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From the Editors 
 
O taetrum genus  

nullaque victum lefe meliorism soli! 

Ferae quoque ipsae Veneris evitant nefas, 

Generisque leges inscius servat pudor. 

Seneca Phaedra 911-914 

 
καὶ δή σοι λέγω. 

“ἔδοξε ταῖς γυναιξίν, ἢν ἀνὴρ νέος 

νέας ἐπιθυμῇ, μὴ σποδεῖν αὐτὴν πρὶν ἂν 

τὴν γραῦν προκρούσῃ πρῶτον. ἢν δὲ μὴ ᾿θέλῃ 

πρότερον προκρούειν, ἀλλ᾿ἐπιθυμῇ τῆς νέας,  

ταῖς πρεσβυτέραις γυναιξὶν ἔστω τὸν νέον 

ἕλκειν ἀνατεὶ λαβομένας τοῦ παττάλου.” 

Aristophanes Assemblywomen 1014-1020 

 

"It begins, I suppose, with -- with a person called -- but it's incredible yeh don't know his 

name, everyone in our world knows […] Well -- I don' like sayin' the name if I can help it. No 

one does." (Hagrid on Voldemort) 

J. K. Rowling Harry Potter and the Philosophers Stone p. 41 
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Taboo, as defined in the Oxford English Dictionary is “[the] custom prohibiting or restricting 

a particular practice or forbidding the association with a particular person, place, or thing”, is 

an almost universal phenomenon. A taboo is that which is beyond the boundaries of social 

acceptance. It is in many ways a paradox – embodying the ‘unspeakable’ while also being 

clearly defined and understood by the individuals who constitute the communities that abide 

the self-imposed dictum. Whilst a taboo, regardless of its form, may appear self-evident to 

those who are aware of the context within which it is observed. Such paradoxes are just one of 

the many factors that contribute to the complex nature of taboo and our understanding of them. 

Taboos are intertwined with the socio-historical contexts in which they develop.1 As a result, 

they might appear self-evident, even natural, to those who are intimately familiar with or 

immersed in the taboo-forming environment, whilst to the outside observer a taboo may seem 

perplexing, absurd, or (in extreme cases) incomprehensible. Thus the trepidation of Hagrid 

regarding the use of the Voldemort’s name (see above) would be unintelligible to one who is 

unacquainted with the wizarding world of J. K. Rowling, just as the ironic absurdity of the edict 

read by Aristophanes’ Old Crone in Assemblywomen would be lost upon an audience not 

familiar with the socio-political landscape of Classical Athens. 

How then does one articulate, let alone comprehend, the unspeakable in a context so far 

removed from our own as that of classical antiquity? This question lies at the very heart of the 

2018 edition of the AMPHORA: An Ancient World Journal. Our contributors hail from 

Australasia and beyond, their insightful treatments of taboo in antiquity (amongst other topics) 

are a testament to the talent of an emerging generation of scholars. 

                                                 
1 It should be noted that the term ‘Taboo’ is itself, somewhat ironically, a problematic one. Based upon the 
Polynesian tabu, the word entered the English language as a result of the colonialist campaigns of Captain Sir 
James Cook, a nineteenth century CE naval officer tasked with the exploration of the South Pacific by the 
British Crown. ‘Taboo’ carries with it the inescapable legacy of Victorian imperialism and its associated post-
colonial connotations.  
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Amongst the long form articles featured in this edition is Tim Parkin’s treatment of taboo in 

Roman antiquity. Parkin challenges the oft-assumed premise that ancient Rome as a bastion of 

sexual libertinism with a progressive tolerance for Neronian experimentation by presenting a 

compelling (and humorous) exegesis on the web of moral hang-ups that are attested in ancient 

literature. We challenge the reader to keep a straight face when considering a ficetum (fig 

plantation) after completing the article. Lauren Murphy, meanwhile, charts the decline of 

connoisseurship within the disciplines of Classical Art and Archaeology in Identifying 

Individuals: The Decline of Connoisseurship. The imposition of humanist narratives upon 

objects and the commodification of heritage are identified by Murphy as being particularly 

problematic – an identification which itself is timely due to the growing proliferation of 

questionably-sourced antiquities upon a burgeoning black-market as the result of 

destabilisations across the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East.  

The 2018 edition of AMPHORA also includes a host of reviews, both of publications and of 

exhibitions focused upon various aspects of antiquities that have debuted over the previous 

twelve months. Katherine Prouting offers an insightful appraisal of Edward E Cohen's recent 

market-led survey of the sex trade in Classical Athens, Athenian Prostitution: The Business of 

Sex. Prouting notes that, whilst it is still possible to take fresh approaches to the study of the 

sex trade in antiquity, modern measures of commerce and commodification are not always 

appropriate prisms through which to analyse the past. Dan Qing Zhao reviews the latest 

offering from a growing body of literature concerning cross-cultural comparisons of ancient 

Rome and pre-modern China. His reading of Dragon and Eagle: The Rise and Fall of the 

Chinese and Roman Empires by Sunny Y. Auyung highlights the promise – and pitfalls – of 

this growing genre within historiography. Jarred W. Paul reports upon an exhibition that may 

well signal a reorientation of curatorship at the University of Melbourne's Ian Potter Museum 

of Art. Forms of Life, showcasing the work of Angela Brennan, represents a welcome shifting 
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of focus from archaeology-as-narrative to the inspirational relationship between artefact and 

artist. Annelies Van de Ven reflects upon Scythians: Warriors of Ancient Siberia, a landmark 

exhibition recently hosted by the British Museum which sought to combine a carefully curated 

collection with articulate scholarship and interactive technology to bring audiences an 

‘experience’ of life upon the great Eurasian land bridge. Gracing this year’s cover is Resting 

Satyr, a work by contributing author Lauren Murphy. What better a figure could personify the 

multifaceted nature of ‘Taboo’ than a follower of the enigmatic Dionysus? 

We hope that you enjoy the 2018 instalment of AMPHORA: An Ancient World Journal of the 

MHJ. We would like to extend our heartfelt thanks to the authors and all of those who have 

contributed, directly or indirectly, to this year’s issue. Finally, a special thanks and farewell to 

several long-standing members of the Editorial Collective who are departing for new academic 

horizons on 2019 – we wish you all the best. 

 

The Editorial Collective: 

Vinko Kerr-Harris, Carissa Kelly, Julia Pelosi-Thorpe, Dan Zhao, Chris Bendle, Gemma Lee, 

Leah O’Hearn, Linda Sonego, Sophie Russell, Carlos Robinson, Emily Chambers, Katherine 

Torres-Monro, Ryleigh Adams, Sinead Brennan-McMahon, Thomas Cain and Larissa Tittl. 
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Tim Parkin 
University of Melbourne 

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.” 



11 
 

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 
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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. 
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Identifying Individuals: The Decline of 
Connoisseurship 

‘Attribution of pots is an 

 activity whose scholarly value is slight…’1 

For some scholars, the field of connoisseurship is of little relevance to the current study of 

Classical Art and Archaeology. The practice itself has diminished since the deaths of the 

pioneering practitioners, J. D. and A. D. Trendall. Despite the reverence with which these 

figures are still held, there appears to be a consensus that the work is no longer necessary. 

Richard Neer eloquently describes the current status of connoisseurship thus:  

It is difficult to overstate the ill repute in which connoisseurship now stands among 

all but the most hidebound archaeologists and art historians; it has been the defining 

scapegoat of both disciplines for the last twenty years and more.2 

1 Vickers 1999, 4. 
2 Neer 2005, 1-2. 
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The identities of artists are viewed in multiple ways. There is the ‘artistic personality,’ which 

gives agency to the artist, but there is also the ‘constructed author-artist,’ which can be viewed 

as a negotiated identity formed from the interplay of social and economic factors influencing 

the artist. 3  Martin Robertson, a student of Beazley, sees the studies of attribution and 

iconography as an attempt to ‘put ourselves in a position to see the pictures on vases as nearly 

as possible as contemporaries saw them.’4 By attaching a name to the painter of a group of 

vases, Beazley created a classification system that was centred on people rather than 

chronology or location, although these factors remained important.5 

The names of the painters, and the personalities and histories ascribed to them, have come 

under fire for being largely fictional. James Whitley describes Beazley’s lists of vases as 

‘humanist narratives disguising themselves as scientific facts.’6 It is important to note that the 

criticisms of attribution aimed at Beazley also apply to the work of Trendall and his colleague 

Alexander Cambitoglou, although they are rarely, if ever, named in such discussions.7  

There are a number of reasons for the diminishing importance of vase attribution in study of 

ancient Greek ceramics. The growing prominence of Social History has had an influence on 

many fields of history, even in areas such as Classical Archaeology, where attitudes are usually 

quite conservative and resistant to change. An examination of social factors and the 

consumption and use of vases, rather than their production, has dominated much of the research 

undertaken by historians in recent years. The individual artists who produced the images on 

vases and their larger body of work are irrelevant to the discussion when the focus is on the 

context and usage of items rather than authorship. Through repeated questioning of the 

                                                 
3 Pevnick 2010, 227. 
4 Robertson 1991, 11. 
5 Arrington 2017, 22. 
6 Whitley 1997, 46. 
7 Turner 2000, 57. 



25 
 

information that can be reasonably gained from the attribution of vases to painters, the long-

standing cult of individual genius is losing influence. Similarly, the intense scrutiny of details 

that forms the basis of connoisseurship does not lead to an increased understanding of how the 

vases were regarded. In fact, this narrow focus distorts the way that such items were viewed in 

the ancient world, as ‘few look at the rendering of kneecaps as closely as a curator in a well-

lit museum.’8 

It seems counter-intuitive that a closer examination of the images that appear on vases takes us 

further away from understanding the ancient context of those same vases. Some scholars, such 

as the archaeologist John Griffiths Pedley, acknowledge that, despite an increasing emphasis 

on the socio-political dimensions of an artwork, the artwork itself is still of importance and 

‘repays examination as a self-standing work of art.’9 The way that vases are regarded—as 

having ‘front’ and ‘back’ sides, or ‘obverse’ and ‘reverse’—illustrates the way that art history 

has transformed three dimensional objects into flat picture planes. Putting discussion about 

what is and is not art aside, there are many vases that are plain or repetitive. Devoting a great 

deal of time to attributing them to a specific painter may result in little, if any, knowledge 

gained. 

The theory of vision upon which the Morellian method is based presupposes that viewing is a 

passive act, when in fact connoisseurs look for the answers to questions and scan all the 

available information, looking for links and associations with pieces that have previously been 

viewed.10 The art historian Carol Gibson-Wood describes a series of deductions and suggests 

                                                 
8 Arrington 2017, 23. 
9  Pedley 1994, 34. 
10 Whitley 1997, 45. 
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that ‘Morellians’ relied upon intuitive attributions and provided supporting evidence after the 

fact.11 

One of the major criticisms of attribution and connoisseurship is the way that it relies on the 

single judgement of an individual to determine authorship. For the practice to operate with 

validity, it requires faith in one person’s eye and working method to provide an accurate 

assessment of the individual hand responsible for painting a vase. Some critics find the method 

used by Beazley to be invalid because it assumes that certain stylistic details are evidence of 

an individual painter, when they could also be a formulaic representation for that period or 

workshop.12 In contrast to this, it can be observed that sometimes the scientific analysis of 

ceramics is at odds with the practice of connoisseurship, and that some scientific developments 

hinder, rather than aid, in the detection of forgeries and frauds. With objects of ancient art still 

routinely subjected to new scientific developments and often undergoing destructive tests, 

forgers are swiftly developing techniques capable of evading detection due to continuing 

advances in detecting their handiwork.13 

Mary Beard challenges the humanising of the painters through her comments on Beazley’s 

work: ‘unlike the artists of the Renaissance, these painters have no existence, no social or 

historical reality that we can investigate outside the pots themselves.’14 This is a common 

perspective among critics of connoisseurship, that the painters are just names attached to the 

pots for a modern audience and that we do not know anything about their lives. Even if it is 

possible to locate precisely the geographic location where a specific painter worked, the place 

does not reveal the personality. This factor challenges a prevailing idea in the study of 

11 Gibson-Wood 1988, 243. 
12 Robertson 1992, 4. 
13 Spier 1990, 630. 
14 Beard 1991, 17. 
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connoisseurship, with Morelli viewing style as something that is specifically regional and 

autochthonous: the surroundings create the painter.15  

There is no certainty that painters were familiar with the narratives from mythology and theatre 

that have been so painstakingly applied to ceramics. It is entirely possible that some vase 

imagery was simply adapted from imports from Athens. Frank Hildebrandt offers a differing 

view in his analysis of the five fragmentary vases held in the Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe 

Hamburg, where he sees the images painted by the Darius Painter as revealing ‘an artist of high 

intellectual standards.’16 This assessment is made through observation of the iconographic 

evidence visible in vases painted by the Darius Painter, where a vast array of mythological, 

theatrical, and historical imagery appears to reveal an artist with a knowledge of all these realms. 

We can see this through comparisons to texts and other forms of artwork from the Greek world. 

Elsewhere, scholars can establish that a group of unsigned vases indicate an artist who was 

aware of contemporary events and through their medium was able to represent both Greek and 

foreign viewpoints.17 This can be seen in the Darius Painter’s name-vase, where the Persian 

King, Darius, is painted in a manner that is not disparaging to a former enemy. 

Michael Vickers, the former Curator of Greek and Roman Antiquities at the Ashmolean 

Museum at Oxford, is particularly scathing in his assessment of the field of attribution. In a 

review of an edition of the Corpus Vasorum Antiquorum authored by Dyfri Williams, Vickers 

states that ‘reassertion of a traditional picture, with no hint that scholarship may have moved 

on, is sadly characteristic of a discipline that has become stuck in a groove.’18 Despite his 

criticism of attribution, Vickers is known to have attempted an attribution of a Panathenaic 

amphora found in a grave in Cyrenaica to the Kleophrades Painter on the basis of stylistic 

                                                 
15 Feldman 2014, 18. 
16 Hildebrandt 2017, 179-180. 
17 Pevnick 2010, 243. 
18 Vickers 1994, 461. 
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similarity.19 This attribution was later dismissed by Susan B. Matheson in an article about 

Panathenaic amphoras painted by the Kleophrades Painter due to the differing shape of the 

vase, the proportions of the figures, and details of the drapery and costuming.20 As the dating 

of the excavated grave in Cyrenaica was completed using the approximate date of the 

(incorrectly attributed) pottery, this indicates the potential of attribution and connoisseurship 

when it is applied correctly. It is unlikely that a scholar such as Vickers would be critical of a 

field purely due to their own lack of success. However, the failed attempt at attribution indicates 

that Vickers previously viewed attribution as a worthwhile endeavour. 

The main criticism that Vickers has of studying ancient pottery is that we overvalue it in 

relation to other ancient artefacts, particularly metalwork - coincidentally, a major topic of his 

own research and the subject of a book he co-authored with David Gill, Artful Crafts. 21 

Williams criticises this kind of assessment, simply dismissing it as ‘the product of the Thatcher 

and post-Thatcher years that, among other things, reduced the concept of value to mere 

money.’22 Clay is indeed a cheap material in comparison to metal, and unlike metal, cannot be 

melted and reused when it is no longer desired. However, if we reduce the worth of an object 

to the cost of its materials, we similarly devalue paintings by the great masters. The worth of 

an object comes from the value that we give it, and the sheer complexity of the artistry on many 

Greek vases suggests that at least some of these items were highly regarded in antiquity. 

There is some physical evidence from antiquity to refute the suggestion that ancient ceramics 

were considered of little value: namely, the evidence of ancient repairs that were made to 

damaged pottery. Due to the careful nature of many of these repairs, it appears that ancient 

craftsmen had an appreciation for the objects being repaired. It is therefore highly likely that 

19 Vickers 1971, 69-84. 
20 Matheson 1989, 111-112. 
21 Vickers and Gill 1994. 
22 Williams 1996, 241. 
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they were of value due to ‘aesthetic, ritualistic or monetary reasons.’23 This treatment can be 

compared to the way that we treat objects today - a broken vase might be discarded, but if it is 

an antique or an object of sentimental value we seek to repair it ourselves or contact a 

professional conservator to carry out the necessary repairs. Similarly, the disparity of dates 

among vases found in some graves suggest that it is highly likely that some vases were carefully 

handled for decades before they accompanied a body into the grave as grave   goods. 24 

Although some vases appear to have been manufactured for the grave, the care taken implies 

some vases had a worth that goes beyond the utilitarian or intrinsic material value of the object. 

The process of attribution is often viewed as being tainted by its association with art 

connoisseurship and the art market. From the time of the earliest attributions of unsigned Greek 

pottery, there have been suggestions that connoisseurs have compromised themselves for 

financial gain. Paul Hartwig is recorded as authenticating the faked dish of Nephele while 

having commercial interests in common with the seller.25 Turner makes note of this connection 

between the market and connoisseurship and states that ‘there is no denying… the added value 

that a pot can attract on the art market with an attribution to a so-called Master painter, or of 

the marginalisation of pottery with no attribution…’26 Both Hartwig and his friend Hauser were 

connoisseur-dealers, with Hauser on the payroll of the wealthy American collector Edward 

Warren.27 These early connoisseurs of Greek art were not simply sharing their expertise, but 

also benefitting financially from the act of attribution. For this reason, archaeologists have a 

good justification for being wary of the practice. Attribution can lead to the illicit excavation 

of artefacts for the market, as well as the destruction and loss of archaeological context.28 Out 

23 Elston 1990, 55. 
24 Sparkes 1996, 270. 
25 Rouet 2001, 34. 
26 Turner 2000, 57. 
27 Rouet 2001, 34. 
28 Scott 2000, 630. 
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of their archaeological context, these objects are treated as objects of art rather than items of 

material culture. The display of such ancient artefacts in museums and galleries is consistent 

with other artworks, including modern art. The isolated nature of the display case means that 

the vases, which often had a function in the ancient world, are viewed in an entirely different 

way than what was intended by their makers at the time of their creation.29 

Objects that do not have a historical record, or find spot recorded, need to be compared to 

similar objects that do have such records so that their history can be extrapolated. This 

extrapolation results in little archaeological information beyond the object itself. In the case of 

an Apulian pot appearing on the market with no provenance, it can be theorised that it was 

manufactured in Southern Italy and that it was likely to have been excavated from an ancient 

grave. Following burial, it may have been unearthed by a tomb-robber or by chance, and if it 

surfaced from the 1970s onwards it is likely to have been trafficked through Switzerland due 

to previously lax laws concerning the importation of antiquities.30 A solid attribution to a 

painter adds value to these illicitly dealt antiquities. As stated by Sparkes: ‘the connoisseurship 

approach to vases and their painters has accentuated the cheque-book mentality that is fed by 

the tomb robbers of Tuscany and the dealers of the art-market capitals of the world.’31 

Since the death of Beazley in 1970, other areas of scholarship have led to a ‘post-Beazleyan’ 

approach. Modern scholars of vase painting focus on trade, the organisation of workshops, vase 

shapes, techniques, functions, and the use of pottery as a tool for social reconstruction.32 In this 

environment the idea of the ‘genius’ artist, working independently and compelled by 

inspiration rather than other mundane factors like economics, loses merit. 

29 Boardman 1996, 258. 
30 Chippindale and Gill 2000, 468-469. 
31 Sparkes 1996, 142. 
32 Alexandridou 2011, 4. 
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Newer theories that detail different methods used for the creation of vase paintings have gained 

some ground in recent years, although none have invalidated the work of connoisseurs to date. 

The Linierhaar technique offers an alternative to the traditional notion of preliminary sketches 

being used to compose an image. From the late 1970s, experimentation has shown that the 

relief lines that appear on Greek vases were not created through the use of a brush or stylus, 

but rather through the application of various animal hairs to mark out designs.33 This theory is 

not yet decisively proven, but the use of animal hairs to plot out the lines on a vase distances 

the hand of the creator in the formulation of a work. The spontaneous mark-making of the artist 

is therefore replaced with something far more methodical and formulaic, although no less 

skilful or complex. 

A perception that academic journals and museums are turning away from the recognition, and 

celebration, of individual hands, towards a classification system based on location and dates, 

appear to have been overstated in some recent literature. Nathan Arrington’s recent claim that 

attribution studies are in decline, using the evidence that articles written about single vase 

painters are no longer accepted for publication by one of the most highly regarded journals of 

classical scholarship, the American Journal of Archaeology, appears to have no grounding in 

truth.34 There is no information visible about such a selective editorial policy appearing on the 

journal’s website, and the Editor responded to a query of such a policy by affirming that ‘there 

is no policy at the AJA that I know about against articles about single painters and 

attributions.’ 35  Similarly, Arrington’s claim that the British Museum mounted a recent 

exhibition of Greek art that omitted the painters names does not appear to hold any truth.36 Ian 

Jenkins, the Senior Curator of Greek and Roman Antiquities at the British Museum, states that 

                                                 
33 Isler-Kerényi 2009, 14. 
34 Arrington 2017, 21. 
35 Jane B. Carter, ‘re: Vase attribution’ [email to Lauren Murphy], 13 July 2017. 
36 Arrington 2017, 21. 
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‘the Museum has never in my experience carried out such an experiment and almost certainly 

never will.’37 Suggestions of institutional disdain for attribution appear to be overblown, and 

the publication of such verifiable falsehoods in a seemingly reputable text suggests that there 

is some disinformation occurring within the field of Classical Archaeology. Undoubtedly, 

fewer scholars are dedicating themselves to the study of attribution but this is not due to an 

institutional rejection of the practice. Curiously, Arrington himself does not appear to explicitly 

position himself against the continued use of attribution in the study of Greek ceramics. 

The vast majority of attributions made by the giants in the field (Beazley, Trendall, et al), 

although occasionally revised during their lifetimes, have remained unchallenged in the years 

since their deaths. There are a few reasons for this. Firstly, the acknowledged and undisputed 

genius of the scholars who made these attributions means that others in the field are hesitant to 

overturn them, and perhaps feel unqualified to do so. However, reassignments occur 

occasionally. Martine Denoyelle and Francesca Silvestrelli published an article in 2013 that 

makes a strong case for the reattribution of a calyx-krater commonly known as the ‘New York 

Goose Vase’, from the Apulian Tarporley Painter to the Lucanian Dolon Painter.38 

Joan R. Mertens, the Curator of Greek and Roman Art at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

responded to a query—as to whether or not the museum labelling had been altered on this vase 

to reflect Denoyelle’s scholarship—with the following statement: 

The question of when to change attributions is a vexed one here that has not been 

satisfactorily resolved. Martine Denoyelle has presented a very convincing case; the 

delay in making a change has more to do with internal considerations.39 

                                                 
37 Ian Jenkins, ‘re: A query about the attribution of vases’ [email to Lauren Murphy], 12 July 2017.  
38 Denoyelle and Silvestrelli 2013, 59-71. 
39 Joan R. Mertens, ‘re: Reattribution of South Italian Vases’ [email to Lauren Murphy], 8 May 2017. 
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The ‘internal considerations’ that hindered the museum from changing their labels appear to 

have been resolved since Mertens’ correspondence was received. The Metropolitan Museum 

website has revised the attribution in the last few months and the New York Goose Vase is 

now listed as being painted by the Lucanian Dolon Painter rather than the Apulian Tarporley 

Painter.40 It is worth noting that the reattribution of vases from one painter to another is not as 

monumental a change as it might appear, as Trendall also reassigned some vases from the 

Tarporley Painter to the Dolon Painter.41 The similarity in both the style and fabric of Lucanian 

and Apulian vases accounts for some of the difficulty in determining the regional origins of 

each group. 

The combining of the work assigned to differing hands to a single painter offers scholars a 

fertile area for future research and development. Philip Sapirstein sees the ‘hands’ on Beazley’s 

lists with ten or fewer attributions as being ‘“placeholders” for groups of vases linked by style, 

but not necessarily representing the entire production of a unique artisan.’42 The tentative 

groupings of separate ‘hands’ to a single painter makes sense of the seemingly low outputs of 

certain minor painters, but this has yet to be applied to great effect in the study of South Italian 

vases. In addition to this, the study of vases has progressed, as I have previously stated, to a 

contextual rather than artistic analysis. The attribution and reattribution of vases is described 

by Denoyelle as ‘a very satisfying activity when supported by various types of cross-checked 

evidence.'43 

Few of the criticisms levelled at scholars such as Beazley and Trendall are directed at flaws in 

their methodology or any presumption that there is an inaccuracy in their results. The consensus 

40 ‘Attributed to the Dolon Painter’, The Met [website], (2017) 
<http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251532>, accessed 1 Oct. 2017. 
41 Robinson 2014, 223. 
42 Sapirstein 2013, 503. 
43 Denoyelle 2014, 126.  
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among scholars is that the techniques of attribution are valid, even if they are considered 

unnecessary. The reports of academic journals and museums no longer showing interest in 

attribution appear to be entirely false, and it is curious that so many would be so vehemently 

opposed to such a benign field of study. Perhaps the seemingly unparalleled genius of Beazley 

and Trendall really was unique, and modern scholars lack the same ability to make judgements 

of authorship with confidence in their visual memory and assessment. Dedication is required 

to devote an entire life to the study of attribution, like Trendall, who spent six decades assigning 

vases to individual hands and building a photographic archive documenting these vases. It 

would be difficult to build a career around such a specialised area of scholarship while still 

undertaking to learn the skill. Modern attribution continues at a much slower pace and there 

are no rivals to the legacy of either Beazley or Trendall. In their place, there is an occasional 

reassessment of their work, as in the case of the New York Goose Vase. Even then, the museum 

initially retained the original attribution by Trendall in their labelling, rather than Denoyelle 

and Silvestrelli’s reassignment.44 This museum label has since been changed, but with no 

central authority to bestow legitimacy to individual attributions there can only be continued 

renegotiations of authorship.  

The technique of attribution, with its quasi-scientific methodology and similarities to 

diagnostic sciences, has been accepted as valid. However, more work in this area will reveal 

where there have been mistakes made, and continued excavation will lead to more vases and 

pottery fragments in need of attribution. The ‘artistic personalities’ that are associated with a 

body of work are not merely created, but in many ways, they are exhumed and revived. We 

cannot know a painter beyond their work, but through the imagery of the entire body of their 

work we can attempt to see the world as they knew it. 

                                                 
44 Denoyelle and Silvestrelli 2013, 59-71. 
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Jarrad W. Paul 

Angela Brennan’s Forms of Life 

Angela Brennan’s Forms of Life marks a significant change in the display and interpretation of 

artefacts at the Ian Potter Museum of Art.1 In this exhibit, Brennan investigates how pre-

modern artefacts contribute to the thinking and making of contemporary art by involving the 

Greek and Cypriot artefacts from the University of Melbourne’s Classics and Archaeology 

Collection. This is coupled with Brennan’s own paintings, ceramics, drawings and textiles. 

Director Kelly Gellatly sees this exhibition as the first in an initiative to encourage the 

increasing engagement of artists via the Ian Potter Museum, with the University’s Classics and 

Archaeology Collection.2 It is fitting that Brennan is the first in this pivot towards merging 

artists with objects as her work is informed by classical and contemporary sources, 

incorporating abstraction and figuration through her painting, drawing, textiles and ceramics.3 

This exhibit was largely inspired by Brennan’s residency at the site of Nea Paphos, Cyprus, 

with interest stemming from ceramic form and fluidity through constant circulation.    

1 Available 5 September 2017 until 25 February 2018 at the Ian Potter Museum of Art, the University of 
Melbourne. 
2 The Ian Potter Museum of Art, the University of Melbourne 2017, 4. 
3 Niagara Galleries 2017. 



41 

The sparseness of the space is prominent upon entering the gallery. One large display case runs 

down the middle, while three others are placed against the side walls. Opening the space creates 

a light and buoyant environment. The visitor is also greeted with an information hand-out, and 

a wall of text explaining the current exhibition. No further explanation is given for the objects 

in any display case. While contextual information is limited to the paper hand-out, the wall 

panel does provide general historical context for the Cypriot artefacts on display: a combination 

of artefacts recovered from Professor James Stewart’s expedition of 1955 and 1960–1, and 

objects acquired from the Australian Institute of Archaeology. 

Figure 1: Forms of Life exhibition space 
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Figure 2: Forms of Life exhibition space 

The items on display fall into three categories: ceramics, textiles and drawings/paintings. 

Brennan’s ceramics are the focus of the exhibition as she playfully separates ancient and 

modern examples. The majority of these ceramics are Brennan’s own pieces, influenced by the 

forms of ancient predecessors. A continuous central display case, obvious when entering the 

gallery, contains twelve of these richly decorated and crudely made items against a striking 

orange backdrop, while on the opposite side, ceramics are divided between two smaller niches, 

one containing a further five of Brennan’s items, while the other contains ancient objects. The 

ancient ceramic objects include figurines, amphorae, lamps, bowls, jars, kraters, jugs, lekythoi, 

aryballoi, lagynoi, and unguentaria. These items, positioned next to one another, range in date 

from twenty-third century BCE to seventh century CE. Brightly patterned backdrops are used, 

complementing the eccentricity of the objects. Additional ceramics made by Brennan are 

located in the floating display cases at either corner of the gallery. Plato’s Plates combines 
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classical text against stark white ceramic plates, while the Forms of Life – One items share 

similar form and colour. 

 

Figure 3: Brennan’s contemporary ceramics (top); The University of Melbourne Classics and 

Archaeology Collection Greek and Cypriot ceramics (bottom). 
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Figure 4: Plato’s plates 2017 earthenware and marble. 

Six twilled cotton dresses are suspended in the window niches against the wall opposite the 

entrance. Each is named after a member of the Greek pantheon (Pollux, Pan, Aphrodite, Apollo, 

Athena, and Eros) with vivid images of their namesakes printed in a repeated pattern. The 

gentle material of the dresses balances the solid ceramic quality of the items directly opposite. 

Even the colour palette is somewhat muted compared to the vibrant primary colours on the 

ceramics. 
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Figure 5: Twilled cotton dresses. 

 

Two paint-based pieces and a collection of drawings round out the catalogue. The collection 

of eight pigment prints on cotton rags depicts nymphs from various Greek/Cypriot vases. They 

have been separated from their original context and displayed as an artistic statement. These 

prints are placed against a pale pink background, disrupting the white monotone walls. The two 

paint based pieces, This and What do you want a poet for? To save the city of course!, are 

displayed at the entrance and at its furthest point respectively. This is a simple oil on linen piece 

with the text ‘This is how I write This’ in bright white and yellow. Positioned in front of this 

piece is a bell krater from the third century BCE. What do you want a poet for? is the most 

aggressive piece in the gallery. An oversized wall of text, receiving its title from the plot of 

Aristophanes' Frogs, combines classical quotes demarcated by exuberant colours. The text 

includes Homeric verse and Socratic dialogue by Plato painted in a whimsical font.4 This 

                                                 
4 I wish to thank Marc Bonaventura for his assistance with interpreting the text.  
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dominant display encapsulates the exhibit; a merging of contemporary artistic sensibility with 

ancient objects and text.  

 

Figure 6: What do you want a poet for? To save the city of course! 2017 synthetic polymer 

paint of wall. 

 

This amalgamation is not a new concept. There is an extensive history of artists using museum 

collections as a source of inspiration. Richard Wentworth and Fred Wilson responded to objects 

in the Egyptology collection at the British Museum as part of the 1997 Collected exhibit, while 

Wilson’s 1992 Metal Work displayed fine silver of the Confederates in Maryland, USA, next 

to slave shackles from the same source.5 The latter is considered an ‘intervention’ which sees 

artists disrupt power relations where pre-existing objects are often presented with an 

authoritative representation of a given culture. 6  Recent examples, such as Christodoulos 

                                                 
5 Kent 1999. 
6 La 2011, 217. 
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Panayiotou’s 2015 exhibit Two Days After Forever7 and Fiona Hall’s 2015 exhibit Wrong Way 

Time,8 continue to challenge notions of historical narrative supported by ancient objects. The 

Ian Potter Museum of Art has also been interested in the combination of contemporary art and 

museum collections. Gordon Bennett’s 1993 exhibit Mirrorama, Aleks Danko’s 1994 Made in 

Australia, and Jon McCormack’s 1995 Turbulence: An Interactive Museum of Unnatural 

History used various museum collections housed across the university to influence their 

creativity. The aim of these displays was the re-appraisal of the historical narrative.9  

While Brennan’s exhibit is not an intervention, I would suggest some similar elements are used, 

especially the questioning of object and textual authority, seen particularly in the deliberate 

placement of ceramics and the use of childlike form and colour. Brennan’s exhibit represents 

a clear direction by the Ian Potter Museum to move back to the inception between artist and 

collection, and away from archaeo-centric displays common in the recent past. What are the 

implications for such a shift? 

Michael Graf’s review offers some insight. First, its title …fun to funky: Angela Brennan, her 

ceramics, and the ancient world is a statement on the focus of the exhibit. First and foremost 

is Brennan’s distinct interpretation of the material: she places a particular emphasis on her 

viewing of the ceramics so that the ancient world is secondary. In fact, any connection between 

ancient objects is tentative. The vast time span between these items with little explanation for 

relationality underscores Brennan’s intentions: ancient objects are to be used for inspiration, 

not narrative. Her argument that ancient ceramics are ‘fluid through constant circulation’ could 

7 Sigismoundos 2015. 
8 National Gallery of Australia 2016. 
9 Kent 1999. 
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even be strengthened if arranged with purpose. Graf’s review is, however, helpful to a non-

archaeological audience, as it explains ancient world technological practices and gives context 

to the concepts behind Brennan’s creative works. Yet, this does not seem enough. Although 

some contextual information is provided in the hand-out, the focus is on Brennan’s 

contemporary pieces. In fact, it might have been more appropriate to remove the ancient 

ceramics and instead highlight the artistic process. 

Brennan’s vision is best exemplified in What do you want a poet for? Classical text is often 

treated with respect and reserved for those with extensive knowledge. However, Brennan’s 

whimsical take on classical verses in English, not Greek or Latin, forces the audience to read 

these words in a different context. Some may see this as irreverent, but her intention may be to 

tear down the barrier between ancient text and audience. This task must be accomplished with 

caution as, in the haste of tearing down, repaired pieces often do not provide an appropriate 

representation. 

What is here for an audience specialising in ancient world studies, given that this exhibit is 

featured in the Classics and Archaeology Gallery? What lessons can be learned by pushing so 

far in the opposite direction in the display of artefacts and dissemination of knowledge of the 

ancient world? This exhibit ignites conversation. It evokes further debate on how best to display 

the objects in the university’s collection. At its core, this exhibit forces the viewer to discuss, 

reflect, and arrive at their own interpretations regarding the comparative display of 

contemporary and ancient objects, raising more questions than answers. 

Angela Brennan’s Forms of Life is a bold statement from the Ian Potter Museum of Art, 

highlighting a clear direction for future exhibits. There is an obvious move towards abstraction 

by inviting contemporary artists to interpret the collections. It remains to be seen whether this 

reconsidered notion will inspire or intimidate. 
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Travelling with the Scythians across the 
Eurasian Steppe 

The nomadic groups of the ancient world remain enigmatic to archaeological researchers. 

Leaving only fleeting indications of their day-to-day lives, our primary source of information 

on their cultures tends to be their burials, single points of permanence that mark their presence, 

providing glimpses into their most valued accoutrements. By recording these material traces 

and interlacing them with the accounts of their more settled neighbours and successors, as well 

as the experiences of modern nomads, we can begin to piece together the lives of these peoples 

in ancient times. The British Museum’s Scythians: Warriors of Ancient Siberia exhibition was 

one effort towards communicating the results of this research. 1  With an installation of 

extraordinarily preserved artefacts, head curators St John Simpson and Svetlana Pankova 

managed to reconstruct a detailed and vivid narrative about life among the tribes of the ancient 

steppe. 

1 The exhibition was held from the 14th of September 2017 to the 14th of January 2018. 
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The exhibition was held in the Sainsbury Gallery, a large space that was purpose-built for the 

museum’s rotating temporary exhibition calendar. As is the tradition with exhibitions in this 

space, the first room served as an introductory space, meant to set the tone for the exhibition, 

and condensed its main message into a single space. When the visitor entered the room for this 

particular exhibition, the first thing they saw was a large-scale map with a vast swathe of green 

highlighting the steppe corridor that served as a home for Scythian tribes. Besides showing the 

sheer extent of their area of operation, this map showed their proximity to the great empires of 

the ancient world, including the ever-popular Greeks, Mesopotamians and Persians.  

Figure 1: Map of the Scythian territory - Paul Goodhead 2017 

Once the visitor finished glancing over the map, their gaze was immediately drawn to the case 

to their left. These introductory gallery spaces always included a single showpiece artefact, and, 

in this case, it was a beautiful and surprisingly large gold belt plaque. This plaque was crafted 

with incredible precision, depicting a man laying with his head in a woman’s lap under a tree 

while a companion stands nearby holding the reins of two horses. The wall to the left of the 

object gave a step by step analysis of the iconography, suggesting a religious scene depicting 
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the death of a warrior being supported by a female deity. This object was chosen for its ability 

to give insight into the main themes of the exhibition—death, horses and beliefs—and the 

analysis beside it highlighted the need for such strategies, considering the textual silence of the 

Scythian people. 

The visitor would turn the corner past a floor-to-ceiling landscape print of the Eurasian steppe 

and be immediately whisked away into a world of wealth, colour and sound. In keeping with 

tradition, the spaces that followed the opening gallery unfolded into a network of coloured 

dividers and cases which separated various themes, sites and chronologies. These dividers 

oriented the visitor within a clear exhibition path. Moving from the initial exploration of 

Scythian tombs by scientists serving the founder of Hermitage, Peter the Great, the exhibition 

wound through displays discussing rock art, dress and ornamentation, food and drink, 

furnishings, leisure, combat, horsemanship, burial, cross-cultural connections and exchange, 

and finally the successors of the Scythian tribes. All these spaces were expertly tied together 

through large-scale images of burial mounds, grasslands and forests, as well as animations of 

riders on horseback, moving images of the Trans-Siberian railway and soundscapes that one 

might hear while riding across windswept plains. This broke from British Museum tradition 

and transformed the exhibition from a mere display of objects to a sensory experience, bringing 

the visitor closer to the Scythian world. 
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Figure 2: ‘Animal Style’ gold ornament from the Oxus Treasure - British Museum 2017 

Another thing that set this exhibition apart from its predecessors was that most of these artefacts 

were not actually housed at the British Museum itself. The largest share came from various 

departments within the State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg with smaller collections 

from the National Museum of the Republic of Kazakhstan2 and the Ashmolean Museum in 

Oxford. The plans for this exhibition were first hatched under the directorship of Neil 

MacGregor, a strong advocate for museums as institutions with the potential to bridge political 

divides through scholarship and display, bringing cultures, nations and people together through 

a common interest in the past. This particular exhibition was made to be part of a yearlong 

‘celebration of Russian art and culture across various UK institutions. 3  The exhibition 

ultimately not only brought Hermitage collections to the UK but also its curators, conservators, 

2 The National Museum of the Republic of Kazakhstan was opened in 2014, and this was its first loan to the UK 
(Simpson 2017, 14 September). 
3 Simpson 2017, 14 September. 
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archaeologists and scholars who participated in the planning of the exhibition, as well as its 

set-up and a large-scale international conference associated with it.  

These extensive collaborations left their imprint on the interpretation of the materials within 

the exhibition, as text panels gave details of the intense scientific and archaeological studies 

surrounding the burial sites and the production of the objects recovered from them. The clearest 

example of this could be found in the second gallery, where the historiography of the collection 

itself was discussed. This gallery contained eleven gold objects in the animal style. These are 

the artefacts that really brought the Scythians onto the public stage, and this gallery told the 

story of how they were discovered in the early eighteenth century. It highlighted the role of 

Peter the Great, who sent out vast expeditions into the challenging landscapes of Siberia to find 

natural resources and routes for trade with the east. These expeditions found more than they 

bargained for as they uncovered the vast riches of the Scythian burial mounds. Peter the Great 

demanded they be sent back to his capital of St. Petersburg, where they could be studied and 

stored in his Kunstkamera (cabinet of curiosities).4 The gallery gave Peter a voice by including 

a regal portrait of him from the Queen’s collection. The artefacts’ original context of display 

was communicated through etchings of the Tsar’s galleries and the Winter Palace, the 

beginnings of the modern Hermitage.5 The artistic nature of the original studies was reflected 

in the watercolours hanging above the gold plaques, while the modern scientific studies of their 

manufacture were highlighted in the images and object labels below them.6 This combination 

told a tale of archaeological development, focusing less on the beauty of the objects, and more 

on the change and continuity in how we come to rediscover and study them. 

                                                 
4 Meyer 2013; Korolkova 2017. 
5 Dobrovolsky 2012. 
6 These studies were presented as papers during the conference ‘Scythians and early nomads from Siberia to the 
Black Sea’ held at the British Museum’s BP Lecture Theatre between 27 and 29 October 2017. 
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Figure 3: Leather bag for cheese remains - British Museum 2017 

What followed was an impressive collection of burial goods. Though the gold ornaments easily 

drew the most attention, it was the exceptional preservation of the organic materials that truly 

set the exhibition apart. Leather bags, fur coats, tattered trousers and embroidered shoes formed 

part of the display. So did wooden and leather gear, countering the usual trend in archaeology 

where stone, ceramics and sometimes metalwork form the primary products of excavation. A 

large section of the exhibition was dedicated to horse riding equipment. The Scythians were 

the first to develop a soft saddle, and their weapons were adapted to fighting on horseback. 

However, the pieces in the collection seemed less equipped for day-to-day use and more 

decorative, with leather bridles decked out with wooden, bronze and fabric decorations. These 

were made to turn the horses into mythical beasts, dragon-like creatures that could ferry the 

deceased into the next life. Some horses were buried with decorated carts, and, in burial mound 

five at Pazyryk, fully preserved felt swans were uncovered. However, this was not the most 

impressive instance of preservation in the excavation. That label can be given to the small piece 

of three-thousand-year-old cheese in a leather bag. The family label beside it bore the title ‘Best 

before: 300 BC’. The exhibition was not for the faint-hearted, however, as it also contained 
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human remains in the form of tattooed skin, a full braid and a number of mummified skulls. It 

was surprising how little notice was given about these remains, considering the ongoing 

debates about the ethics of displaying such materials.7 

While the exhibition was an absolute show-stopper, it presented a number of issues from an 

archaeological standpoint, the main one being text and terminology. As the Scythians left no 

records of their own, it is difficult to gain any clarity on their exact beliefs or social structures. 

The curators therefore had to rely on the study of external sources, as well as iconography and 

material analysis of their artefacts. Despite this dearth in primary source material, the museum 

did include some quotes in the exhibition. These quotes primarily derived from Greek sources, 

Herodotus in particular. Though Herodotus’ descriptions of the Scythians have in many cases 

proved to overlap with the material evidence, his histories are not without their blemishes and 

should be read with a grain of salt. The exhibition left little room for advocating a more critical 

reading of his work. A second problem with using his histories as a master narrative is that they 

only describe the Scythians with whom he was in contact, those who lived among and traded 

with the Greeks living in the Black Sea region. It is important to note that, while overarching 

lifestyles, artefact assemblages and burial practices did exist across these vast steppe lands, the 

Scythians were in no sense a homogenous group. Herodotus himself speaks of numerous tribes 

who fought each other as much as their sedentary neighbours. The existence of regional variety 

should be front and centre in such an exhibition, not an afterthought. Nuance was also lacking 

in certain cases when the labels discuss belief, symbolism, ritual and leadership. Though the 

insecurity was acknowledged in the first gallery and in interviews with head curator St John 

Simpson,8 the difficulties of determining a single narrative for these objects was not made quite 

as clear in the exhibition. Another more practical issue was the placement of the object labels, 

                                                 
7 DCMS 2005; Lohman and Goodnow 2006; Cassman et al. 2007; Jenkins 2011; Giesen 2013; Fletcher et al. 
2014. 
8 Snow and Simpson 2017, 25 September. 
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often low down and difficult to read in the dim lighting. Though large print texts were available, 

most visitors just ended up spending a longer time squinting at each case, exacerbating the 

existing bottleneck effect that tends to be inevitable at these kinds of events. 

Figure 4: 3D-printed Scythian gold plaques for the hands-on desk - Steven Day, ThinkSee3D 

2017 

Despite these difficulties, the exhibition remains a great success. One of the most pleasant 

surprises for me was the free object handling station. It is often the case that visitors needed to 

wait for gallery talks, study days, or member evenings to gain a more personal experience of 

the materials being exhibited. However, the Scythians exhibition featured a hands-on desk open 

to all museum visitors, in front of the exhibition entrance. Here interested visitors could touch 

horse hair and interact with seals and coins that depicted the Scythian people. In a big step for 

the British Museum, the object desk also featured a 3D-printed replica of a gold clothing plaque 

showing two Scythian archers standing back to back.9 Their inclusion underlined the role of 

9 This print was made by ThinkSee3D, a company based in Eynsham that specialises in 3D prints for cultural 
institutions. 
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the Scythians: Warriors of Siberia as a landmark exhibition, while continuing to build upon 

the museum’s commitment to increase opportunities for learning and engagement across its 

many collections. 
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Dragon and Eagle: The Rise and Fall of the 
Chinese and Roman Empires 

By Sunny Y. Auyang. Pp. xxvi + 256, 3 appendices, 5 timelines, 18 maps. Armonk, M.E. 
Sharpe 2014. $52.95. ISBN 978-0-76564-370-4 (paper). 

As a researcher in the field of comparative studies between Rome and China, my interest was 

immediately piqued when I was made aware of Auyang’s new work: Dragon and Eagle: The 

Rise and Fall of the Chinese and Roman Empires. I became immediately wary, however, when 

I realised that this book was targeted at a general audience and was written by a non-historian 

(Auyang is a retired physicist). Having read one too many terrible pop-history books by non-

historians, I gave this book a pass. That is, until Scheidel, arguably the world’s leading expert 

on Rome-China comparative studies, not only proclaimed that this book ‘rises to the challenge’ 

of the difficulties facing comparative studies today, but even called it a ‘pioneering account’. 

This was quickly compounded by Chinese scholar Cho-yun Hsu’s equally glowing review, and 

another Chinese reviewer even claimed that this work ‘puts professional historians to shame’. 

With such high compliments from leading experts in the field, I thought it would be remiss to 

ignore this book. 
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From the onset, the book is an impressive academic achievement. While not a historian, 

Auyang is still a career academic, and this is certainly reflected in her work. The level of 

research in both the ancient evidence and modern scholarship in Dragon and Eagle is in 

comparison no worse off than any other academic historical work. In the introduction, this book 

sets out its central task clearly: a comparative analysis of Rome and China’s relative strengths 

and weaknesses, and how a deepened comprehension of Rome and China might improve our 

understanding of modern geopolitics vis-à-vis China and the USA.1   

The book is divided into eight body chapters, following a largely temporal narrative from the 

earliest beginnings of Rome and China down to the collapse of the Western Roman Empire in 

476 CE and the partitioning of the Later Han Dynasty in 220 CE into the Three Kingdoms. The 

sheer ambition of the work to cover such a long time period across two different cultures is 

commendable, and Auyang’s clear writing style and narrative approach make her account easy 

to follow. Of course, certain areas are simplified or glossed over, but that is to be expected 

from a work of this magnitude, and it is a shortcoming Auyang admits herself.2  

Indeed, the narrative sections of the work are truly admirable for a non-historian and, had 

Auyang restrained herself to writing a narrative history, I too would have cast my voice with 

the rest of the praise. However, as she has set out in her introduction, Auyang also seeks to 

combine narrative history with ‘extensive explanation and analysis’. 3 In addition, Auyang 

dedicates significant sections of her work to comparative analyses of Rome’s and China’s 

society, law, economy, and more. This is where my main criticisms for Dragon and Eagle are 

reserved.  

                                                 
1 xix, xxiv. 
2 xxv. 
3 xxiv. 
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As Auyang delves into analytical history, her background as a non-historian becomes 

immediately apparent. There are numerous instances where ancient evidence is included 

uncritically or inappropriately. In her section on slavery, Auyang utilises sources that range 

from Aristotle all the way to Tacitus to draw a single conclusion about Roman attitudes towards 

slavery. This gives the misleading notion that ‘ancient Rome’ was a monolithic, static entity 

whose social attitudes never changed in hundreds of years, nor varied amongst its social strata.4 

Then, in her section discussing foreign relations, Auyang mistakenly assumes that diplomatic 

reciprocity in Rome and China implied equality or near equality.5 Those with a background in 

Classical Studies would know that amici populi Romani (‘Friends’ of the Roman People), 

especially by the Late Republic onwards, were absolutely not on an equal footing with Rome. 

Those familiar with Han dynasty imperial correspondences would know that alliances with 

China were also not at all framed in a context of equality. Then, there are certain passages 

where Auyang’s analysis is contradictory. An early section makes the argument that a major 

difference between Rome and China was the latter’s bustling bureaucracy compared to the 

former’s reliance on the army, but a later passage argues that Rome had a larger and more 

expensive imperial bureaucracy.6 This is compounded by Auyang’s overreliance on certain 

definitive, out-of-date, works, rather than focusing on the current trends in academic 

scholarship. For example, she cites Syme as an authoritative view on the collapse of the Roman 

Republic, a view which brings in far too many modern perceptions of ‘freedom’ and ‘tyranny’ 

and has long been challenged by academia.7  

4 71-72 . 
5 225. 
6 64-65, 211. 
7 124. 
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My greatest criticisms are reserved for Auyang’s treatment of the Confucian literati. Auyang’s 

distaste for the literati class is peppered throughout her work, often with little to no backing as 

to the reason why. In a discussion on the Yantie Lun (Discourses on Salt and Iron, c. 81 BCE), 

the Modernist school is portrayed as ‘pragmatic statesmen’, while the Confucian Reformist 

school is ‘unnegotiable’ and ‘impractical’.8 Auyang then selectively uses ancient evidence to 

support her view. In examining an essay written by Sima Tan on the various philosophical 

schools in ancient China (C. 165 – 110 BCE), Auyang fails to acknowledge that Sima Tan was 

a Daoist who loathed Confucianism, instead portraying him as an impartial judge.9 Her dislike 

of the Confucian literati is particularly damaging to her analysis where she extends it even to 

Rome, criticising Emperor Gratian for replacing Roman militarism with a bureaucratic culture 

‘as dainty as that of the Han literati’.10  

In examining Rome, Auyang continues to be highly selective with ancient evidence to construct 

her arguments. She praises Rome’s reliance on the law and attacks the Confucian literati’s 

reliance on ‘morals’, but fails to note that, in Roman ideology, mores (morals) were also viewed 

as superior to leges (laws). Tacitus famously declared that ‘corruptissima re publica plurimae 

leges’ (‘the state is most corrupt [when] its laws are most numerous’, Tac. Ann. 3.27).11 Cicero, 

too, proclaimed that ‘summum ius summa iniuria’ (‘[when] the laws are most numerous, so are 

the injustices’, Cic. Off. 1.33). Even setting Rome aside, blaming the Confucian literati for the 

collapse of the Han Dynasty makes little sense, as Confucianism remained as the state 

philosophy for almost another two thousand years. Auyang’s personal bias against the 

Confucian literati renders several of her arguments puzzling and untenable. 

                                                 
8 172, 218. 
9 200. 
10 297-297 
11 All translations in this review are mine unless otherwise stated.  
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However, one aspect of Dragon and Eagle that is undertaken incredibly well is the comparative 

analyses. Numerous comparative works, academic or otherwise, fall into the common pitfall 

of not actually being comparative. Simply placing two (or more) cultures side-by-side and 

listing the differences or similarities makes a poor comparative study. This is because there is 

little reason why two separate works could not have been written, and the reader can note the 

differences or similarities themselves. A comparative work ideally ought to, by introducing a 

foreign cultural sphere, challenge aspects considered ‘natural’, ‘normal’, or ‘self-evident’, 

which mono-cultural studies occasionally take for granted. This is an aspect on which Auyang 

performs fantastically. In comparing Rome and China, Auyang demolishes several ideas that 

are held as ‘natural’ in Classical Studies or Sinology. For example, by discussing why ancient 

China lacked the concept of ‘political freedom’, Auyang challenges the idea that we often view 

‘freedom’ as an innate and natural ‘human right’, even in the ancient world.12 Further analysis 

into this point also shows that Rome was nowhere near as free as it is often held up to be, 

breaking down old dichotomous views of a free Rome/West, and a decadent, despotic East.13 

Comparative analyses of this nature are often missing even in academic works, so Auyang’s 

ability to weave such high-quality comparative analyses into her work is remarkable. 

While the comparative aspects are done well and this work is certainly a step in the right 

direction in the nascent field of Rome-China comparative studies, the overall conclusions 

drawn break no new ground. Auyang’s non-historian background and the sheer scale of this 

work prevent any in-depth analyses. Indeed, Auyang should have either written Dragon and 

Eagle purely as a piece of narrative history or focused only on one particular aspect of Rome 

and China (for example, the idea of political freedom which she analysed so well). This would 

have allowed her to examine the issue in more detail. Overall, while in no way an inferior book, 

12 69. 
13 184 ff. 
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the problems as outlined in this review prevents it from being the definitive comparative work 

that some academics have held it up to be. 
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Athenian Prostitution: The Business of Sex 

By Edward E. Cohen. Pp. xix + 243. New York, Oxford University Press 2015. $74. ISBN 978-

0-19027-592-1 (cloth).

When examining the large range of scholarship on Ancient Athenian prostitution, it is rare to 

find a perspective that is both new and engaging. Edward E. Cohen’s 2015 work Ancient 

Athenian Prostitution: The Business of Sex is one such work that presents a refreshing new take 

on the topic. He has done this by undertaking the tremendous task of discussing the thoroughly 

complex nature of Ancient Athenian prostitution within the framework of trade and business. 

Cohen successfully examines Ancient Athenian prostitution through “...the context of the 

economic structure of fourth-century Athens” placing particular emphasis on the “business 

ethics” that effect the “societal and professional values” of the Ancient Athenian sex trade.1 As 

a result, Cohen positions himself as an authority on the complex historical narrative and literary 

evidence that surrounds the Athenian sex trade. Most scholarship on Ancient Athenian 

prostitution chooses to examine it in the context of moral, sexual and gender related studies. 

Cohen even notes this discrepancy – claiming, for example, that male prostitution is only 

1 2. 
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spoken of in the context of male sexuality and female prostitution in the context of gender or 

women’s studies, ignoring the economics, trade and business side of the debate. In response to 

this Cohen expertly uses his background in both Ancient Greek and economics to examine 

Ancient Athenian prostitution in an alternative yet still persuasive manner.    

The strength of Cohen’s scholarship relies heavily on the breadth and depth of his literary 

source material. Though his work relates specifically to fourth-century Athens, Cohen is not 

afraid to examine this time period by engaging with literary evidence from a variety of styles 

and periods – including, but not limited to: history and philosophy from Xenophon to Plato; 

Greek plays such as Aristophanes and Menander; Ancient Athenian oratory such as Lysias, 

Aischines and Demosthenes; later sources including Roman plays by Terrence and Plautus; 

and later literary sources such as Lucian’s The Dialogue of the Courtesans. However, he does 

have two main literary sources that he ruminates on in his own text– the first being forensic 

material and the second being comic sources. His discussion of forensic material is in regard 

to the idea that arguments in the courts could only be persuasive if there were elements to truth 

– at least when presented to a jury made up of members of the Athenian male citizen cohort.

His interest in comic sources can be related to the social history that they present, discussed in 

terms of “romantic attachments”, “class conflict”, and “gender issues”.2  

It is in the analysis of such literary sources that Cohen excels at. This is particularly evident in 

his brief but thorough analysis of the Phialai Exeleutherikai – stone inscriptions concerning 

the manumission of slaves. Cohen notes fifty-two of these freed slaves included in the 

2 16. 
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inscription were women and twenty-nine of them were listed as talasiourgoi or ‘wool-workers’. 

Cohen is explicit in his criticism of scholars who have attempted a “corrective approach”3 to 

understanding the position of these wool-workers – Stephen Todd stating that the word was 

“too straight forward”4 thus influencing his interpretation, and Vincent Rosivach who took the 

approach of translating talasiougoi as ‘housewife’ despite the fact that neither the words ‘house’ 

nor ‘wife’ are featured.5 Based on his own reading of the inscription, as well as several social 

and comedic commentaries of the time, Cohen argues that Ancient Athenian wool-workers 

were able to secure the money for their freedom by working in the sex trade. In addition, there 

were many different ways female sex workers were able to gain funds for manumission – such 

as from clients like Olympiodoros who, according to Demosthenes 48.53-5, spent nearly all his 

money on the manumission of a ‘sex worker’ bedecked in gold, an act that caused much 

dissatisfaction among members of Olympiodoros’ own family.  The strength of Cohen’s 

argument rests on interpreting Phialai Exeleutherikai at face value, having prefaced his 

discussion of the document with the extensive history of the intertwining nature of wool-work 

and the Athenian sex trade. 

Cohen’s work also examines the female dominated nature of sexual enterprises. In his brief but 

convincing argument he notes that only a few pornoboskoi6 can be identified as male – for 

example, one male pornoboskoi who is only referenced in the abstract.7 His theory of the 

female dominated business and nature of prostitution is further shown through his analysis of 

its matrilinearity. Although female citizens in Athens are often only known in relation to their 

3  54. 
4  Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Most commonly translated as ‘brothel-keeper’, ‘brothel manager’ or the more derogatory term ‘pimp’. 
7 Aischines 1.188. 
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male counterparts, female sex workers are seemingly known through their mother’s names 

such as Phano who is described as ‘daughter of Neaira’.8 The family of Neaira and her story 

demonstrates the matrilineal nature of prostitution. Demosthenes casts aspersions on Neaira’s 

parentage. It was her ‘mother’ Nikarete who taught her the ways of being a courtesan, and these 

were ultimately the skills that were to serve her in her profession in later life. Neaira continues 

this tradition in instructing her own daughter Phano.  Further enriching the story of this family 

is the tale of a customer named Epainetos who paid large amounts for sex with both mother 

and daughter, only to be harassed for more money by Stephanos the angry husband and father.9 

The idea that courtesans passed their knowledge on from mother to daughter is a common idea 

in scholarship, however, as with most trades in Athens the business side of the sex trade still 

tends to be seen as patrilineal denying any consideration that women might have had the 

monopoly on these businesses. In this andro-centric tradition, Cohen’s interpretation of the 

literature gives insight into a new and different viewpoint.  

 

Though many aspects of his research are based on thorough analysis, his work is not immune 

to criticism. At the beginning of his book Cohen laments the lack of statistical information in 

relation to the Athenian economy, especially in terms of the sex trade. He attempts to use the 

idea of equivalent purchasing power to remedy this deficiency. An example of this tactic is his 

assessment of Menander’s The Flatterer in which the courtesan was paid three hundred 

drachmas per night which Cohen estimates as $15,000-30,000 USD in twenty-first century 

equivalent purchasing power.10 As there is not a great deal of information on how much people 

were charged, what different acts were worth and how being a brothel member or a courtesan 

                                                 
8 Dem. 59.65. 
9 Dem. 59.64-7; 71. 
10 Line 117 ff. 
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might cause any increase or decrease in price, it is not clear how Cohen managed to estimate 

any equivalency in modern currency. The sources have registered this complexity of cost 

variations, even alluding to rumours that a man named Lykon was notorious for determining 

“...precisely what each female prostitute in Athens sought to charge”,11 suggesting Cohen’s 

efforts may still fall short.  

In focusing his work on the fourth century Cohen narrows the scope of his inquiry. It is not 

clear as to why Cohen has been motivated to study this particular time period. It can be assumed, 

based on the textual and literary examples that Cohen uses, that he chose fourth-century Athens 

because of an abundance of source material to examine, analyse and criticise. Scholars, such 

as Leslie Kurke, have extensively examined evidence of prostitution – in terms of the nature 

of the sex trade, economic and monetary aspects, and those who worked within it – with a focus 

on the Archaic Greeks. Thus, a main criticism of Cohen’s work is that he has not examined the 

situation outside of his limited paradigm. Taking a broader chronological approach which while 

making his book subject to more conjecture than analysis, would have expanded his sources 

and opened the door to more visual source material. This leads to another issue in that Cohen 

does not engage thoroughly with non-literary evidence. Though his purpose is to examine the 

Athenian sex trade through the lens of business and economics his lack of visual evidence is 

rather conspicuous. An example of this demotion of non-textual sources is his discussion of 

the occasional image of wool-working in relation to brothel pornai who would have engaged 

in that role as well as sex work. In this instance he chooses to place the crux of the argument 

on his reading of the Phialai Exeleutherikai – while using the visual evidence only as 

occasional and ancillary additions to his analysis.  

11 164. 
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While this work is a new and engaging piece of complex scholarship that belongs to the 

distinctive corpus of Ancient Athenian prostitution history and social commentary, some 

aspects such as expanding the chronology and expansion of the available source material could 

make excellent additions to later editions. While Cohen’s work opens the door to a varied 

approach of such a complex and often ‘taboo’ subject matter, in order to expand his scope 

should include the non-literary source material. Akin to Andrew Lear and Eva Cantarella’s 

Images of Ancient Greek Pederasty, examining those sex workers left behind due to Cohen’s 

omission of a vast quantity of visual source material.  
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