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  Did the Ancient Greeks and Romans Wear Swimsuits?


  Imagine a valley in the hills above Rome, overhung with clouds. Among the mossy stones and fragrant rhododendrons is a pool, fed by trickling springs. Rain speckles the surface. At one end of the pool, an iron grate rusts among the rushes. A slender stream of water slips through. For fifty miles it descends, until the sculpted mortar and rock-bottomed settling pools of the aqueduct give way to labyrinths of lead pipes. Then a gilded ceiling, half-hidden by steam, shimmers into being; and mosaics twinkle on distant walls as the water cascades to the marble pools of the Baths of Caracalla.


  With their soaring vaults, gigantic windows,* and dazzling arrays of saunas and pools, the Baths of Caracalla were an imperially sponsored love song to a time-honored bathing culture. Although Homer’s heroes had indulged in the occasional hot bath, the first public bathing facilities appeared in Greek cities during the Classical period. Most of these early baths consisted of little more than a room with rows of tubs in which bathers could sit as attendants poured water over them. Roman baths were more ambitious. Almost from the beginning, they featured suites of hot, warm, and cold rooms, centered on communal pools and warmed by furnaces that funneled heated air beneath their floors.* Even a simple establishment often included an exercise yard and massage tables. Grand imperial foundations like the Baths of Caracalla combined all the amenities of health club and cultural center: lecture halls and food stalls, fountains and libraries, peristyles and pools, garnished by gardens and studded with statuary.1
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  A cutaway drawing of the Baths of Diocletian. Wikimedia Commons


  Roman baths were open every day, usually from early afternoon to sunset. Although the first hours might be reserved for the sick and elderly—doctors had to remind patients with open wounds to avoid the pools—the general public streamed in as soon as the opening bell was rung, oil flasks and towels in hand. Extravagant bathers (such as Emperor Commodus, who reportedly laved himself seven or eight times a day) entered with a retinue of slaves, who would attend to their master’s whims as he wallowed in the pools. At imperial baths, subsidized by the state, entry was free; elsewhere, it cost a small coin, paid to an attendant stationed by the door.2


  Bathers might begin by sampling the cheap wines, sausages, and sex sold by vendors scattered around the precinct. Their appetites satisfied, they made their way to the changing rooms, where they removed their clothes and placed them on shelves. Since the attendants responsible for preventing theft tended to be a bit larcenous themselves, wealthy men often stationed a slave or two to watch their belongings. Bathers rubbed themselves with olive oil before continuing to the exercise yard to lift weights, play handball,* wrestle, or box. Having worked up a healthy sweat, they might indulge in a massage or spell at the sauna, where oil and perspiration were scraped from their skin with the curved bronze instrument known as a strigil. Then, at last, they entered the water.† Most bathers began in the caldarium, which contained one or more waist-deep hot tubs. Next came the tepidarium, with its basins of lukewarm water. Finally, the frigidarium, which—depending on the size of the bath—might hold anything from small basins to an Olympic-size swimming pool of unheated water.3


  Outside the baths, Romans typically bathed nude. Cicero once accused a woman of buying a villa on the Tiber so that she could watch naked men swimming. Nudity, however, was taboo in public places, and indoor bathing was initially no exception; Cato the Elder thought it disgraceful for even close relatives to be unclothed in the same room. An additional complication was the fact that, in some facilities, men and women bathed together. Though far from universal—most cities had separate baths,‡ or at least designated bathing hours, for men and women—this custom was widespread enough to be repeatedly banned by imperial edict, and persistent enough for Justinian to declare a woman’s presence in a male bath adequate grounds for divorce. It may have also encouraged at least a scattering of bathers to don swimsuits.4


  The Roman poet Martial mentions that some women wore garments in the baths (his own girlfriend, to his profound frustration, was one of them). He also observes that slaves could be seen at the baths in leather girdles—the ancient equivalent of a Speedo. A third-century emperor was remembered for his habit of frequenting baths in a special bathing costume, complete with a sweeping scarlet cloak.* We may even have artistic evidence for bathing costumes in the form of a mosaic that represents a group of young women in bikini-like outfits. None of this, however, suggests that more than a modest minority of Romans sported swimsuits. Abundant literary references leave little doubt that most bathed in the buff.5


  Imagine swimming, unencumbered by clothes, in a vast marble pool filled with cold water. Skin flushed, you emerge into autumn sunlight and wrap yourself in a towel warmed by the floor. You pad back to the changing room, the heat of the tiles soaking through your sandals, and are relieved to find your tunic still on its shelf. Then you walk out through the gardens, where the leaves of the plane trees are starting to turn, past the fountains that play by the marble pools of the Baths of Caracalla.


  Footnotes


  * The caldarium of the Baths of Caracalla was a rotunda 115 feet in diameter and an estimated 140 feet tall—as high, and nearly as wide, as the Pantheon. The glass windows in the rotunda’s south wall were larger than those of any medieval cathedral. On a clear day, when sunlight reflected from the tiled walls and bronze ceiling, scattering rainbows through clouds of steam, the effect must have been breathtaking.


  * The furnaces that circulated hot air through the Baths of Caracalla consumed an estimated ten tons of firewood daily.


  * One of the most popular ball games played at the baths was harpastum, a rugby-like team sport that involved passing a small, hard ball back and forth while evading the opposing team’s blocking maneuvers. Another favorite was trigon, in which three players stood in a triangle, tossing balls with one hand and catching them with the other. The player who missed the fewest throws won.


  † A wealthy Roman magnate, having heard that the salty water of the Dead Sea allowed swimmers to bob on the surface, had a shipload imported at vast expense to fill a pool in his private bath.


  ‡ While visiting a small town south of Rome, an aristocratic lady decided that she wanted to use the men’s baths (evidently superior to the female facilities), and ordered an official to evict all the local men while she performed her ablutions.


  * A lead curse tablet found at Bath, England, calls down divine retribution on the thief of a (presumably less majestic) bathing tunic.
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  Did They Drink Beer?


  Many ancient cultures had beer gods. The Sumerians worshipped Ninkasi, who personally prepared the brews quaffed by her fellow deities. Aegir, Norse god of the sea, was famed for his golden brewing kettle and self-filling ale horns. The Lithuanians revered a god of beer, a goddess of beer, and an entirely distinct god of beer fermentation. But the Romans, like the Greeks before them, had no god of beer.* Nor did they want one. For the Greeks and Romans, beer—or, as the Greeks sometimes called it, “barley wine”†—was uncouth, unsavory, and unsuitable for civilized lips. Beer, in a word, was barbaric, guzzled by those who had not yet tasted the fruits of civilization. It brought out the worst in a people: the Pannonians, for example, were said to be angry and murderous, not least because they had nothing better than beer to drink.1


  A few classical authors admitted that, under certain circumstances, beer could actually taste rather good. Xenophon, for example, observed that Armenian beer—which was customarily sipped through long reed straws—was delicious, once you had acquired the taste. More typical, however, was the opinion of the Roman historian Tacitus, who likened German beer to spoiled wine. Beer was also considered unhealthy. Aristotle claimed that those who drank too much of it would fall on their backs stupefied. The physician Dioscorides analyzed the medical properties of two varieties of beer. One, he declared, induced flatulence. The other brought on bad humors and headaches.* The attitude of the Greco-Roman elite toward beer is neatly summarized by an epigram of the emperor Julian, which opines that wine has the fragrance of nectar, while beer reeks like a goat.2


  In the face of such cultural hostility, it might be assumed that the Greeks and Romans never drank beer. That may have been the case in Classical Greece. The Romans, however, drank a lot of beer. Many Romans, in fact, drank little else. Although wine was always prevalent in Italy, Greece, and other regions climatically suited to viticulture, beer was the beverage of choice for millions, from the Scottish moors to the wastes of Upper Egypt.†


  To Roman eyes, Gaul—roughly modern France—was the stereotypical beer-drinking land. Although southern Gaul had long been dotted with vineyards, Gauls continued to brew for centuries after the Roman conquest, quaffing beer from mighty aurochs horns at feasts, or at taverns from clay cups marked “fill me with beer!” The beer-drinking culture of Egypt was equally potent. Although wine was produced in Egypt from a very early date, beer was the favorite drink of all classes, to the point that the hieroglyph for “beverage” was a picture of a beer jar. Many varieties were brewed, from the “dark beer” and “sweet beer” served in taverns to the “beer of eternity” stockpiled in tombs. The Roman conquest of Egypt had little effect on beer consumption: centuries later, Galen could still call salt fish and beer “the Alexandrian diet.”3


  On the other side of the empire, the arrival of Roman soldiers in northern Britain actually boosted local beer production.* An official stationed at a fort along Hadrian’s Wall asked a colleague to order more beer for the troops from local brewers—some of whom were likely retired soldiers. If so, they may have honed their craft while still serving in the ranks, since Roman forts often had their own breweries. Whoever brewed it, Roman beer tasted quite different from its modern counterparts. Though usually made, as now, from barley and brewed in the familiar way, Roman beer tended to be sour, and often had to be sweetened with honey or fruits. It wasn’t always filtered; and even when it was, the product was much cloudier and grainier than modern beer. Finally, since hops were not added,† it tended to spoil quickly.4


  To judge from Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices, beer was remarkably cheap, costing only a quarter of what was charged for even the least expensive wine. It was also remarkably common. Associations of brewers are attested both in Egypt and on the German frontier, and breweries were attached to some of the grandest Roman villas in the Rhineland. But beer never lost its bad reputation: one late Roman emperor was mocked as a “beer drinker.” Thanks to its low cultural status, beer was gradually displaced by wine in many parts of the empire. Gallic beer was an early casualty. Even before the coming of Rome, Gallic elites had begun to import massive quantities of Italian wine, sold at such exorbitant prices that a slave was sometimes exchanged for a single jar. During the imperial era, as grapevines enveloped the countryside, wine became the preferred beverage in most parts of Gaul. An even more dramatic transformation took place in Egypt, where cheap local wine virtually replaced beer over the course of the fourth century.5


  In western Europe, at least, beer may have been saved by the collapse of the Roman Empire. The Germanic invaders brought with them a robust beer-drinking culture, which substantially enhanced beer’s social standing. A Roman physician working for one of the new barbarian kings found it within himself to actually praise beer as both delicious and nutritious. The empire had fallen; but beer would live on.6


    Footnotes


  * Although Dionysus/Bacchus was sometimes imagined as the god of all intoxicating substances, up to and including beer, he was always associated most closely with wine. One author, noting that Dionysus had given wine only to the Greeks, speculated that beer-drinking peoples had angered the god and been deprived of his blessings.


  † The most common Greek word for beer was zythos (“frothy”). The Romans used zythum for certain varieties of beer, but their usual term was cervesia, which survives as the Spanish cerveza and Portuguese cerveja. The English word “beer” is probably derived from the Latin bibere, “to drink.”


  * If nothing else, beer foam was reportedly good for the skin. Pliny the Elder claims that Gallic women smeared their faces with the stuff.


  † After beer, the most popular alternative to wine was probably mead. Though apparently only used in religious rituals and as a medicine by the Greeks, it was widely consumed in some of the Roman Empire’s frontier regions, and appears to have been swilled at the court of Attila the Hun. Cider and perry were consumed wherever apples and pears were grown. The steppe nomads beyond the Roman frontier preferred fermented horse milk.


  * The tombstone of one Roman veteran proclaims: “While I lived, I drank freely; drink, you who still live!”


  † Hops grow wild in central Europe, but they only began to be added to beer during the Middle Ages. Although the first hop gardens appeared in the eighth century, it took nearly a millennium for hops to fully displace the preservative herbs used in most medieval beers.
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  Did They Use Drugs?


  The tomb had been looted long ago—a deep crater in the grassy mound made that obvious. But since it was due to be bulldozed for the construction of a new power line, archaeologist Andrei Belinski and his team spent nearly a month digging to the ancient kurgan’s base. To their surprise, they discovered a stone-lined hollow overlooked by the looters, which contained golden armbands and cups, a heavy golden ring, and two spectacular golden vessels. The outer faces of the vessels swirled with scenes of dueling warriors and mythic beasts. Their insides were coated with a mysterious black residue. A sample was sent for analysis at a nearby lab, which promptly reported that the residue was opium, with traces of marijuana.


  The tomb that Belinksi’s team uncovered had been constructed by the Scythians, nomadic horsemen who roved the grasslands north of the Black Sea. The ancient Greeks knew the Scythians—the vessels, in fact, may have been produced by Greek craftsmen—and they also knew about the Scythians’ fondness for ritually purifying themselves in sweat lodges, where they threw heaps of hemp on hot stones,* producing clouds of marijuana smoke that made them sing and dance as though drunk.1


  In the classical world, most drug use was medical. Although a number of plants with psychoactive effects were known, such as henbane and mandrake, the most potent and prominent was the opium poppy, which was grown throughout the Mediterranean. Poppy seeds were eaten as food and pressed to make oil. But it was the narcotic milk extracted from immature seed pods that gave the opium poppy its critical role in ancient medicine as a painkiller and relaxant. In the Odyssey, for example, Helen slips what is almost certainly opium into the drinks of banqueting heroes to help them forget their sorrows. For years, Marcus Aurelius drank a cup of opiated wine every night to help himself sleep.* Mixed with honey or pressed into pills, opium was used to ease everything from skin infections to coughs. Although ancient doctors did not understand that opium was addictive, they were well aware that overdoses could be fatal. At least a few terminally ill Romans, knowing this, ended their lives with the drug.2


  Like the opium poppy, the hemp plant had many applications in the classical world. The most commercially important of these involved the fibers of the male hemp plant’s stem, which were woven into durable clothing, shoes, and ropes. The psychoactive resin of the female plant baffled and intrigued classical physicians. One ancient doctor observed that those who ate hempseed experienced confusion and a sensation of warmth. Others noted that hempseed dampened the sex drive and left the body dehydrated. On the plus side, it was good for earaches. Although there is no textual evidence for medical use of the much more potent leaves and buds, the recent discovery of cannabis resin in the tomb of a Roman woman who died in childbirth suggests that the pains of labor were sometimes eased with hashish.3


  The Greeks and Romans may have occasionally used psycho-active substances to heighten the effects of religious rituals. In this, they were anticipated by the Minoans, who worshipped the so-called poppy goddess, a female deity with a trancelike expression and diadem of poppy heads. The largest known statue of the goddess
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 A terra-cotta figurine of the Minoan “poppy goddess,” now in the Heraklion Archaeological Museum. Wikimedia Commons


  was found near a tubular vase used to inhale opium smoke.* The evidence for ritual drug use in the classical world is more ambiguous. The Greeks associated the opium poppy with the fertility goddess Demeter, who is often shown holding bundles of grain and poppy heads. As far as we can tell, however, these poppies were emblems of abundance, not allusions to opium’s narcotic power.


  It has sometimes been claimed that opium smoke played a role in the incubation rituals of the healing god Asclepius, or that vision-inducing mushrooms were mixed into the wine at Dionysian rites. Though possible, neither of these theories is backed by firm evidence. It has also been suggested that one of the most famous Greek rituals, the Eleusinian Mysteries, involved a hallucinogenic beverage. During an all-night vigil before the climactic ceremony, initiates drank a blend of water, barley flour, and pennyroyal. The ergot fungus, which grows on barley, can have effects similar to those of LSD. If the barley in the initiates’ drinks was contaminated with ergot, they could indeed have experienced awe-inspiring visions. The theory is intriguing—but again, definitive proof is lacking.


  The scope of recreational drug use is equally unclear. One Roman author mentions a plant that caused uncontrollable laughter when added to wine. Another author notes that fried hempseed was sometimes served as a dessert, and that those who ate large quantities experienced a warm and intoxicating sensation. Neither suggests, however, that consumption of these substances was common. In short, although the Greeks and Romans were aware of the narcotic properties of opium and cannabis, wine—occasionally spiked with psychoactive herbs like mandrake—seems to have almost always been their intoxicant of choice.4


  The absence of evidence, of course, is not necessarily evidence of absence. Although our textual sources suggest that drug use was limited in the classical world, those sources may be blinkered by the perspectives of their authors. So unless or until more information comes to light, the scope of ancient drug use must remain a mystery.


    Footnotes


  * A number of Scythian burial mounds in Siberia were found to contain bronze vessels filled with stones and hemp seeds, apparently left smoking when the tomb was sealed.


  * Marcus Aurelius took his opium in theriac, a panacea that was supposed to counteract poisons, calm indigestion, banish sciatica, and lend a hearty boost to the sex drive. This marvelous concoction had dozens of ingredients. A few (such as myrrh) may have had positive effects; others (like viper flesh) cannot have done convalescing digestive systems any favors.


  * A similar tubular vase was found at a late Bronze Age site in Cyprus, alongside an ivory cylinder apparently used as an opium pipe.
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  Did They Have Dentists?


  The invasion of Greece had begun. The Persian ships were drawn up on the beach at Marathon, and soldiers in their myriads massed ashore. In their midst was Hippias, former tyrant of Athens, come to reclaim his city. The night before, he had dreamed that he was destined to be buried in his motherland.* But as he stood on a sandy bank, he coughed, and one of his teeth fell out. After searching for it in vain, Hippias lamented: “We shall never conquer this land; for this tooth has been buried here in my place!”1


  By the time he landed at Marathon, Hippias was well into his eighties, more than old enough to be excused a vagrant tooth. But he was far from the only classical personage with a less-than-brilliant smile. Augustus, for example, had a mouth full of rotten stumps. And when he was still in his late twenties, Nero had to have a tooth pulled, presumably because of a serious cavity. Despite such practical experience, the Greeks and Romans never understood the root causes of tooth decay.† As a result, they tended to regard dental care as a matter of cosmetics, not hygiene. The standard, and often sole, implement employed to clean teeth was a toothpick. From the slivers of mastic wood plied by humble hands to the silver and gold models flourished by kings,* toothpicks were correspondingly ubiquitous, and were even given as gifts.2


  Toothpicks were paired with tooth powders, which were rubbed over the teeth and gums with an enthusiastic finger. Roman authors listed dozens of recipes. In addition to abrasive agents like pumice, pulverized bone, powdered glass, and crushed shell, various concoctions included such ingredients as sheep sweat and the ash of a wolf’s head. Some powders would certainly have whitened smiles, though only those few that incorporated herbs and spices beneficial for the teeth and gums would have made any positive contribution to dental health.† Nor did they combat halitosis. Bad breath was a chronic condition, despite such antidotes as honey-soaked wool, cremated mouse, and unmixed wine. “Among all animals,” one Roman author observed, “man is most prone to bad breath, from bad food, from bad teeth, and especially from old age.” Toothache seems to have been almost equally prevalent, not least because the remedies prescribed—which included the burnt heads of mad dogs, grains of sand from the horns of snails, and boiled frogs—would have done little more than distract sufferers.3


  Although doctors were already extracting teeth and wiring shattered jaws in Classical Greece, most of our knowledge about ancient dentistry comes from Roman sources. Broken teeth were filed down and infected gums were lanced; but in most cases, a dentist’s task consisted of nothing more or less than pulling teeth. Extractions were not undertaken lightly: medical handbooks emphasized the risks of a careless operation, which ranged from a dislocated jaw to death. Yet teeth were pulled, frequently enough that “tooth doctors” were a familiar presence in Roman cities. The process differed from today’s primarily in the absence of anesthesia: the gum was pulled back, the tooth was loosened by being worked back and forth, and the extraction was performed with a stylus or forceps.* A drain in the Roman Forum yielded eighty-six teeth—all with deep cavities—which had apparently washed out from a dentist’s shop. Impressively, not a single tooth had been broken during the procedure.4
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  Copy of a denture found in an Etruscan tomb. Science Museum, London


  With the possible exception of a Hellenistic mummy found with a linen-packed tooth, there is no evidence for cavity fillings. Ancient dentists, however, were perfectly capable of strengthening teeth with gold wire; an early Roman law specifically exempted such fastenings from a general prohibition on burying gold with a body. Though never common, artificial teeth—usually in the form of dental bridges—are well attested. By the Roman imperial era, dentures* were made of everything from ivory to boxwood.5


  The effectiveness of ancient dental care can best be judged from the skeletons recovered at Pompeii and Herculaneum. Only about a third of the adult skeletons found in the boat sheds at Herculaneum were missing teeth,† and relatively few had cavities. One middle-aged man, however, had lost no fewer than seven teeth, and was suffering from four serious cavities and four abscesses, one so deep that it drained into his sinuses. A young girl wearing expensive jewelry already had five cavities—probably because her family was wealthy enough to give her plenty of snacks smothered in sugary honey.‡ The leisure class was, however, spared the sort of wear visible in the mouth of a young fisherman, whose teeth were badly worn on one side from biting nets.6


  Rich or poor, the Greeks and Romans ate a great deal of bread, which often contained tiny flakes of tooth-corroding stone from the milling process. And since toothpicks and tooth powders, though effective at removing food scraps and burnishing smiles, were not very good at thorough cleaning, the bases of their teeth were almost invariably caked with plaque. Despite all these problems, ancient teeth were better than one might expect, largely because, in the absence of processed sugar, oral bacteria were less aggressive than they are today. Cavities still occurred, but the pervasive blackened teeth and hollow cheeks of early modern Europe were nearly as distant from the classical experience as they are from ours.


    Footnotes


  * To be more precise, Hippias had dreamed of having sex with his mother, and chose to regard this as a good omen (on the theory that Athens was his mother city). Remarkably, the only extant classical manual of dream interpretation contains a detailed discussion of how to parse dreams involving intercourse with one’s mother.


  † In ancient Mesopotamia, cavities were thought to be caused by “worms”—invisible parasites with an insatiable thirst for human blood. This idea survived into the Roman era, when it was cited by Scribonius Largus (who recommended expelling the wretched creatures with henbane). One work in the Aristotelian corpus ponders why sweet figs seem to cause cavities, but stops short of associating sugar with tooth decay. Galen, for his part, blamed corrosive humors.


  * Agathocles, tyrant of Syracuse, was reportedly assassinated with a poisoned toothpick. Though not fatal, using a vulture quill to pick one’s teeth brought on rancid breath. A porcupine quill, by contrast, was thought to be good for the gums.


  † The Romans believed—or at least liked to claim—that certain Spanish tribes rinsed their teeth with human urine (aged for the purpose in cisterns). Since all our references are secondhand or satirical, however, it’s more likely that we’re dealing with rumor and prejudice than with any historical practice.


  * Those who feared the forceps could visit certain springs or eat a hearty dose of pulverized earthworm to make their teeth fall out. But hope need not be lost along with those teeth: Pliny the Elder reports that the teeth of a certain Greek centenarian grew back in extreme old age.


  * In one epigram, a Roman poet has a personified batch of tooth powder scold an elderly lady for cleaning her dentures, telling her to save the powder for people with real teeth.


  † The boat sheds at Herculaneum—a row of low stone arches facing the harbor—sheltered about three hundred people on the night Vesuvius erupted. The volcano entombed them there.


  ‡ A dialogue from a third-century textbook, describing a Roman child’s normal routine, admonishes him to clean his teeth every morning.
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  Did They Have Tattoos?


  In ancient Greek and Latin, the word for “tattoo” was stigma.* Like its English equivalent, stigma had connotations of infamy and disgrace, a reflection of the classical association of tattoos with slaves, criminals, and barbarians.


  The tattooed barbarians known best to the Greeks were the Thracians, who lived north and east of Macedon. Thracian women—especially those of aristocratic birth—tattooed their arms and legs with silhouettes of animals and patterned lines. Mystified Greek authors speculated that the practice somehow commemorated the death of the mythical bard Orpheus, who had been torn to pieces by Thracian maenads. The Scythians, another tattooed people, roamed the vast arc of steppes beyond the Thracians. The bodies of their chieftains, found frozen in the Siberian permafrost, display a dazzling array of designs, from rearing stallions to fantastic beasts. On the other side of the world known to the Greeks, the mummies of Egyptian women exhibit tattooed dots and lines. Roman authors remarked on the Egyptian custom of tattooing children.† In Syria, worshippers tattooed their wrists with marks of devotion to the gods—a custom so widespread that the author of Leviticus forbade the Israelites from tattooing themselves.1
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  A Thracian maenad with tattoed arms attacking Orpheus, on a red-figure vase now in the Munich Antikensammlung. Public domain


  The Persians, by contrast, used tattoos as a punishment. During his conquest of the Persian Empire, Alexander encountered an entire settlement of Greeks who had been mutilated and tattooed on the orders of the king of kings. A century and a half before, during the Persian invasion of Greece, Xerxes had a contingent of his Theban allies tattooed. If Herodotus can be believed, he also ordered the sea itself to be tattooed and whipped after a storm destroyed his bridge over the Hellespont.2


  Before they encountered the Persians, the Greeks do not seem to have practiced tattooing. But by the beginning of the Classical period, they had begun to tattoo fugitive slaves, most often on the face or neck, with phrases like “Stop me—I’m a runaway.”* Such tattoos became familiar enough to be referenced both in a ribald Hellenistic poem—in which a woman summons a tattooist to punish her slave lover—and in the book of Revelation, which describes the tattooed forehead of the whore of Babylon. The Greeks also tattooed prisoners of war, typically with the emblems of their captors. Athenian soldiers seized in the wake of the disastrous Sicilian expedition, for example, were tattooed with the horse of Syracuse. Such tattoos were a mark of subordination: after defeating the Rhodians, Queen Artemisia of Halicarnassus reportedly set up a statue of herself tattooing a personified city of Rhodes.3


  Like the Greeks, the Romans tattooed slaves; one of Caligula’s many crimes was the tattooing of freeborn men. As in the Greek world, facial tattoos were most common. When the main characters of the Satyricon—a Roman novel—decide to disguise themselves as slaves, they shave their eyebrows and draw fake tattoos on their foreheads with ink. Constantine decreed that, since the human visage was made in the divine image, it should not be defaced with tattoos. A full half-millennium after Constantine, however, the Byzantine emperor Theophilus ordered twelve lines of (very bad) poetry to be tattooed on the faces of two monks who had defied his prohibition on icons.4


  By the reign of Constantine, the Romans were also tattooing soldiers. A late antique military manual mentions marking recruits with the insignia of their units, and an imperial decree of the same era stipulates that all workers in arms factories be tattooed to prevent desertion. The practice continued for some time: a medical treatise from the following century defines tattoos as marks like those placed on the hands of soldiers.5


  Former soldiers and freed slaves seem to have done everything they could to erase their tattoos.* Medical texts outlined various methods, which usually involved pricking the skin and rubbing the affected area with caustic substances. Alternatively, tattoos could be concealed with strategic bandages or long hair.6


  There were a few Greeks and Romans, however, who were not ashamed of their ink. The semimythical sage Epimenides reportedly had himself tattooed with lines from his own poems. Ptolemy IV, king of Egypt, was tattooed with ivy leaves as a mark of devotion to Dionysus. And many early Christians, perhaps inspired by the penal tattoos of the martyrs, had their arms marked with a sign of the cross or the name of Jesus.* A more expansive devotional tattoo, which praised Mani as a disciple of Christ, revealed a certain African monk to be a heretic. A tattoo might even betoken a miracle: when a tumor in Saint Macrina’s breast was suddenly healed, a tattoo-like mark appeared on the spot.7


  Near the end of the sixth century, the emperor Maurice received a group of Turkish prisoners at Constantinople, and was surprised to see that many had crosses tattooed on their foreheads. When asked how they had acquired these marks, the Turks replied that a Christian had once told their tribe that the sign of the cross protected against plagues.† In this episode, with the cultural heirs of Classical Greece admiring the tattoos of a tribe that had replaced the Scythians, the ancient history of tattoos came full circle.8


    Footnotes


  * Stigma originally meant “dot” or “mark.” One distinguished grammarian came to be known as Stigmatias, because he specialized in punctuating the works of Homer.


  † The Greek author Xenophon encountered a tribe on the coast of the Black Sea that tattooed children with elaborate floral designs.


  * Those who violated temples in the ideal city of Plato’s Laws were to have the transgression tattooed on their faces and hands.


  * An inscription from the healing sanctuary at Epidaurus celebrates the miraculous disappearance of a hated tattoo.


  * The Carpocratians, a heretical Christian sect, branded converts on the right earlobe with a red-hot razor.


  † In this respect, the cross replaced images of Alexander the Great, which was worn for centuries as a talisman against the plague.
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  Did They Have Newspapers?


  Rome was in danger. A rogue senator named Catiline was plotting to overthrow the government, and only one man had the courage, poise, and relentless eloquence to prevent revolution: Marcus Tullius Cicero, consul. At a meeting of the Senate, Cicero accused Catiline of fomenting rebellion, knowing that a network of informers, gossips, and couriers would carry his words to every corner of the city. His strategy worked all too well: Catiline fled Rome, but the news of his conspiracy generated so many rumors that Cicero had to reassure the people in a public address the following day.


  In Cicero’s Rome, upcoming elections and games might be publicized with streetside graffiti.* But in a world whose literacy rate likely hovered around 10 percent, most people learned by listening. Orators and heralds addressed the people during festivals, games, and assemblies, informing them of victories in the provinces, distributions of free grain, and other matters of public concern. The popular response, enthusiastic or otherwise, was part of the process: in late antiquity, members of the crowd sometimes bantered with the herald, or even with the emperor himself. Between games and assemblies, the hub of the hubbub was the Forum, where the stentorian voices of lawyers and politicians rang through forests of columns, and semi-professional rumormongers lingered around the rostra, voices all but lost in the buzz and hum of conversation. From the Forum, news spread as swiftly as tongues could wag—corroborated, contradicted, or condemned by the classical world’s only newspaper.1


  From the late Republic to late antiquity, the Roman government published the acta diurna, or daily gazette. Each issue began with the statistics for the day’s births and deaths, along with such items of practical interest as the arrival of grain boats at Ostia. These particulars were accompanied by summaries of important court cases (especially, it seems, messy divorces) and significant decisions of the Senate. News relating to the imperial family was given a full treatment, even when the emperor was away from Rome, as was the progress of major building projects. In times of war, the gazette might describe Roman victories, along with any skirmishes or marches that the government saw fit to publicize.2


  But it was the human-interest section of the gazette that, one suspects, the Romans followed most avidly. In addition to such prodigies as abnormal births and sacrificial animals with unorthodox organs, mention was made of any strange or surprising event. Examples mentioned by our sources include a rain of dirt from the sky, a dog that remained loyal to its master’s corpse, a bloody brawl at a funeral, and an architect who straightened a leaning portico with a system of pulleys.3


  The flavor of the gazette is captured by a parody in a Roman novel, in which the clerk of an obscenely wealthy freedman reads the daily report for his master’s estates. After rattling off the statistics for births and harvests, he mentions—among much else—the crucifixion of a slave, a destructive fire, and the messy divorce of a woman who had been caught having an affair with a bath attendant.4


  The gazette was produced by a small staff of minor officials, assisted by reporters who jotted shorthand notes at court cases and prowled the Forum in search of tips. Although their summaries were spare and concise, the gazette’s writers were not above a bit of journalistic flair. Someone involved in a divorce, for example, might be described as “wounded at heart.” We don’t know how many copies were made of any given edition of the gazette, but the number was probably quite small. A few copies were sent to archives and libraries, where they could be consulted by historians and other researchers. The rest were posted on public notice boards to be read, recopied, and proclaimed.5


  Since, as mentioned earlier, most Romans were illiterate, the contents of the gazette were broadcasted by street criers. Their patter was part of the daily din on the streets of Rome; one author compared an especially stentorian orator to someone “bawling the gazette into your ear.” Although we don’t know how they read the news, the epitaph of one crier may provide some idea: “Here lie the bones of Olus Granius the crier. He was modest, trustworthy, and honorable. That is all.”6


  Scribes—often the slaves of wealthy families—copied the gazette as soon as it was posted and sent facsimiles to the homes of the Roman elite. Since there was strong


   Footnotes
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