he was 

invited, or came but grumbled that he was wasting his nme, or who did not appreciate 

readings at dinner pames 89 It appears that people who were not truly interested m literary 

culture might mil desire the social cachet which came with 1t The Stoic philosopher Seneca 

complained that pnvate libranes were becommg a fashionable status symbol, and he noted 

disapprovingly that certain wealthy people were collecting books not for readmg, but for 

decorating their grand houses Seneca wondered 1f such people knew how to read 
90 

The literary tastes of Roman women are first alluded to in the love poetry of the first 

century BC Educated women, often affecuonacely referred to as "learned" or "accomplished" 

8
~ J uv Sat 6 434-440 Illa tamen grautor, quae cum discumbere coepzt, I laudat Vergtlzum, pmturae 

zgnosczt ELissae, I commitnt uates et comparat, mde Maronem I atque a/za parte m trutma suspendtt 
Homerum I Cedunt grammattct, umcuntur rhetores, omnis I turba tacet, nee causzdzcus nee praeco 

Loquetur, I a!tera nee mulzer See Courtney (1980), 318-9 
86 Ov Ars Am l 229 ff 
87 C1c Fam 9 26 Tregg1an (1991), 302 discusses this passage m the context of the demi-monde of 

courtesans at Rome 
88 Pl111y's fnend Spunnna, for example, as part of his daily routme, had a book read to him on his 
mornmg walk, wrote Greek and Laun verse m the afternoon, listened to a book read agam durmg his 
siesta, and en1oyed comedic performances at dinner and mtellectual conversation wtth his friends 
afterwards Pim Ep 3 1 3-4 
89 Plm Ep 1134,9173 
90 Sen Tranq 9 4-9 For this <lbooks for looks" phenomenon, see Marshall (1976), 256, Kenyon 

(1951), 82-3 
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(doctae puellae) appeared 111 the love poetry of Catullus, Propemus, T1bullus, and Ovid 

Catullus' soc1ery has been descnbed as 

a world that 1s w1try, well read, 1ron1cally frank about its own ambitions and 
shorccommgs A world whose affect1onate 111umacy with all the best wncers, Greek 
and Roman, 1s so much a common possession char knowledge can be aired without 
self-consciousness or pedantry A world chat 1s no less proud of its huma111ry, its 
mvolvement m what 1s gomg on, than IC 1s of its doctrma 91 

These poets wrote about affairs with women ro whom they gave pseudonyms based on 

Greek literature Lesb1a, Cynthia, Nemesis, Delta, Connna 
92 

Much scholarly debate has 

been devoted to whecher these g1rlfnends were actual Roman women about whom genume 

b1ograph1cal details could be extracted from the text, or fi.cuonal creations of the poets, the 

question cannot be resolved with cercamty 93 What 1s pertmenc to this study 1s the (perhaps 

1deal1zed) image which che poets presented of the doctae puellae extolled for the1r literary 

tastes 9~ A docta puella had not only received a literary education, however, the term could 

also refer to the culuvauon of other talents Ovid claimed that he was attracted to the docta 

puella because she was "gifted rn the uncommon arts" (rares dotata per artes), such as smgmg, 

playmg an mstrument, dancmg and e~pec1ally literature 
95 

The poetic image of the literary 

woman may stem from Hellemsw: poetry, some of which was authored by women,
96 

mcludmg Anyce of Tegea, Noss1s of Locn, Moero of Byzantium, Ennna, and Cormna 

Possibly the Roman love poets, familiar with Greek literature, were msp1red by these 

h1sconcal figures, though they chose archaic or classical mcknames for their g1rlfnends 

91 
Qumn (1972), 223 

92 Pomeroy (1975), 172 
93 See, for example, Williams (1968), Lyne (1980), Wiseman (1984), Gnffin (1985) 27-8 
9
• "The urbam were gettmg used to the idea that a girl might provide a young man with the kmd of 

mtellectual compa111onsh1p he had trad1t1onally got only from men" Qumn (1972), 233 Not all the 
mistresses wntten about m love poetry were nccessanly d<Jcttte puellae Volu mma Cythens, for 
example, 1s not said have had a pamcular mterest 111 literature, despite bemg the mtstress of the poet 
Gallus T1bullus complamed that his mistress Nemesis was not moved by his poetry (2 4 13-5), nor 
was his other love, Delia (1567-8) See LtlJa (1965) , 133 
95 Ovid Am 2 4 17-30 For the accomplishments of the d<Jcta puella, see Balsdon (1962) 56, 228, 
273, Lilia (1965) 133-143, Leary (1993), 88-91, La1gneau (1994) 
96 For d1scuss10n of the female Helle111st1c poets, see Pomeroy (1977), Barnard (1978), and Snyder 

(1989) 
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In the second book of the Ars arnatona, in which Ovid advised men on how to 

attract women, the poet suggested that physical looks alone were not all that mattered to 

women - they also appreciated an educated mmd9
7 

with a knowledge of languages, namely 

Lann and Greek 98 It has been observed that these charms would be quite useless co employ 

1f the women whom the men sought to impress did not value such accomplishments 
99 

Ovid 

provided a 11st of suggested readmg for women m his third book of the Ars amatona This 

Im mcludes "classics" from the Greek world, Call1machus, Ph1l1cas, Anacreon, Sappho, and 

Menander, as well as current Laun literature, includmg Propemus, Gallus, Tibullus, Varro, 

Verg1l, and (of course) Ovid himself 
100 

Of course all these poets wrote about love, and 

naturally such a readmg list was designed by Ovid to turn guls' thoughts towards love and 

seduction, the goal of the Ars Amatona, hence the claim that young women were thought to 

prefer love elegy to epic 101 Other poets hinted that theu mistresses enJoyed readmg poetry 

on their own, for pleasure Catullus wrote that Lesb1a considered Volus1us to be the very 

worst poet she knew (though she really meant Catullus), w1tt1ly implying that she was 

familiar with a fair amount of poetry, but he also modelled Carmen 51 after the famous 

poem by Sappho, which an educated girl might recogmze 
102 

Propert1us was pleased that 

Cynthia read his verses and praised them,'
03 

and sometimes even recited them Ovid, once 

womed that Connna was undertakmg a hazardous Journey, suggested she stay safe at home 

97 Ars am 2 111-2 Ut dommam teneas, nee te mtrere reltctum, I mgenu dotes corports adde bonts 
93 Ars am 2 121-2 
99 L1lp (1965), 141 
100 Ars am 3 329-46 A similar list 1s given m Ovid's Remedia armJns (759-765), with the opposite 
mtent1on 1t 1s a list of books which a lovelorn sunor should not read to avoid feelmg worse about his 
situauon Qurnn (1972), 233 observes "No doubt, like all readmg lists, Ovid's set a standard to aim 
at rather than one the ordinary candula puella about town could be expected to take m her stnde" 

See Leary (1993), 91 
101 Prop 1 9 11-14, 2 34 42-6 See LilJa (1965), 58, 136 
102 Catull 36 9 See La1gnea.u (1994), 148-9, Qumn (1972), 98-9 
10

' Prop 2 24a 21 me modo laudabus et carmma nostra legzmus Prop 2 26a 25-6 nam mea cum 

recitat, dzczt se odme beatcs I cannma tam sancu nulla puella colzt 
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and read 111scead 
104 

Occasionally these women wrote themselves Propemus cla11ned chat 

Cynthia could wnte verse nvall111g chat of Hellen1mc poets Corinna and Ernrna 
105 

If one was courcmg a docta pueLILz, O vid recommended g1vmg books of verse as 

presents, an espeually effective means of woomg for a poor man who could not afford any 

other presents but words 
106 

Although some wo men would prefer an expensive item to a 

poem, there were a handful of doctae pl/.eLILze who genumely appreciated such chmgs 

Girls praise a poem, but go for expensive presents 
Any illiterate oaf can catch their eye 

Pm'vided he's nch Today 1s truly the Golden 
Age gold buys honours, gold 

Procures love If Homer dropped by - with all the Muses, 
Bue empty-handed - he'd be shown the door 

There are a few cultured girls (not many, it's true), and others 
Who'd like to be cultured, but aren't, 

Flatter any of these with poems, a bravura declamation 
Even of trash - this will suffice to wm 

Thetr approval Clever or stupid, they'll take a poem fashioned 
In the small hours, for them, as a cute little gift 

107 

Sometimes the poems succeeded Catullus menuoned that a girl's affections were secured by 

h is fnend Caect.11us' poems, and he therefore facetiously honoured the girl with the epithet 

"more learned than Sappho", although the girl was probably persuaded not by the quality of 

the verse but by the charm of the wnter, as one scholar has noted 
108 

Someames the poems 

cLd not succeed Cormna tore up and tossed away, apparently unread, a poem sent by Ovid 

10
• Ov Am 2 11 31 Tuttus est favisse torum, legisse ltbelios See Lilia (1965), 135 

105 Prop 2 3 21-22 See LtlJa (1965), 135 
106 Ov Ars am 2 165-6 
107 Ov Ars am 2 275-286 Transl P Green Carmina laudantur, sed munera magna petuntur I 
Dummodo sit dives, barbarus zpse placet I Aurea sum vere nunc saecula plurzmos auro I Vemt honos, 
auro conczlzatur amor I Ipse izcet venzas MuStS comztatus, Homere, I Sz nzhzi attuleris, zbis, Homere, 
faras I Sunt tamen et doctae, rarwzma turba, puellae, I Altera non doctae turba, sed esse voiunt I 
Utraque laudetur per carmzna carmma lector I Commend.et dulc1 quaizacumque sono, I His ergo aut zliis 
vzgz.latum carmen m zpsas I Forsztan exzguz muneris mstar ent 
108 Catull 35 13-7 Qumn (1972), 233 Nevertheless, Qumn underlmes the importance of the docta 

puella tradmon "the girl 1s no blue-stocking- docta means somethmg more like "knowledgeable 
about !tterature"- she hadn't JUSt read a lot, she had taste as well Clearly the Roman love poets 
liked to thmk their mistresses could appreciate what they wrote about them " 



30 

as a birchday gift 109 In another poem Ovid declared that he could love a woman whether she 

considered his poetry to be better than that of CaJlimachus or 1f she thought his verses were 

terrible 110 The poems which che poets sent co their g1rl-fnends were evidently part of the 

process of seducnon, but this does not preclude that the poets wanted their verses co be 

appreciated as fine works of literature and 1magmed that they could succeed m impressing 

the girls and wmnmg them over through their poetic artistry 

But the verses of these poets were not really mtended as private readmg for the eyes 

of their supposed mistresses' only, they were meant to be published for a wider audience 

Propemus claimed his book of poetry about Cynthia was read all around the forum, and that 

girls sought out his published poems avidly and loved to read them 
11 1 

He even imagined a 

girl, s1ttmg alone, readmg his poems while waiting for her boyfnend 
112 

Boys as well as girls 

were a targeted readership 
113 

The possible 1dentmes of the doctae puellae of these poems were suggested by 

Apuleius, who declared m a second century AD defense speech that poets often used 

pseudonyms co protect the names of real people, he offered as examples Catullus' Lesbia, 

who was really Clod1a, and Propert1us' Cynthia, who was really Host1a 
114 

Modern 

scholarship") concurs that this Clod1a was one of the smers of Pubhus Clod1us Pulcher the 

tnbune, and the probable widow of the Qwntus Metellus Celer, consul of 60 BC, a woman 

from a very high-rankmg family, and the same woman who was lambasted by Cicero m his 

defense speech Pro Caelio for conduccmg numerous love affairs and flauntmg a luxurious 

lifestyle 116 T he social status of Host1a 1s assumed by modern scholars to be similar to that of 

Clod1a, clues m Propert1us' poetry suggest she too was from an 1lluscnous family, perhaps a 

109 Ov Am 3 1 57-58 
110 Ov Am 2 4 17-30 See LilJa (1965), 139 
111 Prop 2 24 l-2, 3 2 10 See LilJa (1965), 59, 138 
11 2 Prop 3319-20 
11

' Prop 3 9 45-6 
11

• Apul Apo/ 10 
115 Williams (1968), 528 Qumn (1972) discusses at length the connections between the literary 
Leshia and the "h1stoncal Clod1a" "the 1dent1ficat1on 1s extremely plausible" (202) 
116 For a descnpuon of the charges leveled agamst Clod1a by Cicero, see Wiseman (1985) 
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descendant of the epic poet Hosnus 
1

" Ovid's Comma 1s more mystenous, although Ovid 

hunself 1mpl1ed chat she m,ghc be ficclClous, scholars have proposed chat she was fash ioned 

after Lesb1a and Cynthia, and her status seems to be char of a marned woman 
116 

If the cUJctae puellae were mdeed modeled after educated women of che upper classes, 

their engagement 111 free and even adu.lterous love affairs (as suggested 111 the poems) has 

prompted scholars to view these anstocranc women as "amateur courtesans" 119 Real-life 

Roman women such as the ansrocrattc widow Clod1a and the freedwoman courtesan 

Volumma Cythens did appear co enJoy a certain sexual freedom and demi-monde ltfescyle, 

attachmg themselves to men with literary mterests, and resistmg the tradmonal bonds of 

mamage 
120 

Roman mancal alliances were forged for a vanecy of reasons, 
121 

mcludmg wealth 

and political conneetJons, romantic love was not a central issue Indeed, the ideal Roman 

matrona devoted herself to her family and husband to create an acmosphere of harmony, 

concordia 122 Adultery may have been a consequence of the destre to expenence the romantic 

satisfaction which conventional marriages did not provide, 
123 

but 1t would be unwise to 

generalize about how widespread this practice may have been It is possible that the love 

poets were reconstruccmg m thetr poems behav10ur which was not unheard of among some 

women m Roman soaecy, exceptional behaviour 1s often the most remarked upon On the 

other hand, this literary picture of lascivious, educated demi-mondaines might m fact be 

117 Williams (1968) 529-42, summarizes the scholarly debate concernmg Cynthia's status Wyke 
(1987), 47-61 puts forward the view that she 1s a ficuonal character 
118 See L1lJa (1965), 23, Williams (1968), 539-40, Lyne (1980), 240 
119 For discussion of the alternat111g pudzcztia and unfauhfulness of the women 111 love elegy, see Lt!Ja 
(1965), 145-186 
120 On the presence of both "profess10nals" and "amateurs" from all social categones 111 the demi­
monde, see Gnffin (1985), 27-8 On respectable matronae taking on the role of amateur courtesans, 
see Lyne (1980), 1-18 
121 See Tregg1an (I 991), 83-124 for a full d1scuss1on of factors affect111g choice of marnage partners 
122 See Bradley (1991), 6-8 for the ideal of concordta 111 Roman mamage, see also Tregg1an (1991), 
229-249 for the manta! vtrtues commemorated 111 funerary epitaphs 
123 Bradley (1984), 491-2, Rawson (1986), 27 For such men and women seek111g solace 111 the demi­
monde, see Lyne (1980), 18 
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nothmg more than a poetic image 
124 

le has been suggested char 111 Roman literature 111 

general "these colourful characters [such as adulteresses] are not real people but resonanc 

metaphors for soCial and polmcal disorders These fiwons served as vehicles for the 

amcu1anon of anx1et1es, personal and pol1t1cal" 
125 

Behaviour which was forbidden by 

Roman law and convennonal morality may have found an outlet 111 the verses of the love 

poets Not all women readmg the poetry of Catullus, Propemus or Ovid behaved 111 the 

manner outlmed 111 these verses In face, pare of the cachet attached co Lesb1a, Cynthia, 

Connna and the doctae puellae of the Ars amatorta 1s their pamcular comb111at1on of 

education and sexual liberty Literature of chis type might have been read for pure 

amusement by ocher women - the Ror1.ans were not necessanly prudish about exposure to 

erottc symbolism, as wall-pamcmgs and garden ornaments found durmg excavations of 

pnvate homes have shown 126 Ovid warned married women not co read his Ars amatona, but 

clus may have been a nommal concession co Augustus' leg1slat1on concern111g marnage and 

adultery among the upper classes 127 In one epigram (albeit wntten at a slightly later ume) 

Mamal asserted chat respectable matronae would read his book avidly, as soon as they 

discovered chat his poem was about male nud1cy/
28 

another epigram teasmgly suggests chat 

even a woman like Lucretia - a tradmonal symbol of female virtue - would enJoy reading 

Mart1al's books secretly 
129 

There 1s scant evidence for women authors Prose wnters 111cluded Agnpp111a the 

Younger, the mother of Nero, wrote memoirs concerning her family the work was read by 

both Plmy the Elder and by Tacitus 13° Cornelia, mother of the Gracch1, had her letters 

i i. "The world of elegy 1s part make-believe formulated from literature, and part make-believe m real­
life Poets and their readers enJOY explormg both fantasies" Tregg1an (1991), 306 See also Wyke 
(1987) 
125 Edwards (1993), 36 
126 Wiseman (1985) 14 
127 Ov Ars am 1 31-2, see L1lp (1965), 41-2 Augustus' laws were concerned with promotmg 
marnage and ch1ld-beanng (especially among the elite) and repressmg adultery See Tregg1an (1991), 
60-80, 277-298 
128 Mart 3 68 
129 Mart 11 16 See Wiseman (r985), 13 

no Pim HN7 8, Tac Ann 4 53 
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published the rheconc1an Qu111t1l1an commented on her elevated (dactr.ssimus) style 131 A 

select group of women from the Greek Ease also demonstrated their wrmng talents The 

h1sconan Pamphile, wncmg 111 Ep1daurus 111 the first century AD, composed th irty-three 

books of history, a three-book epitome of Ctes1as' h1scory, a handful of other epitomes and 

books on other selected copies, 111clud1ng sex (the :rr&pi arppot5Laiw0, though some sources 

attn buced her work to her husband, a highly educated man who mcluded her 111 d1scuss1ons 

with his circle of learned friends 132 Plutarch's wife was said to be an author herself and wrote 

a treause on the arc of self-adornment (JC£pi (f)tAOKooµia~), though there was speculation 

there coo that he himself had wnccen the work 133 None of this work has survived 

More women are known to have wnccen poetry Corn1fic1a, the sister of the poet 

Qwntus Cormficms, wrote epigrams m the first century AD i;.1 Mam a! menaoned that 

Theophi.la, the fiancee of Camus, wrote verse worthy of comparison with Sappho's 135 A 

woman named Melmno wrote a "Hymn co Rome" 136 Almost none of the poetry of these 

women survives, but bnef poems relatmg religious experiences were preserved m 

mscnpc10ns 137 Claudia T rophune, a pnestess of Hera m Ephesus, composed two epigrams m 

Greek about the glory of the goddess Hestia Three other women mscn bed poems on the 

Colossus of Memnon m Luxor m accordance with local religious custom 1c appears that at 

different moments durmg the first and second centunes AD, Caecilia Trebulla, Damo, and 

Julia Balb1lla (a member of the entourage of V1b1a Sabma durmg a tour of the Ease of the 

131 Qumt !mt l 1 6 A supposed surviving letter from Cornelia co her son 1s preserved 111 a work by 
the author Cornelius Nepos (Frag l 1-2), however, the auchenttc1cy of this m1ss1ve has been 
doubted Pomeroy (1975), 172 quesuons the leccer's veracity, Snyder (1989), 124 argues that their 
subJect matter and tone are appropriate to Cornelia 

m FHG 3 520 See Bowie (1994), 439 and Lefkowitz (1992), 168 Two Greek women who wrote 
works on Homer were Demo, a female grammarian, and Agalhs of Corcyra see Lefkowitz (1992), 
348 n 24 
1
" Plut Mor 145a See Bowie (1994), 454-5, n 17 

•~ J er Chron 1 184 4 See Rawson (1985), 47 
13

$ Mart 7 69 Mamal also compares the poetry of Sulp1c1a to chat of Sappho at 10 35 16 
136 Stob 3 7 See Cantarella (1987), 141, Pomeroy (1977), 57 
137 Another Roman woman may have wrmen about a rel1g1ous experience Tenul11an, a late second 
century author from North Africa, 10cluded m a rel1g1ous work concem10g Chnsttan martyrs an 
account of che martyrdom of a young Canhag1111an named Perpecua 10 203 AD, which was 
supposedly based upon Perpecua's own diary of che events See Salisbury (1997) 
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emperor Hadnan) all wrote a few Imes of Greek ver!>e celebratrng the experience of havmg 

heard the voice of Memnon at the shrine The first mennoned of these three women wrote 

m 1amb1c mmecer, the laccer two 111 elegiac couplets, which attests co a cerca111 degree of 

1 138 
1cerary mscrucnon 

The only female Roman poet for whom a small collecuon of work survives 1s 

Sulp1c1a, who wrote durmg the lace first centu ry BC She came from a literary background 

her father, Serv1us Sulp1c1us Rufus (consul 111 5 I BC) was known for his legal wrmngs, and 

her brother may have been a member of the same poetry circle as she herself 
139 

Her guardian 

and w1cle, Marcus Valenus Messalla Corvmus, was the literary patron of several poets, 

mcludmg Ovid and T1bullus 
140 As her family encouraged literary acuv1ty, 1c 1s not surpnsmg 

that Sulp1c1a too might have tned her hand at verse Her work - SIX poems and perhaps 

another two whKh have been cradmonally attnbuced to an anonymous author
141 

- have been 

preserved m the Corpus Tibulltanum along with the work of other amateur poets The 

s1milanty of Sulp1c1a's wrmng style to that of ocher elegiac poets has been demonstrated by 

her use of the elegiac meter, a Greek pseudonym co conceal the name of the lover involved, 

and romantic vocabulary and themes, which mclude the JOY of bemg m love, frustration at 

separation from her beloved, and Jealousy 
142 

Sulpic1a's appropnat1on of this genre suggests 

that 1t was noc necessanly uncommon for women co express their literary creattv1ty m the 

same literary style as men 
143 

The subJect matter of her poetry, however, has been seen co 

reflect the expected femmme expenence of a woman of the elite m one poem, for example, 

she acknowledged and obeyed the authority of her male guardian, who was taking her on a 

tnp and would not allow her to be m Rome with her "beau" Cennchus (the exact nature of 

m For these four women, see Lefkowitz (1992), 9-10, also Bowie (1994), 439 
1
'
9 Butnca (1993) 51-3, 1denttfies the poet "Lygdamus" whose work survives m the Ttbullan corpus 

as Sulp1c1a's brother 
140 See Davies (1973), for the poetry circle of MessaJa Corvmus, and Wl11te (I 993) for the role of 
patronage m literary culture 
141 Parker (1994), 39-62 argues that 3 9 and 3 11 are the work of Sulp1c1a, not the unknown Auctor 

de Sufptcta 
10 

Sanurocco (1979) 236-8 
143 See R.ichlm (19926), I 38 "this strongly asserted subJect1v1ry cells us a lot le cells us chat, despite 
condmons of productton chat we have every reason co believe were highly daunung for a woman, 
female subJectlVlty and che desire and ab1ltry to present It were present m Roman culcure " 
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the relanonsh1p 1s uncerta111) for her birthday 1

·
11 Sulp1c1a's love poetry may also fall mto a 

genre which adopts the passionate language of eronc elegy to add "romance" co poems 

celebratmg mamed life or potential marriage partners (Ovid dedicated his second book of 

the Amores to girls who were engaged and co boys who were not knowledgeable about 

I ) 
145 

ove 

A surnlar tech111que may have been used by a later female Roman poet, also called 

Sulp1c1a, of whose work only a trace survives She wrote 111 the late first century AD Her 

contemporary Mamal descnbed her love poetry us111g language whteh recalls the trad1uon?J 

vinues for which matronae were praised 
146 

He claimed that she wrote verses accentmg fides, 

or faithfulness, to one's married parmer
147 

and that she wrote of love celebratmg castztas and 

pudicitza 148 
lnterestmgly, her verses combmed sanctttas (moral1cy) with nequttza 

(wantonness),
149 

suggescmg that poetry about marital love could hold an element of spicy 

passion In conclus1on Mama! suggested that Sappho herself could have become more 

learned (doctzor) as well as chaste (pudica) 1f Sulp1c1a had been her teacher or classmate,150 

Sulp1c1a was univzra, faithful to her one husband 
151 

In another poem Mama! descnbed her 

long and happy mamage to Calenus, as well as theJr passionate love 
152 

He employed the 

"
4 

T1b 3 14 See also Sanmocco (1979), 239 "Sulp1c1a held up a mtrror to the pnvate world 
mhab1ted by women of her class A bmhday, a p1c111c, an uncle, a lover - to acknowledge m this way 
the msulated nature of her achievement 1s to recogmze the 1mposmons an androcentnc society makes 
upon women 

,, 

145Tregg1an (1991), 302 Ov Am 2 1 3-4 
146 See Tregg1an (1991), 229-261 for further exploratton of the followmg mama! virtues, as they are 
celebrated m epitaphs 
147 

Mart 10 35 1-4 Omnes Sulpzctam legant puellae I um quae cuptunt vtro placere, I omnes Sulptctam 
legant marztt I um qut cupzunt placere nuptae Richlm (1992), 129 notes the s1m1lanty of this passage 
to Cacull 45 21-24, which also praises the "mutual love" of a couple L1lp (1965), 21 observes that 
Prop 4 3 1s a letter from a a young wife to her soldier husband 
148 Mart 10 35 8 Sed castos docet et pzos amores 
1
•
9 Mart 10 3 5 10-12 Cuzus carmma qui bene aesttmant, I nu/lam dzxent esse nequtorem, I nu/lam 

dzxerzt esse sancttorem 

I)() Mart 10 35 15-17 
151 Mart 10 35 19-21 namque ea nee Tonantts uxor nee Bacchi nee ApoLLzms puella erepto stbt vzveret 
Caleno 
152 

Mart 10 38 1-14 
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vocabulary of war and battles to describe their sexual relauonsh1p 
113 

I c has been noted that 

the male love poets of che lace Republic also used military imagery 111 chelf descnpnons of 

love is. The descnpnon of Sulp1c1a's poetry by Marcial suggests chat, as w1ch che Sulp1cia of 

Messalla's circle, women could claim che language and genre of male poets tQ express the 

female expenence, such as love within the accepted crad1nonal boundaries for female 

behaviour, mcludmg marnage 
155 

No other mention 1s made of chis Sulp1c1a 111 the classical penod, but references to 

her work appear m later authors T he fourth century poet Ausonms listed Sulp1c1a among 

other poets from classical anttqu1ty whose poetry was nsque but whose lives were virtuous, 

mcludmg Juvenal, Marttal, Plmy, Apuleius, Cicero, Plato, and even Vergt! The fifth century 

poet S1domus Apollmans recorded Sulp1c1a among forty-six other poets from classical 

anc1qu1ty whose style he says "he will not try to 1m1cace", mcludmg T1bullus, Propert1us, 

Catullus, Ovid, Petromus, Martial, and Sappho, and the fifth century author Fulgent1us 

recalls Sulp1c1a once among references to Ovid and Apule1us,
156 

and once among references 

to women who do not like same 
157 

le would appear that Sulptc1a was the only female poet of 

renown after Sappho whose work circulated widely m later cencunes One fragment of 

Sulp1C1a's work may have survived 111 a late fourth century AD commentary on Juvenal's 

satues by Probus 158 The scholiast remarks upon Juvenal's use of the rare word cadurct by 

cmng a cwo-lme verse 111 which Sulp1c1a used the same word,
159 

which means "scraps for the 

mattress "160 or "beddmg !men" 
161 

The entire verse runs st me cadurct restttutts fascm I nudam 

iss "What combats, what mutual bouts were witnessed by the happy bed and the lamp drunk black 
wnh N1cerot1an showers'" Mart 10 38 6-8 Transl Shackleton-Bailey O quae proelza, quas 
utrtumque pugnas I felzx lectulus et lucerna vulzt I mmb,s ebna Nicerottams 
1
~ See LLIJa (1965), 64-9, Fantham (1996), 107-8 

1ss Parker (1992), 94 He notes a first century BC precedent for love poetry m a marital context 
Prop 2 34 89-90 haec ettam tUJctt confessa est pagma Calvi, I cum caneret m,serae fanera Qumttlzae 
116 See Richlm (19926) 135-7 and Hallett (1992), 104 

t)7 Richlm (19926) 137, Hallett (1992) l 04 

iss A 70-lme sattre, the Sulpmae Conquestto, has been spuriously attnbuted to Sulp1c1a, scholars 
believe the work dates from the fourth century AD Parker (1992) 91-2 Richlm (19926) 133-4 
discusses the s1mtlarmes of the same to what ts known about Sulp1c1a's sryle 
159 Probably mspmng Juvenal's use of the word Richlm (19926) 130 n 8 
160 Parker (1992) 93 
161 

Rtchlm (19926) 130 
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Caleno conmbantem proferat 161 Although this verse ,s d ifficult co translate and ttS context 1s 

missmg,'63 scholars have suggested that Sulp1cia was wrmng with openness about sexuality 111 

mamage 164 It seems chat 1t was possible for women to wrne love poetry which was admtred 

without transgressmg the trad1nonaJ moral standards as 111 the case of the derm-mondames 

The satmst Juvenal, wrnmg 111 the early second century AD, had harsh cr1t1c1sm for 

educated women, both the literate denu-mondame of the love poets
165 

and the well-read 

Roman matron An element of exaggeration 1s always expected 111 the v1c10us mockery of 

Roman same, as same's goal 1s to expose the faulcs of soCiety The sixth book of Juvenal's 

Satires targets the foibles of women, panicularly those of high social rank, the matronae 
166 

Their (purported) lund behaviour, especially unbndJed sexual destre, 1s laid bare and 

condemned But Satire 6 betrays concern not only about the sexuality of these upper class 

women, but also their mtellecrual capab1!tt1es Juvenal disapproved of women who attempted 

to act like men, becommg gladiators or advocates, 
167 

and m one lengthy passage he 

complamed of women who, attemptmg to impress others with their literary knowledge, 

made fools of themselves These women dommated the conversation at drnner-part1es with 

their literary cntICism 

But more offensive 1s the one who on takmg her place at dmner 
gushes m praise ofV1rg1l, forg1vmg the doomed Elissa, 
compares and evaluates poets, holds the scales of Judgment, 
placmg Maro m one of the pans and Homer m the other 
Professional crmcs withdraw, rhetonc1ans are bested, the party 
falls silent, and neither lawyer nor cner ventures to speak, 

162 Scholars generally believe the fragment is authentic Parker (1992) 91-2 
163 Rtchlm (19926), 131 offers several mterpretauons for the extant words 
1
6-( Parker (1992), 93 "she makes a bold and provocative proclamanon of female desire and sexual 
sattsfaction" See also Rtchlm (19926), 135 "This puts Sulp1c1a mto the odd posmon of erouc wnter 
cum strait-laced matrona, prov1dmg a hmt perhaps of the d1v1ded mmd a Roman would expect from 
a respectable woman who wrote erotic verse" 
165 Juvenal alluded to Catullus' Lesb1a and Properuus' Cynthia as the very opposite of the chaste 
women of "the Golden Age" 0 uv 6 7-8) See Courtney (1980), 263 
166 Gfrard (1976), 261 
167 Women talang up glad1tonal sports 6 247-267 For women who generate court cases, compose 
their own bnefs and cell their advocates how to do their JOb 6 242-246 For women talang on these 
unconventional roles m the Satires, see Gerard (1976), 267, Wmkler (1983), 165-9 
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nor another woman, so greac a torrent of words descends 
168 

The satmst suggested that such a woman was really mtrudmg into an ac(lv1cy wh ich was the 

termory of men, 1f she wished co appear so well-educated, perhaps she should also dress like 

a man, engage m men's rel1g1ous pracnces, and bathe ac the men's baths 

Philosophers cell us char one can have coo much of a good chmg 
Hence the woman who wants co appear coo learned and fluenc 
should wear a tunic chat doesn't reach below che knee, 
slaughter a pig co Silvanus, and enter the baths for a quarter 169 

The diatribe finishes with a senes of complamcs about the sort of high knowledge these 

women acqmred and flaunted rhetonc, history, and grammar 

Make sure the woman reclmmg beside you doesn't affect 
a rhetoncal style, or brandish phrases before unleashing 
a clmchmg argument, let her not know the whole of history, 
or understand every word chat she reads For myself, I abhor 
the woman who 1s always consulting and thurnbmg Palaemon's Grammar, 
so preose m observmg the laws and rules of speech, 
and, like a scholar, quottng Imes I've never heard of 
Are these chmgs matters for men?170 

Juvenal p roposed that if a woman wished to show off her mtellectual ach1evemenc, she 

should do so among her own kmd "Let her correct the speech / of an ignorant [girl] fnend, 

but a husband's slips should pass without comment 
17 1 

This "uncomfortable role reversal"172 

168 
Juv Sat 434-440 Transl N Rudd Illa tamen grau1or, qua,e cum dIScumbere eoepst, I laudat 

Vergzltum, penturae tgnosctt E!ISsae, I eommttttt uates et comparat, mde Maronem I atque a/ta parte m 
trutma suspendtt Homerum I Cedunt grammattet, umcuntur rhetores, omms I turba tacet, nee 
eaus1d1cus nee praeeo loquetur, I altera nee muL1er, uerborum tanta eadit uts See Courtney (1980), 
318-9 
169 

Juv Sat 6 444-7 Transl N Rudd lnpomt finem sapzens et rebus honestlS, I nam quae docta mmzs 
cuptt et facunda utden, I erure tenus med10 tumeas succmgere debet, I eaedere Stfuano porcum, 
quadrante lauan Roman women typJCally dressed in long sto/Jz, while men wore a short tumea, 
Silvanus was considered ro be a god of farmers, and It was rhe pracnce of only men ro sacnfice ro 
him, and rhe men's baths cost only a quadrans Courtney (1980), 320-1 
170Juv Sat 6 448-54 Non habeat matrona, ttbt quae zuncta recumbzt, I d1cend1 genus aut curuum 
sermone rotato I torqueat enthymema, nee hzstonas sezat omnes, I sed quaedam ex lzbrts et non mtellegat 
Odt I hane ego quae repettt u0Lu1tque PalaemonlS artem I seruata semper lege et rattone Loquendt I 

tgnotosque m1ht tenet anttquana uersus See Courtney (I 980), 319-20 
17 1 Juv 6 455-6 nee curanda ums op1eae easttgat am1eae I uerba, soloeezsmum lzeeat feetsse manto 
172 

Richlin (I 983), 204 
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1s also evident 111 an epigram which the poet Mamal addw,sed co Qwnttl1an (the author of 

the creame on educatton) that an ideal wife should not be too learned (non doctzsszma) 
113 

Ir 1s 

noteworthy that neither Juvenal nor Mamal obJecred pamcularly to women who were 

doctae, but they did prescnbe l11rnts co the display chat women should make of their 

accomplishment, namely chat they should not parnc1pate 111 literary culture on the same level 

as men Both authors presupposed that the role of the husband was to be the mcellectually 

dominant partner 174 When a woman cook on chis role, she m1ghc also presume co take on 

the running of the state, and "brazenly hurry / all over the town, facing the meetings of men, 

and engaging / uniformed generals m conversanon m her husband's presence, without any 

trace of embarrassment and with r.o milk m her breasts" m Despite the overtly can catured 

portraits of Juvenal's Satires, his anxiety undoubtedly had some basis m contemporary reality 

m order to be understood by h is readers 
176 

The figure of the anstocrat1c "blue-stock.mg" was 

dended by satmsts fo r appropnatmg public masculine behaviour, JUSt as the demi-mondaine 

was condemned for assummg the sexual freedom which was allowed to men and not to 

177 
women 

An educated woman was most admired when she displayed her mtelleccual 

accomplishments to brmg distmct1on to her family as a dutiful wife, mother, or daughter 

T hree histon cal portraits of elite women illustrate this view Cornelia, the daughter of Q 

Caec1lms Metullus Pius Sc1p10, and the widow of P L1cm1us Crassus, became m 52 BC the 

fourch wife of Pompey the Great Plutarch, wntmg of the event, emphasized Cornelia's 

pudtcttta, or sexual mtegmy, fo r although she had been marned once previously, she had at 

m Mart 2 90 9 See Marrou (1956), 274 

m See Wmkler (1983), 165, on J uv 6 218-224, for the woman who rakes on the powers of the 
paterfamilias m the home "The danger, from a male pomt of view, of the upheaval of the established 
social order and the dev1at1on from previous values and conventions 1s summanzed m the wife's 
assumption of the man's role and m her relegat1on of the husband co such a powerless state that 
verbal protestation 1s the only refuge left for him " 
175 Juv 6 398-401 Transl N Rudd totam peruofet urbem I audax et coetus posstt quae ferre 

uzrorum I cumque paludatts ducibus praesente manto I zpsa loquz recta facte szcczsque mamtflts See 

Courtney (1980), 313-4 
176 Gfrard (1976), 274 

m See Tregg1an (1991), 299-319 for the "double standard" m Roman amrudes towards sexuality· 
"It 1s undemable that the Romans, like the Greeks before them, demanded different standards of 

chastity from women and men" (315) 
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that tune been a vng111 bnde He also stressed her dlusmous fam ily background, her beauty, 

and her accomplishments "she was well-versed in literature, 111 play111g the lyre, and 111 

geometry, and had been accustomed to listen to philosophical discourses with profit" 178 Her 

educanon was descnbed 111 almost the same renm as the ,deal educat10n for an elite male 

advocated by Qumrilian, which 111cluded nor only the study of literature, but also musIC, 

astronomy, and philosophy 
179 

Plutarch noted pamcularly her passive learn mg of philosophy, 

she did not pamcipate fully 111 the mtellectual d iscussions, for "she had a nature which was 

free from that unpleasant officiousness which such accomplishments are apt to impart to 

young women" 
18° Cornelia avoided the sexual excesses or 111tellectual pretension which 

might have secured her a reputation as a demi-mondaine or a blue-stockmg Her erudmon 

mstead was a credit to her father and family who had raised and educated her, as well as to 

her new husband A similarly accomplished woman from the first century AD was Calpurma, 

who, as seen earlier, became the third wife of Plmy the Younger She was the grand-daughter 

of an eques, L Calpurmus Fabatus, and Plmy noted m a letter to her aunt that Calpurn1a 

"has proved herself wonhy of her father, her grandfather, and you" 181 She demonstrated 

frugalttas 111 her managemen~ of the household, and castttas ("chasmy") m that she loved 

Plmy alone 
182 

She became mterested m literature through Plmy's mfluence, but was 

respectful of his mtelleccual predommance she read his wrmngs and even memonzed them, 

she attended his readmgs, sittmg discreetly behind a curta.m, and even set his poetry to 

music 
183 

Plmy's profile of her is that of an ,deal Roman wife, who honoured her husband 

and added to his d1stmct1on 
184 

In contrast to these two women was Julia, the daughter of the 

178 
Plut Pomp 55 1 Transl B Pernn ivffv 8t -rff K6p17 JWA.A.a rpU-rpa 8[za -rmv arp' (t)lUZq Kai 

rap KEpi rpaµµa-ra K"aA.ajq r/CJKT]W K"ai KEpi A.Vpav ,cai reOJµe-rpfav, ,cai A.6rwv 
rpi?.oa6rpwv d0uno zp110-iµwq aKOVEL v 
179 Qumt Inst 1 4 4 
180 

Plut Pomp 55 1 Transl B Pernn ,cai 1rpoaffv -rovwzq 178oq a11<>iaq ,cai KEptepyiaq 
,ca0ap6v, & <>TJ veaiq 1rpoa-rpi/JE-rat rvvaigi -ra wiaiJ-ra µa0fJµa-ra 
181 

Pim Ep 4 19 1 Transl B Radice cognovens dtgnam patre d1gnam te dzgnam avo evadere 
182 On these qualmes m the ideal wife, see Shelton (1990), 167-8 
18

' Meos /1bellos habet lecttrat edisctt ettam Eadem, st quando rectto, tn proxzmo discreta ve/o sedet, 
/audesque nostras avidisszmzs aunbus exc1p1t Versus quzdem meos cantat ettam farmatque czthara 
18

' Shelton (1990), 167-8 suggests that Calpurn1a shows proper ptetas by her "devotion to his 
mterests", which 111 this case happen to be literary, as did the wife of Stauus (Stlv 3 5 33-36) 
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emperor Augustus In che lace first century BC, she was exiled from Rome, supposedly for 

her promiscuous behav10ur iss An author of the fifth century AD, Macrob1LLs, collected 

together some of Julia's (purported) w1mc1sms along with ocher amusmg anecdotes about 

famous personages m h ,s Saturnalza He mcroduced his subJecc m chis way 

She abused the mdulgence of fortune no less than that of her father Of course her 
love of ltceracure and considerable culture, a chmg easy co come by 111 chat household, 
and also her kindness and gentleness and urcer freedom from vmd1ct1veness had won 
her immense populancy, and people who knew about her faults were amazed chat she 
combrned chem with qual1t1es so much che1r oppome 

186 

Macrob1us' words suggest char her educauon and mceresc 111 l1cerature was encouraged by her 

family and enhanced its cultural reputac10n, bur Julia transgressed the boundaries of proper 

behaviour through her sexual license and used her keen wit to Joke about her sensual way of 

life These "test cases" of actual Roman women confirm that the image of the l1terate woman 

could vary accordmg to the cradmonal roles which she chose to pursue or to reJect 
187 

Letter-W ncmg 

Although pamc1pat1on 111 literary culture was a glamorous applicac10n of literacy, the 

praCticaJ value of the skills of readmg and wncmg must not be ignored That letter-wncmg 

was a popular and often necessary use of literacy m ant1qu1ty 1s md1sputable, given the huge 

number of pnvate letters wntten on papyrus which have been unearthed from Roman 

Egypt These letters and ocher documents are discussed 111 greater detail 111 Chapter Four 

What do the ancient authors reveal about the letter-wmmg habits of Roman women~ 

The mouf of the btll.et-doux emerges frequently m love poetry Ovid faceuously 

offered advice on wntmg love letters m his d1dact1c poem the Ars amatona H e 

However, tt ts not unthmkable that Calpurn1a might have enJoyed Plmy's wntmgs, such as his letters 

ro her, which are discussed below 
18

) For Julia's history, as well as a commentary on rhe followmg passage from Macrobms, see R.tchlm 

(1992a) 
186 Macrob Sat 2 5 1 Transl H Lloyd-Jones 
187 See also Cantarella (1987), 133-4 "if some [women] dedicated themselves to arts and literature 
and proposed some other female image, these women made an md1Y1dual choice that the social 
conscience did not accept The "different" woman represented degeneration, corruptton, danger The 
model was always that of the matrona, the wife and mother who, m the fu lfillment of her family 

duttes, forgot herself" Sec too Shelton (1990), 177 
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recommended wax tablets as the matenal of choice 1
~

8 These tablets were particularly suitable 

for 1ll1c1t messages because they could be easily erased, 1f either a man or woman was wrmng 

love letters to more than one rec1p1ent, he or she had to be especially careful to smooth over 

any previous amorous message m the wax, lest the rec1p1enc read an earlier m1ss1ve from 

someone else 189 Fir-wood tablets might also be used, 190 as could the ancient equivalent of 

"mv1s1ble 111k", a kmd of milk which becomes vmble only when coated with charcoal,
19 1 

a 

piece of sharp, damp flax produces similar results 192 If the woman needs to mislead a nval 

(such as her husband) who might mtercept the letters, a female slave could wnte the letter so 

as to d1sgwse the handwntmg, or the woman herself could learn to wnte m different 

hands 193 At banquets there 1s the opportumty co send amorous messages by a means even 

more transitory than wax, a pair of lovers seated together could communicate their passion 

by cracmg letters m wme on the tabletop 194 Ovid himself claimed to have sent his poems as 

love letters on tablets to Cormna 195 For example, he asked her maid to encourage Cormna to 

pen a long response "Bid her wnte much 111 answer when she has read, I hate when a fine, 

fau page 1s widely blank. See she pack the Imes together, and long decam my eyes with letters 

traced on the outermost page" 196 The love letter mouf par excellence was employed by Ovid 

m his Heroides In this fict1onal collecuon of letters m verse legendary heromes as Dido, 

Medea, Penelope, Anadne, Hero, Cyd1ppe and Helen (among others) wnte poignantly 

188 Ov Ars am l 437-438 
189 Ars am 2 395-6, 3 495-6 In one of her poems Sulp1c1a expresses this fear "Never would I choose 
to entrust my messages to tablets under seal, that none might read them before my lover " T1b 3 13 
Transl J P Postgate Non ego szgnatis qu1cquam mand4re tabeLfzs I ne Legat id nemo quam meus ante, 

velzm 
190 Ars am 3 469 
191 Ars am 3 627-8 For "mv1S1ble mk", see also Pim HN 26 62 Ovid humorously suggests that a 
gul who did not want a letter to be mtercepted could wnte directly on the her slave's back, and send 
the slave as a messenger' Ars am 3 625-6 
192 Ars am 3 629-30 

m Ars am 3 485, 3 493 
194 Ars am 1 571-572, Am 1 4 20 The same image recurs m T1b l 6 18-20 See La1gneau (1993), 
140-1 
195 Am 1 11 15-28 
196 Trans! G Showerman Nee mora, perlecti.s rescnbat multa, zubeto, I odz, cum late splendula cera 
vacat I conpnmat ordmzbus versus, oculcsque moretur I margm e m extremo ltttera rasa meos 
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about love to the men from whom they are separated, occas1onally letters from the men 

themselves (Leander, Aconc1us, and Pans) are also included The encertammg motif of the 

love lecter occas10nally surfaces m other genres, such as satire Juvenal complained of nch 

women who send letters back and forth w1d1 their lovers without bochenng co hide che fact 
19' from their husbands, · some mothers even advise their daughters on how to wnre bzllets-

doux 198 If a husband needs proof of a wife's 111fidel1ty, he should check the letters hidden m 

her desk-drawer 199 In another genre, biography, Plutarch recounted chat Julius Caesar, who 

had achieved a measure of fame as a womanizer, was once handed a small tablet 

(rpaµµa-.z8£ov) while m the Senate house When Cato the Younger hotly accused him of 

receiv111g letters from the Cacilmanan conspirators, he was allowed co read the note, co his 

embarrassment 1t was a lasc1v1ous btllet-doux from Cato's sister Serv1ha 
200 

The prevalence of the love letter motif 111 literature presupposes that men and 

women 111 Roman society did exchange letters, buc the lack of preserved material evidence 

(such as has been found 111 Egypt) and the private and ephemeral nature of personal letters 

(both Pl111y and Cicero's private letters were carefully selected and polished before their 

publication 111 ant1qmty) makes 1t difficult to ascerta111 the frequency and character of the 

missives by which couples, fnends, and families communicated over distance As an added 

comphcat1on to this study, although Cicero and Pl111y both wrote many times co thelf wives 

and other female family members, no trace of the women's replies has been preserved Ovid 

too wrote poems addressed co his wife from his exile, the Trtstta and the Eptstulae ex Ponto, 

while Seneca addressed his Ad Helvzam to his mother Helvia Plutarch also addressed a letter 

of consolation to his wife on the death of thelf daughter Timoxena 
201 

Apuleius' wife 

Pudent1lla wrote personal letters 111 Greek from North Afnca, as we have seen 
202 

If we look more closely at Cicero's correspondence with his wife, the respons1b1ht1es 

which a materfamzltas undertook 111 service of her family are revealed Durmg his exile m 58 

197 Juv 6 140-1 
198 Juv 6 233-4, 14 29 
199 Juv 6 277-8 quae scrtpta et quot lecture tabellas I sz t1bz zel.otypae retegantur scrzma moechae 
200 Plut Brut 5 The same story 1s told at Plut Cat Mm 24 1 See Knox (1968), 431-2 
201 Plue Mor 6086 
202 Apul Apo! 30 
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BC, Cicero expressed remorse and anxiety nor only about his own s1tuanon bur about m 

effect on his family, as well as the expecranon chat T erenr1a would nor only look after their 

property and finances bur also use what mfluence she had co effect his recall 
203 

He alluded to 

d1e many letters which Terenna and even his daughter Tull1a wrote to him, bur as none of 

theff replies have been preserved it 1s hard co reconstruct their content Cicero did refer co 

Terenna's encouragement, her worry over his health, and her reporcs abouc the state of the 

family property 204 Durmg che CIVIi wars Cicero wrote that he was gready concerned about 

Terent1a and Tulha's presence 111 Rome, which could be dangerous 
205 

Before he and 

Terent1a divorced m 47 or 46 BC, they had been apart for almost two years, but Cicero's 

letters dunng this penod once agam demonstrate concern for the health of his family and his 

confidence that Terenua wtll handle any domesuc issues (such as the divorce of Tulha
206

) 

that may anse "provide for and take charge of any necessary busmess, as t1me and 

circumstances demand, and send me letters about everythmg as often as possible" 
207 

The 

tone of these letters 1s often cool and aloof, 208 due perhaps to the mantal tensions which 

culrnmated m divorce, all the letters m any case reveal htde sentiment of a romantic 

nature 209 Yet throughout the penod of their correspondence Cicero emphasized his 

dependence on T erent1a for moral support and especially for the care of their children and 

the management of the family's household interests 
210 

Plmy the Younger's published correspondence also mdudes letters to several women 

fnends, amiable missives about domestic matters he wrote co his former mother-m-law 

Pompeia Celenna, thankmg her for her hospitality, to a female relative named Calvma, to 

20
' Ctc Fam 14 4,142, 14 1,143 

204 C1c Fam 14 2,142,143 
20

) C1c Fam 14 18, 14 14 
206 C1c Fam 14 13 
207 C1c Fam 14 16 Quod opus ent, ut res tempusque postulat, provtdeas atque admtmstres, et ad me de 

omnibus rebus quam saepzsszme lztteras mtttas 
208 With regard co 14 6, for example, Shackleton-Bailey (1977), 500 asserts "che letter co Terent1a 1s 
notably curt and uncord1al Cicero's relanons with her seem co have decenorated smce he left Ital/" 

See also Shelton (1990), 171 n 23 
209 See Clark (1985), 33-57 for a thorough analysis of the expression of expectations and sentiments 

111 these letters 
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generously assist her in paying a debt, and to a friend by the name of Corell1a H1spulla, to 

recommend a smtable reacher for her son 211 T he collecoon also includes cwo letters to che 

aunt of his wife, 111 which he praises her niece, 111 the first, he extols her domestic virtues, 

while the second letter 1s a cautious and reassurmg report of Calpurn1a's recovery after a 

m1scarnage 212 Plmy's letters to his new young wife are sennmental, m contrast co chose of 

Cicero and Terent1a 213 T he motif of the romantic btllet-doux 1s translated mm che fondness 

that can exist between a marriage couple Dunng rhe1r separat1ons, Plmy wrote that both he 

and Calpurnia t0ok comfort m readmg the letters of the other, which form a bond between 

them 21
~ Plmy's letters to these women, like those of Cicero to his wife, md1cate that the 

female sphere of respons1b1ltcy 1s that of the family, pnvate matters rather than public 

"Professional" Literacy 

Women who were mvolved with the management of a household, estate, or busmess 

would cerramly benefit from a basic knowledge of literacy and numeracy T he ancient 

economy "provides a cerram number of clencal Jobs, and gives some mcennve, though not 

an overwhelmmg one, to an amsan or shopkeeper to read and wnte" 
215 

Certam JObs for 

slaves necessitated a knowledge of readmg and wntmg Funerary mscnpt1ons from Rome 

someumes commemorate slaves, hstmg their professions, and occas1onally reveal that female 

210 See Dl)(on (1986), 93-120 for Terenna's handlmg of her own and Cicero's finances dunng his 

absences 
211 Pim Ep l 4 , 2 4, 3 3 
212 Pim Ep 4 19, 8 11 The second letter contrasts nottceably wtth a letter on the same topic to 
Calpurma's grandfather, m which concern for his wife's feelmgs and health are subordmated to the 
d.tsappomcment chat no hetr to the family name 1s 1mmment Shelton (1990), 171-2 suggests chat 
Plmy has tailored each letter co address the pnnc1ple concerns of the rec1p1encs his wife's aunt 1s 
expected co be anxious fo r the well-bemg of her mece, while her grandfather 1s considered to be more 
mterested m her potennal ch1ld-beanng ab1!1t1es 

m Shelton (1990), 164-5 cautions that smce Plmy carefully prepared his letters for pu b!tcatton, he 
may have presented an "1deal1zed" view of his marnage to the public 
214 Pim Ep 6 4, 6 7 See also 7 5 It has been suggested that Plmy's letters to Calpurma are 
remm1scent of the Lann love poetry m their language and themes See Shelton (1990), 170 

m Hams (1989), 18 Harns further notes that slavery may have freed some children from work and 
given them the chance co attend school who otherwise would not have had the opportumcy For 
child labour m ancient Rome, see Bradley (1991), 103-124 
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slaves were named for JObs requmng literacy rn A few female pedagogues (paedagogae) had 

monuments sec up for chem by women, perhaps then former charges 
2 17 

Some femaJe 

pedagogues might have had enough skill 111 readmg and wmmg co begm the early cra111111g of 

their young wards 2 18 Women are aJso commemorated as readers (l.ectnces or anagnostrtae) 111 

pnvate households 2 19 Women are recorded as "scribes" (librarzae),
220 

who would have 

performed clencaJ duties, while women who undertook the JOb of a "secretary" (a manu or 

amanuenszs)221 probably wrote letters and helped w,ch ocher paperwork 222 Where the owner's 

name is stated 111 an mscnpaon, 1c appears chat these female slaves were all employed by 

women, not men 223 This 111d1cates not chat their owners were 1l11terate, but rather chat they 

could afford the luxury of a personaJ secretary to assist them with chetr daily bus111ess 
224 

It 1s 

rare for ancient authors to record the role of readers and secrecanes, taking chetr services for 

granted, but at least one literary anecdote was recorded by Cassms 010 concern111g Caen1s, 

the amanuensis (a manu)m of Ancoma, mother of the emperor Claudius, and who lacer as a 

freedwoman became the concub111e of the emperor Vespasian Antoma asked Caems co wme 

out a letter (presumably on a wax tablet) about SeJanus, show 1t secretly to the emperor 

T 1benus, and then erase 1t at once so chat no record of anythmg 111cnm111at111g would be 

seen, Caems declared that there was no need for her to wnte down anythmg m that case, as 

she had memonzed the entire text 226 Were 1t not for the elevated and mfluent1aJ posmon to 

which Caems rose later 111 her life, no detail of her career as a slave would probably have 

216 See Tregg1an (1976) for a d1scuss1on of the followmg 111scnpt1onal examples 
217 CIL 6 6331, 6 9754 A third mscnptton to a paedagoga (6 9758), does not record the 

commemorator Tregg1an (1976), 90 
218 See Bradley (1991), 52 for the teachmg roles of pedagogues 
219 CIL 6 8786, 6 33830, 6 33473, 6 34270, AE 1928, 73 Tregg1an (1976), 78 notes that more 
women than men are ltsted as readers 111 the mscnpttons from Rome, bur the number 1s very small 
220 CIL 6 3979, 6 9301, 6 9525, 6 8882, 6 37802, 
221 CIL 6 9540, 6 954 L 6 9542 
222 Tregg1an (1976), 78 
223 T regg1an ( 1 97 6), 100 n 8 
224 Joshel (1992), 73 "a person of substance did not keep accounts, handle d1sbursem~nts, or deal 
with the day-to-day management of property· accountants, secretanes, or agents took care of these 

matters 
,, 

m Suer Vesp 3 
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survived Slaves could have received an education 111 read111g and wrmng Ill order co fulfill 

these dunes within the household, although there 1s some evidence for slaves attend111g 

schools 227 Busrness professions might also have profited from a basic knowledge of wrmng 

and anthmenc 228 Another field where literacy was recommended 1s med1c111e Soranus, 111 his 

second century AD crearne on gynecology, suggested that the best m1dw1ves were women 

who, among other qualmes, were licerate,229 for they were able to study theory and 

techniques from books Many m1dw1ves probably learned their skills on the JOb, however, 

Soranus offered an 1deal1zed IISC of qual,ficanons, covenng all extremes of character and 

behaviour, good and bad for example, a good m1dw1fe should also be discreet and rema111 

sober at all umes, and should not accept bnbes for abomons, as money-hungry women 

might Several women are recorded as m1dw1ves (obstetrtces) 111 111scnpc1ons, while a handful 

of women are listed as doctors (medtcae) 230 

Conclus10n 

The evidence from the literary sources md1caces chat women from the elite orders of 

Roman society were the most likely to be literate The fact that most of the literature was 

wntcen by elite male authors shows an obvious preJud1ce cowards wmmg about their own 

group Women from less pnv1leged backgrounds also came 111co contact w1ch read111g and 

wnt111g co some extent, most probably 111 commercial, legal, or epistolary contexts, or as part 

of special crammg as readers and scnbes, though the literary evidence 1s pamcularly silent on 

chese pomts The sort of literacy which 1s normally alluded to by elite auchors 1s more than a 

basic ability to read and wnte, 1c 1s pnnc1pally involvement 111 literary culture (both Laun 

and Greek) Ac all social levels, che elements of read111g and wntmg could be caught at home 

to girls as well as boys, 1f a member of the household possessed che necessary knowledge, or 

226 
D10 Cassius, Hr.storyofRome65 14 1-5 

217 Tregg1an (1976), 93 See Booth (19796) 
228 For "working women" m ant1qu1cy, see Kampen (1981a) and Joshel (1992) 
229 Sor Gyn l 3 bn-rfJ&w~ 8£0TlV[.1rpo~ w YEVECJ0Ctl µailzj ft ypaµµawJV ivr6~. arz[vov~. 
µvfJµmv, qn.:i61rovo~ rpaµµarcvv µiv ivr~, iva Kai &a 0uJJpia~ -r17v -rtxV17v iazvc:517 
mxpaJaf)Efv 
230 Obstetnces- C/L 6 8949, 6 8948, 6 4458, 6 6325, 6 6647, 6 6832, 6 8192 Med1cae- C/L 6 8711, 
6 8926, 6 685 I, 6 33812 See Tregg1an (I 976) 
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could be taught by a teacher pnvately hired or who ran a "school", 1f famtl1e~ could afford to 

pay the required fees and felt chat such an educatton would be of use to their child For some 

families, a very rud11nencary knowledge of reading and wncmg might be deemed enough, for 

further educanon concentrated on literary studies Parttc1pauon m literary culture was highly 

pnzed as a symbol of social acceptability and supenonty fo r members of the elne 111 the 

patnarchal and h1erarch1cal social structure of anoent Rome, education played an 111tegral 

role 111 the construct1on of che1r 1dent1ty as leaders of their famil ies and of Roman society 

When wives, mothers, and daughters were educated as well, the repucanon of the family was 

pamcularly enhanced, as they reflected the 111tellectual d1spos1t1on of chelf fathers, husbands, 

and sons 

The evidence reveals that elite women were present at performances at which literary 

works were read out and discussed The fact that a strong oral trad1non allowed literature to 

be dissemmated by rec1rations as well as m prmted form meant that women, no matter what 

their level of literacy, and even sooal level, could have some knowledge of current and classic 

literary works, for public presentations could be given by actors or by the authors 

themselves Pnvate occasions for readmg were available at home, and 1f a woman so wished 

she could undoubtedly pick up a text or have one read to her by a slave reader Forays mto 

literary compos1t1on, however, were what set the cultivated person apart from those who 

merely listened co or read works passively It was fashionable for members of the eltte to try 

their hand at poetry, prose, and even drama Some were dilettantes wmmg for amusement, 

and some were the proteges of patrons, seekrng their social and political mfluence and 

perhaps financial support Plmy's letters allude co a number of authors among his 

acquamtances whose works have not survived to the present day, or perhaps were not 

published more widely than a small cotene of friends Possibly more women authors than we 

know of penned and presented their literary efforts m these pnvate circles, m the style of the 

wife of Pompe1us Saturnmus or Sulpic1a the ward of Messalla Such a scenano would 

mamtam the proper decorum and modestza for which Roman matrons were praised A 

handful of female authors had thelf works clfculated co a wider public, but Cornelia, mother 

the Gracch1, and Agnppma the Younger were famous "personalmes" and thelf high profile 

and mfluence may have allowed chem a measure of freedom to act m the public eye, an 

mdulgence unavailable to more ordmary women The author Sulp1cia praised by Mamal 
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must also have known a wide public as she 1~ alluded to 111 successive lists of famous authors 

from ant1qu1cy, but she 1s nottceable as an exception co the rule, and Sappho 1s the only 

ocher female author mennoned w1ch her The G reek author Pamphile coo was exceptional 111 

her output Only very seldom do we hear of women who wrote rhetoncal prose, which was 

of most use to advocates and polmc1ans, the speech of the "advocate" Hortensia, preserved 111 

Appian,231 was prepared for a one-nme occasion, a protest aga111sc a new tax levied on 

women 

Dunng the late Republic and early Pnnc1pace, when Catullus, Propemus, and Ovid 

successively wrote their verse, the image of the literate woman who enJoyed poetry 

(especially eronc poetry) was not always respectable T he women alluded to 111 these poems, 

possibly women of the elite, were especially allur111g 111 chat they could merge physical 

attracnveness and sexual freedom with the 111tellecrual cult1vanon to appreciate the education 

of the poets themselves the poets dreamed of wmnmg over these women through their 

poetic efforts for, like patrons, the women had the power to mfluence and msp1re their art 

This heady combmauon was understandably shock111g because 1c suggested the possibility of 

women castmg off their tradmonal roles 111 the family and actmg, after a fashion, like men 

the vocabulary of love elegy often presents the woman as dommant 111 these relauonships, 

and the man as her w11lmg slave or conquest,232 an 111vers1on of the usual standard When m 

his Pro Caelzo speech Cicero exconated the lifestyle of the wealthy widow Clodia, probably 

the same Lesb1a to whom Catullus addressed so many poems, she was accused of all manner 

of debauchery, while the behaviour of her lover Caehus, Cicero's protege, was excusable 
233 

Tradltlonal morality - and the law - reqmred more chastity of women than of men The 

leg1slat10n concernmg marriage put forward by Augustus 1s mdicat1ve chat among the upper 

classes a certam amount of extra-mama! sexual freedom was taken by both men and 

women 234 Women's literacy was evidently not the source of the problem, but the image 

propagated by male authors of the literate woman readmg and wrnmg profligate poetry and 

211 App BC:v 4 32-34 

m Fantham (1996), 108, Williams (1996), 132 On the poets' use of vocabulary associated with 
patronage, see White (1993), 87-90 
213 See T regg1an (1991), 300 

2J.4 Tregg1an (1991), 307 
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sending adulterous love leners 1s symbolic of the tensions of the nme m At the same nme, 

ocher literate women were engaged 111 less wanton pursuits while CICero openly disapproved 

of Clod1a, he corresponded w1Ch his wife and daughter regularly, and he was only annoyed 

char his friend Caerell1a, who enJoyed philosophy, was hav111g a copy made of his work De 

Fmzbus because she did nor have the corrected and revised ed1c1011 
2
)
6 

The few extant fragments of and references co women authors suggest that they 

wrote 111 relanvely mamscream genres Sulp1C1a, from che circle of Messalla, wrote love poetry 

followmg the same mecncal and thematic convenc1ons as ocher love poets such as Catullus 

and T1bullus, but her verses are far from "lillmoral" m che sense chat she does not suggest 

any contravention of female soCial norms, but expresses chaste but ardent love for 

"Cennchus" Similarly, the Sulp1c1a known to Martial was famous for her erotic verses about 

married love, these coo do not really v10late trad1t10nal standards, except that women did not 

usually express these feelmgs publ1cly The d1sappomtmg absence of extant evidence for 

work of even the few female auchors mennoned only by name m ancient sources makes 1t 

difficult to generalize about female wntmg styles and goals It may be concluded that Roman 

women were not prolific and w1dely-c!fculated authors, though m the (usually) pnvate, 

amateur domain we know of a handful of women who were tempted to put pen to paper, as 

it were, m order to set down cercam thoughts about emotion, religion, as well as cheu own 

lives, wntmg m the same generic cradmons as men A certam mcredul1cy concernmg female 

talent 1s expressed by the fact that the husbands of female wnters are somettmes thought to 

be the true authors of their works 

There 1s little mdicauon of the readmg preferences of Roman women Durmg their 

early education glfls appear co have read the same school-texts as boys, as none of the sources 

account for a specifically femmme curnculum Ovid offered a "readmg list" for women 

whICh mduded Greek and Lann poets, Ovid advised men to avoid readmg a similar list of 

love poets 1f they had JUSt come from an unhappy love affair 
237 

Although on the surface this 

may suggest that women and men read the same sort of poetry, Ovid's text 1s a handbook for 

2.1s "Although the Romans saw no essential connecnon between freedom and education, It was 
obvious that many cultivated women were also enioymg sexual hbeny" Pomeroy (1977), 171 

2.16 C1c Att 13 21a 

2.1, Ov Ars Am 3 329-46, Ov Rem Am 759-765 
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lovers and may be biased 111 chac d1recnon Marnal and Propemus imply that both women 

and men read their books Plrny was pleased chac his wife enJoyed read111g his books and 

verses, buc he did not men non any ocher of her favounte authors 

Although theorencally mc,sc women of the most pnvtleged orders might have had the 

opportunity for schoolmg, most women whose literary 111cerests are recorded are members, 

either by bmh or by marriage, of families with a reputat10n for mtellectual cult1vat1on, 

which m1ghc suggest that these households 111 partteular were the most disposed to provide 

an opponumty for women t0 be educated, or else were the most likely to remark upon thetr 

111telleccual achievements 238 Ancient authors tended to view women who stepped out of the 

pnvace sphere co flaunt thetr education m public for pleasur"! as a son of mverted ideal on 

the one hand the love poets delighted 111 the company of mtellectually st1mularmg and 

sensual women, on the other hand the satmsts called women who enJoyed erotic poetry 

unchaste and despaired of proper Roman macrons who boasted that they were better 

educated than their husbands Thus, although a number of ltcerace women (although a very 

small percentage of all women 111 the Roman world) were admtred and even encouraged m 

some quaners, there was underly111g concern chat their erud1t1on - wh!ch was based on the 

same basic education as chat of men - not become a threat to patnarchal control by asserc111g 

the same nghts to power and prestige The next chapter wtll consider how attitudes of 

adm1rat1on and restraint towards "literate" women were expressed m decorative and 

commemorauve Roman an 

233 Rawson (1985), 46-7 They are thus unlike male authors "literary figures do not on the whole 
mhertt literary relat1onsh1ps or extend them from one member of a farmly to another Of the 121 
poets of whose verse some trace remams only seven are known to have had parents active m thetr 
own nght as wnters of either prose or verse" Wlure (1993), 42 
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Chapter Three 

Images of the Literate Woman m Art 

A funerary relief 111 the Br1t1sh Museum shows a young girl seated on a chalf, writing 

with a stylus on wntmg tablets held 111 her lap (catalogue no 01) 
1 On the right stands a 

lectern on which sits an open book-roll, while on the left a small dog places his paw 

beseechingly on the back of the girl 's chair cushion Accordmg co the Greek mscnpuon on 

the monument, the girl's name was Avita (Af]&fra) and she was ten years and rwo months 

old when she died Nochmg else 1s known about Avna, and yet the choice of monfs on her 

monument - the wntmg tablets, the book-roll, the readmg-desk, the girl's scud10us pose, and 

perhaps even the ignored pet - lead the viewer co believe that this young girl cook a senous 

mterest 111 her studies while she was alive In contrast, the funerary mscnption for Mm1cia 

Marcella, the deceased girl whose educac10nal accomplishments Plmy so admtred, has 

survived on her family's tomb near Rome, but the text reads only that she was the daughter 

of Fundanus, and lived twelve years, eleven months, and seven days Neither the words of 

her epitaph nor the symbols on her funerary monument mdicate anythmg about the 

mtellectual precocity which Pliny descnbed,2 were 1t not for his surv1vmg letter, nothmg 

about Marcella's character or mterests would be known today Av1ta's funerary monument 

raises this question was 1c common for girls and women co be commemorated for their 

mtellectual achievements~ 

Identity can be constructed and affirmed through visual imagery, which "shows 

people idealized forms of themselves, forms by which co recognize the categones to which 

thelf society assigns them and by which to mark their hopes and desues It also shows people 

how they differ from one another both as 111d1V1duals and as members of categones" 3 The 

aim of this chapter 1s co examine representations of Roman women holdmg the implements 

of literacy m order co consider the social s1g111ficance of these images how are they used as 

symbols of culture, power, and gender 1dent1cy~ An example of how the social roles of 

1 References to the catalogue at the end of this chapter are shown as numbers 111 bracketed form, e g 
(cat 01) 
2 CIL 6 16631 Her funerary mscnpuon was surmounted by an eagle 
3 Kampen (1 996), 17 
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Roman men and women could be d1fferent1ated 111 a visual sense can be seen 111 thetr dress 

for a man, che wearing of the toga symbolized his scacus as a citizen, the proper attire of a 

Roman macron was the stola (long dress) and the pal/a (veil or mancle) 
4 

When women wore 

the coga, 1c meant somechmg quite different, for only female prostitutes wore chat form of 

dress, the unplicanon was chat "bemg a woman and being pol!CJcally active were, like wife 

and mistress, unass1milable categories" 5 The images of "literate" women discussed m this 

chapter ongmate m the pnvace sphere the decoranon 111 pnvace homes 111 Pompeu, and the 

funerary monuments chosen co honour a family inember Yee these images became "publIC" 

as soon as other members of the family, as well as strangers, viewed the pamtmgs whICh 

adorned the walls of the houses or passed by the monuments along the street or 111 the 

funerary prec111cc where they were erecced,6 and the book-roll and wntmg tablets convey 

messages co chis public about a woman's status and pos1t1on w1thm the fam ily and society 

This study is based on a catalogue of art h1stoncal evidence which 1s 111cluded at the 

end of this chapter Representations were chosen which featured girls and women (mortals, 

as opposed to Muses and gods) hold111g book-rolls (volumma, rotuli), wntmg tablets (tabulae) 

and pens (stylz, calami) The scroll-box (capsa) makes an occasional appearance Book-rolls 

can emerge m a vanety of contexts, such as that of mythology or religion ,7 but our focus 1s 

on educanonal, cultural, or literary concexts (as far as they can be established) The evidence 

gathered for the catalogue does not aim to be a complete mventory of all examples 111 

existence, but rather a represencanve sample The evidence daces from approximately the first 

century BC to the m1d-thlfd century AD, with most examples fall111g mco the later penod 

4 Sebesta (1994), 48-9, Edwards (1993), 40 
5 Edwards (1993), 40 
6 Kampen (1991), 218-248 discusses the image of women on h1stoncal reliefs, where, she proposes, 
women represent the "private realm of family and reproduet1on" Kle111er (1987) 545-556 shows chat 
on the funerary altars of non-elite families a woman was most often commemorated for her family 
role as wife, daughter, and mother, and only occasionally for her profession or 111 the guise of a 
mytholog1cal d1vm1ty whom she might cake after m some way, such as Venus or Diana 
7 The nse of Chnst1arnty brought new meanmg to the symbolism of the book Christ and St Peter 
teach111g from book-rolls are monfs datmg from the end of the second century AD, but mcreas111g 
greatly 111 currency by the fourth century AD after Constantme's adoption of Chnsttantty, see 
Marrou (1964) By the fourth century many Chnsuan sarcophagi show girls and women holdmg 
book-rolls (see, for example, Huskmson (1996) nos 10 8, 10 14, l O 19) However, this time penod 
1s outside the scope of this study 
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The geographical range of the catalogue 1s cencered on Rome, but evidence from I caly, the 

Western provinces, and the Greek Ease helps co round out the picture 

Valuable studies on the image of the intellectual m Roman arc have been undertaken 

bur have focused pnmanly on the male figure, with only brief attenoon paid co the depiction 

of the female 8 le has been thought that m funerary arc, monuments which show men, 

women, and children with book-rolls and ocher 1mplemencs of literacy can direccly reflect 

the real-life interests of the deceased 111 education, literary activmes, and philosophy, rather 

than eschacolog1ca1 themes 9 Although the book-roll can take on different meanmgs 

dependmg on the context of the daily-life scenes (111 commercial or busmess context 1t can 

represent an account book, or 111 a religious ceremony a text ouclm111g the exact rnual to be 

followed), 10 the book-roll is usually the real-life "attnbute" of poets, philosophers, teachers, 

and amateurs who asp1re to these roles This 1s espeoally made evident m scenes m which a 

"teacher" figure or the Muses, goddesses of amsnc and mtellectual 111spirat1on, are present 
11 

On funerary monuments the book-roll could even take on a symbolism beyond the realm of 

earthly mtelleccual culture Pythagorean philosophy held that through development of cl1e 

intellect and pamcipaaon m the arts, a person might achieve the 1mmort1hcy of the gods and 

heroes, the Muses had the power to bnng about chis transfiguranon or "hero1zat1on" 
12 

One 

8 Marrou (1964) provides 111 his essential work many examples of women with book-rolls and wrmng 
tablets and assumes that these women part1c1pated m readmg and wrmng acnvmes 111 the same way 
as men Kampen (1981 a) thoroughly studies amsnc representations of workmg women 111 the city of 
Osna, but literary paraphernalia are rarely seen Harns (1989) briefly summanzes the archeolog1cal 
and art h1stoncal evidence (252, 263) Zanker (I 995) presents a strong 1nterpretat1on of the self­
representation of men as 10tellectuals, but only touches on the s1m1lant1es and differences 10 male 
and female imagery A museum catalogue published by Yale University (1996) for a recent 
exhibmon enmled l Claudia Woman m Anczent Rome contams a section enmled "Literacy among 
Roman Women", and shows md1v1dual implements of readmg and wrmng such as the stylus, waxed 
wmmg-tablets, and 10kwel1 (nos 97-100), as well as papyrus documents such as a marriage contract, 
loan agreement, and divorce agreement (nos 93-95), but no images of women with readmg and 
wrmng implements 
9 Marrou (1964), 182-5 In pamcular Marrou refutes the theory that a book-roll on a grave marker 
represents the "Book of Desnny", which, rolled up or held open to the last page, md1cates that life 
too has come to an end Marrou argues that too many "unrolled" or "open" book-rolls are seen 111 

the hands of central figures, obviously the commemorated deceased, for the theory to hold true 
10 See Marrou (1964), 190-1 
11 Marrou (1964), 210-1 
12 Marrou (1964), 231-257, for further d1scuss1on see Cumont (1942) 
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111scnpt1011 explicitly l111ks the meanmg of the image of the book-roll wnh learn111g on a 

woman's monument from Sardis, danng from the first century BC "the book-roll 1s for 

wisdom, chat (wreath) which 1s on her head means public office, the one (alpha) chat she 1s 

an only child, the work-basket 1s the symbol of orderly vmue, the flower for youth" 
13 

T he 

book-roll does not represent literacy per se, but can connote refined or applied knowledge 

The commemorator wished to celebrate this vmue 111 parttcular alongside chose of 

community service and domestIC dut1es, 111d1cat111g chat the deceased's family was pleased to 

publicize these qual1t1es 111 a woman 

T he history of the motif of the "literate" woman can be traced back to class1cal Greek 

art A number of red-figure vases from 450 co 350 BC feature female figures with wntmg 

implements 14 A large number of these figures can be recogmzed as Muses Several, however, 

appear to be ordmary mortal women 111 ryp1cal domestK 111cenors, usually s1g111fied by the 

presence of a chair and pee bird 15 In rwo of these scenes, a young man recites to a seated 

woman, perhaps preparmg a school lesson at home T hree scenes show a woman read111g co 

one or more compamons, whtle on one vase a woman reads to herself In four scenes musical 

111struments are present and the woman holdmg the book-roll may be either smg111g or 

readmg aloud The text of the book-rolls 1s usually 111cerpreted as poetry, given the 

arrangement of dots and letters 111to a stoichedon pattern s1mulacmg the d1V1s10n of Imes on 

the page 16 Although the literary texts are unusually silent about the literacy of class1cal Greek 

women, these vases appear to portray readmg as an enJoyable actlVlty among the women of 

the household, presumably m the women's quarters, no women are actually seen m the act 

of composmg poetry, although rwo vases show wntmg tablets and stylt hangmg on the 

walls 11 One woman seen readmg, however, 1s designated "Sappho" 111 an mscnpuon by her 

13 Lammore (1962), 293 Transl R Lammore ii aoq,i[a]{µ} µiv f]i/3?.,w~. 6 o' av TCEpi Kpa-ri 
q,opT]0ci~ I apza[ i-i µavvel, µovvor6vav oi -ro iv. I eimfrwv o' ape-rii~ -ra?.apo~ µavvµa, 
-ro o av0o~ I -.av a[,tjµav SEG 4, 634 5-8 
1
~ Immerwahr (1964) and (1973), see also Pomeroy (1977), 51 and Cole (1981), 233-4 

15 Cole (1981), 233 Immerwahr (1973), 147 The followmg examples are taken from Immerwahr 
(1964) and (1973), nos 12, 12bzs, 14, 16, 12quat, 15, 13, 17, 12ter, 16bzs 
16 Immerwahr (1964), 46 
17 Cole (1981), 224 
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head, and another woman holds a wreach above her head 16 le 1s possible chat the ocher scenes 

of women readmg are based on che image of Sappho (o r the Muses) w1chouc the companson 

expl1c1tly scared 19 Women and girls are never seen m school-room scenes, though boys are 

depicted with their male teachers readmg, recmng, and wncmg down lessons, and boys w1tl1 

book-rolls and wnnng tablets are also seen playing on che!f way co school or readmg or 

playmg music indoors 
20 

One vase does show a woman, wncmg-cablecs m her hand, bemg 

pulled along by a female compan10n (perhaps a ma1d),21 which has been explamed as a girl 

bemg led co school However, an obJect10n has been made that the figure 1s not a young girl 

and that no literary evidence corroborates the nonon of girls' schoolmg outside the home 
22 

Art h1sconcal evidence for the education of girls turns up m a small number of terra­

cotta statuettes dacmg from the Hellernst1c penod One example portrays a little girl stttmg 

by herself WJth an open book-roll on he1 lap, while another shows a girl and an older woman 

readmg from a book-roll 
23 

Two other statuettes dep1cc a little girl scandmg with wrmng 

tablets m hand Terra-cotta statuettes of men wncmg have also been found a seared scnbe 

with stylus and wncmg-rablets, and boys rece1V1ng wrmng or readmg lessons from male 

teachers 
24 

The teacher figures might represent a parent, a pedagogue, or a professional 

teacher Durmg the Hellemsnc penod there 1s mcreased evidence for the schooling of girls 
25 

Other rerra-cotta statuettes of "daily-life" scenes of children have also been found, mcludmg 

a little girl rece1vmg a cookmg lesson from an older female,
26 

and possibly for some girls 

learnmg to read and wnte was one of those regular acc1v1C1es 

Images of the mtelleccual on grave monuments became popular m the Greek East 

durmg the late second and first centunes BC A workshop m Byzanuum, for example, 

produced a large number of monuments adaptmg the common scene of the funerary 

18 Immerwahr (1964) no 18 
19 Cole (1981), 223 
20 See lmmerwahr (1964), nos 1-11 
21 Beck (1975) no X.3 
22 Cole (1981 ), 226 
23 Beck (1975), nos X.15, Cole (1981), 226, Beck (1975) X 16, 1 17 

~ Beck (1975), nos II 41, II 71, II 73, II 74, II 81, II 82, II 83 
25 See Pomeroy (1977) 
26 See Beck (1975), X. l 06 
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banquet, at which the deceased person could be seen recl1n111g, mco a "banquet of learning" 

The scene becomes a feast for the mind food 1s replaced by book-rolls and wnc111g tools, 

where "cultivated gentlemen hold open book rolls 111stead of dnnkmg vessels" on large and 

elaborate stela1 27 One type of monument depicts a man recl111111g at a "banquet" of literary 

paraphernalia and holdmg a book-roll himself, and a woman s1tt111g as his feet, her head 

covered by a pal/,a (veil), the emblem of a respectable woman 
28 

On another stele the woman 

1s more than an observer (cat 02) the seated woman holds wncmg tablets which one of her 

attendants passes to her Another monument (car 03) from the same penod shows a man 

recluung on a couch, holdmg a cup 111 one hand and a wreath m the other, but th,s time the 

woman, smmg on a lavishly decorated throne and dressed m a tumc and veiled with the 

pal/,a, holds an open book-roll On a shelf m the background 1s a box of book-rolls It 1s rare 

to find scenes m which 1t 1s the woman, and not the man, who holds the book-roll, but the 

Greek mscnpnon md1cates that the monument was set up specifically for a woman, the male 

figure 1s probably nor representative of a pamcular male member of her household, but a 

convent10nal decoranve motif That such monuments could be adapted to suit the pamcular 

tastes of the commemorator or commemorated is illustrated by an almost 1denttcal scene on 

another monument 29 the reclmmg man 1s the same, but the seated female figure now holds a 

round fruit, and the book-rolls on the shelf above have disappeared, and carpenter's tools 

have been ,,arved onto the base the mscnpnon 1s dedicated to a man In Hellen1st1c an, the 

reader with the book-roll became a ub1qwtous symbol of learnmg, even more so than m the 

Classical age, and as Roman 1mpenal1sm spread mto the Greek East, the Romans gradually 

embraced Hellemc culture as well 
3° For example, as early as the first century BC Roman 

aristocrats began to commission portrait statues of themselves m the gmse of Greek poets, 

while sttll emphas121ng their "Roman" status by keepmg the shoes which announced their 

senaconal rank, m other words, they were adaptmg the mtellectual images of Hellernsm to 

show off their own cultural arnb1t1ons 31 Book-rolls and other mdicators of erud1t1on became 

27 Zanker (1995), 193 fig 103 
28 For example, Marrou (1964), nos 131, 132, 133 
29 Koch (1988), no 34 

'
0 Zanker (1995), 190-211 

31 Zanker (1995), 210-11 
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1mporcant stacus symbols, expressing more than JUSt literacy as we saw in the previous 

chapter, literary culture could emphasize wealth and leisure, and also the command of two 

cultures, one's own and that of a subject people Roman women were not excluded from the 

use of this symbolism, but in some cases the symbolism was subtly adapted to stress the fact 

chat men and women did not play equal roles in the power structure of Roman society 

Wall Paintings 

In ancient soc1et1es the place of women was tradmonally viewed co be m the pnvate 

sphere, the home The houses preserved m the Roman city of Pompeu allow modern 

scholars to explore this env1ronmenc Recent scholarship on domestic space m Pompe11 has 

shown that the Roman house was not a wholly pnvate refuge for the family, buc also a place 

whe1e an elite male conducted his profess10nal affairs, and "where the network of social 

contacts that provided we underpmnmg for all [the owner's] act1V1t1es outside the house was 

generated and activated" 32 There 1s no evidence that these Pompeian houses had separate 

"women's quarters", as m classical Athenian houses, segregated from those of the men 
33 

The 

women of the household evidently played a conspicuous role m this "network of social 

contacts", and m the decorauon of the houses chis presuge could be mamfested 
34 

Although 

many Pompeian wall pamtmgs depict mythological scenes feacunng women, 1t has been 

suggested chat a d1st111ct1vely "Roman" stylisuc mterpretat1on of myths are v1S1ble one 

portrayal of the sacrifice of Iph1ge111a, for example, shows a "naked" and "vulnerable" woman 

dragged to her fate, a pamrmg m another house depicts a different episode from the life of 

Iph1gen1a and presents her as a proud Roman matron, fully clothed, crowned with laurels, 

and armed with a selfassured air 
35 

The same self-assemon 1s v1s1ble 111 a senes of rondo portraits found 111 private houses 

which show the recurrmg mouf of a woman holdmg wntmg implements The portraits date 

from the early first century AD An oft-reproduced example shows a young woman holdmg 

n Wallace-Had nil (1994), 12 

" Fantham et al (1994), 339-40 

}4 Wall pamungs m pnvate houses "are designed not only co decorate, but to express the rel1g1on, 
culture, and taste of the owner" Strong (1976), 65, 
35 See Silberberg-Peirce (1 993), 31, who compares che pamcmg from the House of che Tragic Poet to 
the version m the Casa d1 L Cec1ho G1ocondo 
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wrn111g-tablecs 111 her left hand, while a stylus 1s held rned1cat1vely aga111st her lips with her 

nghc hand (cat 04) She wears a contemporary Claudian hair-style,36 partly gathered back 10 

a golden nee, and gold eamngs 37 A woman depicted 111 che same pose, accompa01ed by her 

maid (cat 05), 1s a vananon on chis theme 38 A related porcra1c type shows a young couple, 

assumed co be husband and wife (cat 06) This young woman also holds a stylus pressed co 

her lips and wnt111g-tablecs 111 one hand, while che man holds a rolled-up book-roll agamst 

his chm 39 Men also appear m smgle portraits The compan10n co the condo of the solitary 

young woman, found on the same wall of the house, represents a young man holdmg a 

rolled-up book-roll agamst his chm, and wearmg an ivy wreath, the armbute of a poet 
40 

Are these pictures meant to be portraits of tl1e mhab1tants of the house> Portrait 

pamtmgs on walls are less common m Roman houses than sculpted portraits m the round, 

such as wax masks, busts, and clipeatae imagines (shield pormucs) 
41 

Tondo portraits are a 

vanaoon on the latter, and although the first images were of re!tg1ous, poltucal and literary 

personal1t1es and were hung 111 public ltbranes and temples, eventually the style was 

appropnated by pnvate md1v1duals and displayed 111 the domesoc sphere 
42 

Scholars have 

concluded chat the representat10ns of these "literary" women are contemporary portraits,
43 

though the features of the solitary young woman have been given a class1c1zmg or 1deal1zmg 

treatment, s1m1lar co the features of women on porcra1t statues and buses of women from a 

36 Lmg (1991), 158 suggests that her hairstyle might be slightly later, Neroman or early Flav1an 
37 Two similar portraits are l1Sted, but not fully descnbed, by Helbig (1868) no 1423, from the 
V1colo del Balcone Pens1le, and no 1424, from the House of M Terenuus Eudoxus (VI 13 6) A 
th1rd portrait &om the House of M Gav1us Rufus (VII 2 16) may be analogous Schefold (1957), 

171 
38 A s1m1lar portrait 1s descnbed by Helbig (1868), no 1425, from Herculaneum 
39 Scholars have debated whether this portrait represents a previous owner of the house, the 
magistrate P Paqu1us Proculus and his wife, or the later owner, a baker, Terent1us Neo and his wife 
see Hams (1989), 263 n 459 A similar portrait 1s l1Sted by Schefold (1957), 202 to be found at the 

House ofL Cornelius D1adumenus (VII 12 26-7) 
40 Lmg (1991), 158 Forrh1s portrait see Thompson (1979), fig 10, Bm (1907), 115 fig 64, Helbig 
(1868), no 1420 A second portrait of a young man 111 a s1m1lar pose 1s descnbed m Helbig (1868), 

no 14206 
41 Lmg (1991), 157 
42 Zanker (1995) 214, Thompson (1979), 81 
43 Zanker (1995), 214, Thompson (1979), 81 , Ma1un (1953), 99 
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slightly earlier date,44 while the facial features of the "literary" couple show more evidence of 

the vensnc scram of Roman portraiture 
4

' It 1s 1mposs1ble co confirm uneqwvocally that the 

portraits represent actual members of the households m which they were found, but clearly 

the mouf itself was popular enough to be repeated 111 several houses 

Vanous 1nterpretanons have been suggested for the s1gn1ficance of the book-roll 

Scholars have taken 1t as a mamage contract or legal bnef attesttng to the owner's profession 

as a mag1strate,'6 while the wrmng tablets of the women were seen as household accounts 
47 

If the book-rolls and tablets represent hteracv, 1t has been suggested that they connote more 

than simply funcuonal readmg and wrmng Such well-dressed women might not be 

publtc1z111g theu ability to read and wme - that would be expected of women of their stature 

- but rather theu ,dentiues as members of the elite class, with the educauon and leisure to 

enJOY literature, the book-roll held by men might also attest to literary mterests 
48 

The book­

rolls displayed by other male figures m tond1 divulge the authors of the works contained m 

them on lmle tags, such as Homer and Plato,4
9 

d1splay111g the frwts of a liberal arts 

educauon "Sull-ltfe" pamungs from other Pompeian houses prommencly display wncmg 

matenals '° Even 1f these portraits do not represent the actual mtelleccual act1V1t1es of the 

mhab1tants of the house, they may md1cate their cultural asp1rat1ons The couple portrait, 

for example was prommencly placed m the tab/mum of the house For P Paqwus Proculus, 

the magistrate and former owner of the house, "this image would have presided over the 

salutatto or daily mornmg ritual of meeting polmcal and busmess associates", or, 1f the 

p icture was pamted durmg the occupancy of the baker, Terent1us Neo, and his wife, "these 

◄◄ Lmg (1991), 158 

◄s MaIUn (1953), 103 and Lmg (1991), 159 comment on the realism of chis particular portrait The 
funerary portraits which have survived m the region of Fayum m Roman Egypt are pamted ma very 
similar style, and are md1v1duahzed enough co mdtcace chat they were meant as actual portraits of the 
deceased Ward-Perkms (1978), 122 For the Fayum portraits, see Dox1ad1s (1995) 
46 Thompson (1979) 79 
47 S1lberberg-Pe1rce (1993), 33 

◄s Zanker (1995) 213-214 

◄9 Lmg (1991), 159 

so These are "a convennonal statement of a good education" Lmg (I 991), 158 See Helbig (1868) 
nos 1719-1726 for scenes featunng vanous combmanons of book-rolls, cahmz, mkpots, wntmg 

tablets and styli 
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images would manifest their asp1rano n co a higher social class" 51 The houses Ul which all the 

portra!Cs were found were either la rge or well-decorated, suggesting chat the residences 

belonged to people of weal ch 
52 

It ,s noteworthy chat these men and women are shown 

together 111 cultural "teams" ch,s ,s e, ,dent 111 both the couple portrait (cat 06) and the cwm 

poma1cs of the young woman (cat 04) and man displayed on the same wall Ac first glance 1c 

seems chat both men and women were admired for their learnmg, and chis may mdeed be 

the case But their erudmon 1s not denoted by exactly the same iconography T he woman 1s 

certamly seen 111 the ace of com_posmon, which 1s perhaps a charmmg aJlus10n co Sappho 53 

Wax tablets were emmently SUitable for composmon because changes and corrections could 

easily be made Wax tablets were usually used for school exemses, busmess ledgers, wills, and 

letters Book-rolls, wntten on papyrus or parchment, could also be used m these contexts, as 

well as for the preservation of books of "high hceracure",5< such as Homer and Plato seen 

above Possibly a relanonsh1p of power between the two genders 1s bemg subtly defined m 

these images are a woman's literary endeavours seen as ephemeral, and chose of a man more 

endurmg and tllustnous~ 

On the ocher hand, another senes of wall pamtrngs show solitary female figures 

holdmg book-rolls (cat 07, 08, 09, 10) These do not appear co be portraits, but rather 

attractive decorative motifs The female figures mtently read open book-rolls m a vanety of 

elegant poses - standmg, smmg, leanmg and walkmg - and are turned co show half-profiles 

both front and back, m contrast to most portraits, which are frontal 55 In two cases (cat 08 

and 09) the figures are artfully posed agamst a stylized arch1tectural backdrop One scholar 

has considered the figure m (cat 07) co be a Muse,¾ and mdeed all the figures have 

somewhat 1deal1ZCd features The manner 111 which the book-rolls are held 1s quite 

exaggerated more of the page has been unrolled than 1s necessary, which allows the centre of 

the page co hang down 111 a deep and graceful curve, chis makes for a charm111g pose but 

51 S1lberberg-Pe1rce (1993), 33 Ma1un (1953), l 03 remarks "this affectation of literacy mcerests was 
a foible of the Pompeians of the humbler ranks of sociery when s1ccmg for their portra1ts" 
52 Harns (l 989), 263 n 459 
51 MaJUn (I 953), 103 

5< Johnston (1973), 318, Harns (1989) , 194-5 
55 B1rt (1907), 162 
56 Bm (1907), 164 
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would render actual read111g difficult 57 Sol1ta1y male readers appear 111 ornamental concexts 

as well 58 These male figures are normally dressed only 111 che palltum, che cradmonal dress of 

philosophers, and are also seen sm111g and standing amidst stylized architectural structures 

such as columns and arches These 1deal1zed figures of both sexes show chat read111g was 

considered an elegant pasnme and thus an agreeable decorative theme 

Funerary Sculpture 

Funerary monuments were sec up by pnvace 111d1V1duals to perpetuate the memory of 

persons close to them How the commemorator chose to do this through images and 

mscnpuons reveals mformauon not only concernmg the life and ambitions of the deceased 

and the commemorator, but also the convennons which Roman society had adopted to 

express these values Monuments were expensive to set up marenals ~uch as marble and 

stone, and labour for the extensive sculpting, were costly The most elaborately carved 

sarcophagi were probably purchased only by the wealthy, though plamer monuments were of 

course available and used by all levels of society 
59 

We must therefore expect the evidence 

from the most ornate to be biased, once agam, towards the more pnv1leged of society 

Though a nch source of mformat1on about how Romans perceived theu 1denuues 

w1thm Roman society, funerary monuments must be studied w1ch caution Ident1ficat1on 1s 

the first problem Alchough mscnpt1ons survive 111 great numbers by chemselves, only a few 

p1ctonal monuments sull have mtact mscnpuons, for those without, the deceased's name, 

age, sex, social scarus and family connections are difficult to ascertam In the absence of other 

md1cators, one must simply assume that the central figure, or the figure with facial features 

carved mto a portrait, represent che deceased 
60 

Another difficulty 1s related to the selection 

of the monument. The commemorator's choice of monument for the deceased depended on 

the designs available when the monwnent was requtred a monument could be purchased m 

a hurry from a limited assortment,61 1f the commemorator did not wish to commission a 

s, Btrt (1907), 166 
53 See Birt (1907), nos 96, 97, 101, 103 1s a vanatton on a rondo pamttng 
59 Toynbee (I 971), 270 
60 Marrou (1964), 185~7 
61 

Walker (1985), 43 
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special image In this case it 1s possible that a figure or iconography on a monument does not 

have parttcularly close assoc1atton with the deceased at all However, surely not all choices 

were arbitrary, and one must assume that the commemorator chose a design which reflected 

the interests or asp1rauons of the deceased (or how the commemorator wished co 

memonal1ze the deceased) Workshops produced cenam types of designs for export and sale, 

and the designs would necessanly try to cater co the tastes and trends of the potential buyers 

Therefore despite the absence of verifiable data about the deceased and the commemorator, 

some cultural mformaaon can be construed from the images on the these monuments A last 

problem 1s that of survival Vast numbers of monuments and 111scnpt1ons have undoubtedly 

been lost over time From the few surv1vmg examples of "literate" women depicted on 

monuments, 1t 1s 1mposs1ble to make far-reaching generalizations, much less generate 

scaumcal data, about the level of Roman women's literacy or interest m literary culture 

However, the 111d1v1dual vignettes which have survived reveal cenam an1suc conventions 

concernmg the representation of women, which may be 111d1cat1ve of Roman attitudes 

towards the pos1t1on of educated women not JUSt w1thm her gnevmg family, but m the 

larger context of society "there can be no doubt at all that all the decorated marble and 

stone sarcophagi were meant to be admired and meditated on by passers-by, 1f ranged 

along roadsides, or by relauves and fnends, 1f placed m tombs or 111 sepulchral precmcts 

Many bear mscnpt1ons that were obv10usly mtended to be read" 
62 

For the most pan the monuments under discussion m this chapter date from the 

second and third centunes AD, due to the accidents of survival and a change m 

commemorative habits under the Prmc1pate From the late Republic until the time of 

TraJan, cremation was the usual bunal practice among the Romans Dunng the early second 

century AD 111humat1on seems to have become the preferred fashion, and thus more stone 

sarcophagi appeared dunng this and later periods The scenes sculpted m low relief on the 

faces and lids of the sarcophagi generally show episodes from mythology as well as real life 

(such as biographical narrat1ons and battle scenes), or purely decorauve monfs, though many 

different combmations were possible A repertoire of stock motifs developed slowly, and 

designs were imitated from workshop to workshop Sarcophagi were produced m great 

62 Toynbee (1971) , 275 
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numbers and exported throughout che empire, and derails left unfinished by the sculptors, 

such as the portrait faces of the deceased and mscnpnons, were filled 111 lacer In some cases 

these details were never finished 63 Portraits became mcreasmgly popular dunng and after the 

reign of Hadnan and could appear 111 rnedall1ons 111 the centre of che monument or carved 

mco the faces of mythological, b10graph1cal, or hero1c1zed figures <1< 

It 1s ax1omat1c that funerary commemoranon seeks co construct a posmve, 1f not 

1deal1zed, 1denncy for the deceased person, with his or her virtues {actual or professed) rather 

than flaws accentuated 65 Studies of the funerary mscnpt1ons dedicated to women show that 

conventional virtues ascnbed co women created a portrait 111 words "marntammg the h ighest 

standards expected by her sooal class"
66 

as well as celebrating their commitment to their 

famtl1es 67 Just as mscnpnons follow certain formulas, the visual imagery used co create an 

idenacy for deceased women follows certain amst1c convenuons Roman women are often 

depicted wearing the tunic and pal/a, the Mantle which 1dent1fies a female CICIZen, they are 

someumes veiled with the pal/a, as was tradmonal for a woman who ventured outdoors and 

wished to show proper modestta 68 
On many of the monuments considered m chis chapter, 

Roman men are portrayed as "mtellectuals", 1dent1fiable by thelf umform of tumc and 

pal/tum {mantle), or sometimes only the pal/mm This contrasts with the toga which male 

Roman c1t1zens wore for offioal public busmess, negottum 
69 

ObJeccs associated with men 

and women on funerary reliefs are frequently stock moufs the distaff, for example, 1s a 

tradmonal symbol of domest1c1ty and vmue Similarly, as we have seen, the attnbute of the 

book-roll need not denote literacy per se but rather "educauon" or "wisdom" m a more 

general sense The dep1CC1on of the ability to read and wnte, as we have seen, 1s connected to 

other larger issues such as status 

63 Ramage-Ramage (1991),188-193, Walker (1985),18-26 

~ Walker (1985), 36 
65 Lammore (1962), 299 
66 Fischler (1994), 117 
67 Lammore (1962), 296-7 noted that "old-fashioned" vmues, such as wool-workmg, s1mpltc1cy, 
obedience, and frugality are more common m women's epitaphs See also Treggian (1991), 231-251 
"Wives are praised for theu lack of guile, for their ded1cat1on to their families, and for pumng their 
husband first"(245) Education 1s only rarely alluded to 
68 Sebesta (1994), 48-49 
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Book-rolls and wnt111g tablets are found 0 11 funerary monuments for children which 

porcray scenes of the child's educac1on A reading or lesson scene 1s often one of several 

"b1ograph1cal narration" scenes which represent the child's life These scenes generally show 

the child's first bath, lessons, and condamatio (gachenng ac the child's death-bed), although 

ocher scenes may be added This "core" u111t of scenes has been seen co symbolize the child's 

arnval into the world, his preparation fo r adulthood, and his departure from life 
70 

These 

types of b1ograph1cal sarcophagi commemorate only boys o r men However, on one 

sarcophagus for a married couple another type of b10graph1cal narration 1s seen, which 

appears co represent scenes from the life of the wife on left stde and from the life of the 

husband on the nghc (cat 11) There are five scenes 111 total from left to nght, a child's first 

bath, a lesson scene, a couple JOmed 111 marnage by the dextrarum tunctio (Jommg of hands), 

barbarians submmmg to a v1ctonous general, and a number of barbarian prisoners The faces 

of the seated and veiled woman m the first bath scene, the man as the victorious general, and 

both figures m the marriage scene were left unfinished by the sculptor, and evidently portrait 

faces of the deceased were meant to be added 
7 1 

In the lesson scene the pupil 1s a little girl, 

holdmg wnung-tablets and a stylus A woman veiled with the pallti stands behmd her, as do 

five Muses one of the Muses leans forward co read over the little g1rl's shoulder Is the veiled 

woman meant to represent the wife supervismg the education of the couple's little g1rP Or 

could 1t be the wife herself at a young age~ The scenes at left defimtely connote the domeSClc 

sphere of a typical Roman wife, and those at nght the military sphere of a Roman male 
72 

We 

have already seen from literary sources that elite girls were normally educated at home, and 

that the Roman mother could be responsible for overseemg the education of her children 

The Roman woman commemorated by such a monument would be seen as playmg the role 

of (or havmg received the upbrmgmg of) a proper matrona, JUSt as her husband would be 

admired for servmg the empire as behooves all male c1t1zens,
73 

the imagery 1s symbolic of the 

69 
Zanker (1995), 274 

70 See Marrou (1964), Kampen (1981a) and (198 16), Amed1ck (1991) and H uskmson (1996) 
71 

Marrou (1964), 42 
72 Marrou (1964), 42 
73 See Strong (1976), 205-6 for the "Roman vtrtues of clementia, pietas, and concordid' represented 

by such military scenes on the monuments of Roman men 
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most admired virtues 111 Roman society, even 1f 1c did not reflect che actual lives of chis 

couple 

Two ocher fragments are probably from sunilar monumencs The first (cat 12) 

shows a lmle girl kneeling 111 front of a woman who sics relaxedly on the f10or T he little girl 

reads to the woman from a book-roll which she holds open with both hands, while a Muse 

stands 111 the background holdmg up a scernc mask The rest of the sarcophagus 1s lose, but H 

has been suggested chat pare of a figure broken off ac the extreme nghc might correspond co 

a s1m1lar figure of a nurse seen at d1e extreme left of the bach scene on the monument 

discussed above (cat 11) 74 In chis case the fragment might be pan of a similar husband-wife 

b10graph1cal narranon as well A second fragment (cat 13), now lose, 1s reported to have 

shown a little girl being taught lessons by a woman, 111 che company of a Muse, which has a 

strong correlation to the prev10us two examples 

In contrast, a lesson scene on a boy's sarcophagus usually shows a boy, about to 

recite, holding a closed book-roll and scandmg before his seated male teacher (who also holds 

a book-roll), or reading to the teacher from an open book-roll, or reading while the teacher 

reads over the pupil's shoulder, sometimes with Muses pres1d111g over the mstrucnon 
75 

The 

lesson scenes for the girls and the boys are s1m1lar m that boch make uses of the stock 

symbols of erudition, book-rolls and wrmng-cablecs, as well as the presence of the Muses 

One notable difference 1s that girls appear to be supervised by a female figure, perhaps a 

mother or female pedagogue, while che boys are taught by a male teacher, who might be a 

professional teacher, pedagogue, or even the boy's father There 1s a record of a sarcophagus 

on which a little gul stood facing a male teacher who held an open book-roll (cat 14), but as 

the monument has been lost 1c 1s difficult to tell 1f this 1s actually a lesson scene analogous to 

the preceding examples the girl, for example, 1s not said to hold a book-roll 
76 

The 

monument for Avita (cat 01), descnbed at the begmnmg of the chapter, appears to be 

74 Amed1ck (1991), 65-66 
75 Recmng Marrou (1964), no 2, reading, nos 3, 5, 6 , 7 , reading while teacher reads over shoulder, 
nos 4, 12, Muses m background, nos 4 , 12 
76 A fresco pamung from Rome (cat 15) depicted a lmle girl reading from a book-roll to a seated 
male teacher, who follows the readmg tn a book-roll which he holds open in his lap, following the 
pattern outlmed above for a typical lesson scene for boys However, this fresco dates from the late 
Republic or early Pnnc1pate, pre-datmg the other monuments under d1scuss10n by at least one 

hundred years 
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unique although 1c has been noted chat some monuments for children dep1Ct a smgle scene -

the lesson scene - to represent che shore life of che chtld,77 Avita sics wrmng by herself, 

without a teacher present We may conclude chat for a few girls as well as boys educat1onal 

formanon was symbol JC of thelf childhood and worthy of commemoranon 

The evidence from funerary 111scnpc1ons confirms chat deceased children could be 

remembered for their 111cellectual achievements In addmon, personal 111formac1011 regardmg 

the social rank of the commemorated can be discerned 111 the nomenclature of the md1v1dual 

and other b10graph1cal details For the most part the little girls 111 the followmg ltst are not of 

high status they may be slave, freed, or the daughters of freed slaves Gemm1a Agathe, aged 

five, was "well-disposed to learnmg" (mgento doctlt) 111 addmon to other tra1ts 
78 

Flavia 

D10nys1as, aged seven, was the verna (slave born 111 the master's house) of Annia Is1as, and 

would, accord111g to her epitaph, have grown to be "the most learned of all girls" 79 The 

epitaph for Magmlla, aged eight, gives no clues as to her status, although 1t relates that she 

was "beautiful and wondrous m good sense, learned beyond her years, sweet and deserv111g of 

praise" 80 At lease one ltttle girl from the prov111ce of Gaul was remembered for her 

precocious 111telhgence Scope, aged n111e, had been caught "all the arcs" by her mistress and 

would have grown up co be "very learned" 81 Her smgle name suggests that she might have 

snll been a slave when she died Caecm1a Bassa, aged ten and the daughter of Sextus, was 

described as "more clever than all her age-mates" 111 addmon to bemg dutiful and virtuous 
82 

Salv1d1ena Fausnlla, aged fifteen, and daughter of a freedwoman, H1lara SalvicLena, was 

commemorated by her deeply gnevmg mother as "accomplished mall the arts" 
83 A little girl 

named Claudia was descnbed only as docta by her mother Claudia Eucych1a, whose name 

may mcLcate that she was a freedwoman 84 At least two of the guls were tramed professionals 

Phoebe Voconc1a, aged twelve, was commemorated by P Fabius Faustus and Pompeia 

77 See Marrou (1964), 199 
78 GIL 6 19007 
79 GIL 6 18324 Quod sz longa tuae mansment tempora vitae I doctior m terns nulla puella faret 
80 GIL 6 21846 Formosa et sensu mzrabzlzs et super annos docta, decens, dulcts, grataque blandttits 
81 GIL 9 3122 Ego quae (U)mmae cara puella fa, quae me omnes artes docutt - docttsszma cum essem 
82 GIL 6 7898 Pta filza, vzrgo pudzca, excedens cunctas mgemo aequalts 

s, GIL 6 25808 Erudttae ommbus ambus 
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Sabbans, both of freed status, and was an embokma (an actress who performed during 

theatre mcerludes), and her epitaph recorded chat she was "accomplished 111 all che arcs" 
85 

The monument of Euchans L1c1111a, aged fourteen and of freed scams, features a long and 

elaborate mscnpnon sec up by her (unnamed) parents She too appears to have been a mune­

actress on the scage, and her epitaph emphasizes her talents 
86 

She 1s stated twice co be 

"accomplished 111 all the arcs", with the further embellishment "as 1f by the hand of the 

Muses themselves" Her epitaph further da11ns that had she lived longer, she would have 

"flounshed m the arr..s" (floreret artibus) 

Although these mscnpttons have been noted previously for their connection to the 

education of girls,87 lm le attent1on has been paid co the fact that these girls, for the most 

part, do not come from elite backgrounds They appear to have received some education, 

but we would like to know more about the nature and purpose of this schooimg Were the 

girls tramed for potential Jobs reqwrmg erud1t1on, such as amanuensis or reader~ At least two 

of the girls were stage performers, so we muse not assume chat traming in the artes necessanly 

refers to reading and wncmg Another possible scenano 1s that some of the girls were 

provided with an education by thelf parents so that they might improve their chances m 

society, either with the practical application of education m commercial business, or with the 

presttge that a liberal education could bestow T he adJect1ve Meta and its vanants which 

occurs m so many of these epitaphs 1s remm1scent of the tUJctae puellae discussed m the 

previous chapter, women who were admired for their cult1vat10n, although m this 

commemorative context the connotation 1s wholly posmve Possibly this language 1s bemg 

emulated by people of less pnv,leged social levels to construct a more d1stmgmshed 1dent1ty 

for themselves The commemorators of these girls are particularly proud of their 

achievements m SIX of the nme examples, the l1ttle girl's mtellectual accomplishment 1s her 

more praised character trait 

« CIL 6 15415 No age for Claudia 1s given 

'
5 CIL 6 10127 Arns omnzum erodtta [sic] 

46 CIL 6 I 0096 Docta erodtta [sic} omnes artes Meta erodita [sic} paene musarum manu, quae 

modo nobzlium ludos decoraut choro I et graeca in scaena przma popuw apparut Wiseman (1985), 30-
32 discusses her epitaph, explammg her profess10n 
37 See Marrou (1964), 201-7, and Lammore (1962), 295-97 
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If we turn co the monuments wh ich appear co commemorate adult women with the 

teonography of literacy, we can 1dennfy two groups women who are honoured alone and 

women who appear on monumencs beside men, and which were presumably made for 

marned couples Of the first group 1s a monument from Carthage, a sen es of stucco reliefs 

from a mausoleum (cat 16) A woman, 111 all l1kel1hood the deceased, 1s shown m three 

different scenes In the first, she ,s havmg her half coiffed by an attendant In the second, she 

is spmnmg wool (the head 1s m1ssmg, but the pose 1s s1m1lar to that of the woman m the 

other scenes) In the ch,rd, she holds a book-roll open with both hands,
88 

her feet on a small 

footrest Marks have been scratched onto the book-roll co suggest wnt111g This set of scenes 

might be a son of "b1ograph1cal narrat10n" scene for an affluent and cultured woman, who 

had the leisure to spend ttme at her toilette and to engage 111 readmg A woman of such 

obvious wealth would hardly need to make her own cloches, the wool-work.mg iconography 

may once aga111 be only symbolic of her domestic vmue, as mdeed the readmg scene may be 

only symbolic of wisdom 

A related example (cat 17) from Rome shows a woman seated m profile, but with 

her upper body twisted sl1ghcl; to face front, wearmg the matron's palla as well as bracelets 

around her arms and a diadem on her head A small dog with a collar sits on a cushion at her 

feet She proudly holds up 111 her left hand an open book-roll, on whICh a Greek mscnption, 

1taa17q µovaucqq µ£-rizovaa, proclaims that she possesses all the arts of the Muses A Lat111 

111scnpt1on above her head md1cates that her name was Claudia Italia, that she died at age 

thirty and that her husband Claudms Herm1as set up the monument for her 
89 

The 

nomenclature of the couple md1cates that they were of freed status Her elaborate chau and 

her Jewelry show off her wealth, and Italia (or her husband) appears to have been proud of 

her cultural accomplishments Greek may have been used m the epitaph about her erudmon 

to emphasize that she was educated not only m Laun but also m Greek, the language of 

literary culture as we have seen among the Roman elite 

88 This pose imitates chat of a young man on a famous Ame Stele from the fifth century BC a seated 
young man, seen m profile facmg nght, reads from a book-roll held open on his lap, while a dog lies 
under his chair See Remach (1912), Vol III 47, no 2 
89 A small figu re of child 1s famtly sculpted beside her, holding a small ball, the words Tyche delzcata 
are sketched above her head She may be the deceased's daughter Marrou (I 964), 77 
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An elaborate third century monument (car 18) uses the iconography of education 111 

several different ways The ancenor face ,s d1v1ded ,nco three panels separated by colonnades, 

and 111 the central panel stands a woman veiled with the pa/Ja and holdrng a rolled-up book­

roll, t◊gecher w1ch che small figure of an Eros In che left-hand panel a bearded man 1s seated 

111 a chair, hold111g an open book-roll, leccunng two women (both weanng che pal/a), who 

stand fac111g h11n, each with a closed book-roll 111 hand In the nght-hand panel 1s an 

analogous scene, except chat only one woman holds a closed book-roll The portrait of the 

woman 10 the centre appears co be repeated on one of the female figures 10 the side panels 

T he lateral faces of the sarcophagus contmue the theme of education (cac I 9) The left face 

shows a woman, her hair coiffed 10 a contemporary thJrd century scyle, holdmg an open 

book-roll and a pen with a Muse on either side The nght face shows the same woman, 

holdmg a closed book-roll, agam flanked by cwo Muses le has been thought that this 

monument represented an mcelleccual family, with the father m the role of the teacher, while 

his wife and four daughters brmg the number of muses up t0 mne 
90 

T his 1s possible buc 

difficult co verify The mulnplic1cy of images related co educanon - the omnipresent book­

rolls, the Muses, lesson scenes as well as a scene of solitary composlClon - makes 1t clear that 

education was a large part of the life of the woman commemorated m the central panel, 

perhaps more than a leisure time acav1cy or symbol of wealth and presnge It may be 

noteworthy that the woman never appears 111 the guise of the teacher herself 

A popular type of monument m the third century AD depicts a row of Muses along 

the long anterior face of a sarcophagus and with the figure of the deceased 111 the centre One 

such monument shows a woman as that central figure (cat 20) holdmg a closed book-roll 

O n the left stand five Muses, and on the nght Minerva and the other four Muses The 

Muses carry their various attnbutes and their hairstyles and feathered head-dresses 

differenc1ace them from the woman 111 the centre, who 1s dressed m the usual tumc and pa/Ja 

of a Roman macron A second monument (cat 21) 1s almost 1denncal, except that this 

woman also has a capsa (box for holdmg book-rolls) at her feet Men coo were featured on 

duplicates of these monumencs,9' both sexes, therefore, 1dent1fy themselves with the Muses 

90 Zanker (1995), 274 Marcou (1964), 87 also suggests char the male teacher ts the deceased 
woman's husband, 1f not an 1deal1zed teacher figure 
91 Wegner (1966), no 168, and Marrou (1964), no 155 
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as the goddesses who rnspire the arts A thll"d monument shows the deceased woman as the 

"tench" Muse 111 a row (cat 22) A variation on this type of monument (cat 23) shows a 

woman seared 111 the centre of the frieze of Muses, five on left and four on the nght The 

woman 1s dressed 111 the matron's tunic and pal/a, holds an open book-roll 111 one hand and 

extends her ocher arm 111 an orator's gesture Unfortunately, all cen heads are m1ss111g and 

their absence makes further 1dent1ficanon of the woman based on portrait features or 

hairstyle 1mposs1ble 
92 

Once aga111 this pose 1s also adopted by men one example93 shows a 

man 111 an almost 1denncal scene, though his chalf 1s on a small platform, and a tenth female 

figure - a mortal woman, with her face carved 111 portrait and her hair 111 a contemporary 

style, completes the scene at the far left Perhaps she 1s the wife or a female relative of the 

man represented 111 the centre 

A few fragments of ocher monuments have survived, but almost no context can be 

reconstructed for chem A seated woman reads to a second, standmg woman (cat 24) on the 

left side of the fragment, while on the nght side the scene 1s repeated with two men, one 

seated and readmg to the ocher standmg 111 front Another woman, dressed m the turnc and 

pa/la, of a matron and her face worked as a portrait, holds an open book-roll and looks off 

mto the distance (cat 25) In a second, s1m1lar fragment, the woman holds an open book­

roll 111 one hand and extends her other arm 111 the gesture of an orator (cat 26) 

As 111 the case of the lmle girls, a few epitaphs celebrate the 111tellectual gifts of grown 

women Euphrosyne, aged twenty, was descnbed as "duuful, learned 111 the nme Muses, and 

a philosopher" 
9
~ Euphrosyne Paragm1a was celebrated as a docta pue/la, among other good 

qual1ues by her freedman husband 
95 

On an 111scnptton accompanymg an image of a 

funerary banquet, a man honours his betrothed Pedana with the adJecuve docta On the 

sides of the monument were carved pictures of a lyre, laurels, and swans 96 On another 

mscnpnon, docta 1s more precisely described as musical ability Poll1a Saturnma, aged thirty, 

92 Marrou (1964), 104 and Wegner (1966), 86, agree that the woman m the centre cannot be 
Mnemosyne, mother of the Muses, as there 1s no precedent for her appearance among the Muses 
93 Marrou (1964) no 21 = Wegner (1966) no 167 
9
• GIL 6 33898 Pia, docta novem musi.s, phtlasopha 

95 GIL 6 9693 Nobtli.s Euphrosytte, factli.s, formosa, puel/,a docta, opulenta, pta, casta, pudtca, proba 
96 GIL 6 17050 



72 

commemorated along with her two children, was described as "accomplished 111 song" 97 As 

we saw 111 the mscnpnons for young girls, the adJeCCive docta may have been employed on 

monuments for women of freed status as sign of educanon and upward mobil1ty, on the 

other hand, 1t could md1cate tram111g Ill a certain art form, such as music 

On monuments which fearnre "couples" and were probably designed to honour both 

a husband and wife (though of course one could predecease the other),98 women appear 111 a 

wide vanety of mtellectual contexts One type of monument 1s the klme, 99 which features 

statues of the deceased reclmmg atop their sarcophagus Many klmaz monuments exist 

showmg mdmdual boys or men holdmg book-rolls, 
100 

but mdiv1dual women or girls with 

book-rolls are not seen Statues of husbands and wives reclmmg together on klmaz might 

show the husband holdmg a book-roll, but the wife never does mstead, she might hold a 

garland or a musical mstrument, 1f anychmg at all 
101 

This art1st1c convention might 

presuppose that a book-roll 1s somehow a more appropnate attnbute for the male figure 102 

On a different type of monument this d1stmct1on 1s also u.nderlmed A number of 

stng1llated "mandorla" sarcophagi - on which the central panel of the antenor face 1s covered 

with S-shaped grooves and a narrow panel on either side 1s carved with figures - appear to 

have been made for couples a female figure normally occupies the left-hand panel and a 

male figure the nght-hand panel, both facmg mwards One senes depicts a seated man m the 

nght-hand panel holdmg a book-roll, while the woman seated at left holds a musical 

mstrument 
103 

On two "smgle-fneze" sarcophagi, the seated female mus1c1an on the extreme 

left 1s separated from the seated man with the book-roll at the extreme nght by the figures of 

e1ght
1°" or nme

105 
Muses who fill m the space between Once agam the book-roll 1s a 

particularly "masculme" attnbute An exception co this rule, however, can be seen on a 

97 CIL 6 10131 Emtutt docta sonare mele 
98 For monuments for couples, see Marrou (1964), 293-297 and Kleiner (1987), 545-556 
99 For klmaz monuments, see Toynbee,268-70 
100 

Boys Marrou (1964) nos 134-6 Men nos 137-140 
101 

Garland Marrou (1964) nos 141-7, musical mscrument, no 150, no attnbute, nos 148-9 
102 See Hams (1989), 259 n 441 
10

' Marrou (1964), nos 207-212 
104 

Marrou (1964), no 215 
105 

Marrou (1964), no 216 
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monument from Spam (cat 27) In the extreme left compartment stands a woman, dressed 

111 tunic and paila, hold111g a closed book-roll agamst her leg 111 her left hand, 111 the extreme 

nght compartment, a man, dressed 111 the paLLium, holds a book-roll across his chest 111 his 

nght hand This monument approaches a rype of equality of portrayal, yet the poses are not 

qmte similar 

On yet another type of "couple" monument the anterior face of the sarcophagus 1s 

d1V1ded 111co three panels In the centre panel half-open doors are shown, with a figure 

slipping through In the left-hand panel stands a woman, holdmg an open book-roll, her arm 

extended 111 an oraconcal gesture, accomparned by a second woman and the bust of a woman 

on a pedestal In the nght-hand panel stands a man, holdmg a dosecl book-roll, flanked by a 

man and the bust of a man on a pedestal (cat 28) This work 1s closely related to another m 

which the central panel is taken up by dosed doors (cat 29) In the left panel a woman, 

coiffed 111 a contemporary style, 1s seated hold111g what may be wm111g-tablets, w1th a Muse 

standing on either side She raises her hand 111 a gesture answered by the man m the nght­

hand panel, who sits holdmg an open book-roll, also accompamed by Muses In both these 

examples wntmg implements are the attnbutes of both husband and wife, but agam there 1s 

a subtle difference m their manner of presentation The first mstance shows a d1st111ct 

dlYlsion of the sexes the woman is surrounded by an entourage of women, and her husband, 

an entourage of men In the second mstance, the woman 1s presented as the parallel of the 

man m every way but one he holds a book-roll, and she holds wntmg tablets 

Monuments frequently pair a seated male figure holdmg a book-roll with a standmg 

woman who attends thoughtfully to his readmg,
106 

m some cases he makes an oratoncal 

gesture towards her with his hand, seeming to mclude her 111 his discourse 107 Sometimes his 

audience is actually a Muse,
106 

m others, a mortal woman assumes the pose of the Muse 

Polyhymma she lJStens to the reader while leanmg one elbow honzontally on a column, 

while the other hand supports the chm 
109 

On one monument (cat 30), m the centre of a 

row of Muses an attentive mortal woman holds a book-roll 111 her hand as she turns slightly 

106 
Marrou (1964), nos 16, 17, 79, 80, 81, 86, 87 

107 
Marrou (I 964), nos 78, 85 

101 
Marrou (1964), nos 82, 90 

109 
Marrou (1964), nos 93-97, 99 "La femme s'assoc1e a son travail par son amcude recueill1e" (89) 
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cowards a seated man, who holds a pamally unrolled book-roll and makes an oraconcal 

gesture, as though commencmg on che cexc co her 110 Although she 1s portrayed with a 

symbol of literacy or literary culture as well, the seated man, rem1111scenc of the teacher 

figures m ocher scenes, appears co be che dommanc 1ntelleccual figure through his pose and 

gesture Another monument of this genre (cat 31) survives together with 1ts 10scnpt1on, 

which allows us to understand more fully what this type of iconography wishes to represent 

L Pullius Peregnnus, a member of the equesman class and a centurion, 1s the cencral male 

figure who 1s seated with an open book-roll 
11 1 

Although he 1s dressed 111 the tunic and 

palltum of a philosopher, his hair and beard are styled 10 a contemporary Roman style 
11 2 

A 

woman, veiled with the pal/a and coiffed 10 a contemporary style, holds a closed book-roll 

and stands beside him 10 the usual pose of the Muse "Polyhymma" Three bearded men, 

represenc10g philosophers, are found on either side of the couple, and eight Muses peer over 

their shoulders from the background This monument represents par excellence the 

mtellectual amb1t1ons of an amateur, who 1s surrounded by the symbols of philosophy and 

the arcs as his encourage, and his dutiful wife beside him 113 

These monuments for couples, found mostly m Italy but occasionally 10 the 

prov10ces, clearly show that both husband and wife can be represented as engag10g 10 the 

mtelleccual act1v1t1es which the book-roll symbolizes In almost every case, the female figure 

plays a subordmate role This 1s suggested by pose as well as atmbuce It has been suggested 

that m these s1cuat10ns the wife assumes the character of Muse for her husband, and her 

attentiveness to his interests represents the virtue of concordta "this 1s especially clear on the 

sarcophagi which show husband and wife as teacher and Muse, seated or standmg opposite 

one another, smce here the pamng of the 10cellectual and Muse serves also as a metaphor for 

al h » 11◄ conJug armony 

110 Marrou (1964), 52 
111 For the accompanymg mscnpuon, see CIL 6 3558 
112 Zanker (1995), 274 
113 Marrou (1964), 103 
114 Zanker (1995), 274-5, 328 See also 272 
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Conclusion 

Book-rolls and wrmng tablets, conventional symbols of literacy and literary culture, 

can cake on broader meanings m Roman culture they are symbols of education, literary or 

ph1losoph1cal mclmanons, and social status Decorative pamtmg and funerary sculpture 

reveal chat women as well as men could take advantage of chis symbolism co enhance theu 

ident1t1es as refined and d1scmct Literacy, not widespread m the Roman world, was most 

accessible to che pnvileged orders, yet even chose who did not know how to read or wme 

would undoubtedly have come mto contact with the wrmen word To the illiterate, che 

symbols of literacy would connote a certam power which chey chemselves did not possess 

For che educated elite or the upwardly mobile, the symbols of l1Ceracy allude to more chan 

readmg and wntmg, an 1mpress10n of literary culture was che demed effect Through che 

symbolism of books, a person could assert his or her 1denmy to boch audiences membership 

among che refined elite was affirmed, and different1at10n from che uneducated was 

achieved m lnscnpuonal evidence has shown that che symbols of literacy were adopted by 

persons of freed status who wished to create an identity of higher social standmg 
116 

The 

maJonty of che monuments m chis chapter do not have mscnp(lonal evidence which can 

assist m deducmg the social level of che people who commissioned che work. Whoever chey 

were, however, chey wanted to recogmze and advemse mcellectua1 achievement 

Compared to men, women are portrayed relatively rarely wich the iconography of 

erudition When images of literate women do appear, however, basic literacy is taken for 

granted, but the power associated wich l1terary culture is expressed m ocher ways When men 

and women are depicted togecher, defimte but diffenng degrees of stereocypmg can often be 

detected m the artistic conventions, which imply chat mtellectua1 expenence of Roman 

women was not considered che same as for Roman men 
117 

For example, m che decorat1ve 

portraits from Pompeu, different implements set "literate" men and women apart (m 

11
) See Kaster (1988) , 15 for literary culture as a "separator" 

116 Zanker (1995), 252 "While for the elite educauon and mtellectual prowess were an avenue to 
success m the competmon for status and mfluence, for broad strata of the prosperous bourgeo1S1e 
these mevitably became tokens of social acceptability" 
117 Zanker (1995), 271 In artistic representation, "the operations of power can render certam thmgs 
v1S1ble and mask others, can enforce and control m clear and somenmes brutal ways, yet power can 
also work with great subtlety" Kampen (1996), 14 
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contrast to the solnary, Muse-like female figures who hold book-rolls as do idealized 

philosopher figures in ornamental pamtmg) O n funerary monuments, girls appear more 

frequently with a female teacher figure than a male; while boys never appear with a female 

teacher In add1t1on, the poses assumed by the pupils are often different a male teacher 1s 

usually seated, and the pupils stand formally before him, placmg him ma pos1t1on of power 

The female "teachers" seen with girls either stand or sit on the floor, and do not hold book­

rolls themselves On monuments which feature couples, the female figure 1s almost never 

shown as equal m pose, gesture, or attnbute co her male companion On the occasional 

examples m which she approaches this equality 1t 1s nonceable that her entourage 1s also 

female (cat 24, 28), or her pose 1s slighcly different (cat 27, 30, 31) More commonly a 

female figure 1s portrayed m a recepnve, listemng pose, rather than as the seated "dommant" 

mtellectual This subtle language of imagery preserve the tradmonal and conventional image 

of female who 1s submissive to the authorny of tht> male head of the household 
11 8 

T he 

presence of women on these monuments nevertheless md1caces that 1t was seen as important 

to mclude women taking pare, even ma relauvely passive sense, m the intellectual life of the 

family, the couple 1s remembered as having shared literacy culture together, m the style of 

Plmy and his wife Educatton, literature, and philosophy were not the domam solely of the 

men whether women are shown with book-rolls, musical mstruments, or simply as attentive 

audiences, they help to proJect an image of "mtellectual sohdanty" together with then 

husbands As a couple they advemse then cultural achievements, a woman's leisure could 

also a symbol of her husband's affluence and soC1al status 
119 

Women who are portrayed alone 

on monuments with the ms1gma of literary culture are atypical, and therefore fo rm a select 

group Intellectual accomplishment, while respected, 1s not listed among the tradmonal 

virtues on epitaphs which by which conservanve Roman sooety honoured then female dead 

A useful approach to the study of gender and art 1s "to keep the concepts of complicity and 

resistance m mmd as we thmk about the way power can be exercised through visual imagery 

and through the act of comm1ss1onmg, choosing, or even v1ewmg a work of art" 
120 

Portrayed 

111 Zanker (1995), 270 
119 Kampen (1981a), 131 
120 Kampen (1996), 14 
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alone or as pare of an 111cellectual "couple", the women depicted 111 these monuments draw 

the pos1t1ve connotattons of literacy and power upon themselves 
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01 
Fw1erary monument 
London, Bnt1sh Museum 
Greek East 

78 

Catalogue 

Marrou (1964), 151 no 193, Pfuhl (1977) Vol I 245, Vol II pl 959, 
Walker (1985), 45 pl 35, Wiedemann (1989), 169 pl 22 
A young girl, dressed rn a tunic, SICS m a three-quarter pose, holdmg open 
wrmng tablets on her lap and wrmng with a stylus On the nght, a book-roll 
lies open on a reading-desk. To the left, a small dog with a collar places a paw 
on the back edge of the chalf's cushion The Greek inscnpuon underneath 
reads 
'A{Jcfia ~ TJCTfXO'C¾ fi-17 l ' 

µifvaq ovo 
;cafpc-rc 
[Pfuhl (1977), 245] 
Second century AD 

02 
Funerary monument 
Istanbul 
Byzanuum 
Reinach (1912) Vol II 176, no 2, Marrou (1964), 121-2 no 130 
A funeral banquet scene, but with books mstead of food a man, perhaps the 
deceased, reclines on a couch and holds in his left hand an open book-roll In 
front of the couch is a small mpod table on which are found what appear to 
be rolled-up book-rolls and an mkwell A woman, perhaps the man's wife, 
veiled with the pal/a, SICS at his feet and takes hold of an open wntmg tablet 
which 1s handed to her by one of the attendants [Marrou (1964), 121-2] 
Late first century BC 

03 
Funerary monument 
Malibu, J Paul Getty Museum 
Byzantium 
Koch (1988), 92-4 no 33 
A funeral banquet scene on the nght, a man reclines on a couch, dressed in 
the tunte and pallium, holding a cup in his left hand and a wreath in his nght 
hand On the left, a woman, dressed ma tumc and veiled with the pal/a, sits 
on a lavishly decorated throne with sphinxes, and holds the edge of her pal/a 
near her chm with her nghr hand, and m her left hand holds an open book­
roll Her feet are on a small footrest In front of her 1s a small tnpod on 
which are placed what appear to be fruit and loaves On a shelf m the 
background is a box of book-rolls A small figure of a girl holds a wool-basket 



Dace 

No 
Category 
Location 
Provenance 
Bibliography 

Descnptton 

Date 

No 
Category 
Location 
Provenance 
Bibliography 
Descnptton 

Date 

No 
Category 
Location 
Provenance 
Bibliography 
Description 

Date 

No 
Category 
Locauon 
Provenance 
Bibliography 
Descnpt10n 

Dace 

79 

m her right hand, while the ~mall figure of a boy stands on the nght side of 
the scene The mscnpt1on above reads, 111 Greek A vcravc5pa L1co2£wq xafp£ 
[Koch (1988), 92-4 ] 
First century AD 

04 
Wall pamcmg 
Naples, National Museum 
Pompeu, VI 16 15 (Casa dell' Ara Massi ma) 
Helbig (1868), 336 no 1422, Maiun (1953), 99-103, Schefold (1957), 158, 
Zanker (1995), 213-214 fig 111 
A young woman, her hau coiffed m a contemporary style, weanng a gold 
hau-net and gold earrmgs, a green tunic and a red pal/a, holds a stylus 
pressed co her lips with her nght hand and wntmg tablets m her left hand 
[Helbig (1968), 336] 
First century AD 

05 
Wall pamtmg 
unknown 
Pompeu, VII 2 20 (House of Pop1d1us Pnscus/Casa de1 Marm1) 
Helbig (1868), 337 no 1426, Schefold (1957), 171-2 
A young woman, weanng a smng of pearls m her hair, presses a stylus to her 
lips with her nght hand and holds wrmng tablets m her left hand, over her 
shoulder 1s seen another woman, perhaps her maid [Helbig (1968), 337] 
First century AD 

06 
Wall pamtmg 
Naples, Nattonal Museum 
Pompeu, VII 2 6 {House ofTerentius Neo) 
Mamn (1953), 103, Schefold (1957), 168, Ward-Perkms (1978), 122 pl 17 
A woman, her hau coiffed m the Claudian style, dressed m a red tunic and 
pal/a, holds a stylus to her lips and wncmg tablets m her ocher hand, while a 
bearded man holds a rolled-up book-roll agamsc his chm [Ward-Perkins 
(1978), 122] 
First century AD 

07 
Wall pamtmg 
unknown 
Pompeu, IX.5 (m the "Room of the Muses") 
Helbig (1868), 435 no 1868, Birt (1907), 163 no 98 
A female figure m a yellow tunic and purple pal/a stands readmg from a large 
book-roll held open with both hands [Helbig (1868), 434 ] 
unknown 
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08 
Wall pamtmg 
Naples, Nanonal Museum 
Pompe11 
Bm (1907), 163 no 99 

80 

A female figure stands at a wmdow-like wall openmg and reads from a book­
roll held open 111 both hands [Bm (I 907), 163 ] 
unknown 

09 
Wall pamtmg 
Naples, National Museum 
Pompeu 
Helbig (1868), 435 no 1866, Bm (1907), 164 no 100 
A female figure m a green cumc and purple-red palla stands against an 
architectural column and reads from a book-roll held open with both hands 
[Helbig (1868), 435] 
unknown 

10 
Wall pamting 
Naples, National Museum 
Pompeu 
Helbig (1868), 435 no 1867 Birt (1907), 165 no 102 
A female figure, dressed 10 a short-sleeved white tunic, stands readmg from a 
book-roll held open m both hands [Helbig (1868), 435] 
unknown 

11 
Funerary monument 
Rome, Nac1onal Museum 
Rome, Via T1burtma 
Marrou (1964), 39-41 no 13, Kampen (1981a) 40, 76, 148, no 26, fig 13, 
Kampen (19816), 56 pl 10, 18, Amedtek (1991), 65-66, 151 no 179, pl 
62,7, 63 1 2 
A series of biographical scenes begmning at left, an infant's first bath, a little 
girl in a lesson scene, a husband and wife Joined by the dextrarnm zunctto, 
barbarians submtttmg to a v1ctonous general, and a number of barbarian 
pnsoners In the lesson scene, the little girl, dressed in a tumc and pal/a, her 
hair in a Mel.onenfosur style, stands holding wncmg tablets on whteh she 
wnces with a stylus Next to her stands a woman veiled with the pal/a Five 
female figures who appear to be Muses stand behind the girl, one of whom 
leans forward co read over the girl's shoulder [Marrou (1964), 39-4 I ] 
Late second century AD 
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12 
Funerary monument (fragment) 
Richmond (V,rgm,a), County Museum 
unknown 
Amed1ck(l991),65-66, 142,no 125,pl 62,5 
Part of a b1ograph1cal scene a young g,rl, dressed m a tunic, her half m the 
Mewnenfnsur style, stands readmg from an open book-roll co a woman seated 
on the floor to the nght To the left of the girl stands a Muse holdmg up a 
mask. [Amed,ck (1991), 142] 
Late second century AD 

13 
Funerary monument (fragment) 
unknown 
Rome, Villa Borghese 
Marrou (1964), 33 no 8, Amed,ck (1991), 65-66, 159 no 233 
Pan of a b10graph1cal scene a lmle girl 1s bemg taught by a female figure, 
with a Muse lookmg on (another Muse may be m1ssmg) [Marrou (1964), 
33, Amedick (1991),159] 
unknown 

14 
Funerary monument 
unknown 
unknown 
Marrou (1964), 37-8 no 11 
The anterior face of a child's sarcophagus (As1at1c m ongm) a male figure, 
bearded and dressed m a tunic and pallium, is seated and holds an obJect 
which 1s probably an open book-roll (the sculpture 1s slightly damaged) 
Opposite him stands a girl, dressed ma tunic and pal/a [Marrou (1964), 37-
8) 
Late second century AD 

15 
Wall pamtmg 
Rome, Terme Museum 
Rome, Villa Dona-Pamph1!t 
Marrou ( 1964), 28 no 1 
From a co/,ombanum a young girl, dressed m a cumc and a pal/a, stands 
readmg from an open book-roll A male figure, bearded and dressed m tunic 
and pallium, 1s seated opposite her and holds an open book-roll Marrou 
suggesrs that this 1s a teachmg scene [Marrou (1964), 28 ] 
First century BC or first century AD 

16 
Funerary monument 
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Carthage, Lav1gene Museum 
La Marsa, North Africa 
Re111ach (1912) Vol II, 2, 4, Marrou (1964), 62 no 52 
A woman, seen 111 profile, 1s seated and reads from an open book-roll, on 
which some wrmng-like markmgs have been scratched [Marrou (1964), 62 ] 
Early second century AD 

17 
Funerary monument 
Pans, Louvre Museum 
Rome, Villa Alba111 
Birt (1907), 129, Marrou (1964), 76 no 71, pl 3 
A woman 1s seated on an elaborately decorated chair, her lower body seen 111 
profile, her upper body turned to face forward, wear111g a short-sleeved tunic, 
a pal/4, bracelets on her arms, and a diadem on her head She looks straight 
ahead mto the distance A small dog sits at her feet. A smaller figure, perhaps 
a child, holds a small ball and reaches out towards the seated figure, above 
the child 1s famtly mscnbed Tyche deltcata In one hand the mam figure 
prominently holds up an open book-roll, on which 1s mscnbed 
IIA 
:EH:E 
MOY 
:EIKH:E 
METE 
XOY:EA 
Her epitaph 1s CIL 6 15482 (reconstructed here by Marrou) 
D[zs] M[ambus] 
Cl [aud1a] Ital1ae Cl[aud1us] Henmas cozugt (sic) ben[e] 
m[erentz] d[e] s[uo] Jf.ac1endum] c[urautt] 
Q[uae] v[txtt] a[nms] t{ngmta] 
[Marrou (1964), 76-77] 
unknown 

18 
Funerary monument 
Vat1can, Belvedere Museum 
Rome 
Birt (1907), 63-65, Cwnont (1942), pl XXX.3, Marrou (1964), 86-7 no 
84, Wegner (1966), no 135, Zanker (1995), 274-5 pl 148 
Antenor face rn the centre panel a woman, dressed m a tunic and veiled with 
the palla, stands holdmg a rolled-up book-roll, with the small figure of an 
Eros 10 attendance On the nghc panel a man, bearded and dressed ma tunic 
and palltum, is seated on a chair and holds an open book-roll, and appears co 
lecture two women standrng opposite, dressed 10 tunic and palla, one of 
whom holds ,;i. rolled-up book-roll On the left panel the same scene 1s 
repeated, except chat each woman holds a rolled-up book-roll Marrou 
considers that the portrait face of the woman 111 the centre panel 1s meant to 
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be the same as the "pnnc1pal" listenmg figure 111 each side panel, the other 
female figure could be a fnend or a daughter, the teacher could be her 
husband [Marrou (1964), 86-7] 
Early third cencury AD 

19 
Funerary monument 
Vatican, Vancan Museum 
Rome 
Marrou (1964), 150 no 192, Cumont (1942), pl XXX.3 
Left lateral face of the previous sarcophagus a woman, with a contemporary 
hairstyle, stands holdmg an open book-roll 111 her left hand and a reed pen 10 

her nght To the left stands a Muse 111 the pose of Polyhym01a, and to the 
nght a Muse carrymg a staff (whom Marrou takes to be Thalia) On the 
nght lateral face of the sarcophagus a woman, aga111 with a contemporary 
haustyle, holds a rolled-up book-roll To the left stands a Muse hold111g a 
celestial globe while a Muse on the nght has a lyre and a plectrum [Marrou 
(1964), 150] 
Early thud century AD 

20 
Funerary monument 
Kansas City, Nelson-Ack111s Museum of Art 
unknown 
Lefkowitz (1992), pl 6 
In the centre a woman, dressed m a tunic and paUa, stands hold111g onto her 
pal/a with her nght hand and clucch111g a rolled-up book-roll 111 her left On 
the nghc stand five Muses, and on the left M111erva and the other four 
Muses The Muses each carry cheu attnbute, and thetr hairstyles and the 
feathers 111 theu hair differentiate them from the woman 111 the centre 
M1d-th1rd century AD 

21 
Funerary monument 
Rome, Palazzo Rospighos1 
Rome 
Wegner (1966), 66-7 no 170 
In the centre a woman, dressed 111 a tumc and hold111g onto her pal/a with 
her nght hand, clutches a rolled-up book-roll m her left hand At her feet are 
a bundle of book-rolls On the nght stand five Muses, and on the left 
M111erva and the other four Muses The Muses each carry their attnbute, and 
thetr hairstyles, headdresses, and clothes dist111gwsh them from the woman 111 
the centre, who has a contemporary hamtyle and portrait features [Wegner 
(1966), 66-7] 
M1d-th1rd century AD 
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22 
Funerary monument 
Kansas City, W1ll1am Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Arc 
unknown 
Wegner (1966), 19-20 no 34, pl 150a 
Antenor face of a sarcophagus the nme Muses stand m a row, hold111g theH 
md1vidual armbutes, but at the extreme left a woman, whose hairstyle and 
dress set her apart only slightly from the other female figures, stands hold111g 
an open book-roll 111 her left hand [Wegner (1966), 19-20 ] 
unknown 

23 
Funerary monument 
Tebessa, Tebessa Museum 
T ebessa, N onh Afnca 
Re111ach (1912) Vol II, 4 no 2-4, Marrou (1964), 103-4 no 103, Wegner 
(1966), 86 no 224 pl 126a 
The ancenor face of a sarcophagus 111 the centre a woman, dressed m a tumc 
and pal/a, is seated with her feet on a foorstool, holdrng an open book-roll m 
her left hand while she makes an orator's gesture with her right hand A 
bundle of book-rolls are seen under her chaH On the left stand four Muses, 
and on the nghc, the other five Muses All ten of the heads are missmg On 
the left lateral side is pictured Mmerva, and on the nghc, Apollo [Marcou 
(1964), 103-4 ] 
ThHd century AD 

24 
Funerary monument (fragment) 
Rome 
Rome 
Marcou (I 964), 93-4 no 89 
A seated woman reads from an open book-roll co a young girl scandmg before 
her The scene 1s repeated on the right, only with two men one seated, 
readmg, and the other standmg [Marrou (1964), 94-5] 
unknown 

25 
Funerary monument (fragment) 
Rome 
Rome 
Marcou (1964), 134 no 156 
On a stng1llated sarcophagus· m the centre a woman (whose face may have 
been carved with portrait fearures), dressed m cumc and pal/a, stands holdmg 
an open book-roll m her left hand and looks off mto the distance [Marrou 
(1964), 134] 
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Early third century AD 

26 
Funerary monument (fragment) 
Rome 
Rome 
Marrou (1964), 134 no 157 
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A woman, veiled with her pal/,a, stands holdmg an open book-roll 111 her left 
hand as she makes an orator's gesture with her nght hand and looks off mto 
the distance [Marrou (1964), 134 ] 
Early third century AD 

27 
Funerary monument 
Tarragona 
Tarraco, Spam 
Marrou (1964), 77-8 no 72, Poulsen (1971), 65-7 pl LXIX. 
Antenor face of a sarcophagus m the left-most panel a woman, wearmg a 
rumc and pal/a. and a contemporary hairstyle, stands holdmg a rolled-up 
book-roll m her left hand In the nght-most panel stands a man, weanng the 
pallzum, and holdmg up a rolled-up book-rolJ m his nght hand In the centre 
panel a man, bearded and weanng a tunic and pallzum, sits pormg over an 
open book-roll A small figure holdmg a rolled-up book-roll stands m front 
of him, while another male figure and a male bust stand behmd him Marrou 
believes that the deceased couple, with portrait features, are represented m 
the outer panels, while an ''ideal" teacher figure is featured m the centre 
panel, representing "education and culture" (The second and fourth panels 
are stngillated) [Marrou (1964), 77-8 ] 
Late third century AD 

28 
Funerary monument 
Capua, Campano Museum 
Capua, Italy 
Marrou (1964), 131-2 no 154, Poulsen (1971), 66, pl LXXI, fig 112 
Antenor face of a sarcophagus m the centre panel are seen "the doors of 
Hades" and a shadowy figure emergmg In the left panel, a woman, dressed 
m tumc and palla, holds an open book-roll m her left hand and makes an 
orator's gesture with her nght hand, while the bust of a woman stands on 
one side of her and a woman veiled with the pal/a. on the other In the nght 
panel stands a man, bearded and wearmg the palltum, holdmg a rolled-up 
book-roll m his left hand, flanked by another man also weanng the palltum 
and a male bust on a pedestal [Marrou (1964), 131-3] 
Early third century AD 



No 
Category 
Locanon 
Provenance 
Bibliography 

Descnpnon 

Date 

No 
Category 
Location 
Provenance 
Bibliography 
Descnpuon 

Dace 

No 
Category 
Location 
Provenance 
Bibliography 

Descnpt10n 

Date 

86 

29 
Funerary monument 
Vancan, Belvedere Museum 
Rome 
Remach (1912), Vol III 410 no 1, Marrou (1964), 107-8 no 108, 
Cumont (I 942), pl X:XX.2 
Antenor face of a sarcophagus 111 the centre panel are seen closed doors In 
the nght panel, a man sics holdmg an open book-roll and makes an orator's 
gesture towards the woman seared opposite 111 che left-hand panel, who 1s 
holding what may be wrmng-cablecs, Marrou suspects that a restoration has 
madvertently replaced wncmg-cablets where a sunple orator's gesture of the 
hand was ongmally called for Each figw-e 1s flanked by two Muses [Marrou 
(1964), 107-8] 
unknown 

30 
Funerary monument 
Rome 
Rome 
Remach (1912), Vol III 257, no 1, Marrou (1964), 51-2 no 20 
Antenor face of a sarcophagus 1'1 the centre of the fneze, a man sits holdmg 
a pamally open book-roll 111 his left hand Next to him stands a woman, 
dressed 111 a tumc and pal/a, hold111g a rolled-up book-roll The couple have 
turned slightly towards each other, and each figure appears to have been 
carved with portrait features Eight Muses stand about the couple [Marrou 
(1964), 51-2] 
unknown 

31 
Funerary monument 
Rome, Torloma Museum 
Rome 
Re111ach (1912), Vol III 347 no 1, Marrou (1964), 102-3 no 102, Wegner 
(1966), 53-5 no 133, Zanker (1995), 272-3 fig 147 
On the antenor face of a sarcophagus 111 the centre a seated man, dressed m 
tunic and pallzum, holds an open book-roll A woman, dressed 111 tunic and 
veiled with the pal/a, wear111g a contemporary hamtyle, holds 111 her left 
hand, near her chm, a rolled-up book-roll and leans her left elbow on a small 
column, lookmg attenuvely at the seated man On either side of the couple 
are two standmg male figures and one seated at each extremity, all bearded 
and dressed m the pallzum of philosophers, also holdmg book-rolls The 
heads of eight Muses peer out from the background over the shoulders of the 
philosophers [Marrou (1964), 102-3 ] 
M1d-thlfd century AD 
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Chapter Four 

Traces of Literate Women m Documentary Papyri 

A fragment of papyrus unearthed at the Site of the ancient city of Oxyrhynchus 

contnbutes a surpnsmgly direct tesnmony of how a woman living m Roman Egypt viewed 

the fact that she was literate In AD 263 Aurelia Tha1sous sent a pet1t1on to the prefect of the 

Roman provmce of Egypt co request that she be allowed to manage her legal busmess 

without a male guardian 
I 

Roman law reqwred that an adult woman have an appointed 

guardian (called the tutor m Laun, 1c6pwr; m Greek) to give his formal consent to legal 

transactions, pamcularly chose mvolvmg a d1V1s1on of her property 
2 

Legislatton enacted 

durmg the reign of Augustus, however, released a free-born woman who had three or more 

children (or a freedwoman with four or more children) from tutela. 
3 In her apphcauon 

Aurelia Thaisous mvoked this "nght of three children" (tus mum ltberorum), and mformed 

the prefect that not only was she a mother, but that she also possessed the extra advantage of 

"bemg a wmer who can wnte with especial ease" • She asserted that the freedom to manage 

one's affam mdependently5 was pamcularly befittmg for women who "knew letters" (i-a~ 

rpa[µ ]µai-a bcu:naµl vazr;) 

By descnbmg herself as a woman who "knows letters" (rpaµµai-a bcu:naµtV1J), 

Aurelia Thatsous mduded herself m a select group of women who reveal thelf facility for 

wntmg m JUSt a few of the thousands of papyrus documents which have been excavated 

from the sandy deserts of Egypt Fragments of papyrus texts frequently feature women who 

used wntten documents to buy, sell, and lease property, peuuon government officials for the 

1 P Oxy 1467 
2 Property termed res mancspz falls mto this category slaves, land, buildmgs, farm ammals such as 
oxen, horses and mules, etc , m short, "the land itself and the power of man and ammal needed to 
work 1t, which were the bases of produet1on m the peasant economy" Gardner (1985), 18 A 
woman did not need a guardian to purchase such property She could dispose of her other personal 
property as she liked For other categories of property and obhganon affected by this regulauon, and 
the respons1b1lmes of the tutor m general, see Gardner (1986) 14-22, also Crook (1967), 113-115 
and Taubenschlag (1944), 128-133 

' The lex Julia (18 BC) and lex Pop1a Poppaea (AD 9) Gardner (1985), 20 

• tvrpaµµaror; b£ Ka[i tr;] i-a µa?.urra rparpeL VeVK6J&OJq 8vvaµeV1] .........__ 

) tavrmv KVpleVel V 1'ai xwp[ir;] KVpiov XPT}J1a-riscl V 
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redress of mJunes or the grant of special pnvdeges, compose wills and marriage contracts, 

register for taxes, and send personal and bus111ess letters Iron1cally, although wntten 

documents were recogmzed as essennal cools for commumcanon and record-keepmg, 

1ll1teracy was not unusual among both the men and the women of Roman Egypt The pnde 

chat women who "knew letters" such as Aurelia Tha1sous might rake 111 their achievement 1s 

bolstered by the face that m the maJonty of such documents women (along with a large 

number of men) are excused from actually s1gn111g documents, g1vmg the reason that they 

"do not know letters" 
6 

These high 1lliceracy rates of men and women m Greco-Roman 

Egypt have been affirmed by scholars 
7 

However, vanous questions surroundmg the women 

who are descnbed as "knowmg letters" remam co be explored Was there a social or legal 

advantage for a woman co be known as literate> What social status and cultural milieu did 

these literate women come from, and what educanonal opponumt1es might they have had> 

Can personal letters sent co and from women transmit mformat1on about women's literacy 

and wntmg habits' Papyrus documents are especially helpful for constructmg a social history 

of women because they contnbuce a "close-up view" of the act1v1t1es of women whICh 

reqmred wrmng m everyday life, unfiltered through the perspecuve of male authors,8 who 

only seldom take note of such matters except mc1dentally The aim of this chapter 1s co 

examme the contextual dues m documentary papyn, legal texts first followed by pnvate 

letters, to attempt to charactenze the role which wrmng played m the lives of literate women 

as well as the social and economic factors which separated women who claimed to "know 

letters" from those who did not 

In order to establish a soCJal context for the women under considerauon, a specific 

sue and ume limit have been chosen Papyrolog1cal documents, which can mclude, m 

addmon to texts on papyrus, ostraca (potsherds), wooden tablets, !men, and parchment, have 

6 The different terms by which 11l1terate persons were designated are collected rn Caldennt (1950), 
17-21 
7 In a survey of literacy m the published papyri, Calderim (1950), 22-23 counted 1365 11l1terate men 
compared to 373 illiterate women, the discrepancy 1s not due to a higher number of educated 
women but to their less frequent use of notarial documents In contrast, she counted eight "literate" 
women (from a total of 400 literate persons) m rhe second century AD and thirteen (from a total of 
273 literate persons) m the third century· Ca1derm1 (1950), 37 Unfortunately she did not publish 
her catalogue See Cole (1981), '237, Pomeroy (198 1), 312-4 
8 Lewis (1983), 8 
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been found at archeolog1cal sites all over the empire, but the largest source by far 1s Egypt 9 

The chronolog1caJ parameters for this study are che first three centuries AD Egypt was 

annexed as a Roman provmce 10 30 BC and always remamed under the pnnceps' special 

superv1s1on Octavian's representative in Egypt was a prefect from the equestrian order, and 

10 fact no person of senatorial rank could enter the provmce without the prmceps' 

authonzauon 10 As elsewhere 111 the Roman empire, local adm1111strat1on was not s1g01ficancly 

altered by the commg of the Romans Rome mcreased taxation, assigned pos1t1ons of high 

authorny to Roman c1uzens, but left local governments more or less mtact 111 the hands of 

the Greeks and Egypaans, each nome was still adm1111stered by a strategos, who was however 

without military power 11 The emphasis of this chapter will be the evidence collected and 

published as the Oxyrhynchus Papyri 12 As the capital city (metropolts) of the Oxyrhynch1te 

nome, one of the thirty-one admmistrat1ve d1stncts rnto which Egypt was d1v1ded, 

Oxyrhynchus was a centre for official record-keepmg as well as a city of culture Moreover 

the site 1s a pamcularly useful focal pomt for this study, given that 1t has produced an 

enormous trove of papyrus fragments datmg from approximately the second century BC to 

the seventh century AD 
13 They rnclude a large range of literary texts as well as tax receipts, 

adm1111strat1ve documents, legal contracts, school texts, personal letters and accounts In 

contrast Alexandna, a cosmopolitan centre of culture and education, has not yielded a 

comparable amount of matenal the damp conditions of this coastal city were not as well 

suited to the preservation of papyrus as the dner rnland areas 
14 

Similarly, relauvely little 

papyrus evidence 1s available from the autonomous "Greek C1t1es" of Naukrat1s, Ptolemais, 

and Antmoopolis Oxyrhynchus was a city with three public baths, two small harbours on a 

9 Turner (1968), 6-7 Literary papyn are collected 111 R Pack, Index of Greek and Latm Literary Texts 
from Greco-Roman Eg;Jpt, second edmon (1965) A new up-to-date edmon 1s currently be111g 
prepared by P Mertem Another useful collecuon of papyn 1s the Duke Data Bank of Documentary 
Papyri, produced on CD-ROM by the Packard Humanmes Institute, which 111cludes all papyn 
published between 1932 and the present ttme 
10 Pestman (1990), 25 
11 Lewis (1983), 16 
12 Volumes 1-63 It should be noted that papyn whose provenance 1s also Oxyrhynchus appear 111 

other papyrus collect1ons as well 
1
' Turner (1968) , 45 

1
~ Bagnall (1995), 10 
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d1smbuco1y canal co the Nile, and a cheacre with a ~eac111g capacity of about 11,000, used for 

public gathermgs, cultural performances, rel1g1ous events, and gymnastic contests by the 

ephebes,15 
111 addmon, ,c had a bank, a shnne to Sarap1s and twenty other temples 

16 
The 

literary fragments which have been found show chat there was defimtely a market for books, 

one papyrus fragment left behmd by an Oxyrhynchus book-dealer 1s a list of books to be 

supplied to h11n numerous copies of works by Plato, Xenophon, Homer, Menander, 

Eunp1des, and Anstophanes 17 
A pnvate letter from the second century AD has survived 

which the sender asks the rec1p1ent at Oxyrhynchus to copy and send copies of certarn 

chapters of Hyps1craces' Characters m Comedy for him, and co check with a local bookseller 

named Demecnus for another book 18 The literary fragments from Oxyrhynchus show 

Homer co have been the most widely read author, followed by works rn all other genres 

tragedy, comedy, poetry, and h1stoncal and ph1losoph1cal prose, Lann literature, though not 

found m abundance, 1s represented first and foremost by Vergtl, followed by Cicero, Juvenal, 

Livy, Lucan, Sallust, and Terence 
19 

The people most likely to t.i.ke advantage of the cultural fac1ltues of Oxyrhynchus 

were the "metropohte" class, the Greek upper class, usually well-to-do property owners, who 

often took up presug1ous admm1strat1ve offices m the community It has been observed that 

"for the mass of Egyptians under Roman rule the touchstone [for social d1stmct10n] was 

Hellemsm" ,20 and the metropohte class en Joyed opportumues to stage cultural events, such as 

dramauc festivals, athletic contests, and architecture as m the fash ionable Greek c1ttes 
21 

The 

upper crust of the metropohces was composed of the so-called "gymnas1al" class, for which m 

4/5 AD Augustus drew up lists of eligible cmzens 
22 

Membership seems co have been 

hereditary - m order co mamcam that status for chetr children, these metropohtes could only 

15 Bowman (1989), 144-145, see also Preaux (1920), 782 for the cultural life at Oxyrhynchus 
16 Lewis (1983), 38 
17 Lewis (1983), 61 
18 P Oxy 2192 Bowman (1989), 161 
19 Bowman (1989), 162-3 
20 Lew1s (1983) , 32 
21Lew1s (1983), 39, 61 
22 Pestman (1990), 163 
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marry among themselves 23 Mose mecropol,te boys attended school - very few dliceraces are 

found among men of chat rank - but for daughters educanon appears to have been 

al 
24 

option 

This study 1s also lurnted to Greek and Lann documents, alchough papyn m many 

different ancient languages have also been found m Egypt Greek was mtroduced as che 

language of admm1srrat1on by Ptolemy I w1ch the establishment of Ptolemaic rule followmg 

the death of Alexander che Great 111 323 BC The mcorporanon of Egypt 111to che Roman 

emptre m 30 BC cLd not have great l111gu1snc impact, although Lann was the language used 

by the military and Roman cmzens and high officials, mformanon passed between Roman 

auchont1es and che people of Egypt concmued co be m Greek.2
) Greek was also a language of 

culture as well as we have seen, dunng the penod of Roman rule Greek literary documents 

concmually outnumbered Lat1n literary documents When a man or woman was designated 

as Jhcerace ("not knowmg letters") m the papyn, the express10n meant more than not 

knowmg how co wrne, "co know letters" meant "the ability co wnte m Greek" 
26 

In a city 

which valued Hellernsm, knowledge of Greek could be a valuable status marker The Greeks 

of the Ptolemaic era made no real attempt co "Hellemze" the native Egypuans m general, 

particularly those livmg m the countryside, the lack of autograph Greek signatures on census 

returns, legal documents such as wills, and Greek/Egypnan transcnpts of JUd1c1al hearmgs, 

make 1c dear that Greek was not commonly adopted by the population of Egypt, nor was 

Lat1n 
27 

The study of papyrology has cercam lim1tanons Because papyrus finds are scattered 

geograph1cally as well as chronolog1cally, the available evidence can make no pretensions to 

bemg a complete mvencory nor a random sample, such as would be useful for stat1st1cal 

purposes, there 1s no reliable way of assess111g how many literate women there may have been 

23 Lewis (1983), 40 
24 Lew1s (1983), 62 
2)Youue (1971a), 162 
26 Youue (1971a), 162-163, and especially Youue (19756) 101-108, demonstrat..s that the phrase 
"does not know letters" applies exclusively in legal documents to a person who 1s not capable of 
wrmng m Greek. Whether or not the person JS able to wnce m Egyptian (Demotic or Copuc) 1s 
melevant The use of Demotic fades somewhat m the first century AD, and Coptic became 
mcreasmgly widespread after the third century AD 
27Youtte (1975a), 203-205 
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at all places m Egypt at a given time 28 From the evidence of literate women which has 

survived, 1t 1s difficult to extract mformanon about the level of educanon or skill 111 wntmg 

whICh these women possessed An endorsement on a legal document, for example, does not 

yield much data about the range of abtl1ty of the wmer Was the signature all that could be 

managed, or the merest glimpse of the wnter's accomplishments~ 

One papyrolog1st has noted that m Egypt "hardly anyone would escape some 

involvement with the comprehensive network of private and governmental 

documentation But many people would have only a second-hand acquamtance with the 

world of wntmg, dependmg on ochers to wnte thmgs for them where necessary" 
29 

Professional scnbes were available to meet this need They were tramed not only m the art of 

wntmg but m the special termmology and form necessary for legal and official documents 
30 

Such scribes could be eastly hued "m the street", as the documents themselves state 
31 

Professional scnbes might also be part of a wealthy household,
32 

a wealthy woman from 

Oxyrhynchus submitted a document related to her extensive land holdmgs endorsed by a 

pnvate secretary, or ypaµµa-r&vq, who appears to have been m charge of her paperwork.
33 

This 1s not mev1tably an md1cat1on of 1ll1teracy on the part of the woman m question The 

wealthy, who are the most likely to have had access to educat1on, are also the most mdmed 

to have slaves or assistants handle the day-to-day functions of paper shufflmg and keepmg 

records 3-4 

28 Youne (1975a), 164-5 
29 Bagnall (1995) , 15 
3° Cnb1ore (1996) 28 
31 See P Oxy 490 and 492 P Oxy 1473 mentions that the parttes mvolved m the marriage 
agreement are responsible for shanng the scribes' charges, even though both pames are obv10usly 

literate 
32 Lew1s (1983), 135 
33 P Oxy 3047 
34 Bagnall (1995), 25 "Male members of the propemed classes could, with a few excepuons, read and 
wme fairly easily; mdeed, some were acnve m literary pursuits But their means and their volume of 
actlVlty both permitted and required them to delegate most of the actual wrmng to others One 
might almost say that there was a d1recc correlanon between the social standmg that guaranteed 

literacy and che means to avoid wrmng " 
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Legal Documents 

T he pervasive presence of professional scnbes urges a close exammatton of che 

ancient documents for clues to 1dent1fyrng literate women Signature evidence on legal 

documents 1s one way of recogmzmg women who have been educated m wnttng Greek 

The editors of papyrus collecc1ons usually 111d1cate which parts of a document are written m 

the hand of the scribe who wrote out the body of the text, and where the hand of the parues 

mvolved m the legal or official awon endorsed the document at the bottom A signature was 

nor usually enough, m the first century AD nocanal contracts required that the parues 

involved m the rransacnon append an autograph statement co d1e end of the document, a 

subscnpuon or v,coyparpf7'
5 The obJeCt of chis subscnpoon was co summanze m a sentence 

the substance of the document 111 order to prove that the party s1gnmg understood and 

approved the terms and condmons For example, at the end of a document concernmg a 

land lease the lessor wrote "I, Aurelia Ant10ch1a also called D1onys1a, rented [accordmg to 

the terms sec out], and paid four talents for the property as was sec out" 
36 

Alternately, a 

person might elect co wnte the bare mmunum, for example, 'A vp17?.,£a AµµoJVapwv 

bciotomKa, ul, Au~el1a Ammonanon, have presented [this]" 
37 

Although at first glance the 

simpler endorsements might seem to reflect limned facility m readmg and wncmg, because a 

subscnpt1on could be pamstakmgly copied from a model,
38 

111 many cases a simple fo rmulaic 

endorsement was all that was reqwred 
39 

It 1s, however, all too rare to find women who sign documents m their own hand, 

though s1mtlarly a large number of illiterate men do not sign on their own behalf either le 1s 

35 Pestman (1990) , 43 
36 P Oxy 102 'Avp17?..ia Avrwxla iJ Kai L1wvvafa tµiaB(l)(ja [~ .n-p6K(&im)] Kai laxov -ra 
WV apyvpiov -ra?..a[ 11-ra daaapa ~ tcp6Kc'fal 

'7 POxy 720 
33 Th1s seems to be the case of Petaus, the "town clerk" of Prolema1s H ormou, who considered 
himself literate because he was able to sign his name along with che short subscnpt1on imotom,ca 
Papyn have been found on which he labonously practiced this bnef endorsement, and scholars have 
concluded from his orthographical mistakes m pract1cmg chat he probably could not read with 
understandmg what he was copymg For Petaus, see Yout1e (1971 a), 171, and (1971 b), 240 
39 A small collectton of surv1vmg legal documents from Pompe11, m the form of receipts on wax 
tablecs produced by the financial agent L Caec1ltus lucundus m the mid-first century AD, has 
yielded d1sappomtmg resulcs m terms of evidence for women's signature endorsements "Of the five 
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common to find a V1Coypaqu:{x; com rng to the rescue, "someone who can scan the 

agreements and wnre an acknowledgment that fits [the illiterate party's] intenttons" ◄o In 

the case of an 1l11terate woman, typically the chosen V1Coypa<pevq would wnte out the 

necessary subscription 111 her name, followed by his own name and the statement that he had 

written the endorsement because she "does not know letters" In the su rv1v111g documents 

which actually state the relat1onsh1p between the woman and her V1Coypa<pevq, it appears 

that a woman tended to select her Kvpwq to sign, 1f she had o ne and he were literate If the 

woman's KVpwq were 1ll1terare, or 1f she were acrmg without a Kvpwq by virtue of the ms 

trtum lzberorum, she might choose a fami ly member or an acquaintance to be her 

V1Coypa<pevq 4 1 Strangers were rarely called upon to be V1Coyparpeiq, because the posmon 

mvolved a certain amount of trust 
42 

As noted at the beg111n111g of this chapter, according to Roman law a woman with 

Roman cmzensh1p required a Kvp.oq co give his consent to certam legal acnons mvolv111g the 

transmission of her property 43 This law was 1111t1ated to protect women with limited 

expenence m legal and bus111ess matters from making mistakes when al1enat111g their 

property ~• A woman's KVpwq was usually her father, brother, son, or another paternal 

agnate Roman leg1slat1on decreed 111 AD 175/180 forbade marnage between a woman and 

her guardian (unless the woman's father had arranged the match), presumably to avoid 

wrongful management of her property, 111 wh1Ch her paternal family had an 111terest and 

which 1t would not like to see squandered A pecuhan ty of Roman Egypt 1s that a large 

number of women are found who were marned to thelf dpwi 
45 

A magistrate could appo111t 

female creditors [mentioned 111 the 153 examples] , not one woman wrote for herself', although 
sizable sums of money were mvolved see Hams (1989), 262-3 

'
0 Youne (1975a), 208 

'
1 Yout1e (1975a), 212-214 Illiterate men s1m1larly accepted the assistance of relatives, friends, 

colleagues, nearby residents, or even professional scribes Youue (1975a), 213-217 

'
2Yout1e (1975a), 220 

43 The tradmon of a guardian for women existed m Egypt under Ptolemaic rule as well, though 
dunng this time women also had recourse to nauve Egypuan law, which did not require a guardian 
see Pomeroy (1984), 172 On rare occasions even under Greek law women acted without a KVpwq 
See also Pomeroy (1984), 119-1 20, esp n 85 

«Gardner (1 985), 21, Youne (1971a), 165 
45 Gardner(1985), 16-7 
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a guardian for a woman who did not have one,'~ either because her guardian had died and 

another had not been designated for her in his will, or because the guardian was absent and 

unable to give his consent, or happened to be on the ocher side of a legal cransacnon with the 

woman 111 quesnon 
47 

There 1s evidence that under the High Emplfe the tutefa was 

considered an empty formality The second century AD JUflSt Gams wrote 

There seems, on the other hand, to have been no very worthwhile reason why 
women who have reached che age of matumy should be Ill guard1ansh1p, for the 
argument which 1s commonly believed, that because they are scatterbra111ed they are 
frequently subJeCt to deception and that 1t was proper for cl1ern to be under 
guardian's authonty, seems to be specious rather than true For women of full age 
deal with chetr own affatrs themselves, and while 10 certain instances the guardian 
mterposes his auchonzatton for form's sake, he 1s often compelled by the praetor to 
give auchonzauon, even aga111st his wishes 

48 

At any rate the KVpwq was co approve, and not undertake, rransacnons dealmg with a 

woman's property, thereby technically allowmg her a certam measure of freedom 
49 As the 

paragraph from Gams shows, in certam cases a guardian could be compelled to approve a 

woman's transaction 

Literacy was not reqwred of a guardian Numerous documents from Roman Egypt 

show that both the ,ropwq and the woman whose mterests he was overseemg reqmred a 

vrcorpa{{JdJq to wnte a subscnpnon on thelf behalf Simtlarly, a woman who applied for the 

ius tnum lzberorum did not have to prove that she was literate,
50 

and she could employ a 

vrcorpa{{JEVq when she reqmred a subscnpt1on Even 1f she were literate, she might add to 

the document the name of a man who was ass1scmg her with the uansact1on, a avvEOTOJq, 

'
6 In the provmces by the leges jultae et Ttttae (first century AD), m Rome, by the la Attlza (210 BC) 
Garns Inst 185 

'
7
Gardner(l985), 17 

48 Ga1us Inst 190-1 Fermnas uero perfectae aetatts zn tutela esse fare nulla prettosa ratto suas:sse uzdetur 
nam quae uolgo credttur, quia levitate ammt plerumque dectptuntur et aequum erat eas tutorum 
auctontate reg:, mag:s speczosa utdetur quam uera, mul:eres emm, quae perfectae aetat:s sunt, tpsae stbt 
negotta tractant, et zn qu:busdam causis diets gratta tutor znterpomt auctorttatem suam, saepe ettam 

znuttus actor fierz a praetore cogttur 

•
9 Gardner (1985), 21 

50 Pomeroy (1981), 316 S1Jpeste~n (1965), 181-187 found that of eighty-three women who claimed 
the :us ltberorum 1n the papyn from Egypt, only twenry-stx texts state whether or not a woman was 
11l1terate, and of these women cwenry were found to be 1U1terate and only SIX literate 
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e5vµ1rapcbv or 1rapcov, who no doubt acted as an advisor, 111 essence, perform111g a duty 

similar co the ,ropw q s, 

An unpracnced handwncmg m1ghc be a symptom of a shaky grasp of literacy 111 

general On occasion a signatory 1s described as {Jpa8i~ rp6(f)wv, a "slow wncer", a term 

which came to designate a person who possessed enough literacy skills to wnce at least a shore 

subscnpt1on, or part of one, albeit usually m a somewhat clumsy handwnc111g Three 

different cypes of "slow wnters" have been 1dent1fied, though no female "slow wmers" (to 

dace) figure m the collected Oxyrhynchus p:i.pyn si F trst, a hesitant wncer m ight have had a 

v1rorpa(f)£Vq wnce most of the subscnpt1on, along with an express10n such as lypaf/la /('ai 

vn:tp -ra nUma ("l wrote the most part on behalf of "), co which he or she might have 

added a few words s
3 

Alternately, the phrase lrpaf/la -i-6 miiµa was used to convey the same 

message S4 The third cype are expressly descnbed as "slow wrners" 111 the text of the 

document ss Sornenrnes the "slow wncer" actually wrote nothmg at all, relymg on a 

v1rorpa(f)£vq for the enme subscnpt10n 
56 

It 1s clear that {Jpa8t~ ypa(f)ov-r£q had received 

some schoolmg 111 wncmg, although they were not sufficiently well-tramed to feel 

si S1Jpeste1Jn (1965), 176, notes examples of four literate women from third-century Hermoupolis 
who had men as co-s1gnatones Aurelia Demema m P Lug Bat II 6, Aurelia Channa m P Lug Bat 
II 6, Aurelia Artem1dora m P Lips 3 = M Chrest 172, and Aurelia Isidora of P Strassb 29 

s2 Caldenni (1950), 34-35 found only five examples of women "slow wncers", all m the first and 
second centuries AD They are Ptolema1s (M Chrest 220), Menekle1a (BGU 891), D1dyme Matrona 
(P Gzss 29), Sotema (M Chrest 257), and Oualena D10dora (P Mich VI 428) 

s3 Youtte (19716), 242-243 cites rwo examples of women whose subscnpt1ons mclude this formula 
Menekle1a m BGU III 891, dated AD 144 and Aurelia Hesych10n m BGU IV 1049, dated AD 342 
The editors of the papyn descnbed the handwntmg of Menekle1a as awkward, shaky and 
unltgatured, though her son (her ,cvpioq) wrote more fluidly Hesych10n's handwntmg, on the other 
hand, does not have the awkwardness of a begmner's school hand, and although her letters are 
unligatured they are wntten evenly and resemble the wnung style of the penod Her husband wntes 
m the same style of hand, only more fluidly; he may have wntten out the entire contract, very legibly 
1f not elegantly Hesych1on, m comparison with Menekle1a, has clearly received more education m 
wnrmg, evidently even among "slow wnters" there could be a good deal of vanauon m ab1!tty 

S4Youue (197th), 245 

ssYout1e (19716), 250 discusses Valena D1odora, a woman mvolved m the sale of a house at Karanis 
(P Mich VI 428) As a "slow wnter" she needed her husband to wme out her subscnpt10n for her, 
to which she appended a few words of her own, the editors descnbe her hand thus "each letter was 
labonously formed, and the wnter was unable to mamtatn a straight !me, the alphabet 1s largely 

maJescule" 

~ D1dyme, also called Matrona, was designated a "slow wnter" yet had another person wnte her 

enuresubscnpuon (PGzss 29) Youue (19716), 255 
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comfortable writing w1chout some explanatory caveat 
57 

A lack of practice or exposure co 

wnt111g macenaJ might have caused chetr skills co regress "Slow wncers are not school 

children, SCIII 111 process of learnmg co wme Slow wmers are grown men, sometimes 

women, who are usmg chetr meager atta111mencs co carry out che business cransacnons which 

provide chen livelihood Some progress 1s expected of children snll at school The slow wmer 

will not improve, he will always be a slow writer" 
58 

Why did "slow wmers" 111s1st on demonscraung the1t wncmg ab1!tcy, no matter how 

limited~ The female "slow wncers" evidently viewed themselves as more literate chan illicerace 

because even when they did not wnte anych111g ac all 111 a subscnpnon, they preferred the 

des1gnat1on "slow wnrer" to "not know111g letters" It has been proposed that "1t 1s not likely 

that the dnv111g force for very many was cultural pnde or vanity, smce 1l11teracy earned no 

sugma m the condmons of middle-class life m Greco-Roman Egypt" 
59 

Yet the law eventually 

frowned on scarcely literate persons who presented themselves as fully literate The sixth 

century law cod1ficaaon of J usn01an demanded chat boch the person who was illiterate 

(aypaµµm:~) and the person who could wnce JUSt a little (6J,,iypaµµaw~) have five 

witnesses present at che s1gnmg of a document, one of whom had to be literate enough to 

wnte a subscnptton for the 11l1terace or barely literate person ro This law was evidently 

designed to protect che 1ll1terate person from m1srepresentat1on 
61 

Although there may have 

been no social stigma attached to bemg known as an illiterate person, there may have been 

enhanced status associated w1ch a literate person 

Illiterate persons d1d run che nsk of bemg exploited In one recorded case a woman 

claimed chat another person had falsely wntten a subscnpuon for her on a loan document 

When pressed for return of the loan, she claimed that the subscnpuon wrongly descnbed her 

as 1U1terate, she proved chis by showmg che magistrates that she could wnte (though the 

parues attemptmg to collect the loan m turn claimed chat she had fraudulently claimed to be 

57 Youue (19716), 252 
53 Youue (19716), 251 
59 Youue (19716, 261 
60 Youue (19716), 253 
61 The validity of the contract thus was also protected "J usu man regarded this pracuce [ of a barely 
lnerate person signing wnhout witnesses] as a grave abuse because It endangered the status of 
contracts as reliable evidence of the transacuons embocLed m them" Youue (1971 b), 254 
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1ll1cerace) In another case, an 1ll1cerate woman claimed chat the terms and cond1uons of an 

agreement did not match her 1ncenc1ons, but the actual scribe of the document could not be 

located to venfy chis A third case 111volves an 1l11terate woman who had 111hented all her 

husband's propemes The city was pressrng her co give them money owed for a c1v1c office, 

but the woman had done noth111g about 1t because, her father wrote, she did not have a 

"trustworthy VJCOypa(fJ&Vr;" to help her with the matter (as the mother of three children she 

appears exempt from guard1ansh1p) 
62 

Although paleograph1cal analysis of handwmmg can be useful m determmmg how 

comfortably a person handled a pen, which might be ind1cat1ve of how much he or she 

needed to write or what level of schooling he or she might have r("ached,
63 

the editors of the 

papyn do not always provide a descnpuon of the hand of the signatory or photographic 

plates 64 In any event, poor penmanship should not necessanly be seen as a sign of near 

illiteracy The convement recourse to trained scribes would have given people less practice in 

writing, JUSt as m the twentieth century people rely increasmgly on electromc "scnbes" in the 

form of cypewmers and computers, not only for legal and business documents but for pnvate 

correspondence as well 

Very few documents in the published Oxyrhynchus Papyri provide evidence for 

women s1gnmg documents in their own hand Although women are parties in hundreds of 

recorded transactions, many of these documents have survived only in fragments Due to 

rough preservation condmons, in many cases the edges of a document are most damaged, 

unfortunately for the purposes of this study, the bottom edge, which would record the 

autograph signatures of the parties involved, is often lost, and it 1s impossible to know if a 

woman endorsed the document herself Even documents which appear to fimsh with a 

woman's personal subscnpuon can be misleading A woman from Oxyrhynchus named 

Taorseus sent a request dated to AD 8665 to a board of officials to ask that her fourceen-year-

62 For these examples, see Youue (1975a), 206-8 
63 Cnb1ore (1996) provides a scale by which to Judge the handwrmng of students as they progress 
through che vanous stages of education 
64 Yout1e (19716), 248 
6

) P Oxy 1028 
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old son be registered co pay the reduced poll-tax 66 Her subscnpnon, Taopao~ 

bu&/5w(Ka) (" !, Taorseus presented this") 1s the last legible lme of text on the damaged 

document As the applicat1on states at the begmn111g chat Taorseus was making her request 

with her KVpw ~ Thompsem1s, his subscription would follow hers, accord111g co the 

established custom seen on similar documents If he were literate and had acted as her 

v1toypa<pEV~ 111 addmon, he would have wrmen Taorseus' subscnpt1on 111 her name, then 

wmten the usual short statement chat he had done so because she did not "know letters" 

The editors nNe chat Taorseus' subscnpc1on was wntten 111 "rude unCials", and moreover, 

her name may be spelled wrong, when compared to the spellmg of the same name on ocher 

documents 67 le therefore appears chat the signatory, either Taorseus or her KVpwt;, was 

unpracticed both m wmmg and m Greek S1m1larly 1c 1s 1mposs1ble to know 1f the signatory 

of P Oxy 912, dated AD 235, was also the woman mvolved 111 the transaction Aurelia 

Besous, a cmzen of Oxyrhynchus, appears to have signed a lease to rent out her cellar and 

another room for a year, with a short subscnpt1on Smee she was actmg with her ,d;pwt; 

Aurelius Theon, we do not know 1f he wrote the subscnpnon on her behalf, as the portion 

of the document with his subscnpt1on 1s also lost 

T he handful of documents which do concam signature evidence can be exammed for 

clues to the factors which might lead co the literacy of these women As Aurelia Thaisous 

specifically stated that women who could wnte were the most qualified for the tus tnum 

ltberornm, we will begm our discussion with the women cla1mmg this nght As might be 

expected, the pet1t1on of Aurelia Thaisous whteh was introduced at the begmnmg of this 

chapter ended with Aurelia's personal subscnpt1on Avp17J.ia 0aia[o]i]t; -ft Kai AoJ.J.[i]avry 

OLE1CEµl/faµ17v 1tp6t; bd&xn v, "I, Aurelia Tha1sous, also called Loll1ane, sent this " By 

chance another document featurmg Tha1sous was also found at the site of Oxyrhynchus, 

datmg four years after her apphcauon for the ttts lzberornm In P Oxy 1475 Tha1sous 

recorded a deed of purchase with the official property-registers The document does not end 

with a signature 68 However, this later document provides a bit more mformanon about 

66 Roman citizens and cmzens of the Greek cmes did not have to pay the poll-tax, but male members 
of the mecropoltce class could apply co pay a reduced tax Lewis (1983), 41 
67 P Oxy 1028, notes 
68 As does P Oxy 1200, a s1m1lar example 
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Tha1sous She was the daughter of Sarap1on, also called Agachodaemon, an ex-agoranomos of 

Oxyrhynchus The agoranomos was one of six presug1ous c1v1c offices which a wealthy 

mecropol1ce might undertake and finance from his personal funds for a year These offices 

were admin1scrauve and did not have any real power, but they were sought for the status 

they bestowed, the agoranomos was a "market regulator", but not much else 1s known about 

his duues 69 Tha1sous evidently came from an affluent family, and appears co have had a large 

amount of money 111 her own nght In the deed of purchase Tha1sous (actmg without a 

K"6pL~ as she had requested previously) purchased eleven arourae of gram-producmg 

farmland near the village of Pa1mis near Oxyrhynchus The property was adJacenc to a canal, 

with 1m gat10n eqwpmenr, m addmon to cwo houses m the village and all their fixtures, 

yards, and orchard As Egypt was an integral supplier of wheat for the whole Roman empire, 

one would expect such land to be expensive, and mdee<l, Tha1sous paid m one lump sum of 

1 talent 3,700 drachmae 70 The deed of purchase 1s made up of several documenrs rolled mco 

one 1f T haisous had co deal with such bureaucratic paper-shufflmg herself, literacy would 

have been a useful slall, however, she may also have had a clerk oversee the paperwork for 

her T ha1sous' earlier request that she be granted special cons1derac1on because of her literacy 

has perplexed scholars le has been suggested chat Thaisous was merely mflacmg the 

importance which wnting could have fo r women,11 or was "nervous of officialdom and 

ignorant of the precise reqwremenrs of the law, anxiously mdudmg what she feels might 

buttress her cla1m",n or simply wished co appear more credible co manage her busmess 

mdependently, m view of the prevalent suspicion agamst the competence of women 73 We 

will reconsider these mterpretauons after a review of further evidence However, the status of 

Tha1sous and her mecropoltte family m the communtty make 1t likely chat literacy might 

have been demable not only for cultural presuge but for praCttcal applicaaon in business 

69 Lewis (1983), 47-8 
70 Pomeroy (1981), 305 "The importance ofland ownership tn a country like Egypt chat 1s based on 
an agnculcural economy cannot be overesumated" 
71 Youcte (1971a), 167 "In spice of the enthusiasm that Tha1sous displays for the advantages 
bestowed on women by literate accomplishments, she 1s perhaps guilty of exaggeration" In Youcte 
(1975a), 221, note 62, he reconsiders this Judgement, however "Literacy would confer great 
pracc1cal advantages on a woman 111 chat posmon " 
72 Gardner (1985), 21 
73 SiJpeste11n (1965), 176, followmg S Solazz1 
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Another woman who acted w1chouc a KVpwc; by virtue of the Roman ws !tberorum 1s 

Trun111a She submitted a document dated co AD 17574 
co an official co certify chat her son L 

Trunn1us Luc1lianus, her daughter Trunn1a Marcella and three slaves had undergone an 

exam111at1on and her children's status as Roman citizens was verified Trun111a appears co 

have signed the document herself Tpo[ vvvia ]imotooJKa ("I, Trunn1a , presented 

chis"),75 and the fact chat she produced all che necessary records such as a previous ctciKpicnc; 

declaranon, census return and ocher documents may show a familiarity with wntten 

paperwork. 

The papyrus evidence also reveals four women with the ius liberorum, all from 

Hermoupol1s, each of whom was descnbed as literate m Greek (ciovia ypaµµa-ra) 

Hermoupolis, like Oxyrhynchus, was the metropolis of a nome and as such was an 

adrnm1suat1ve as well as cultural cenLre Two documents from AD 250 concern two sisters, 

each mvolved m a different land sale Aurelia Demetna, also called Tmouus, and Aurelia 

C hanna, also called Artem1dora 
76 

Each sister also l1Sted her husband as an assistant m the 

sale the husband of Oemecna was her avµtcapwv, and Chan na's husband was also present as 

a avµ1Capwv T heff fathe r went by the Romamzed name Max1mus, and his official 

appointments m Hermoupolis mcluded gymnas1arch, arch1ereus, and city councilor 
77 

The 

office of gymnas1arch (who managed and supplied the city's gymnasmm) was the most 

p rest1g1ous office a metropohte could hold, though the office of archiereus (who performed 

ceremomes related to the cult of the Emperor) was also distmgwshed, these offices, along 

with membership m the council (PovJ.17) required a substantial outlay of money 
78 

T hetr 

father undoubtedly was wealthy enough co pay for schoolmg for his daughters, and, 

74 P Oxy 1451 
75 The editors of the papyrus note that "Tpo[ vvv[a] 1s written thicker than the precedmg and 
followmg Imes I 34 [the lme followmg her signature] 1s d1stmctly not by the first hand (that of the 
scnbe], and presumably contams the signature of one of the three witnesses ment10ned m I 5, not a 
wncer on behalf ofTrunma, who 1s unlikely to be 1l11terate" P Oxy 1451, notes to II 33-4 
76 PLug Bat II 6 SeeS1Jpeste1Jn (1965), 182 
77 Pomeroy (1981), 315 
78 Lew1s (1983), 46-51 
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moreover appears to have been a man interested 111 G reek culture, as his connecc1011 with the 

al 79 
gymnasium reve s 

According to the lex julza ck mantandis ordmtbus ( 18 BC) there were several 

privileges available for both men and women who had children, for example, semorny in 

official pos1t1ons, such as chat of consul, was given to married men with the most children 
80 

Women, as seen earlier, were exempted from the tutela There 1s a suggestion, however, chat 

prest1g10us women might be awarded the nghc to act without guard1ansh1p without the 

reqmsite three children of the ius mum lzberorum 81 T here 1s no int1mat1on, however, chat 

literacy was grounds for such an excepnon The prest1ge associated w1ch che ius mum 

liberorum 1s perhaps alluded to in the documents 111 which women claimed this right in 

actions for which a tutor's consent would not have been reqmred anyway,
82 

perhaps che 

women were pleased to "show off" chis grant of independence, whecher it was reqwred for 

the purpose at hand or not The Constttutto Antommana, which 111 one sweep granted 

cmzensh1p to almost all the free 111hab1tancs of the empire, allowed more G reek and Egyptian 

women 111 Roman Egypt to claim the zus mum hberorum, which prev10usly had excluded all 

but Roman cmzens 83 At chis nme che Roman name Aurelia became ubiq uitous Along with 

79T wo other literate women from Hermoupohs cla1mmg the zus trtum l,berorum were Aurelia 
Artem1dora daughter of Poludeuces, who was accompamed by Aurelius Kopnos Cornela and 
Aurelius Ep1machus, her husband, who was mvolved m the sale of a house (P Lips 3 = M Chrest 
172, dated 256 AD) Also Aurelia Isidora daughter of Hemius also called Olympus, who was 
accompamed by Hem1us also called Olympus, her father, and was mvolved m an issue concernmg an 
mhentance (PStrass 29, dated 289 AD) See S11peste11n (1965), 182 
80Tregg1an (1991), 66 
81 Gardner (1985), 20 observes that the second century AD h1stonan Cassius D10 wrote "There are a 
number of exceptional cases m which the law confers the pnv1leges belongmg to parents of three 
children upon men and women to whom the gods have not granted that number This status was 
ongmally accorded through the authoncy of the Senate, but now through that of the emperor, those 
who enJoy 1t are exempt from the penalues imposed for ch1ldlessness and are enmled to all but a few 
of the rewards given to those who bear large families" (55 2) Transl Ian Scott Kilvert 
82 S11peste11n (1965), 179, n 4, found cwency-five cases from his total survey of eighty-three women 
acung with the zus lzberorum of women who mcluded the claim of tus ltberorum where It was not 

legally required 
83 S1Jpeste1Jn (1965) 177-178, notes that pnor to AD 212 he could find only ten women with the tus 
l,berorum, all of whom appeared to be full Roman cmzens (women with cwo Roman names) or 
Romamzed Greeks After AD 212, a breakdown by nauonahcy showed three women wuh fully 
Romamzed names acung with the tus trzum Ltberorum, fifty-five women with Greek names and five 

women with Egypuan names 



103 

rheir new names, these women perhaps enJoyed che status which the Roman honour of the 

ut.s mum !tberomm bestowed upon them s-i There are many 111scances 111 che papyri from 

Oxyrhynchus 111 which women had the freedom co ace 111dependently accord111g to the zus 

ltberomm, but were unable co sign their own subscriptions 

On occasion women appear co have acted without a ,cvpwq without specifically 

stating chat they were cla11n 111g the Roman ms mum ltberorum, perhaps because chey were 

not perform111g transacuons which would require the consent of the Kvpwq, such as an 

alienation of property In a document dated e ither AD 141/2 or 164/5,
85 

a woman named 

Claudia D1oge111s wrote an authonzauon to the sztologz (gram collectors) of Mermertha to 

transfer 100 artabas of wheat to a person named Melan1on She endorsed the document 

KJ.,avoia L1w ycviq a£cmµEimµai, "I, Claudia D1ogen1s, signed this" This 1s a fairly large 

amount of wheac,86 and 1s some md1cator of Claudia D10gerns' wealth Another woman who 

acted without making reference to the zus mum ltberorum or a KVpwq 1s Aurelia Ant1och1a, 

who m a document dated 306 AD
87 

leased out co another party nme arourae of land for the 

culnvanon of flax:88 near the village of Sestoplelo at a rent of 1 talent 3,500 drachmae for 

each aroura, a considerable sum of money The contract states that she received four talents 

of the rent up front Antioch1a wrote an unusually long subscnpt10n co the contract 
89 

In 

add1t1on to her evident wealth, a hmt to her background 1s suggested by the fact that her 

father was given as Anttochus also called D1onys10s, who had held an official pos1tton m 

Alexandna,90 once agam, wealth and social status might have prompted Ant1och1a's famtly co 

grant her an educaaon One more example 1s that of a woman named Aurelia Pcolemais 

who apparently leased out a property of five arourae at a rent of 3,000 drachmae per aroura 

"S11peste1Jn (1965), 188 
85 P Oxy 3337 
86 A usual plantmg for a large landowner was between 21 and 134 artabas, while a village farmer 
might have a planttng of between 1 and 12 Lewis ( 1983), 44 
81 POxy 102 
88 Flax was a cash crop grown to produce lmseed 011 and !men Lewis (1983), 127 
89 AvpryJ..[a 'Avnoz ia Tl Kai L1wvvaia iµiaB(O(Ja [d;q 1l'p6KEtm] Kai laKov -ra wiJ 
aprvpiov i-aJ.,a[ i1 -ra 1:taaapa mt; ,cp6KE1:at. "I, Aurelia Anuoch1a also called D1onys1a, rented 
[accordmg to the terms set out], and paid four ralents for the property as was set out " 
90 'A vn6zov wiJ Kai .1wvvaiov apeavroq -rfjq ?..,aµ(,cpo-ra1:ryq) 1l'6M~ t"l.VV , AMeavb'ptmv 
P Oxy I 02, 11 3-4 
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111 a document fragment dated to approximately 287 AD 
9 1 She signed the lease herself, "I, 

Aurelia Pcolema1s, have the amounc as negonared" 92 One commentator has decerm111ed that 

the land was probably used to culnvare flax, which expla111s the high rent 
93 

That Ptolema1s 

came from a wealthy family may be illustrated tn another surv1v111g document, a will 111 

which a woman by the same name and her sister 111hented from their father, an exergetes and 

prytanzs of Oxyrhynchus, a v111eyard and ocher farm property, and m addmon the sister 

received a further legacy because, tt seems, the father had already bestowed Aurelia Pcolema1s 

with a dowry of four talents and a female slave 94 Of particular mterest 1s the fact that the 

lease of Ptolema1s was found along with three other panial documents, two fragments from 

Homer's !!tad and a history of S1kyon, which leads one to speculate that they might have 

belonged to and were perhaps read by her 95 

Smee the determ111111g factor for the ius !tberorum was of course children and not 

literacy, 1t 1s not surpns111g to find papyrus documents 111 which women who were l1Cerate 

were reqwred by law to act with the consent of a KVpw;, whether the KVpwq was literate or 

not This 1s seen m the case of Aurelia Claudia, who m AD 215 sent an application to the 

nomarch requestrng the exammat10n (avaxpicnq) of a slave whom she wished to acqwre,
96 

a 

common procedure found 111 other papyrus documents 97 Aurelia Claudia was not, as her 

Roman name suggests, a Roman 1mm1granr, but probably a woman of Greco-Egyptian 

ongm, as she stated that her father was Sarap1on from Oxyrhynchus Her husband and 

,cvpwq, Marcus Aurelius Ammomus was from an Alexandnan deme Although Aurelia 

Claudia wrote her own subscnpaon, A vp17J.ia KA[a}voia tm& oOJKa, 1t 1s 111terescmg that 

her husband was descnbed as µ17 eio6w{q ypaµJµara and reqwred a V1COypa(f)evq, m this 

case another man from Alexandna Presumably his wife could not sign on his behalf because 

91 POxy 1690 
92 A vpd[a nwJ.eµaiq Kai wq zp17µ<xr[i(OJ] lo-xov wmov rd ro-ov Her handwrmng was 
descnbed as "a slightly uneven but fairly rapid cumve" Bagnall (1992), 140 
93 Bagnall (I 992), 138 
9
~ P Oxy 907, commentated by Bagnall (1 992), 138-9 

9s Bagnall (1992), 137-141 The other texts are P Oxy 1365, 1386, and 1392 
96 P Oxy 1463 
97 The avaKplO"lq has been vanously mterpreted as a "permit for the sale" or "certificate contammg 
an official descnpt1011 of the slave" P Oxy l 463, 1ntroduct10n 
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he was acting as her ,cvpwc; However, there 1s no evidence 111 the papyri chat a woman ever 

executed the functions of a V!!Oypacp£V<; for another person It 1s difficult co glean any details 

about C laudia's background from this document The seller of the slave was a woman 

named Arteme1s who "did not know letters" She was acung 111dependencly by vmue of the 

Roman ms lzberorum, but she needed her brother-111-law to act as her {J1roypa(f)£V<; This 

document nicely sums up a few ways 111 which women's literacy and illneracy worked w1th111 

the law a woman who was literate required che consent of a ,cvpwc; unless she claimed the 

ms lzberorum, while a woman who had claimed the zus ltberorum mil needed a v,coypa(f)£Vq 

to wnte her subscnpt10n for her as she was illiterate 

Another example 1s seen 111 a pennon dated AD 200,
98 

sent by a woma.'1 named 

Apollonanon, also called Anscandra, to the authormes to request that the obliganon of 

cult1vat111g the sizable property - over 165 arourae - of crown land which she had been 

leas111g be removed from her, as she was no longer 111 a financial pos,oon to be able to afford 

to pay the taxes on it. Apollonanon cited the legal precedents for women be111g released 

from this duty As the document 1s a copy of the ong111al - wntten entlfely 111 one hand -

there 1s no opportumty to view Apollonanon's actual handwnt111g 111 any of the three 

subscnpnons which are 111cluded 111 the copies of earlier peuuons and letters which are cited 

111 this document. She had a ,d;pwq appo111ted for her, who appended his signature at the 

bottom of the document, but made no menuon that he was wntmg on her behalf as a 

v,roypa(f)£Vq As Apollonanon descnbed herself as "a woman without a husband or helper" 

111 seekmg the prefect's assistance, her ,cvpwq was perhaps appomted for these transacuons 

only, as she could not legally act without one 

Two papyri state exphc1tly that the women mvolved were literate A document dated 

AD 20199 was sent to the strategos by a man named Ho non with regard to his re-mamage to 

a woman named Apollonar1on Copies of earlier documents related to the case are cited 

w1thm this pamcular pennon, mcludmg a copy of the approved request for the appomtment 

of a ,cvpwq made by Apollonanon to the deputy-strategos, so that she could legally sign the 

re-marnage contract, which snpulates that she pay back her husband for money borrowed 

from him, the very large sum of 2 talents, 3000 drachmae, and that he was allowed the 

98 P Oxy 899 Transl B Grenfell and A Hunr 
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111come from her v111e-yard propemes unol the debt was paid off 
100 

She was apparently not 

111 a position to claim the ms trmm liberomm Honon couJd not act as KVp w q as she was 

makmg the contract wtth him In her appltcanon for a guardian she asked that, as she "knew 

letters" (brurcaµi VTJ ypaµµa1:a) and was mak111g another marriage contract, a man named 

Eudaemon son of Agenor be appomted her Kvpwq "for chis cransacuon only" (1rpoq µ6vT7v 

['r:avr] TJV n7v oiKovoµ ia v) , and she signed the request the customary way '.A,ro[.:U.m] v{a]pw v 

Xaip17µo voq im&gmKa The reply from the depury-stracegos repeated these same terms "As 

you "know letters" you may make use of Eudaemon as your guardian for chis cransacnon 

only" 10 1 The phrase imaraµivTJ ypaµµara may be s1g111ficanc, as both the request and the 

official consent mclude chis mformat1on Further proof for Ap0llonanon's wntmg ability 1s 

seen at the end of Honon's pet1t10n, where he attested chat all three pames mvolved, 

Honon, Apollonanon, and her KVpwq Eudaemon, had written their autograph signatures 

A related example 1s chat ofTabesammon, whom AD 211 wished to borrow the large 

sum of 6,000 drachmae and planned to put her vmeyard up as collateral 
102 

She needed a 

,cvpwq for chis transacaon, and sent an apphcac1011 co the exergetes m office request111g chat 

Arno1cas be appomted her KVpwq Like Apollonanon, Tabesammon stressed chat she could 

wnce (brun-aµiVT] ypaµµara) and signed che request herself, Ta/3{TJa6µµmv AµJµmviov 

bnofom,ca Her mtended KVpwq Arno1cas also wrote 111 his own hand Like Apollonanon, 

she was the owner of a vmeyard, though the extent of her holdmgs 1s unclear, however, the 

sum of money she wished to borrow was f.urly substanual (one talent) Unlike the ocher 

women she went by her Egypaan name, though her mother had a Greek name (D1ophant1s) 

and was a cmzen (amffq) of one of the Greek cmes, and her father had both a Greek name 

and a Laun name (Ammonms also called Cassius) 

Another request for a KVpioq from a literate woman 1s dated to AD 247 
103 

This 

pet1t1on to the prefect, however, 1s wntten 111 Laun Inceresttngly, 1t specifically mentions the 

99 P Oxy 1473 
100 The extent of this agricultural property 1s not stated, but she evidently expected the revenue from 
the property to be able to pay off her large debt to Honon. 

IOI immaµfVT] rpaµµa-.a KVpiQJ zp1]<Ja<J0al 'T:(V Ev&dµovz npoq µ6VTJV [TaVTTJV] TT]V 

oi,covoµfav 

io2 p Oxy 56 
10

' POxy no 
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lex lttlta et Tttta, which allowed prov1ncial governors co appoint guardians for women 
104 

The 

applicant, Aurelia Ammonanon, signed the document herself, [A ] vp17}.ia Aµµmvapwv 

[bnotJm,ca] but both she and her proposed ,cvpw~ signed m Greek, as did the scnbe who 

wrote 111 the dace The prefect's office, however, wrote a Lann authonzat1011 for the 

request 105 Ammonanon, unlike the previously mennoned Tabesammon, did not 111d1cate the 

pamcular occasion which requires a ,cvpw~ Nor did she state that she was l1cerate, although 

she gave evidence of the fact by s1gn111g for herself 

Education m Roman Egypt 

In order to appreciate how women m Roman Egypt employed the skill of wntmg, it 

1s important to consider how they were educated Educaaonal opporcumues m Egypt are 

strongly attested co by a volume of school exercises on papyri, ostraca (pottery sherds), and 

tablets (wax and whitened wood) 
106 

These records trace the progression of pupils learnmg to 

form the letters of the alphabet, then syllables, words, and sentences, and read.mg selections 

predommantly from Homer (but also tragic and comic play-wrights and prose authors), and 

scudymg grammatical constructs This follows the method of teachmg sec out by Qumt1han 

(discussed rn Chapter Two) Occasionally the exercises are b,lmgual glossaries provide 

Greek eqmvalents for Latm texts In most cases Greek would be learned as a second language 

after Egypt1an (spoken rather than wmten) Texts for teachmg the Lann language are also 

found m Egypt, but the proficiency of the handwntmg m many cases suggests that Lann 

might have been learned as a second or th1td language 
107 

10
~ Ga, Inst I 185 

105 Another btlmgual request for a guardian was found dated to AD 245 (P Oxy 1466) It was 
addressed to the same prefect, Valenus Firmus by a woman named Aurelia A.mnoe As m P Oxy 
720, the text of the pet1t1on 1s m Laun and also refers to the lex lulta et Tma Following this Laun 
text 1s a Greek translation, and dates and subscnpnons m Greek. In chis case, however, a 
V11XJyparpdx;wrote on behalf of Aurelia Arsmoe 
106 A catalogue of school exercises was published by Debut (I 986) A catalogue of wntmg exercises 
only was assembled and thorou~hly analysed by Cnb1ore (I 996) 
107 Cnb1ore (1996), 30 
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Students were encouraged co practice wrmng words and sentences nght after they 

mastered the alphabet, even before rhey learned co read, 108 literary sources refer to chis 

process and a paleograph1cal exam111at1on of students' handwrn111g reveals beg111ners' 

sentences wntten 111 a hand that can barely form letters 109 Learnmg to wnte one's name was 

one of the first and most important exercises taught, for this skill would always be useful for 

wrmng subscnpuons on documents, no matter how much or how lmle educac10n one 

received, a number of exercises show a student's name wntten 111 "letters qu1venng with 

uncercamcy", followed by practice of the letters of the alphabet, or simply the name practiced 

over and over 110 T his may be the highest accomplishment reached by some "slow wnters", 

who "preferred to sign documents and letters 111 their clumsy, belaboured characters rather 

than be considered among 1ll1terates" 111 

Although the evidence for girls iearnmg to read 1s slight, there are many references to 

mothers from Oxyrhynchus who paid close attennon to the!r children's educat10n, as seen m 

letters which they may have wrmen themselves 112 One papyrus fragment shows a list of 

expenses drawn up by a mother, which mclude food, toys, wax and a stylus for her 

chtldren 113 In a private letter, a mother wrote that her child was taking to his studies with 

eagerness ••• One mother wrote to her son, very d1sappomted to learn that his Ka017y,rr17q 

(teacher) would be movmg away 11
s She had had confidence 111 the teacher's ability to look 

after her son properly When she had mqwred what her son was readrng, the teacher had 

replied i-o (ffra, "the socth", which may refer to the stxth book of Homer's Odyssey or 

Jltad 116 However, she t rusted the Judgment of her son and his pedagogue to find another 

good teacher Her keen mterest m what her son was scudymg, her casual reference to Homer 

108 "In addmon to the very poor quality of the handwriting, the meanmgless Jumble these students 
often produced m copymg blmdly from models 1s further proof that this kmd of wntmg was 
mtroduced very early" Cnb10re (1996), 137 
109 Cnb1ore (1996), 144-145 
11° Cnb1ore (1996), 146-7 listmg examples 
111 

Cnb1ore (1996), 10 
112 See Cnb1ore (1996), 15, who ltsts the followmg examples 

m P O:x:y 736 
114 PSI l 94 
IIS P O:x:y 930 
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111 the leccer, and her decerm111anon char her son find a qualified 111scruccor suggest chat she 

herself had been exposed co some educac10n 
117 

There seems to be some evidence chat women in Roman Egypt were teachers 
118 

A 

mummy portrait found 111 che Ars11101ce nome and daung from the first century AD was 

111scnbed with name Epµt6 V1] ypaµµarlKTJ, Hermione the teacher 
119 

A register from a 

graphezon (a records office, but also a place where a scnbe could be hired) from Tebcums 111 

the first century AD shows that a woman ltsced as .Eapmcuxt; &aKaJot;, Sarap1as the teacher, 

gave payment for some wntmg she had done, a lecrer from Karams dacmg from the first 

century AD from a woman co her probable husband mentions that the children are seemg a 

OE<J'K<XA.TJV (female teacher), a lecrer from the Fayum and datmg from the second or third 

century AD contams a mother's message co her children, and mcludes greetmgs from several 

acquamtances, mcludmg AB17vait; fJ ofaKaJoq-, and a third century letter similarly extends 

, S:, 1 120 
greecmgs co rryv uE<J'Ka11.o v 

The best evidence for a little girl's schoolmg comes not from Oxyrhynchus but from 

Hermoupohs m the second century AD From a handful ofletters wntten by her parents and 

other members of the household, we can gather clues about the education of Heraidous Her 

father Apollomos was the strategos, the governor of the nome, which md1cates that her family 

was very highly placed The cone and content of her mother's letters have been descnbed as 

stylish and refined, so 1c 1s probable that her mother was educated as well 
121 

In addmon, 

H eraidous seems co have been a great favounte with the fanuly, usually referred co m 

116 Preaux (I 920) , 781 n 3 
117 Preaux (1920, 782-3 
118 An unpublished paper entitled "Women Teachers m Roman Egypt" was given by Raffaella 
Cnb1ore at the Amencan Ph1lolog1cal Assoc1anon conference m Washmgton, DC m December 
1993 
119 Cnb1ore (1996), 22 Turner (1968) 77 suggests that she 1s a "ltterary lady" 
120 S,.e Cnb1ore (1996), 165 for a list of these examples P Mich 2 123, P Mzch 8 464, BGU 1 332, 
P Oxy 2595 
121 "A parcounr !es lettres d'Alme a son man, on acqu1ert v1te la certitude qu'elles emanent d'un 
milieu culnve, la femme du stratege est douee d'une sens161l1te tres fine qu' elle Salt deta1Uer sans 
gauchene et sans exageranon, 11 y a clans ses lertres, meme les plus mqu1etes, une mesure qui est, a 
n'en pas dourer, l'md1ce de beaucoup de d1snncuon" Preaux (1929), 774 
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affectionate d1m111ut1ves 122 Hera1dous 1s probably not a cyp1cal Greco-Egypuan girl, except 

perhaps 111 the highest echelons of society 

One letter, probably addressed to Apollo111os from his brother Herma1os (the 

beg111n111g of the text 1s lost), sends greenngs to cbe scrategos from little Hera1d0us, 

Apollo1110s' mother, and Herma1os himself He asked that some scudyrng material (tm1:178La 

1:ff azo)di) and a book for Hera1dous to read (J]vf)Jdov dq avayiyvcvaKt:Lv) be provided 

Hera1dous was evidently past the beg111n111g stages of learnmg her letters and was ready to 

begm the study of read.mg, or perhaps she was even ready for the study of literature 
123 

Hera1dous was equaJly proficient at wnc111g A letter from Hera1dous' mother to a slave 

mennons the fact that the young girl wrote to her father (and somet1mes neglected to greet 

her mother) 
124 

Another short letter reveals some mformauon about Hera1dous' teacher 
125 

A member 

of the family's household (the papyrus agam 1s damaged at the begmnmg and end) asked that 

any pigeons and fowl whtCh the family does not want or need be sent to Heratdous' 

Ka017y,rc17q (teacher) 
126 

The sender also asked that similar food be sent to the teacher of the 

sender's daughter, so that he will be considerate to her 
127 

It appears that food was somet1mes 

pan of a teacher's remunerat1on, another papyrus reveals that the Ka017y,rc17q of a little girl 

was paid with wme and grapes 
128 

If at Hermoupolis young guls are known to have received 

such an education, then 1c 1s likely that the literate women from Oxyrhynchus had a similar 

upbrmgmg 

The few clues to the social status of the women who signed their own documents 

seem to mdtcate that, as might be expected, these women were most likely to have come 

from families of enough wealth and leisure to have sufficient means for and mterest m the 

122 Mondm1 (1917), 47 
123 P Giss 85 Preaux (1920), 774-7 

lU P Gz.ss 78 'H µucpa µov 'Hpai/j[o]iJq yparpovaa 1:rjj 1ea1:pi tµt OUK aami(t:1:at K[a]i Ola n 
OVK o{oa Preaux (1920), 776 
125 p Gz.ss 80 Preaux (1920), 779 
126 Ta [tc]spunt:pi& {a Kai 6Jpvv0apl(l a OVK rym0a i(J(}t:f v, tceµ{lj/OV] [] 1:rjj KaB17rrrcff 
'Hpatoo{iJ1:]oq 
127 'Oaa 1C01:€ OVK lrpayov tcapa croiJ a<p [[oa]Jtmia [ J [ ]aq, dµtcov 1:rjj Ka017r1J1:ff -rffq 
Bvr[a1:p6Jq µov, iva qnJ.01eovryary dq amryv 
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educanon of a daughter Bue not all female Roman c1ttzens or members of the Greco-

Egypnan mecropol1te or pnvdeged gymnasia! class necessarily had this opporrun1ty 
129 

For 

example, Lucia Vecuna, the daughter of a Roman army veteran father and a Greco-Egypt1an 

mother, did not sign her name on a documenc repaymg a loan, her father wrote for her 

(though her brother wrote for himself) 130 Similarly, Bens, also called Demetria, and her 

husband, who wished co register their son as part owner of a house, mcluded 111 the 

application all the necessary mformanon co prove that their son was entitled to be a member 

of the gymnasia! class and pay the reduced poll-tax, for this to be p0ss1ble both mother and 

father had co be members of the "elite w1thm the elite", the gymnasia! class Even so, Bens 

was 1l11terate and could not sign her own name 
131 

Women were proud that they could wnte The extant papyrus documents cite only a 

handful of examples of women who showed that they could do so, somenmes idenufymg 

themselves by the phrase ypaµµccra imaTCXJlEVTJ or dovia T he possibility must not be 

discounted that the phrases ypaµµaTa bucnaµfVTJ and £iovia (dovi17) ypaµµaTa are local 

expressions, not legal terms m the former expression has been found only at Oxyrhynchus so 

far, the latter only at Hermoupohs These women who "knew letters" do not appear to be 

actmg 10 any capacity that smctly reqwres literacy Nocwithstandrng the fact that the ability 

to wnte Greek would be an asset m any legal or financial transacnons, perhaps the epithet 

"knowing letters" was mdeed a pomt of pnde for these women which they wished to 

advemse In a plea to the prefect for redress agarnst relatives who were attemptmg to swindle 

her out of an mhentance, one woman wrote, "you know very well, lord prefect, that the 

female cnbe is by nature easily despised because of the weakness of our nature" 
133 

It 1s 

conceivable that m a society m which knowledge of the wntten word gave one power over 

one's personal affairs, women would pnze their skiU, even if this knowledge did not carry 

128 P Os!.o 3 156 See Cnb1ore (1996), 167 
129 Pomeroy (1981), 315,309 

uo P Oxy 3798 
131 P Oxy 2858 

m Hanson (1991), 170 suggests that the term "slow writer" might have been a local custom, not an 

official term 
1
" p Oxy 2713 aµuwv o'bdaTaa£, 17y£µwv ofaKO'f{X, O"fl TO rvvaiK£lOV r[fvo(J 

£VKCXTCX(f)p6VT}WV 7U(f)VKEV oux TO Kepi 17µ~ dj~ (/)VO'£~ aa0£vf~ 
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legal weight One scholar has suggested that «[women's) 1l11teracy was not burdensome, 

smce unless a woman enJoyed the ms 1u ftberomm she was always accompanied by a 

kynos (guardian), most often a male relauve If he were literate, he would sign on her behalf, 

1f both were 1ll1cerace, others would sign for chem" 
134 Y ct 111 the pet1t1on for the ms l1berorum 

which Aurelia Tha1sous sent to the prefect, she specifically scared chat she desired the 

opporcun1ry to conduct her legal and business transacnons "u111mpeded", av£µnoo£arct)(; At 

least this one woman chafed at the necessity of obcammg the consent of the KVpwi;, despite 

the fact that laws were m place to assure that 1f the guardian did not approve his consent 

could be compelled by law It 1s all the more smkmg that the women who mentioned that 

they "knew letters" as these women do appear to be from exactly the h1gh-rankmg soetal class 

m which one would expect educated women would be found, and other women who 

apparently ")mew letters" wrote subscnpuons without drawmg attention co the fact It may 

be necessary to concede that the ypaµµa-ra immaµtva and Eiovia rpaµµa-ra are terms of 

some special s1g111ficance m the metropolets where they are found, the circumstance for which 

there 1s no more mformauon at the present ume Bowman has observed that "the patterns of 

personal and social 1dent1ficat1on m a literate sooery emerge from the ways m whteh people 

responded to the need to designate themselves m official documents, most commonly m 

reference to status groups of vanous kmds",
135 

and has identified vanous bureaucratte, 

ethmc, religious, or vocaaonal ntles which are JOmed to a person's name Perhaps the 

tmmaµtvai; ypaµµa-ra wish to announce their educat10n and dmance themselves from the 

" I " d "tll " s ow wnters an omnipresent iterates 

Personal Letters 

Legal and financial contracts and official petmons represent only one aspect of the 

documentary papyn from Roman Egypt Although a woman could endorse a document with 

a subscnptton, the acrual composiuon of the text was done by a scnbe or advocate skilled m 

the standard legal terminology reqwred The exc1tmg number of pnvace letters whKh have 

been preserved m the Egypnan desert provide an opportumry for the social h1stonan to 

discover the voices of mdmdual women as they send letters to amculate their concerns, hail 

1
,1-j Pomeroy (1981), 313 
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family and fnends and conduct bus111ess, a view of women's life "from below", as opposed to 

the lives of queens and famous h1sconcaJ figures 136 A5 we saw m Chapter Two, the private 

correspondence of Cicero and Pl111y included letters to women, with no replies preserved 

The papyrus letters from Egypt wer~ for a long rune the only extant personal letters actually 

wrmen by women m the Roman world However, the discovery m the 1970s of a cache of 

letters and other docwnents on wooden tablets from the second century Roman fort at 

Vmdolanda 111 northern Bnta111 provided a small documentary archive which can be 

compared to the material from the other end of the Roman world 

There are several lim1tat1ons which must be considered when assessmg the evidence 

of the pnvate letters F IrSt, 1t 1s almost 1mpoSS1ble to know if the women who sent letters 

physically wrote out the letters for themselves In many cases a professional scnbe, secretary, 

literate family member or acquamtance could be called upon to pen a letter without the fact 

bemg expressed 137 Unlike a legal document where a short endorsement m a person's own 

hand (1f this were possible) was essennal for the contract to be valid, there was no pressmg 

need for a personal letter to be wntten m the hand of its author le was an epistolary 

counesy, though not an obhgauon, for a sender to wnce out m his or her own hand personal 

greermgs (but not a signature) to the recipient, if the letter had been written by an 

amanuensis This custom is seen m roughly contemporaneous letters from both Roman 

Bntam at one extreme edge of the empire and Roman Egypt on the other, so it 1s safe to say 

that the pracuce was as least fam1l1ar, 1f not widely used by all correspondents fu noted 

previously, to have a secretary take d1ctat1on could be a sign of wealth and le1sw-e 

Qwnulian, m his treause on educanon, lamented the trend whereby personal penmanship 

was neglected 

the art of wntmg well and qmckly 1s not unimportant for our purpose, though it 1s 
generally disregarded by persons of qualny Wncmg 1s of the utmost importance m 
the study which we have under cons1deranon and by its means alone can true and 
deeply rooted proficiency be obtamed But a sluggish pen delays our thoughts, while 
an unformed and 1llicerate hand cannot be deciphered, a circumstance which 
necess1tates another weansome task, namely the dictation of what we have wntten to 
a copyist We shall therefore at all nmes and m all places, and above all when we are 

u~ Bowman (1989), 137-8 

.,
6 Mondm1 (1917), 29 

m Cole (1981), 235 
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wncrng pnvace letters co our friends, find a granficat10n 111 the thought chat we have 
not neglected even chis accomplishment 

138 

The precedrng pages have shown that rn legal documents, where some wncmg was required, 

there are few occurrences of women actually takmg cal.amus m hand to wnte their own 

endorsements, which m most cases amounted to lmle more than their own names If the 

maJoncy of women shied away from chis cask, then there 1s some doubt as co whether the 

maJonty of women who sent letters actually wrote out these more extended texts themselves 

Women were implored co "wn te back" to their correspondents, but 1t 1s dangerous co extract 

a literal meanmg from such express10ns A person might "wnte" to another through 

d1ctat1on and not mention the fact, the rec1p1ent, probably aware of the wntmg capabu1ues 

of the sender, would not reqmre chis 111format1on In one extant letter,'
39 

Calhas, who held 

an adm1111strative post under the royal scnbe, employed the express10n "I wnce co you " 

(rparpOJ aoi)" m the body of his letter The closmg greetmgs, however, are wntten 111 a 

different hand, obviously Calhas dictated the mam part of the letter, then signed the 

closmg i◄o In these letters the ace of sendmg a letter and the ace of physically wncmg the letter 

are referred to by the same word In another letter, an apparently wealthy couple named 

Apollomus and Sarapias addressed a charmmg note to Dionysia, g1vmg their regrets chat they 

could not come to the weddmg of her son (or step-son) Sarap1on, co whom they seemed very 

attached They were, however, sendmg 4,000 narcissus flowers and 1,000 roses for the 

occasion, and brushed off any suggestton chat they be repaid for chis generosity T he closmg 

greetmgs, "We pray for your health, lady" ,
141 

were wntten m a different hand from the body 

of the text, which leads the editors to believe chat an amanuensis wrote the dictated text, and 

m Qumt Inst I 1 28-9 Non est al1eru1 res, quae Jere ab honems negligi solet, cura bene ac veloczter 
scnbendt Nam cum stt m studus praectpuum, quoque solo verus tile profectus et altts radtctbus mxus 
paretur, scrtbere spsum, tardtor sttlus cogitattonem moratur, rudss et confasus mtellectu caret, unde 
sequitur alter d1ctand1, quae transferenda sunt, labor Quare cum semper et ubtque tum praecspue tn 

eprstolss secretts et famtlsanbus delectabtt ne hoc qutdem neglectum reltqursse Transl H Buder 
119 P Oxy 3810 
1◄0 Accordmg to the editors, the hand of the mam part of the letter 1s "a very good official cumve", 
while the second hand 1s a "smaller and more rapid" cursive P Oxy 3810, 111troducr1on 

l◄ I P Oxy 3313 Transl J Rea tpp65a0ai (Jf evx6µ£0a ,ropia 
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one of the couple penned che concluding words co add a personal couch 142 In contrast, the 

abruptness 111 style and cone of some letters strongly suggests chat they were dtecaced co 

scnbes by persons of little culture or literacy A bnef letter from Helene co her brother 

Pecechon deals with several unrelated topics 111 quick success10n, and mcludes a poscscnpt 

message from her father 143 The editors note chat the letter was wntten 111 one hand, despite 

che fact chat both Helene and her father speak 111 the first person smguJar 111 their respeCtlve 

messages It 1s unposs,ble to know 1f Helene, her father, or a barely competent amanuensis 

wrote the letter 
144 

In the absence of evidence for a second hand which exposes the presence of a scnbe, 

1c 1s often necessary to l()ok for ocher contextual clues which m1ghc hmt ac the literacy of the 

sender In a letter from a woman named Thermuch10n co ls1dorus, the sender wrote "If you 

learn chat the governor 1s commg out chis way, (well and good), but 1f not, wnce to me 

qwcl<ly Buy me the chmgs which I wrote to you about before " 145 \X'hile these phrases may 

or may not 111d1cate chat the sender could both read and wnte personally, the next Imes 

might strengthen the case for her literacy Thermouch1on mstrucced Isodorus "Wnte a 

petmon about the matter you kn::iw of, and shoot 1t off('), and let the subscnpt1on of the 

pet1t1on be brought to me" 
146 

Was Thermuch1on mtendmg co wnce the subscnpt1on herself> 

The editors of the papyn note chat "the hand of the letter, though not careful or elegant, 1s 

dashmg and practiced The lady's co!loqwal language 1s equally dashmg, covermg at least 

four topics bnefly m 10 Imes" 
147 

She might well have penned the letter herself, but any 

condus1on 1s necessanly speculative The letters sent to and from women are full of such 

tantal1zmg phrases One letter from a woman named Arsmoe to her "sister" Sarap1as reads, 

"Smee Achtllas was gomg downstream I decided that I must greet you m wncmg As for the 

142 P Oxy 3313, mtroduct1on, notes 
10 P Oxy 1067 The editors note that the letter 1s "very ungrammatical" as well A similar letter 1s 

P Oxy 295 
144 

Cole (1981), 235 
145 P Oxy 3855 Transl M G Smvianou tav µae~ on 6 ryy&µdJv t~f PXH& &v{po}, tav ot 
µ17, YP<X'lfOV µoz tv -rax&z 1r&pi WV {ypa'lf<X 0-0Z CX/4,1.0Z'&, ay6pa0"6V µoz 
146 yp<X'lfOV f]1/3A-ioiov 1r&pi ov o[&~ Kai xaA-aO"ov Kai tv&xBTJ'fw µoz fJ [[anj] v1eoyparpry wiJ 
f]if)A-zoiov 
147 P Oxy 3855, mcroduCtton 
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thing that you wrote me was fi111shed, you will do me a favour 1f you give 1c co my brother 

If you wane anych111g sent to you, wrne to me and I will send it to you 11nmed1ately "
148 

These letters reveal few details about the lives of the correspondents which would assist 111 

unearthmg their social status or level of educauon To build on the signature evidence 

discussed above, we might assume chat some women from the wealthy metropolite fam1l1es, 

the ypaµµa-ra bw:naµtvaq, were probably capable of wrmng their own letters ,f they 

wished Although paleographical analysis might seem to be of help 111 decermm111g whether 

or not a professional scnbe wrote a letter, there 1s no telling whether or noc an unpracticed 

hand reflects the sender's own ab1!tty, that of a more literate relattve or fnend pressed mto 

service, or even a barely proficient scnbe 
149 

A related problem 1s the fact that there is no way of knowmg if women who received 

letters could read chem for themselves Once agam, a literate person could easily be found to 

make known the message Letters m which a second hand, that of the author, wrote personal 

greetmgs were presumably meant to be read and appreciated by the mtended recipient Once 

agam women of the higher social classes who had received some educat10n might have been 

expected co be able to read their own letters Bue what of ocher women~ A letter from 

Serenus to his mother Tapsa1s mcludes a request chat the recipient "read this part of the 

letter to [Harpocrauaena], so chat 1t does not appear chat I have been neglectful" 
150 

Can we 

assume chat Tapsais was literate but Harpocrat1aena was not,
151 

or might a third party have 

read the letter to both women► In another letter D1onysms wrote to his sister, to whom he 

had JUSt sent a mmor, wntmg tablets (&:!-rapia), and a rumc: "Smee the strategos has given 

me orders about this matter, let Anston read you the document that was sent to him" 
152 

Was 

148 p Oxy 2680 Transl J Rea '.Azi,U&i-oq Ka-ratcUovroq avayKCtlOV lrvmv ou} ypatc'l"OV (J£ 
aatcaaaa0az JC£pi ov µoz lypar{faq on iuUa017, Ka1wq 1COl1](l£zq oofJaa am-6 'AziA..A&-rz 
'f(VL aOEA(f)ijJ µov {va µoz am-6 ivtrKTJ iav 'fl 0e,l[17]q ,ceµ({J0ffvcd (JOl, ypetljlOV µoz ,cai 
£v0Er»q (JOl JC£µ ljl(t) 
149 Roger Bagnall presented a paper on the topic of women's handwrmng m papyrus letters at a 
conference on women m ant1qu1ty at Pnnceton m 1996, but the paper has not been published at this 
nme 
150 P Oxy 3996 Transl HG Ioan111dou ,cai avayv(J)(J0q-rm amfj wfJw -r-6 µtpoq -rffq 
imcnoJdfq, {va µrj o~r, µ£ 17µ£ATJK£Vat 
151 P Oxy 3996, mcroduet1on 
152 P Oxy 2787 Transl A.H S El-Mosallamy itc£i 6 cnp(._a-r17y6q) µoi JC£pi wvwv itc£0£w 
'.Aplcnmv <:JOL avayvdn-o 'fO JC£µ<p0£V av 'f(O m-r-ra,nov 
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D1onys1us mfernng that his mcer could not read the document, or chat it would be more 

politic to allow ArtSCon co read his document co her~ The wrnmg tablets might have been 

mtended for the sister, but there 1s no way of knowmg 

An rnherent lim1tat1on 111 analyzmg the concent of other people's mail 1s chat 

correspondents allude to events and persons obviously well-known to themselves, but whose 

s1g111ficance 1s lost on the modern reader Unlike the archives left by Cicero or Plmy, 1t 1s 

rare to find several letters to and from the same correspondents, which would allow the 

modern reader to build up a context for the mformauon presented In add1t10n, unlike legal 

documents, pnvate letters do not usually provide mformat1on wh1eh can 1dent1fy the civic 

rank of the correspondents' families, which 1s useful for decermmrng their social status m the 

commumty Furthermore, it would be unwise to generalize about the situations of the 

mhabitants of the Roman emplfe from the personal expenences related by the 

correspondents of Oxyrhynchus, a society m which elements from early Egypttan, Ptolemaic, 

and Roman law and culture are combmed The letters from Vmdolanda similarly reflect the 

pomc of view of persons m a military context However, general trends might be drawn from 

an exammauon of the content of both secs of evidence 

A few topics of discussion reappear agam and agam m the pnvace letters which are 

dispatched by women le has been noted that these letters tend to relate to domestic matters, 

such as arucles of clochmg and food, and occasionally money;153 however, it 1s worthwhile to 

delve more deeply mto the nature of these missives Letters are usually addressed to a 

"brother" or a "sister", but chis term 1s used not only for actual s1blmgs, but also as an 

affectionate epithet for a spouse or fnend In the context of Egypt, however, full brothers 

and sisters often married, especially among the propemed class of the metropohres, who 

could only preserve chelf status (and land) for their children by marrymg w1thm their own 

ranks, however, even among the lower classes marnages of this type were common 
154 

Endogamous mamages were prohibited for Roman ciuzens However, m most of the letters 

from Vmdolanda the sender referred to the recipient as either "brother" or "sister", and so 

these terms are evidently also epistolary courtesies, and are perhaps used as such m Egypt as 

well 

15
' Cole (1981), 235-6 
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A sense of urgency pervades several letters from women Short and terse, these letters 

transmit a necessary message and no more, 111 the fash10n of telegrams 
155 

One letter from a 

woman to her brother reads "Zo1s co her brother lschynon, greetmg No one has brought 

me a letter about the bread, but 1f you send a lerrer by Coluthus, an artaba will come to you 

1mmed1ately If you wish co depart for Alexandna, Apollos son on Theon 1s gomg to­

morrow Good-bye "
156 

Another lecter reads "S111thon1s to her brother Tereus, greetmg 

Please come co me until matters are arranged, but ,f not, do not go to the house of Satyrus, 

fo r we hear that he 1s gomg to get mco trouble Sarap10n greets you Good-bye" 
157 

Whether 

or not these female authors could read or wme, they made use of the available technology to 

qmckly commu111cate mformauon to alleviate the distress of a distant family member 

A number of letters were wntten to accompany parcels of goods, and m the manner 

of a packmg-sltp enumerated the items which were mcluded m the shipment, the rec1p1ent 

was often asked to send confirmaaon that all the items arnved 158 Some letters have a 

parttcularly busmess-hke tone a letter from Apollon1a to Philetus details the amount of wool 

which she was sendrng, as well as the precise cost159 owed to her A letter from a woman 

named Thais to T1gnus reports on some agncultural busmess which must be attended to 
160 

Eunoea asked that an acquamtance redeem some of her pawned property, and mcluded a list 

1
>' See Lewis (1983), 43-4 

155 Bowman (1989), l 61 notes that "many of [ the letters] are melegant, far from literary 
composmons, lmgu1st1cally vulgar and syntacucally 1mprec1se The content 1s frequently bnef, banal, 
and practtcal" 
156 P Oxy 1291 Transl B Grenfell and A Hunt Zmiq 1azvpfowt -rwt a&A-()?rv zaip£tV 
ovb'[d]q µot 1]V£Y1C£V bmrro117v TCEpi ap-roJV, (.bU' £v0t~. rj {TC£µ1/faq &a Ko?.,?.,ovBov 
tmmo?.,17v, eioov ap-ra/317t aot yi vaat tav oi BtpTfq eiq '.AM~avopea{ 11 aTC£J0ef v, 
'.A,ro?.,J...dJq etmvoq vmxret avpwv lppw(ao) 
157 P Oxy 1215 Transl A Hunt This m1ss1ve 1s descnbed by the ed1rors as "an 1l11terate letter 
wrmen m a rather large, unculuvated hand " .Et v0o vr.q T17p17q -rijj aOEA.()?aJ xaipt v ,caJ...wq ,.vfpzq 
tJ...BdJv ,.poq aiµai axpz -ra ,.payµa-ra ,ca-rama?.,if, aiav o' &pa µ17, µ17 a1r£J...B17q eiq -ro 
.Ea-rvpov, aiTC£i yap a,covoµEv Ml ,ca,ca µtJ..J.t l(paa{o} d 11 Q'(ll((l'(Hai aat .Eapatcimv 
aipoaBt am 

is., Mondm1 (1917), 30-31 has noted that women appear to take on the respons1b1hty for clothes, 
they acquire wool and linen, make tunics, send them, and men ask for them, cf P Oxy 937, 1300, 
1294 
159 P Oxy 2593 
160 POxy 832 



119 

of the items 16 1 Irene sent a letter co Taonnophns and Philo with money to pay a workman 

and also a supply of foodstuffs , which she listed 
162 

T his kmd of letter could be an 

opportunity co exchange news and greeongs 111 a friendly, "chatty" style, as 111 one example 111 

which Apia sent her mother a warm letter 1tem1zrng the cu111cs which she was sendmg, and 

mcluded greetmgs for many people 
163 

Another letter mixes busmess with pleasure 
164 

Arsmoe 

wntmg to Sarap1as asked for 111scruct1ons about colleccmg the rents from Sarap1as' tenant 

farmer and also urged her co en JOY the Jar of pickles which she had sent with the letter 
165 

Indeed, some letters are simply friendly exchanges of family news and greetmgs, as 

opposed to urgent or bus111ess-relaced letters One letter reads 

Sarap1as to Ischynon her brother, greecmgs I was oveqoyed when your letter w:i.s 
brought, because you are commg to us for the fesuval A lot of supplies for the 
month which we had mtended to send we held back 111 expectation of your v1s1t 
Your mother made you a cotton tunic We were look111g for someone reliable who 
could deliver 1t Your mother and Smthoorns and your father greet you Greet 
Epaphrod1tus and Demetrius and Heracle1des We had been 111 no lmle anxiety 
because for a long ame no letter or yours was delivered Farewell 

166 

On occasion a letter can contam stronger senumenrs One fragment of a letter, remm1scent 

of love elegy, reads, "D1dyme to Apollonius her brother and sun, greetings You must know 

that I do not view the sun, because you are out of my view; for I have no sun but you" 
167 

161 P Oxy 114 
162 P Oxy 116 
16

' P Oxy 1679 

I~ POxy 2680 
165 Cole (1981), 254 
166 P Oxy 3991 Transl HG loanmdou £apa,cux, 'l<7zvpiOJVl -rqj a&,lrp(jj zaipe(t 0 Miav 
izap7]V KOµUJfJEvr:OJV <70V -r/jjv ypaµµarOJV ~ 7rp~ 'f7]V fop'C'7]V epzoµEVOV <JOV ,rpo, ryµ/i, 
1ro,l,1.a & <JOL tmµfJvi: & tµf,l,loµsv ,ctµtCEiv, El!E<7X,OJ1EV 1rpodJo,c/jjvr:s, 'Z"[[omo]] 17v 
1rapov'o-frxv -rov zmvva <Joi -rov tpi6[i;J v,1.ov TJ µfJ-r17p <70V K[a]-rE<JKEVet<7£ t(T'/'r[o] fJµsv 
[[<70l)] 'C'OV OVvaµEVOV KOµfoai <X<J(petA.fj{ \1 amca(e'!Ctl TJ µT]'f7]p <JOV KCti £iv(Jo/jjvz, Keti 0 
mx-rfJp <70V a<met<JCtl '£mxrpp6&tWV TCCtl ./J.17µ1]'fplo( 11 Keti 'HpetKMfOT]V EV ayOJVlt;r 
'ysy6VelµEV OV µEL,cpij, JWA.,l{jj zp6VOJ µ17 KOµt<70Evr:OJV <JOV ypaµµa-rOJV EppOl(JO 
167 p Oxy 3059 Transl p Parsons ./J.iovµ17 'AlrOA.A.OJVlOJl 'C'O)l aodrpml Keti TJA.iOJl xaipel V 
rsl VOXJTCE µE µ77 PU1rOV<JCtV 'C'OV rf,lwv Ola '!() µ17 PUJC£<70Ctl (7£ v,r' tµofJ ov rap lzOJ 
a,l,lov if,lwv si µ17 <7E 
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More formal letters of a sooal nature were also sent by women letters of condolence
168 

as 

well as 111v1tat1ons to weddings 169 

It has been observed chat women rend co receive more letters than they send (a trend 

seen 111 the Oxyrhynchus papyn), and chis probably reflects a higher 1ll1ceracy rate among 

women 170 H owever, 1t 1s also an 111d1Cator of the face chat women traveled less than men and 

performed the valuable funwon of overseemg the smooth funct10nmg of matters at home 

while their husbands or male family members were away Husbands came to depend on their 

wives 111 this fash10n 171 a large number of the letters sent by men to women are 111structtons 

for carry111g out certam casks, such as securing items for the sender or arrang111g financial 

affairs, or to cake receipt of items which accompany the letter 
172 

These letters too might 

mclude a few personal messages, but rarely m the "chatty" tone of the women senders, 

although bnef greecmgs are frequently mcluded 

But men too can send affable letters co family and fnends An unusually amicable 

letter was sent from Flav1us Herculanus co a woman named Aplonarion, perhaps his 

manummed slave 173 He addressed her 111 very warm terms, was sorry chat she and her 

husband could not attend h is son's birthday party, greeted her parents, and sent his son's 

greetmgs as well as those of h is wife 
174 

In another example, a brother wrote a warm letter to 

his sister and her husband, ask.mg for news of her family, and announcmg his 1mpend111g 

v1s1c 175 Another man wrote to his sister (perhaps wife) to ask chat she look after herself whtle 

he was away, likely on military service, and assures her that he would look after himself 
176 

A 

mysterious allusion to a family matter 1s found 10 a letter from Sarapammon to his sister 

Thaes1s " I mtended to come back, but put 1t off until I learn whether Isas 1s m love or 

168 P Oxy 115 Irene sends a bnef lener of consolatton to Taonnophns and Philo on the death of an 
acquamtance 
169 P Oxy 2678 and P Oxy 111 
17° Cole (1981), 235 
17 1 Mond1111 (1917),35 
172 Letters of this type mclude P Oxy 293, 530, 937, 1069, 1293, 1488, 1489, 1670, 1677, 2787, 
3506,3990,3996 

m P Oxy 1676, mtroduet1on The address on the letter refers to him as patronus 
11

• P Oxy 1676 
175 P Oxy 1216 



121 

not, and whether there 1s any need fo r me to come back" 
177 

Ir 1s thus not only women 

wrners take an interest 111 family matters 

For some fam1!1es regular correspondence appears to have been expected More than 

once there 1s anxiety because no letter has been forthcoming 
178 

Several letters contam 

reproaches that the rec1p1ent has not been wncmg back as regularly as the sender would 

like 179 Agachus wrote to Aphrodite, "Send me word at once that you have received 1c, 111 

order that you may not give people the trouble of wntmg to you, so that you may not 

become weansome co them" 
180 

A man asked his sister to mvestigate what his wife was domg 

with his possessions, the wife's silence made him nervous "And the fact that she doesn't 

wnte to me - from that I have a presentiment of trouble about her" 18 1 He even rebuked his 

sister for not sendmg news sooner "Even 1f I had not wrmen to you, you ought of your own 

accord to have wntten to me, as I am your brother" 
182 

In another example, Aurelius 

Demareus wrote co his sister Aurelia Arsmoe "I thmk 1t superfluous to wme co you about 

our busmess and affaus concernmg wh1Ch I have wntten to you often before m many 

letters Although I have often wntten co you, you have not wntten at all nor remembered 

me m regard to the safety of our house, as I often by notes and letters enJomed you to 

do" 
183 

One sender admttted that he was an mfrequent wmer as well Sarapas saluted his 

176 P Oxy 1154, mtroduct1on 
177 P Oxy 1488 Transl B Grenfell and A. Hunt v1Up&Otµ17v l<n' av µa0w mk&pov tp~ 1(l(iq 
1] ov ' ,cai &i zp&ia t<ni wiJ µE avd&f V 
178 

P Oxy 3991 
179 

Men as well as women are chided for not wnung The enure letter of P Oxy 2980 1s a amiable 
reproach from one male friend to another for fa1lmg to keep up his side of cheir correspondence 
180 P Oxy 1677 Transl B Grenfell and A. Hunt Taztmq 01]A.OJ0'6v f/µsfv oux oetCYEOJq 
'aJl:iCYi(cq: lV<X µ17 /3ap17CYElq av0pdJ,cozq 
181 P Oxy 3994 Transl H G Ioanmdou 1eai -.65 µ17 yparp&l v µoi av-rryv. f,c wmov 
1epolaµf]avw aA.A-OJ 'q' tupi mkijq 
132 p Oxy 3994 Transl HG loanmdou amia(ov 8azCYoiJv T17V a&Jrp17v ,cai si-rri: av-rfj, iav 
n vc{g XP170'1] iv0a&, rpalflO'[l] µoi 
1
" P Oxy 1070 Transl A. Hunt -ro µiv ovv ypet<pEl v CYOl tupi T@V 1epayµa-rwv iJµ65v ry Kai 
T@V lpywv (5,up ICC(l rp0avw 1COA.A.a1Clq O'Ol ypalfl<X~ &a £1n<J'WA@V trOA.A@V .. 1COA.A.Ct1Clq 
tµov ypetlfl<XVTDq vµdv ovot OA.<»q typ<Zlfl<XTE ovoi tµ vryaOT]Tt µov tupi Tf/q lXO'tpaA.Efaq -rffq 
oi1eiaq ryµiiJv, mq ICC(L JWA.A.CtKlq t5ia ypaµµa-rwv ,cai Etn<J'WA.O)V iv&nJ.aµ17v 
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sister D1ogen1s, "You know from close experience my good-w11l even though I do not write 

to you, but you have never thought proper to send me greetmgs 111 a letter 
18

•i 

T he lack of a reliable postal service may be responsible for some of these reproaches 

A large number of letters allude to the fact that they were bemg sent through acquaintances 

who were passmg by the area where the mtended rec1p1enr lived, 1t was often necessary to 

watt until a messenger of chis krnd became available 
185 

This 1s corroborated by the fact chat 

most addresses contam only the name of sender and rec1p1ent, the messenger probably knew 

where to deliver the missive On occasion a more detailed address was provided 
186 

A 

trustworthy couner was also essential 187 Letters sometimes allude to the d1fficult1es of 

deltvenng mail Flavms Herculanus wrote t0 Aplonanon, "I reJoiced greatly at receivmg your 

letter, wh1Ch was given to me by the cutler, I have not, however, received the one which you 

say you sent me by Plato the dancer's son" 
188 

However, the fact that some rec1p1ents 

apparently hesitated co reply makes us wonder 1f there were not some other difficulttes 

mvolved Naturally, there 1s the explanation that the recipient may not have had time to pen 

a reply If a rec1p1ent could not read or wnre, he or she would need recourse to a literate 

acquamtance or a professional scnbe, such a resource might not have been convement, or 

perhaps the letter-wmer was reluctant to make such a request. The general feelmg, however, 

1s chat exchanges of letters was a common practice 

The only archive of Roman letters comparable to the papyn of Egypt comes from the 

other side of the empire· a fort m Roman Bntam by the name of Vmdolanda 
189 

In recent 

years hundreds of fragments of documents, wntten on wooden tablets
190 

have been 

18
~ POxy 1216 Transl A. Hunt crv o'ioar; µov 'CT]V ,rpoa ipecrtv KIXV µ,j Cf'Ol ypet{/JQJ, crv oai 

OVK 17~£ax;ar; µat acrmcracr0£ oi 'tmmwJ.Jfr; 
185 p Oxy 1070, 1291, 2151, 2680 
186 P Oxy l 678 
187 P Oxy 3991 , 2680 
188 p Oxy 1676 Transl B Grenfell and A. H unt. izap17v µ£ya?..mr; KOµLcretµ£v6r; crov 
tmmo-t11v. o6vmr; µoi av-r11v wfJ µazaipii -fjv oi rpa{{Jetr; o[l]a llJ.a-rwvor; wfJ wfJ 
6pzTJmofJ 1C£1Wµ({Jivai µoi ovK iKoµicraµ TJv 
189 A general mtroduct1on to the wnttng-tablers of Vmdolanda 1s Bowman (1994a), a more scholarly 
work with a focus on archeology and paleography 1s Bowman (1994b) 
190 In addmon co the type of wooden wrmng-tablet which 1s "hollowed out m the centre and filled 
with wax", the Vindolanda tablets also mclude chm leaves which were wrmen on m mk, "clearly the 
counterpart of papyrus m those areas of che empire where papyrus will have been difficult and 
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unearthed from the mud which preserved them 111 an airless environment The chm wooden 

tablets are s11rnlar to papyrus 111 Egypt 111 that they were a convenient and affordable wrn111g 

matenal 191 The letters from V111dolanda show that even where a wntten tradmon did not 

previously exist (unlike the Greek Easr) communication through letters was effic1enc and 

expected 192 ~ m the case of the papyri at Oxyrhynchus, most of the Vmdolanda texts had 

been destmed for the rubbish heap 111 annqwty, the rescue of these admm1strattve 

documents and pnvace letters has allowed h1stonans to learn first-hand of the mterests and 

concerns of the mhab1tants of the fort Most of the tablets date from the late first century 

and early second century AD The maJonty of the pnvate letters are connected to the prefect 

of the Nmth Cohort of Batav1ans, Flavms Cenal1s, while the rest of the letters are associated 

with vanous officers Of pamcular mterest to this study are the few letters of the wife of 

Cenal1s, Sulp1c1a Lep1dma The h1stonan Tacitus had wntten about the fact that wives 

mcreasmgly accompanied thelf husbands on mtl1tary service m the provmces,.
93 

a fact 

demonstrated by Lep1dma, who corresponded with Claudia Severa, the wife of an officer by 

the name of Ael1us Brocchus stattoned near Vmdolanda, and another woman probably 

named Paterna All of chem appear to be of the equescnan order 
194 

O nly four letters have survived 111 pamal form, but they are 111d1cat1ve nonetheless of 

certam aspeccs of life for these women who, far from Rome and its comforts and d1vers1ons, 

managed to construct a small social network. One letter from Severa to Lep1dma 1s a fnendly 

111v1tat1on to Severa's btrthday party 19
j Severa took the trouble to wnce a long personal 

greettng m the closure "I shall expect you, sister Farewell, sister, my dearest soul, as I hope 

to prosper, and hat!" 196 In another letter, Severa wrote that her husband Ael1us Brocchus had 

expensive to obtain" Bowman (1994a), 15 The wood used was normally grown m the area 

Bowman (1994a), 16 
191 Bowman (1994a) , 84 
192 Bowman (1994a), 83 
193 Tac Ann 3 33 
194 Bowman (1994a) , 57 
19

) Bowman (1 9946), no 291 
196 Transl Bowman Sperabo te soror I vale soror amma I mea zta valeam I kansszma et haue 
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readily assented co her request co v1s1c Lep1d111a 
197 

Ocher references co letters make IC clear 

chat the rwo women corresponded and attempted co see each ocher frequently Once agam 

Severa mcluded warm, but differently worded, wishes m her personal closure "Farewell my 

sister, my dearest and most longed-for soul" 
198 

A tl11rd letter from Severa was also found,
199 

of which only the address and Severa's closmg greecmgs survive Lep1dma also received a 

letter from another female correspondent, Paterna, who promised co v1s1t and bring 

med1cmes for fever and another undisclosed ailment 
20° Cenal1s himself received ac least one 

letter from a woman, perhaps named Valatta, who asked for his help m some unknown 

matter through the mtercess1on of Lep1dma 
201 

Letters from one officer co another often 

mdude m their closures warm greetmgs co or from women m the household 
202 

By means of 

letters a social fabnc was constructed by these women, created not only of mutual fnendsh1p 

but of mutual assistance These letters are valuable testimony of how obviously literate 

women used wrmng m their daily lives on the fronoer, and undoubtedly m other pares of 

the empue other m1l1tary wives followed this example 
203 

The evidence f-rom both Roman Egypt and Vmdolanda reveals that a number of 

women m the first three centunes AD depended on the med.mm of letter-wntmg to 

communicate with family and friends The awareness of the advantage of wnong and the 

actual ability co wnte are of course not the same thmg,
2

o-t but 1t 1s clear that women who did 

wnte, such as Claudia Severa, were acquamted with the established epistolary conventions, 

and, moreover, felt free to elaborate on them, as Severa did m her closures such habits could 

197 Bowman (l 9946), no 292 lnteresttngly, a different scnbal hand was employed to wme each 
letter As m Roman Egypt, che habit of using an amanuensis 1s also strong at Vmdolanda Bowman 

(1994a), 88 
198 [val}e m soror kanmmaet amma ma desuieratz.sSlma Transl Bowman "Most stnkmg of all 1s the 
elaborate and elegant expression of Claudia Severa to Lep1d111a Severa appears to be fond of 
fulsome closures of rh1s kmd" Bowman (1994a), 93 
199 Bowman (19946), no 293 
200 Bowman (19946), no 294 
201 Bowman (19946), no 257 
202 Bowman (19946), nos 244,247,274,310,353 
203 Bowman (1994a), 83 
204 Cole (1981), 235 
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only be developed through pract1ce,
205 

and letter-wntrng was undoubtedly a more widespread 

phenomenon than was thought before the discovery of the Vmdolanda tablets Nonetheless, 

although 1t 1s probable that women of the upper levels of society might readily have wrmen 

their own letters, the women from a lower economic and social rank were not cut off from 

usmg wntten commun1cat1on It 1s clear from the content of the letters that women received 

that, as guardians of the hearth, they were expected co cake care of busmess at home while 

the!f male counterpans traveled The letters which women sent reflected their role as the 

lmchpm of the farmly's social network 

Conclusion 

A letter from Plmy the Younger to an acquamtance tells a story about the legacy-

hunter Regulus 

The noble lady Aurelia had dressed m her best for the ceremony of s1gnmg her will 
When Regulus amved co witness her signature, he asked her to leave these clothes to 
him Aurelia thought he was Jokmg, bur he pressed the pomt 111 all senousness, and 
to cut a long story shon, he forced her to open her will and leave him what she was 
wearmg, he watched her wntmg and looked to see 1f she had done so 206 

Plmy's mc1dental reference to Aurelia's s1gnmg of the will 1s a rare ms1ght mto the use of 

literacy by women m a non-literary context The extant evidence only seldom allows the 

modern h1stonan, m the manner of Regulus, to look over the shoulder of a woman m the act 

of mdependently wntmg a document of legal or economic 1mponance, though we know 

from many ancient sources that women could possess great wealth and mfluence T he 

empire depended on the diffusion of wntmg, and as mhab1tants of the empire women, 

literate or nor, had to be mvolved with wrmen records of admmistrat1ve, legal and busmess 

transactions A view of letter-wntmg which is far different from the romantic and fnvolous 

letters descnbed by O vid is also v1S1ble m the documentary papyn Letters served a real social 

function m the pnvate sphere of the family, not only to send greetings to relatives and 

20
~ Bowman (1994a), 84, 88, 97 

206 
Pim Ep 2 20 Transl B Radice Aurelia ornata femma szgnatura testamentum sumpserat 

pul.chemmas tumcas Regulus cum vemsset ad szgnandum, "Rogo" znquzt "has mtht Leges" Aurelia Ludere 
homznem putabat, zlie serzo znstabat, ne multa, coegtt mulzerem apenre tabulas ac stbt tumcas quas erat 
znduta Legare, obseruautt scnbentem, mspextt an scnpstJSet On Regulus's actions as well as the act1v1cy 
of w11l-s1gn111g, see Sherw111-Wh1te (I 966), 202-5 
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mv1tat1ons to weddings and birthday parnes, but abo to advise on financial matters related to 

the family property and to exchange goods such as cloches and food These sorts ot mundane 

acnvmes are rarely glimpsed m the literary sources T he documentary papyn present a 

unique opportunity to witness the strong expectation that women pa;:t1c1pate 111 the 

composmon and cuculanon of wntten documents Boch the city of Oxyrhynchus in Egypt 

and the fort of Vmdolanda 111 Bma111 were remote geographIC locat1ons rn a huge empire, 

and only random chance has preserved these documents for posterny The mhab1tants 111 

each area, far from Rome, were mfluenced by unique circumstances At Oxyrhynchus, 

women of Egypt1an and Greek ong111 eventually rook on the mantle of Roman c1t1zensh1p 

and laid claim to Roman legal nghts, such as the tus mum ltberorum, or simply found 

themselves havmg to manage thelf legal and business affairs w1thm the parameters of Roman 

law The gymnasia! class among the metropolues was itself a Roman soC1al mnovat1on 
207 

Nevertheless a strong trad1t1on of wntten records had been set m place by the earlier rulers of 

Egypt At Vmdolanda, the officer's wives wntmg letters doubtless were raised and educated 

m some other part of the emptre, yet they were able to ttke advantage of the commun1cat1on 

systems established by the Roman military to exchange correspondence However, the fact 

that neither place was parttcularly noteworthy m ant1qwty may mean that the probability 1s 

very high that the wntmg and read.mg pracuces disclosed m the papyn may have been typical 

m other parts of the Roman world The documentary texts allow us to see m a special way 

the manner m which women used the medium of literacy m vanous ways m their daily lives 

As a large number of men as well as women were presumably illiterate m Roman 

Egypt, a scnbal system had been established to help them use wntten documents 

Compromises were made m legal documents so that a v,coyparpev~ could represent the 

signatory Thus illiteracy did not matter legally, although the illiterate person ran the nsk of 

exploitauon It 1s difficult to chart change over time, the maJonty of the evidence for women 

s1gn111g m their own hand m the collected Oxyrhynchus papyn comes from the thlfd 

century, especially the first half However, at all ttmes m the first three centunes AD women 

who are said to be illiterate are more numerous than the literate women This may reflect the 

fact that more women were engaged m legal and busmess affairs m the thud century, but as 

207 Bowman (1996), 696 
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the data sample 1s noc random, we must consider the face chat 1c may be chat more papyn 

from the third century have been uncovered so far 

Did illiteracy matter socially~ Although 111 a soC1ety such as that of Greco-Roman 

Egypt an 1ll1cerate person "was able to function 1n a broad vanety of occupations, to be 

recognized as a respectable member of his class, to attam financial success, co hold public 

office, to associate on equal terms with his literate neighbours" ,
208 

1t 1s difficult to really know 

how 11l1teracy was viewed from a social, and not practical, po111t of view, and that pomt of 

view depends on one's posmon 111 soe1ety It has been observed that "Greek became the 

pnmaty language of Egypt for adm1111strat1ve and official purposes and spread among the 

upper levels of the population, for knowledge of Greek was one of the keys co social and 

economic benerment" 209 A "slow wnter" considered himself or herself educationally superior 

to an uliterate person But a "slow writer's" abilmes were nowhere near the level of literacy of 

the people who used to own the Greek literary texts which appear so abundantly 111 

Oxyrhynchus Culture and educaaon were important to certam c1t1zens, all the more so 111 

the shadow of Alexandna, the 111telleccual capital of the world at that nme Metropolites 

were proud co display their Hellenist tradmons, literacy implied leisure, cult1vanon, and 

wealth The literate women encountered m this chapter shared m this lifestyle But even 

with111 this society, m which women could be granted the tus bberornm, managed large 

propemes, and pamc1pated m written correspondence, there were sull barriers m place 

which prevented more women from becommg literate It 1s not surpnsmg that ypaµµa-ra 

bcunaµtvac; rated this achievement highly 

208 Yout1e (1975a), 201 
209 Cnb10re (1996), 3 
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Modern scholarship on literacy 111 anc1qu1ry has emphasized that expertise 111 readmg 

and wrmng was the possession of only a mmoncy of the population of the Roman world It 

1s 1mposs1ble to calculate any quanmanve measurement of how many women might have 

been literate, or the levels of lueracy they might have reached, given that the extant data does 

not lend itself to scanmcal analysis Even the esttmated number of literate women, however, 

tends to be low, although the ancient evidence clearly shows chat a modest number of 

women knew how to read and wnce, somet1mes with great proficiency However, this 

mformat1on has rarely been considered 111 light of the proJected high rate of tlliteracy 111 

Roman society Questions are accord111gly prompted about why these few women were 

literate and what role literacy played m their lives The obJect of this thesis has been to 

examme representative images of women who were associated with different forms and levels 

of literacy, as they appear m the extant literary, documentary, and visual ancient sources for 

Roman history It also explores what access women had to readmg and wncmg act1v1t1es, and 

how they applied the skills of literacy 111 domestic, soCial, cultural, and legal contexts, and the 

arutudes implied towards literate women m Roman society 

Literacy itself 1s a problemancal term aod a flexible concept, for literacy can take 

many forms dependmg on the needs of the pracm1oner In some ctrcumstances all that was 

requICed was a signature on a document, and a person who could complete this task was 

literate 111 the narrowest sense of the word,
1 

however, except m the case of "slow wnters" 1t 1s 

1mposs1ble to determme how much more wntmg the signatory could accomplish, not to 

mention read111g Possibly the women m Roman Egypt who wished to be known as 

"know111g letters" wanted to stress chat they were capable of more wntmg 1f required, 

presumably because chis calent was unusual and perhaps enviable At the opposite extreme of 

signature literacy 1s literary compos1t1on, reqwnng a good knowledge of grammar, wntmg 

tech01ques, and vocabulary For the elite, basic read111g and wnt111g abilmes were not usually 

1 Youne (1971b), 260 
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quesnoned Among women 111 the anc1enc world there may have been a range of levels of 

literacy between these two pomts which the sources do not reflect 

Most of the surv1v111g literary evidence relates above all to the s1tuanon of women 111 

the city of Rome, but select evidence from other parts of the Empire, such as the 

documentary archives from Roman Egypt and Br1ta111, assists m creating a pteture of women 

and literacy 111 other areas of the Roman world The penod under d1scuss1on ranged from 

the second century BC to the early third century AD No category of evidence (literary, 

amsc1c, or documentary) has provided a consistent scream of mformat10n for every century, 

so change over ume 1s often hard to discern, and renders many conclus10ns tentative Most 

of the surv1V1ng evidence, moreover, centers on the lives of the elite However, 1c would be a 

mistake to assume that only this social group enJoyed the advantages of literacy Certainly a 

high level of literacy might be expected from privileged famtl1es whose members (1f they 

were male) would typically have careers m politics, law, or the md1cary, and with the wealth 

to finance the educauon of their children, engage m busmess, and devote leisure nme to 

literary act1v1t1es However, other free-born and freed people could profit from literacy and 

numeracy m their busmesses and professions, not to mention cultural act1vmes, and many of 

the dunes of slaves reqwred literacy Unfortunately, the opmion that these groups took of 

the advantages of literacy is seldom v1S1ble m the ancient literary sources 

Ancient authors present confl1ct1ng convenuonal images of the literate woman, 

revealmg both admiration and susp1C1on A literate woman could be a defimte asset to her 

family a daughter who was educated reflected the mtellectual refinement of her parents, a 

wife who shared m her husband's literary mterescs showed his cultural mfluence on her life, 

and a mother who ensured that her children were well-educated was performmg a valuable 

duty not JUSt for her farmly but for the future of Rome Due co the smct patnarchal d1V1s1on 

of gender roles, an elite woman would not be expected to engage m the same public career as 

a man, but m the pnvate sphere her literary mterests and practical uses of literacy were 

respected and approved of when women performed them m the service of the family, 

complementmg male act1vmes and followmg the trad1t1onal Jomemc and soCial roles of a 

woman at different stages of her life 

In contrast, love poet;ry sometimes presents an image of the l1terate woman who 

exemsed her ability to read and wrne for purposes outside the traditional standards of female 
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behaviour The love poets wrote chat they del ighted in the company of women who, m 

addmon to ownmg the advantages of great beauty and sexual freedom, were well-read and 

had an mcellectual underscandmg of chelf poetry, sometimes wrote verse themselves, and 

en Joyed the game of wncmg bdlets-doux co their lovers, even deceivmg their husbands to do 

so Such porcra1ts may have mirrored the relanve emanc1pat10n of some real-life Roman 

women who rebelled agamst the social norms of the day The doctae puellae of the love poets 

may also have represented more "mundane" educated Roman women who, w1thm the 

traditional boundanes prescn bed for female behaviour, enJoyed readmg and even wrmng 

about erotic love However, 1t 1s the free-spmted, literate demi-mondaines at Rome who are 

mocked m other genres such as satire and legal speeches, and although one must account for 

the exaggerations of authors who may have Jeered at chis sore of conduct among women for 

v1c1ous comic effect, some truthfulness m the descnpt10n must be present Another obJeCt of 

censure was the literate woman who attempted to show mtellectual su.penonty to men Male 

authors were dismayed by these slights co the dzgnztas of men and expressed anxiety about 

women who ventured beyond cheu posmon m society and med co be "like men" 

A recent book has suggested that part of the conscrucnon of social identity for 

Roman men of the elite was based upon educatton (doctnna, tmi&ia) this "cultural 

capital", secured by the "ume, money, and effort" mvolved m acqumng and honmg 

eloquence m oratory, for example, would "pay off' later m life with success m public life, 

both m provmg one's nghtful place among one's peers and m garnenng the respect of 

others 2 In youth "school exercises were not what separated the men from the boys, but what 

made boys mto men" 3 Like them, the literate women that we know of through the ancient 

authors (admirers and detractors alike) did not simply possess the ability to read and wnte, 

but were usually well-educated not only m Laun literature but also m Greek literature, for 

such women, the ability co read and wme was not m itself a surpnsmg or remarkable skill 

T his high level of literacy reveals the cultural norm of the elite For elite women, the central 

penod of Roman history was a penod of relanve cultural enlightenment, m that education 

for women was available though not deemed essenual In many ways, their doctrma 

resembled that of men It appears that some girls (1f their families wished 1t) received the 

2 Gleason (1995), xxi 
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same basic education as boys, though they would not receive the rhetoncal crammg that 

would prepare boys for an oratoncal career A few women are known to have been present at 

literary gathenngs (not only chose of the audac10us love poets such as Catullus buc also the 

salons of "respectable" authors such as Plrny), though perhaps more as members of the 

aud1ence than as public participants Men and women do not appear co have read different 

literary canons, and most of the ltteracure was male-authored, though there 1s some evidence 

that women composed literary works along the same genres as men and wh1Ch were read by 

both sexes It is evident that some women pnzed theu mcellectual accomplishments and 

enJoyed d1splaymg them m the same arena as men, and this may have been the cause of the 

discomfiture for the male satmsts, as these women were pamcipatmg 111 the doctrma which 

cradmonally assisted m shap111g male 1dent1ty The women's pomt of view of this state of 

affairs, however, 1s sadly lack.mg To Judge from the few fragments of love and religious 

poetry and the titles of other works whteh have survived, 1t appears that women enJoyed 

express111g themselves through the wntten word 

Visual imagery also fashions 1denmy, and a large number of men and a handful of 

women are associated with the iconography of literacy m Roman art Surv1vmg decorative 

wall paintmgs from Pompeian houses show portraits of men and women with the 

paraphernalia of literacy, supportmg the view that the prestige of literary activity was not 

reserved only for men, but could be reflected by the female members of the household In 

the second and thud centunes AD a number of funerary monuments also appeared showmg 

women holdmg book-rolls and wntmg tablets, proud and unmistakable symbols of culture 

and education Artistic conventions tended to depict men and women with wnt111g 

eqmpment m subtly dtst111ct ways on sarcophagi girls were more often portrayed with 

female teachers than male; on sarcophagi for couples women were generally portrayed as a 

subordmate, recept1ve audience for male mtellectuals 111 their poses, gestures, and attributes 

This may be due to the fact that the "symbols" of literacy - book-rolls and wm111g-tablets -

do not by themselves have gender connotations, but they are symbols of culture, educat10n 

and power, which 1s trad1t1onally the male sphere of mfluence The fact that men and 

3 Gleason (1995), xxu 
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women commissioned artwork and monuments celebrating women's pamc1panon m culture, 

however, shows an awareness that these women's achievements were recog111zed and valued 

While the literary and arr historical evidence has shown that literary culture enJoyed 

a certam cachet among the privileged groups of society, the documentary evidence from 

Egypt and Bntam conmbutes 111formar1011 about the funct10nal applications of literacy by 

women 111 the Roman world References to "pracncal" uses of literacy, such as for household 

managemem, letter-wmmg, or legal endorsements are found only 111c1dentally 111 high 

literature Legal documents requued signatures and subscnpt1ons, and though the papyrus 

evidence from Roman Egypt shows that a large number of women were illiterate 111 Greek 

and were thus unable to wnte even their own name, a handful of women, presumably from 

affluent and socially promment families, easily endorsed documents 111 Greek. Moreover, 

some of them appear to have been conscious of the social prestige and power of literacy as 

they specifically designated themselves as "literate", even though from a legal pomt of view 

1ll1teracy earned no stigma The evidence from pnvate letters from Egypt and Bmam shows 

that women from different social levels cook advantage of wntten correspondence co 

commu111cate with distant fnends and relatives, whether they dictated letters to a scnbe or 

wrote out greet111gs 10 their own hand The subJect matter of the letters 111d1cates that the 

social and economic concerns of the family were a regular respons1b1hty for many women 

and wntten correspondence facilitated the management of these affam The evidence of this 

correspondence from two extreme ends of the Roman world has sigmficant 1mphcat1ons for 

other regions 1t 1s possible that more Roman women rout111ely made use of literacy m daily 

life matters than was previously thought, though msuffic1ent documentary evidence has not 

survived or yet been unearthed 

Literacy 111 ancient Rome had a potential socially level111g effect on men and women 

111 several ways The reqwred manual skills of wnt111g and readmg could be mastered with 

ease if the opportumty for schoolmg and practice were available Girls could be educated m 

the same manner as boys and enJOY the same literary culture to an extent The visual 

symbolism as well as the functional applicauons of literacy, such as s1gn111g documents and 

wnt111g letters, worked 111 the same way for both sexes A woman could share 111 the prestige 

that literacy afforded, for to be seen as literate confirmed that she was powerful and d1st111ct 

from the enormous percentage of women (and men) who were not literate 
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But although the company of literate women was enJoyable to men 111 the private 

sphere, mtelleccuaJ women were 111 generaJ less admired 111 the public sphere Women, for 

example, were barred by law from acnng as advocates m the law courts, for it was thought 

that the modesty of a proper Roman macron would thus be compromised 
4 

Three women are 

famous for havmg disregarded this proh1b1t1on 
I 

In 77 BC Maes1a Senna defended her own 

case skillfully, bur earned a nickname for her masculine behaviour "she pursued every aspect 

of her defense diligently and boldly and was acqwtted, aJmost unanimously, m a smgle 

hearmg Because she bore a man's spmt under the appearance of a woman, they caJled her 

Androgyne" 6 In 42 BC Hortensia faced the cnumvirs to protest a heavy tax exacted from 

wealthy women after the c1V1l wars, she "pleaded the case before the mumvirs, both firmly 

and successfully For by brmgmg back her father's eloquence, she brought about the 

remission of the greater pan of the tax Quintus Hortens1us lived agam m the female lme 

and breathed through his daughter's words" 
7 

Although on both these occasions the men 

were persuaded by the eloquence of the women, they recognized their achievement as an 

assumption of the public male role Much more obJecuonable was Gaia Aframa, "a woman 

disposed to bnng su!CS, [who] always represented herself before the praetor not because she 

had no advocates, but because her impudence was abundant She became the best-known 

example of female l1t1g1ousness As a result, to charge a woman with low morals, 1t 1s enough 

to caJl her 'Ga1a Aframa"' 8 These women demonstrated that 1t was possible for women to 

mvade a trad1t1onally male temtory, the law courts, but these cases were anomalies In the 

cases of Maes1a Senua and Hortensia, such behaviour was barely acceptable because these 

were one-ume occurrences, m contrast Gaia Aframa pursued this act1v1ty regularly, and was 

rebuked In polmcs, anecdotes about the lives of the emperors md.icate that thelf wives and 

mothers enJoyed part1c1patmg m the rule of the empire Julia Domna, the mother of 

◄ Ulp Dzg 50 17 2 See also Gardner (1985), 262-3, Williams (1996), 126 
5 On these three female advocates, see also Simon (1990), 79-81 For a satmst' s view of women 
advocates, seeJuv 6 242-5, 2 51-2 
6 Val Max 8 3 Transl M Fant See also Lefkowitz (1992), 151 n 31 
7 Val Max 8 3 Transl M Fant Qumuhan admired this speech and reported that many people 
read 1t, and not only because its author was female (Inst l 1 6), thus 1mplymg chat It was as good as 
a man's A purported copy of tht speech 1s preserved by Appian (B Cw 4-32-4) 
3 Val Max 8 3 Transl M Fant 



134 

Caracalla, was said to have given her son good political advice and herself looked after the 

1mpenal peut1ons and correspondence Ill both Latm and Greek, Ill add1t1on to part1c1patmg 

Ill a philosoph1cal circle with prommenc scholars 9 However, after Caracalla's death she was 

suspected of consprnng to rule the empire by herself 
10 

L1v1a, the widow of Augustus and 

mother of T1benus, 1s also said to have offered solid advice to her son, which he needed but 

did not like to publicly acknowledge, and "often warned L1v1a to remember that she was a 

woman and must nor 111terfere 111 affairs of state" 11 Inscnpt10nal evidence from other parts of 

the Roman world md1cates that women could play powerful roles m the public life 111 smaller 

centres 111 the areas of re!tg,on, c1v1c euergensm, and busmess, as attested to 111 various 

mscnpttons set up to honour the public benefacttons of Roman wcmen 
12 

It has been found 

that these wealthy and c1v1c-m111ded women were commemorated, not pnnc1pally for their 

domestic virtues as 1s usually seen on pnvate funerary monuments, but for the qualmes of 

public generosity for which men are also honoured, such as "mumficentta, liberalitas, 

beneficta, and mertta" 13 These women openly publicized their conmbuuons to the 

community Although no women were allowed to run for public office, demon graffiti 

(programmata) from all over Pompeu show that both women and men advertised their 

support for vanous polmcal figures 
14 

Wealth, community service, and farmly status could 

allow a woman to become capable and powerful 111 ways similar to men The underly111g 

susp1c1on of the ancient authors that women were exceedmg the cradmonal roles of mothers 

and wives - respected, but subordmate - were Justified m some respects, and may shed light 

on the negauve imagery somettmes associated with women's literacy 
15 

Although literacy was 

9 Cass D10 79 18 For Julia Domna's philosophical circle, see Bowerstock (1969), 101-9 
1° Cass D10 79 23 
11 Suet Tib 50 2-3 Transl R. Graves sed et frequenter admonuit, matorzbus nee femmat 
convementtbus negottzs absttneret 
12 Will (I 979), 36 See MacMullen (1980), Forbis (I 990), Boatwnght (I 991) 

"Forbis (I 990), 493-507 
1
~ For the Pompeian programmata and literacy, see Hams (I 981), Franklm (1991), and women, \X/ill 

(1979), Bernstem (1988) 
15 "Dommant groups withm soc1et1es tend to develop their own sets of images and beliefs These 
images, or social constructs, are always derived from relat1onsh1ps between those who hold power 

withm a clearly-defined area of sociery and tl1ose who do not They help to descnbe and 1ust1fy 

power relat1onsh1ps" Fischler (1994), I I 6 
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not widely dispersed among all female 111hab1tancs of the Roman world, the few women who 

were educated m readmg and wnc111g possessed an advantage which added to the qua11cy of 

their lives lnvest1gatmg women's literacy opens new dimensions for understandmg the lives 

of women 111 Roman society 
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