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This book is dedicated to my first vibrator. RIP.




A note on the use of the term ‘woman’: throughout this book, I will primarily be discussing the sexual expression of cis-women and those who were assigned female at birth. This is due to the nature of the historical record and how the term ‘woman’ is defined by classical civilizations. But let me be clear. There have always been those who do not conform to gender norms or identify with the gender they were assigned at birth. What survives the ravages of time is never the full story.




Foreword

Ἀφροδίσια, Aphrodisia

Ancient Greek noun and adjective – belonging to the goddess of love, festival of Aphrodite, sexual pleasures

From the name for the Greek goddess of love and lust, Aphrodite, comes the origin of our modern term ‘aphrodisiac’, so you probably didn’t need the title of this book defined for you to understand it. Even in the Ancient Greek it has a multitude of meanings. Yet, in many ways, it quite succinctly sums up the intention of this book: to explore that which belongs to Aphrodite. The sexy stuff, the arousing stuff, the pleasurable stuff, the desirable stuff. All as it was experienced by women in the ancient world.

I was aware when I chose to undertake this project that even today, two thousand years on from much of the material I will be discussing, there remains a lot of shame and stigma attached to the topic of women’s sexuality. You are never more than a click away from a social media post declaring that women’s love of ‘smut’ will lead to the downfall of literature, nay society! Clearly these detractors are unaware that trope-filled romance novels were just as popular in antiquity. Meanwhile women are still having their sexual history brandished against them during rape trials, despite UK court guidelines meant to protect them from exactly this.1

Yet, I do believe that there is more space today for conversations around women’s sexuality than there ever has been in modern times. As you’ll learn from the upcoming introduction, there is not a chance on Olympus that this book would have been published, let alone taken seriously, one hundred years ago. I even wonder if ten years ago I might have struggled to put this research in your hands. Research that, I think, is incredibly important.

Women’s lives are vast and complex. This was as much true two millennia ago as it is today. And sex and pleasure are a part of that. It is too easy, too lazy, to dismiss sex as an unimportant facet of society. Worse yet, the sex lives of women, because our predecessors considered them inferior. But there is power in sexuality. There is power in pleasure and joy. There is power in women celebrating themselves as sexual beings in a world that so often sees them as sexual objects.




Introduction

The Scholar Doth Protest Too Much, Methinks

The year is 1992. Big things are happening. Keanu Reeves debuts his English accent in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Somewhere in Edinburgh’s Royal Infirmary, my mum is about to give birth to me. And a team of expert archaeologists working in Northumberland has unearthed a mysterious wooden object during excavation of the Roman settlement known as Vindolanda. But what exactly is it? Is it a darning tool? Is it a drop spindle? Is it one of those abstract objets d’art you can’t help but wonder over on the shelves of TK Maxx?

Or is it a phallus? A dick; a cock; a willy; a schlong; a penis?

Initially, the object in question appears to have garnered little attention. It was, after all, one of many items uncovered at Vindolanda during that dig alone (bear in mind that thousands of objects have been unearthed there over the course of numerous years). So it was, presumably, dusted off and catalogued as a ‘darning tool’, and that was that. The thing is, the Vindolanda phallus is actually quite unique. As far as archaeologists have been able to determine, it is the oldest – nay only – example of its kind that has survived from Roman Britain – it is organic material after all.
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Wooden phallus courtesy of the Vindolanda Trust.


Despite this rarity, it wasn’t until 2023 that new research was published addressing the mystery of Vindolanda’s casually dubbed ‘darning tool’ and its phallic appearance. And perhaps it is my own lack of artistic experience, but the only way I can think to describe this object to you is to think of a penis. The phallus, which sits at around 15cm (6 inches) long and a little under 5cm (2 inches) at its widest point, features a tapered design from base to tip, topped with what can only be described as the glans, aka the head. Carved from ash, it has been polished smooth and shows signs of repeated handling …1 Given the nature of millennia-old wood it could also have potentially shrunk over the years.

To look at the Vindolanda phallus now, it is difficult not to agree with archaeologist Rob Collins who co-published the 2023 research that re-examined the once-dubbed darning tool and was quoted in the Guardian as saying, ‘part of me thinks it’s kind of self-evident that it is a penis.’2 And what is one popular use for disembodied phalli? As dildos of course!

So … mystery solved, right? Right? Well, yes and no. Short of an accompanying instruction manual or bodily fluids (that wouldn’t have survived), there is no way of knowing with one hundred per cent certainty what the Vindolanda phallus was used for. Meanwhile, a variety of purposes have continued to be suggested, including and beyond a sex toy. Is it a humorously decorative darning tool as originally thought? Is it a dedicatory votive in honour of the well-endowed fertility god Priapus? Is it an insert for a Herm – a popular sculpture type that resembled an amorphous block of stone with a man’s head and genitals used to ward off evil?

The thing is, none of these alternative propositions rules out the dildo. After all, we know dildos existed in antiquity. We know they were used by women (though of course anyone can enjoy a dildo, regardless of gender identity). Their function is referenced in ancient literature and depicted upon ancient vases (more on this in Chapter 7). And even if its creator imagined for it one purpose, that does not mean it wasn’t used for another. If you’ve ever chatted to anyone working in the medical profession, you’ve likely heard tales of various foreign objects lodged in places they were never intended to go.

So why did it take thirty years for anyone to suggest that this was what was going on here? If it looks like a dildo, walks like a dildo and quacks like a dildo … maybe, just maybe, it is a dildo?

I have to conclude that it is either inexperience, moral judgement, or plain embarrassment that leads to oversights such as these. All of which do the historical record a great injustice. Sex is a part of our history regardless of our own feelings on the matter. To skim over, skirt around, or shy away from this can only flatten our understanding of the past. This is particularly true when it comes to women, who so often shoulder the burden of sexual morality. The purpose of this book, therefore, is to embrace the sexuality of ancient women, whatever that looks like. To uncover the facts, but also the ifs and maybes. And to make sure no one mistakenly tries to mend their socks with a two-thousand-year-old phallus that’s better suited for other purposes.

Now, let me be clear. My issue is not with the due diligence of historians and archaeologists who have speculated on the purpose of this unique find. It is more an observation that history is often at the mercy of the contemporary social mores that inform its investigators. Take for example the Victorian era, in which there was, for better or worse, a voracious appetite for classical studies among the elite. From children’s anthologies of Greek myths to a renewed interest in the Roman brand of Stoicism. Everything except the dirty stuff. Please no, not the dirty stuff!

Nineteenth-century scholars who dared to touch on the sexually explicit aspects of Ancient Greek and Roman history were ostracized, while the only publishers who would print their research were those who specialized in pornography. Meanwhile, the undeniable evidence of sex and nudity that survived antiquity in the form of material culture (think vase paintings and sculptures) was relegated to separate rooms and private collections, a phenomenon that gave rise to the Museum Secretum like the one found in the British Museum. These permanent exhibits allowed objects deemed too raunchy for certain visitors to be on display but out of sight; think the museum equivalent of the X-rated film section in an old video store. As Catherine Johns highlights in her book Sex or Symbol?, this practice in particular flew in the face of typical museum curation – overlooking historical period, style and material to instead represent a subset of artefacts that had been judged by the morality of the day as lacking.

While undeniably separate, however, the Museum Secretum was not entirely secret. No, these ancient depictions of genitals and sexual acts were kept behind closed doors, but those doors could be opened, so long as you were a man. Later, when the brothels of Pompeii were opened to tourists and other visitors in the 20th century, they were also done so with the explicit exclusion of women. Metal doors hid the raunchiest of frescoes from public view, which would open for a small fee, to men and men alone.

But who lived and worked in these brothels two millennia ago? Whose bodies are on display in the scenes of sex depicted on their walls? Women, of course. Yet Victorian society saw fit to hide from women depictions of their own bodies lest they impinge on their idea of the sexually innocent genteel lady, making it nigh on impossible to appreciate the wide-ranging importance of these historical artefacts.

Contemporary ideas, interests and attitudes have always informed what and how we research the past. Any historian who claims an absence of bias in their work is either ignorant of the inherent bias of the time in which they work, or is straight up lying to you (and themselves). And while the study of sex and its history has come a long way since the Victorian era, there is still a lot of work to be done – especially when it comes to conversations around women’s sexuality.

One need only look to one of the most influential, if debated, studies of sex and sexuality, Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality (1976). There is not a student of ancient history and classical studies alive today who hasn’t had this book quoted to them by lecturers or textbooks. Yet, it almost entirely neglects the subject of women.

In fact, I could quite happily rattle off a number of books written in the past fifty years that deal with the topics of sex and sexuality in Ancient Greece and Rome, and almost all of these books are explicitly dedicated to or end up becoming predominantly about men. Even those that do broach the subject of women’s sex lives as a topic in its own right, more often than not relegate it to a single chapter before returning to the subject of men.

As with the due diligence of my colleagues’ discussions concerning the Vindolanda phallus, I am sympathetic to those who have written on this subject in the past. Much of their work has informed and contributed to my own research. It is not just our historical biases that guide us, but those of the past. Not only does the ancient evidence focus on men’s experiences of sex and desire, but it is overwhelmingly written and created by men as well.

However, and this is a big however, does the fact there is less evidence for and about women’s lives make them any less important? In following the lead of ancient men, do we not do ancient women a disservice? Do we not simply perpetuate the same misogyny and patriarchal structures that diminished the importance of women’s pleasure in the first place?

I would also argue that the evidence for women’s sex lives is not absent from the historical record, nor are women’s voices. In fact, while I hope to provide you with a significant insight into ancient women’s pleasure, I would be incredibly gratified if you were to go away and dig a little deeper yourself. For, as you will see, there is plenty of evidence to be getting on with. It is all about how we approach it.

Women’s sexuality has historically been the dominion of men, whether they be husbands, poets, clients, lovers or scholars. It has traditionally been considered only in as far as how it can serve existing patriarchal structures, either to scintillate or reproduce, or how otherwise it might pose a threat to these same structures if it is allowed to escalate beyond its control. Women’s pleasure has been defined and confined by those who have only ever experienced it second hand. And while we cannot rewrite the historical record, we can certainly do better than those who came before us. It is time to re-centre the conversation on the women themselves.

Before we dive head first into our exploration of women’s sex lives in antiquity, however, there are a few establishing questions we must address. What exactly are we talking about when we talk about sexual pleasure? How do we define something that can look and feel so different, depending on who you ask? Even with the best of intentions this remains a complex task. Perhaps more so when talking about people and civilizations who lived and died thousands of years ago. One need only look to Want (2024), edited by Gillian Anderson,3 to find but a small cross-section of the broad-ranging sexual fantasies stoked by contemporary women: from exhibitionism to BDSM, and plenty more in between. Nor is it simply psychological; physiologically, pleasure can look different to different women. This is something we will talk more about in Chapter 2.

The historian (me in this case) must therefore approach the study of sexual pleasure with an open mind. They must be open to a broad understanding of what sexual pleasure looks like, and what that term means. My own approach is partly inspired by Helen Kaplan’s ‘triphasic model of sexual response’: desire, arousal and climax. I was first introduced to this model in Dr Emily Nagoski’s Come As You Are.

Helen Kaplan was a 20th-century sex therapist whose scientific interest was primarily sexual dysfunction. Though I doubt she had historians in mind when proposing her triphasic model of sexual response, I actually think it has great relevance to the study of our sexual pasts. This is because Kaplan did something other sex therapists had failed to do before her and that was acknowledge the equal weight of desire in sexual pleasure.4

Thus you will observe that throughout this book, I approach sexual pleasure as a whole – from desire to climax, treating each part as equally valuable in our appreciation of women’s sexual expression. I would also argue that this is in keeping with the ancient understanding of pleasure itself. Though we will discuss the goddess of love in more depth in Chapter 5, for now I want to share with you this sentence concerning her birth from Hesiod’s Theogony:


Eros accompanied her [Aphrodite] and beautiful Himeros [desire] followed her from birth to go before the race of gods.

—Hesiod, Theogony, 201–2



From the moment Aphrodite bursts from the ocean’s waves fully formed, she is joined by erotic love and desire. They are her constant companions, their purviews irrevocably intertwined. As Cyrino puts it, ‘Aphrodite’s relationship with the love gods, Eros and Himeros, indicates there is an extraordinary level of complexity inherent in the way the Ancient Greeks understood the experience of sexual desire.’5

This is in turn reflected in the ancient language itself. Take for example the verb orgao (ὀργάω) from which the modern term ‘orgasm’ derives. In the Ancient Greek, orgao can mean ‘to grow ripe’, ‘to swell with lust or moisture’, ‘to desire’, ‘to be eager or ready’, ‘to be influenced by passion’, or ‘to be excited’. A wide range of translations would be acceptable when reading this word in the ancient literature, yet none of them refers to a climax or peak; rather the desire and readiness to experience pleasure, or the pleasure in the excitement itself. In fact, if one were to look for a direct parallel with our modern understanding of orgasm among the ancient languages, you would be sorely disappointed. Both Ancient Greek and Latin expressions of sexual desire and pleasure are altogether more expansive and less specific.

Rather than limiting the historian, however, I consider this an opportunity. I can admit that when I first started playing with the idea of this book, I envisioned digging through ancient texts almost exclusively for evidence of the female orgasm. As if sex, like we’ll see Ovid paint it in Chapter 4, was some race to be won. Yet, this could not be further from the truth. For one of the most important things I took away from Nagoski’s book is that pleasure does not exist in a vacuum. It cannot be disconnected from its context.6 At every stage, pleasure has the potential to ebb or grow and thus the journey is of equal importance to the destination.

Of course, the historian is an interpreter as much as a reporter, if not more so. This book will often deal in uncertainties: rumours, gossip, double entendres, euphemisms and occasional misunderstandings. If we were only to include certainties in our discussion of history, which are far fewer than we might wish, we would neglect not only wide swathes of history but particularly that which concerns those more likely to be dismissed or oppressed by their contemporaries.

During the course of this book, we will discuss what is considered typical, what is considered acceptable and what we can glean lies in the shadows of these two social constructs. Yes, this means reading between the lines. Considering whether contemporary research regarding sexuality and sexual expression can help us examine the ancient material from new perspectives. It also means considering desire and sexual pleasure from every angle so that we might understand how it all adds up.

This is why we will begin our examination of women’s sexual pleasure through the words of women themselves, before discussing how their experiences were guided by contemporary medical thought. We will then examine the role played by the state in determining women’s sexual relationships as well as the way in which ancient ‘dating advice’ contravened these institutes. Next, we will explore how religion was a space primed for women’s sexual expression before immersing ourselves in the world of gossip and rumour in imperial Rome. Finally, we will return to the subject of sex toys touched upon in the opening of this book, as well as tackling women’s sexual taboos in antiquity more broadly.

By the end of this book we will have journeyed through a millennium’s worth of sexual history from Ancient Greece and Rome. We will have taken the ancient evidence for sex and desire and considered it from a new position. One that prioritizes the experiences of women. That takes a holistic approach to the sexual expression of women in antiquity. A perspective that has in the past often been understated, maligned or flat-out ignored. Throughout this all I urge you to remember this: women’s sex lives, their wants and desires, their pleasure and sexual expression, are important. Yesterday, today and tomorrow.




Chapter 1

Burning Desire: Women’s Voices in Ancient Literature


Victor valea, qui bene futues.

(Farewell Victor, you fucked well.)



As did Felix, and Sollemnes and Vitalio. Actually, Sollemnes did it twice. These words or some like them can be found accompanied by a handful of different men’s names graffitied on the walls of Pompeii’s ancient brothels in various hands.1 What exactly Victor, Sollemnes, Vitalio and co. did to elicit such praise is unknown, but whatever it was, it must have seemed worthy of memorialization in the moment; so much so that their partners paused to note it on the wall.

Given the location of these graffiti, scholars have speculated that they may have been the work of sex workers, perhaps even reviews of their clients that other women might enjoy – although how much say in her clients a Pompeii brothel worker had is unclear. Unfortunately, without the graffiti artist’s signature, we cannot know with any certainty who composed these messages or, more importantly, whether they were women at all. Some have even suggested that the subjects of said graffiti were also their composers, in some sort of attempt at self-aggrandizement through wall scribbling.

The prospect they were written by women, however, is tantalizing. It is also perfectly possible. Yet, to be both a woman and a writer in antiquity is to be continuously doubted. In fact, I would go so far as to say that there is not a single female writer throughout history who has not had her gender identity questioned by later historians. Worse perhaps, her contemporaries. I was appalled to learn while reading How to Suppress Women’s Writing by Joanna Russ,2 that in the 1960s and 1970s a number of academics seemed to struggle with the concept that the very much living author Ursula K Le Guin was in fact a woman. Gasp, how can it be?

While there is nothing wrong with approaching history with an air of scepticism, Le Guin’s example hints at the fact there is something far more insidious at the heart of this particular doubt. How many times, for example, have you come across a scholar questioning whether Ovid or Plato were actually men? The answer is rarely, if not never. Meanwhile, we know for a fact that over the course of antiquity’s long history there were women who were educated and literate.

During the Hellenistic era (323–30 BCE), women were admitted into the Epicurean school of philosophy on the same terms as men. The Roman rhetorician Quintilian (35–100 CE) even praises Cornelia, mother of two republican politicians known as the Gracchi, for the role she played in the education of her sons.3 And a 2nd-century CE Greek papyrus from Egypt preserves the fragment of a letter in which a mother writes to an unknown recipient to make sure she has the ‘necessary equipment for school, such as a book for Heraidois [her daughter] to read.’4

This is not to say all ancient women could read or write. Not only are we discussing more than a thousand years’ worth of history, but access to education will have been determined by a variety of factors, including economic status and geography. Classical Athens (480–323 BCE), for example, was particularly conservative when it came to women’s role in society; this is reflected in the complete absence of texts authored by women in the surviving canon of Athenian literature, despite the unparalleled number of texts written by men from this period.

My point, however, is that women who could write are not some fantasy of feminism. Pseudonyms surely existed, and if men could use them, so too could women. I, therefore, refuse to entertain this notion that women were incapable of expressing themselves through the written word, and that we must doubt every ancient text that purports to do so.

In an ideal world, women’s voices would make up the bulk of each of the chapters to come, but this is sadly not the case. One thing you will quickly discover when you begin your journey through Ancient Greece and Rome is that women’s voices are far harder to come by than those of men. According to Ian Michael Plant, ‘the canon of Greek authors alone has some 3,200 entries, but we have the names of only about one hundred Greek and Roman women writers.’5 Though if my own four-year undergraduate course in Classical Studies was anything to go by, you might be fooled into thinking the number even smaller. While few and far between, they are not entirely absent, and might I suggest that given their sparing survival rate, the words of the women we do have are all the more important.

These women’s voices also take various forms. From poems both short and long, to magical incantations, and of course some graffiti in between, women expressed themselves and their sexuality at every turn. In hoping to uncover a better understanding of ancient women’s sex lives, therefore, I wish to position them as the foundational texts through which we approach this subject together. My intention with this chapter is to explore the evidence for female expressions of desire and sexual pleasure, how this manifests, and what we can take away from their voices that might inform the rest of the discussions in this book.

Of the extant Greek and Latin literature that survives from antiquity, there is no female author quite so prolific nor famous as Sappho. To date, over two hundred fragments have been attributed to the poet, with the possibility of more to come; I still remember how exciting it was when previously unidentified fragments of Sappho’s work were published by Obbink, Burris and Fish in 2014. Imagine your favourite author bringing out a new book two and half thousand years after their death. It was a big deal.

There is also no better summary of what we know about Sappho than the words of Dudley Fitts in the foreword to Mary Barnard’s translation of the poet’s work: she is a ‘lyricist’ and she is ‘Greek’, ‘the rest is speculation’.6 Although perhaps we can add to this that she lived and worked during the Archaic era – specifically the 7th and 6th centuries BCE – and that she hailed from the island of Lesbos, located to the northeast of what we now think of as mainland Greece.

Since antiquity, however, Sappho has been a figure of gossip and rumour, and even the ‘she’ in the statements above seemed to be up for debate among scholars for a time. In fact, despite there being no ancient evidence to suggest Sappho was a man, it was not until the late 1800s that her poetry was first published in English with the pronouns she/her. I told you, didn’t I!

Regardless of how much we can glean regarding Sappho herself, the poems that she once-upon-a-time penned, and come down to us today, preserve the romantic and sexual desire of at least one ancient woman. These verses are filled with so much tender aching and longing they have continued to appeal to audiences for millennia since their composition. This is particularly true of the LGBTQIA+ community, my community, for it is from Sappho we derive the term ‘sapphic’ to refer to romantic relationships between two women. So, where better to start with our investigation of women’s pleasure in women’s words than with Sappho?

The first poem I’d like to draw your attention to is number 94 in the Harvard University’s Fragments of Sappho, which opens with the line ‘… and honestly I wish I were dead’ – an auspicious start:


… and honestly I wish I were dead. She was leaving me with many tears and said this: ‘Oh what bad luck has been ours, Sappho; truly I leave you against my will.’ I replied to her thus: ‘Go and fare well and remember me, for you know how we cared for you. If not, why then I want to remind you … and the good times we had. You put on many wreaths of violets and roses and (crocuses?) together by my side, and round your tender neck you put many woven garlands made from flowers and … with much flowery perfume, fit for a queen, you anointed yourself … and on soft beds … you would satisfy your longing (for?) tender …

—Sappho, fr.94 tr. Campbell



This poem has always held a special place in my heart. So much so, I actually pinched one line for the title of a short nonfiction book I wrote in 2023 on LGBTQIA+ reimaginings of Greek mythology: All the Violet Tiaras. Written in first person, the poem laments the loss felt by the narrator (Sappho, presumably) now that her lover (an unnamed woman) is leaving her (possibly to marry a man). Sappho bids her lover farewell and recalls some of the tender moments the two women shared during their time together. These moments include worshipping the goddess of love Aphrodite, making flower crowns together, and lastly, though the text is slightly damaged, sharing a bed – specifically lying down on soft mats and satisfying their desire.

The exact words Sappho uses here are ezies pothon, which has, as always, been translated in a variety of styles, from ‘satisfy your longing (for?)’ to ‘drive out your passion’.* Not unlike the Pompeiian graffiti in the opening to this chapter – though certainly more romantic – Sappho’s poetry is scant on specifics but the sense remains the same: the sex was satisfying. Memorable for the positive experience it was.

Here and elsewhere, Sappho articulates the experience of sexual desire as well as its culmination. In a fragment preserved by the 4th-century CE Roman emperor Julian, who quotes Sappho in a letter to the philosopher Iamblichus, she is perhaps even more explicit: ‘You came, and I was longing for you; you cooled my heart which was burning with desire’ (fr.48 tr. Campbell). Sappho frames desire as almost painful. Burning. It is a need, rather than simply a want, though thankfully one that can be met. Sex meanwhile can provide relief. Note: I hesitate to say sex is a relief, though I originally wrote it, because not all sex is made equal. All in all, however, Sappho frames desire and sex as intimately linked.

There is also something familiar about Sappho’s words. The emperor Julian certainly thought so given that he was quoting her poetry more than one thousand years later. Desire that inflames, burns, or lights a fire, is seemingly universal: from the 13th-century Sufi poet Rumi’s Burning Heart
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