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Were There Sexual Taboos in Antiquity? 

Societies, wherever and whenever they existed or exist, tend to create over time their own 

unwritten rules in relation to sexual activity. Very generally speaking, sexual intercourse 

between males and females who are linked in some form of recognised (by state and/or by 

religion) union is regarded as the norm, if not as the most desired scenario. In the modern 

western world in recent decades, many of us tend to think of ourselves - again speaking very 

generally - as sexually permissive and liberated. When it comes to taboos regarding sexual 

activity (by which I mean social and cultural restrictions, morally enforced and sometimes 

reinforced by law), these are relatively few; the most obvious perhaps is the taboo relating to 

incest, although more prominent in recent years have been the taboos relating to paedophilia 

and, especially very recently, relating to sexual harassment and abuse. In the latter regard there 

has been much media attention, as we are all very well aware, and it is not uncommon in such 

fora for mention to be made of the alleged situation in the Greek and Roman worlds.  
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A very frequent and long-standing generalisation is that ancient Greeks and Romans were more 

open about sexual activity and had fewer hang-ups than we (despite our relative permissiveness, 

as already noted) exhibit today. Such sweeping statements about the past tend to disguise much 

more complex attitudes and practices which varied vastly over class, time and space; plus, there 

is of course the fact that literary and iconographic depictions of sexual activity are not 

necessarily direct reflections of social reality. These are all vast questions into which I do not 

intend to delve deeply here. One particular aspect of sexual activity in antiquity, however, that 

tends to be overlooked in this context - or indeed in any context, it seems to me - is the question 

of taboos relating to sexual health. In the twenty-first century the mantra of safe sex has become, 

quite rightly, highly pervasive; the supposed sexual freedom of the 1960s became supplanted 

by near paranoia in the age of HIV, and today unprotected sex is generally regarded as 

unacceptable or at the very least ill-advised in most situations. This reflection has led me to 

ponder whether, in antiquity, people worried about their sexual health, and indeed whether 

taboos arose relating to sexual activity in general (the taboo relating to incest has, of course, 

been much discussed in relation to Graeco-Roman Egypt, but there is also much to be garnered 

from Artemidorus’ discussion of types of sex dreams where sexual activity is classified – 

without discussion - as (i) in accordance with physis, nomos, and ethos, (ii) contrary to nomos, 

or (iii) contrary to physis).1  

1 Oneirocritica 1.78-80. 
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To put my topic most succinctly: did Greeks and Romans worry about safe sex? Anyone 

familiar with Latin love elegy will know that it was something of a topos for the male lover to 

feel pale and wan, particularly when his beloved was being less than co-operative. More 

seriously, perhaps, ancient philosophers and indeed ancient medical writers worried about the 

effects of excess on the soul as well as on one’s physical well-being, and excessive sexual 

activity could certainly fall under this heading. Conversely, medical writers asserted too that 

abstinence or an insufficiency of sexual activity could also lead to ill health: the important thing 

was to get the right balance. But the concern here was not with sexually transmitted diseases 

(to use the more modern term) but with moral well-being. In other words, this has nothing to 

do with safe sex as we now understand it, nor were the ancient concerns in this regard with 

taboos so much as with ideals and character. To take a more down-to-earth example, Cato the 

Elder chided the young man for going to the brothel too often, not for visiting the establishment 

in the first place:2 

Cato, when he saw a young man coming out of a brothel, praised him and said ‘A blessing 

on your fresh courage, lad’… Later, when he saw him leaving the same brothel quite 

regularly, Cato is said to have said: ‘Young man, I praised you for visiting this place, 

not for taking up residence here.’  

                                                 
2 Horace, Satires 1.2.31-32 with schol. Pseudoacronis ad loc. cit.: “Cato, cum vidisset ex lupanari adulescentem 
exeuntem, laudavit eum et ait ‘macte nova virtute, puer’ … postea cum frequentius eum exeuntem de eodem 
lupanari vidisset, dixisse fertur: ‘adulescens, ego te laudavi, tamquam huc intervenires, non tamquam hic 
habitares.’” 
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This anecdote is an oft-cited one in relation to traditional ideas of Roman morality as well as 

to our increasing interest in and understanding of the practice of Roman prostitution, but it also 

raises another interesting point, it seems to me: in many societies sexually transmitted 

infections are particularly rife and problematic around the sex industry, and yet Cato and 

Horace seem not to have been concerned in this regard. Nor are they the only ones: in all the 

excellent and illuminating scholarship on Roman prostitution in recent years, the question of 

sexual health (in a non-moral sense) has hardly been raised.3 In this context, one perhaps thinks 

too of the military; in the twentieth century, long before the HIV scare, the dangers of venereal 

disease being contracted and spread by soldiers were very well known and widely publicised - 

the problems in terms of manpower for armies have long been appreciated by generals and 

politicians, themselves not immune. In the Roman military state, with its vast armies, were 

there similar concerns and taboos relating to illicit sexual activity (and one remembers that 

Roman soldiers in much of the period could not marry, but that certainly did not mean that they 

were celibate)? Again, there has been, in recent years, important and ground-breaking work on 

the realities of military life, but the question of the sexual health of soldiers has, as far as I am 

aware, only been raised by Phang, noting the lack of ancient evidence relating to it.4 Indeed, 

the only literary testimony I have come across thus far which might be relevant is a passage in 

Livy, where he mentions Scipio’s concern in 134 BCE about his soldiers’ unlicensed passions; 

it is unfortunate that we only have the epitome of this passage:5 

Scipio Africanus Numantiam obsedit et corruptum licentia luxuriaque exercitum ad 

seuerissimam militiae disciplinam reuocavit. omnia deliciarum instrumenta recidit; 

duo milia scortorum a castris eiecit... 

Scipio Africanus besieged Numantia and recalled his army to the most stringent 

military discipline, after it had been corrupted by being allowed to indulge itself. 
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Scipio cut off all apparatus of pleasure; he cast out of camp two thousand 

prostitutes…  

But again this probably has more to do with concerns of moral rectitude and discipline than 

about sexual health per se.  

So are we to conclude that, the incest taboo aside, there were no taboos relating to sexual health, 

at least in ancient Rome? Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, however, and we 

need to ponder a bit more deeply. It is becoming increasingly clear to me, based on the 

testimony of less-traditional bodies of evidence, that sexually transmitted diseases were 

detected and that there were concerns about the existence of sexually transmitted infections, 

even if taboos against sexual activity that might lead to infection were not explicitly expressed, 

as we shall see. By less traditional forms of evidence I mean, firstly, skeletons, and secondly, 

graffiti. Since my focus here is on taboos, this is not the place for a discussion of skeletal 

remains, except to make the point that there is some evidence to suggest that venereal syphilis 

might have existed in Europe before the time of Columbus. Furthermore, DNA analysis points 

to the fact that strains of gonorrhoea have existed in the human population for well over a 

millennium. One can also draw upon ancient medical texts to support the assertion that 

chlamydia and herpes were common ailments in antiquity, even if their sexual cause was not 

appreciated and even if what the ancient medical writers label gonorrhoea is not what we call 

gonorrhoea today.  

3 The only exception I am aware of is the very brief discussion by B.E. Stumpp, Prostitution in der römischen 
Antike (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2001), section 1.6: ‘Medizinische Aspekte der Prostitution.’ 
4 S.E. Phang, The Marriage of Roman Soldiers (13 B.C.-A.D. 235): Law and Family in the Imperial Army (Leiden: 
Brill, 2001), ch. 8. 
5 Periochae 57. 
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To return to the question of bones, skeletons can tell, and increasingly are telling us, more and 

more about their sexual history and health, but they cannot tell us about attitudes towards, or 

taboos surrounding sexual activity. As has already been said, ancient philosophers and other 

moralisers may express views about sexual dos and don’ts but to glimpse more widespread and 

down-to-earth attitudes, antiquity has provided us with much less to go on. Graffiti are highly 

illuminating, it seems to me, but before we start looking at some examples of such scrawls, it 

is worth asking what other types of evidence we might look for in this regard. 

Popular attitudes, we are increasingly realising, may be gleaned from a wide range of evidence 

that has, in the past, been neglected. For example, we have long had the horoscope-like texts 

grouped under the name Sortes Astrampsychi, and yet most people have never heard of this 

text.6 Like Artemidorus’ Oneirocritica, I would argue, the Sortes texts reveal perceived wishes 

and concerns of ‘ordinary’ people. Here we have a range of questions that people might ask an 

astrologer such as ‘Will I get the woman I want?’ or ‘Will I live a long life?’ A shake of the 

dice or drawing a number by lot selects the right answer from a list.7 What interests me in this 

context is that questions of health, sexual or otherwise, are almost never raised. On the other 

hand, healing sites where anatomical votives are left do suggest that health issues were of prime 

concern to some at least, and not just hands and feet and eyes, but also genitalia and uteruses.8 

Are we seeing here evidence of concerns for sexual health, or are these more wishes for 

fertility? But again, we are at most learning more about symptoms and concerns rather than 

6 Although it is available in two Teubner volumes: Sortes Astrampsychi, I, ed. G. M. Browne, 1983; Sortes 
Astrampsychi, II, ed. R. Stewart, 2001; there is a useful English translation of sections in W. Hansen’s Anthology 
of Ancient Greek Popular Literature (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1998). 
7 See further P.W. van der Horst, “Sortes: Sacred Books as Instant Oracles in Late Antiquity,” in L.V. Rutgers, 
P.W. van der Horst, H.W. Havelaar, L. Teugels (eds.), The Use of Sacred Books in the Ancient World (Leuven: 
Peeters, 1998), 143-174. 
8 E.g., Bodies of Evidence: Ancient Anatomical Votives Past, Present and Future, edd. J. Draycott and E.-J. 
Graham (London: Routledge, 2017); Votive Body Parts in Greek and Roman Religion, J. Hughes (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
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about attitudes and taboos - although of course in this context the apparent openness with which 

images of genitalia are displayed does suggest a different attitude to the modern day. One thinks, 

of course, also of phallic imagery displayed publicly to avert the evil eye, even on the rings 

worn by small Roman children. 

Much very valuable work has been done on ancient graffiti in the last decade.9 If the thousands 

of graffiti that survive from the Roman world can be used in any way as an indicator of what 

concerned sub-elite Romans, then one would have to conclude, I think, that sex and violence 

mattered a great deal. Indeed, it was something of a cliché, apparently, that what really mattered 

to your average Roman was not just bread and circuses, but also wine, baths and sex.10 If 

nothing else, the graffiti suggest a lack of any widespread taboo against explicit expressions of 

sexual licence. Such an initial reaction, however, may not be entirely justified when one 

considers the history of bawdy literature in more recent centuries; indeed, such explicit material 

may itself be evidence of a reaction against general societal taboos. And in the ancient Roman 

context, of course, one must remember that obscene sexual material was not by any means 

confined to the walls of Pompeii and Herculaneum: not only Martial’s epigrams and the Priapic 

poems but also several of Horace’s Epodes, for example, as well as items previously hidden 

away in the ‘secret cabinets’ of European museums, bear striking testimony to that. But my 

point here is not that explicit sexual material indicates a lack of any taboos against particular 

forms of sexual behaviour or excess. Rather, my interest in ancient material of a sexual nature 

relates to attitudes towards sexual health in a variety of ways. 

9 E.g., Ancient Graffiti in Context, edd. J.A. Baird and Claire Taylor (London: Routledge, 2012). 
10 Cf. CIL 6.15258, 14.914; Anth. Pal. 10.112 – and CIL 3.12274c [Lampsacus] on their debilitating effects: 
“balnea vina Venus faciunt pro/perantia fata”, with some added advice in Greek to watch your groin while 
sacrificing (which serves to remind us that not all injuries to genitals need reflect sexually transmitted dieseases - 
cf. Martial 3.24)! 
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Let me explain what I mean with reference both to ancient graffiti and to a sample of Latin 

poetry. In the context of Roman sexuality - and the challenging of taboos - Martial is almost 

always a fertile source with which to start. He makes much of the link via the Latin word ficus 

between the fig and piles/haemorrhoids - for example, Martial 7.71:  

Ficosa est uxor, ficosus et ipse maritus, 

     filia ficosa est et gener atque nepos, 

nec dispensator nec uilicus ulcere turpi 

     nec rigidus fossor, sed nec arator eget. 

Cum sint ficosi pariter iuuenesque senesque, 

     res mira est, ficos non habet unus ager.  

The wife has figs, so does the husband,  

 the daughter has figs and the son-in-law and the grandson.  

Neither the steward nor the bailiff nor the rugged ditcher  

 is without the horrid growth, nor yet the ploughman.  

Since young and old alike have figs,  

 it is remarkable that only the land is without them. 

The topos is of interest to us because haemorrhoids (assuming this is what Martial et al. mean) 

were typically held to be linked to sexual intercourse between men. For example, Martial 12.33: 
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Ut pueros emeret Labienus vendidit hortos.  

 nil nisi ficetum nunc Labienus habet.  

To buy boys, Labienus sold a suburban estate.  

 Now Labienus owns nothing but a fig plantation. 

One assumes this is also the case with Martial 1.65: 

Cum dixi ficus, rides quasi barbara verba  

 et dici ficos, Laetiliane, iubes.  

dicemus ficus, quas scimus in arbore nasci, 

 dicemus ficos, Laetiliane, tuos. 

Whenever I say ficūs, Laetilianus, you laugh as if at a barbarism  

 and require that one say ficos.  

We will say ficūs for the kind we know grow on trees; 

 we will say ficos for your kind, Laetilianus. 

Sometimes, however, Martial offers us more. Particularly interesting in this context, I think, is 

Martial 6.66 (one needs to remember that praecones, auctioneers, were regarded with great 

disdain by educated Romans): 

Famae non nimium bonae puellam, 

quales in media sedent Suburra, 
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uendebat modo praeco Gellianus. 

paruo cum pretio diu liceret, 

dum puram cupit adprobare cunctis, 

adtraxit prope se manu negantem 

et bis terque quaterque basiauit. 

quid profecerit osculo requiris? 

sescentos modo qui dabat negauit.  

The other day Gellianus the auctioneer was selling a girl of none too good a reputation, 

such a one as those that sit in the middle of Subura. Wishing to prove to all that she 

was clean, since for a long time the bids were low, he drew her close to him against 

her will and kissed her twice and thrice and again. You ask what that kissing 

accomplished? Somebody who was bidding six hundred sesterces withdrew. (tr. 

Shackleton Bailey) 

Here we clearly have the idea of transmission from one person to another, but it is unclear, at 

least to me, how far we should read this at face value. The auctioneer wants to show that the 

girl is pura – in a physical or a moral sense.11 And is Martial’s Gellianus polluted in a moral 

or physical sense, or indeed because (the implication is) he indulges in oral sex - something 

also held to be filthy by upright Romans?12 

11 One thinks too of prostitutes being described as febriculiosae, feverish - Plautus Cistellaria 406; Catullus 6.5: 
sexually transmitted diseases? malaria? 
12 Cf. in a very different context Psalms 38.5, 7: My wounds stink and are corrupt because of my foolishness… 
For my loins are filled with a loathsome disease, and there is no soundness in my flesh.” 
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One other poem by Martial is particularly interesting, not least because Martial 

apparently quotes some lascivi versus allegedly written by the emperor Augustus (Martial 

11.20): 

Caesaris Augusti lascivos, livide, versus  

    sex lege, qui tristis verba Latina legis:  

‘quod futuit Glaphyran Antonius, hanc mihi poenam  

    Fulvia constituit, se quoque uti futuam. 

Fulviam ego ut futuam? quid si me Manius oret  

    pedicem? faciam? non puto, si sapiam.  

“aut futue; aut pugnemus” ait. quid quod mihi vita  

    carior est ipsa mentula? signa canant!’  

absolvis lepidos nimirum, Auguste, libellos,  

    qui scis Romana simplicitate loqui. 

Malignant one, you who read Latin words with a sour face, read six wanton verses of 

Caesar Augustus: “Because Antony fucks Glaphyra, Fulvia determined to punish me 

by making me fuck her in turn. I fuck Fulvia? What if Manius begged me to sodomize 

him, would I do it? I think not, if I were in my right mind. ‘Either fuck me or let us 

fight,’ says she. Ah, but my cock is dearer to me than life itself. Let the trumpets 
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sound.” Augustus, you surely absolve my witty little books, knowing how to speak 

with Roman candor.13  

The setting is 41 BCE: Octavian and Antony’s uneasy alliance is being undermined by 

Antony’s brother Lucius with the support of Antony’s wife Fulvia. We know from Appian that 

Manius was one of Antony’s agents and that Glaphyra was the Cappadocian queen mother to 

whom Antony was attracted.14 If genuine (and the quotation does have the ring of truth about 

it), it may well be that Octavian is responding to allegations that he played the passive part in 

same-sex intercourse.15 Is that – his assertion that he is an active, virile male - what Octavian 

means when he says that his penis is dearer to him than his life? Or is there the notion here that 

some forms of sexual activity may actually be damaging to one’s genital health? In any case, 

it is clear that Roman taboos were not the same as ours. 

But enough Martial. Time for some graffiti. As one might expect, there seem to be few taboos 

here – but plenty of uncertainties. Graffiti do not tend to come with footnotes. Let me start with 

a puzzling example, from the Stabian baths (CIL 4.760): 

13 Tr. Shackleton Bailey; cf. J. Hallett, “Perusinae Glandes and the Changing Image of Augustus,” AJAH 2 (1977) 
151-71.
14 Bell. Civ. 5.1.7, 5.1.14, etc.
15 Cf. Suetonius Aug. 68, with D. Wardle’s notes ad loc. cit.
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obli(n)ge ment(ula) 

ment(u)lam {e}linges 

tcloftorgc [?] 

destillatio me tenet 

The first two lines clearly refer to an instruction to perform fellatio. The third line seems 

unintelligible (a groan, perhaps?). Then the fourth line states that destillatio takes hold of the 

first-person narrator. The Oxford Latin Dictionary (p. 527) provides the information that the 

noun destillatio relates to a bad cold (the verb destillo relates to dripping or trickling, as in a 

runny nose). It is more likely, in the context, that something sexual is meant here, of course 

(and compare other graffiti from Pompeii: not only CIL 4.8918 (front of a tavern): destil(l)at(i)o 

me tenet, but also CIL 4.8760 (near the palaestra): Anthus / Cos(s)ini / dest(i)l(l)/ator – surely 

a term of abuse for a slave?). So is the destillatio in our graffito an ejaculation? Or something 

less dramatic – perhaps related to a sexually transmitted disease with symptoms (a discharge 

and/or difficult urination) akin to gonorrhoeaOther graffiti – happily or otherwise – are less 

ambiguous. Incised on the doorway of one house (Pompeii VI, 14, 43: Casa degli Scienziati – 

also sometimes referred to as the Gran Lupanare) in Pompeii we find an elegiac couplet (CIL 

4.1516 = CLE 955): 

hic ego nu[nc f]utue formosa(m) fo[r]ma puella(m), laudata(m) a multis set lutus 

intus eerat 

Here I have now fucked a beautiful girl; though praised by many, inside she was slime. 

It is tempting to see this as an angry reference to a woman who has a sexually transmitted 

infection, but it must be remembered that Roman male writers not infrequently refer to female 
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genitalia in derogatory terms without necessarily implying a disease.16 Another graffito from 

the façade of the same building, however, is much more explicit re disease (CIL 4.1517): 

hic [ego] nu(n)c futue formosam fo[rt]e puellam, | morbus qu[oi ta]lis form[o]sam 

facie[m] 

Here I have now fucked a beautiful girl, whose beautiful face (was affected by) such 

a disease. 

The text is scrappy, to say the least, and goes on to refer to fellatio, but could this be a reference 

to herpes? Or perhaps to Horace’s infamous and mysterious Campanian disease? (Satires 

1.5.60-64 … at illi foeda cicatrix | saetosam laevi frontem turpaverat oris. | Campanum in 

morbum, in faciem permulta iocatus, | pastorem saltaret uti Cyclopa rogabat: | nil illi larva aut 

tragicis opus esse cothurnis. “Now an unsightly scar had disfigured the left side of his bristly 

brow. With many a joke on his Campanian disease and on his face, he begged him to dance the 

Cyclops shepherd-dance: he would need neither mask nor tragic buskin.” Some have 

interpreted this as sexually transmitted). I do not think we can easily make that leap, however. 

Many of the graffiti in this sort of context display more a loathing than a love for the female 

prostitutes, although sometimes one apparently hears the woman’s point of view. I fear another 

mucky example needs to be adduced (CIL 4.1391: Pompeii VI.11.15; brothel or shop, to right 

of entrance): 

                                                 
16 Cf. A. Richlin, The Garden of Priapus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2nd ed., 1992) 26 on this; for such a 
use of lutus/lutum one might compare Carmina Priapea 83.36-37, part of the angry lament of a male lacking 
virility reduced to having sex with an aged prostitute: superbia ista proderit nihil, simul | vagum sonante 
merseris caput luto. 
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Veneria 

Maximo 

mentula(m) 

exmuccav(i)t 

per vindemia(m) 

tota(m) 

et relinqu<i=E>(t) 

putr(idum) ventre(m) 

mucei 

os plenu(m) 

CS 



16 
 

Veneria has sucked the cock of Maximus, during the whole vintage, leaving her 

womb rotten and her mouth full of muck… 

Again, not entirely unambiguous, frank though it is. And again, I do not think we can see any 

medical references here but rather simple obscenities. (Indeed, as the illustration shows, it is 

very difficult to see anything at all clearly in those later lines, and others have read them quite 

differently – and perhaps rightly – as referring to an empty venter and a full os). Together with 

the level of humour in these texts, the subject matter may not be to a modern reader’s taste (and 

indeed I doubt all Romans found this witty either) but it is interesting, perhaps, in terms of what 

is taboo. In terms of ‘humour’ I am particularly reminded of the following pair of inscriptions, 

though far apart in provenance: 

hic eg[o] me memin[i qu]ondam futuisse puellam / in cui{i}u[s] cunno frig[o]re 

paene peri  

I remember that here I once fucked a girl in whose cunt I almost perished of cold. 

(IRBaelo 105, Baetica: Bolonia/Baelo) 

hic ego me memini quendam futuisse / puellam / cunno non dico curiose 

I remember that here I fucked a certain girl (in whose) cunt… I won’t say any more, 

prurient reader. (CLE 1810, baths of Titus, Rome)         

I feel this latter example serves to remind us of something it is too easy to forget in hunting 

through graffiti for evidence of sexually transmitted disease (as, I confess, I have spent far too 

long doing in the recent past), and that is that the point of such graffiti is not to help or perplex 

the ancient social historian in his or her research but to amuse and/or shock (or indeed 

disappoint, as here) a contemporary audience. In somewhat similar vein, there is a series of 
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inscriptions from the Roman world made up of curses directed against a lover’s rivals; my 

favourite is from the Palatine in Rome:17        

Crescens / [q]uisque meam futues riva/[li]s amicam illum se/cretis mont[ibus] / 

u[rsu]s eda[t] 

Crescens says: whatever rival fucks my girlfriend, may a bear eat him in remote 

mountains. 

A good deal has been written on who this Crescens might be; I assume, however, he is the 

ancient predecessor of the 20th century “Kilroy was here”. The humour in this example is patent. 

What I also find interesting, however, is that in none of the examples of this sort of curse is it 

ever wished that the rival might come down with some fatal sexually transmitted disease. One 

might respond that that is perhaps because the girlfriend in question might also contract and 

spread it – but that of course assumes that there was an idea in antiquity of disease being 

transmitted sexually, and even that is not at all clear, at least not to me. 

One last graffito - a seemingly simple one with a very basic level of humour (CIL 4.1882): 

accensum qui pedicat urit mentulam. 

He who buggers a man on fire burns his dick. 

That may seem straightforward enough as a bit of practical advice, and does not (to my reading, 

at least) have anything to do with contracting a sexually transmitted disease, but in fact it is 

actually a bit more clever, once we realise that accensum is itself ambiguous: one at first takes 

it to be from accendi, ‘to be on fire’ (although I see no reason to think of Martial’s ficus here 

17 CLE 954 = P. Castren and H. Lilius, Graffiti del Palatino, 2. Domus Tiberiana (Helsinki: Tilgman, 1970), p. 
236, no. 286; cf. CLE 953 = CIL 4.1645, Pompeii. 
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again, as at least one commentator has suggested!), but it could also be from accenseri, ‘to be 

an attendant/orderly’ (thus, e.g., Livy 1.43; Ovid Met. 15.546). In other words, it is a quite 

clever pun on what happens when one associates with bureaucrats. Indeed, it is not an 

uncommon feature in ancient historiography for despotic characters to suffer horrendous 

ailments which may or may not be classified as sexually transmitted diseases (one thinks of the 

likes of Sulla, Herod the Great, and Galerius). In all this, one is struck, however, by the relative 

lack of explicit reference in non-medical sources to identifiable sexually-transmitted diseases 

(the evidence from medical and skeletal evidence, as I have already mentioned, is another story 

which is also far from straightforward). Let me finish, however, with one very different 

example. 

Pliny the Younger writes to Calpurnius Macer (Ep. 6.24. ca. AD 106) as follows: 

Quam multum interest quid a quoque fiat! Eadem enim facta claritate vel obscuritate 

facientium aut tolluntur altissime aut humillime deprimuntur. Navigabam per Larium 

nostrum, cum senior amicus ostendit mihi villam, atque etiam cubiculum quod in 

lacum prominet: ‘Ex hoc’ inquit ‘aliquando municeps nostra cum marito se 

praecipitavit.’ Causam requisivi. Maritus ex diutino morbo circa velanda corporis 

ulceribus putrescebat; uxor ut inspiceret exegit; neque enim quemquam fidelius 

indicaturum, possetne sanari. Vidit desperavit hortata est ut moreretur, comesque 

ipsa mortis, dux immo et exemplum et necessitas fuit; nam se cum marito ligavit 

abiecitque in lacum. Quod factum ne mihi quidem, qui municeps, nisi proxime 

auditum est, non quia minus illo clarissimo Arriae facto, sed quia minor ipsa.  

How often we judge actions by the people who perform them! The selfsame deeds 

are lauded to the skies or allowed to sink into oblivion simply because the persons 

concerned are well known or not. I was sailing on our Lake Como with an elderly 
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friend when he pointed out a house with a bedroom built out over the lake. “From 

there,” he said, “a woman of our town once threw herself with her husband.” I asked 

why. The husband had long been suffering from ulcers in the private parts, and his 

wife insisted on seeing them, promising that no one would give him a more candid 

opinion whether the disease was curable. She saw that there was no hope and urged 

him to take his life; she went with him, even led him to his death herself, and forced 

him to follow her example by roping herself to him and jumping into the lake. Yet 

even I, who come from the same town, never heard of this until the other day — not 

because it was less heroic than Arria’s famous deed, but because the woman was less 

well known. 

There are all sorts of reasons why this is interesting. As to the husband’s ailment, I am intrigued 

by the suggestion that it cannot be a sexually transmitted disease because the couple are happily 

married! Keaveney and Madden comment that “[J.] Carcopino is surely right in regarding this 

couple as loving and virtuous, even if their virtue suffered ‘from an excess of Stoicism’. There 

is no hint in the story, as told by Pliny’s friend, of any scandal connected with the husband. 

And nothing suggests that he was the kind to have picked up syphilis in his time. On the 

contrary he would seem to have been a loyal and loving husband.”18 Keaveney and Madden 

opt for genito-urinary tuberculosis. But what interests me less in this context is not whether the 

husband has been honest with his wife (or indeed whether either realised such ailments might 

be spread through sexual intercourse). What I find most revealing in the context of taboos is 

that there is no hint here of shame attached. As Pliny makes explicit, the fact that the story is 

not better known is not because the wife acted less heroically than the famous Arria (she who 

said “It does not hurt, Paetus” – Pliny Ep. 3.16) – let alone that it related to a physical condition 

                                                 
18 A. Keaveney and J. Madden, “The disease at Pliny, Ep. 6, 24,” Hermes 107 [1979] 499-500. 
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that it was shameful to discuss – but because it related to people of lower social status than 

Arria and Paetus. In other words, to a Roman – at least to Pliny’s way of thinking – sexual 

health was not a taboo topic. It has taken us about two millennia to come back to the same 

conclusion. 




